Apta caro - Flos virginum

The motet “Apta caro — Flos virginum” is probably one of the most outstanding
achievements of Gothic artistic expression. The greatest formal rigidity here
brings forth the most natural expressiveness. Like twining vines the melody
weaves itself around the intricate chicaneries of the isorhythmic structure,
always maintaining its aspect of hovering, a phenomenon that is constantly

renewing itself.

The soul of the tenor and thus of the entire composition is the wonderful
melody of the famous antiphon “Alma redemptoris mater”, which for centuries
inspired so many great musicians to try their hand. The color of this melody
is presented twice. The entire work is divided into three taleae. Color and
talea therefore do not coincide but rather overlap, each talea showing a highly
intricate form. It consists of three times three compound measures, each
being divided into three brevis measures, and thus links different strings of

syncopes which permeate each other.

To this is added the contratenor with its similarly complex rhythmic structure.
Both tenor lines complement one another in such a way that there never is a
general rest in the underlying structure of the motet.

This is the prerequisite for a constant series of hockets in the two upper parts.
The hocket may be interpreted as a rejoicing which provides adequate artistic
expression to the religious theme of this solemn Marian motet. The upper
parts move in 9/8 time, leading within the overall structure to six rhythmic
levels of integration with an internal proportion of 1:3.

Each of the two upper voices preserves its own character. The motetus
progresses primarily in stepwise motion and in comparatively calm note values,
played about by the ecstatically leaping triplum. Even where the two merge
into a single sound, there is a continuing sense of their essential difference.

What allows these many elements to grow into one brilliant organism is
probably the succession of sounds that are initiated by the pedal notes of the
Alma melody. From here emanates the warmth, the quiet breath which turns
this highly artificial construct into a message of humanity.

Olaf Raitzig
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