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PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

Tempus Est
Philippine Madrigal Singers
14 March 2026
Proscenium Concert Hall, Makati City

he recent choral concert of the Philippine Madrigal Singers (MADZ)
under the direction of Mark Anthony Carpio, Tempus Est (It is time),
offered a thoughtfully curated meditation on time as both a philosophical
and musical construct. The theme centered on the cyclical nature of human
existence, drawing on the wisdom of Ecclesiastes that “to everything there
is a season.” Held at the new acoustically impeccable Proscenium Concert
Hall in Makati City last 14 March 2026 (with a repeat performance on
15 March), the concert traversed early sacred polyphony, to contemporary
Filipino choral compositions by the choir’s internal roster of composers
and arrangers. A segment was also dedicated to the pieces written by
alumnus Eudenice Palaruan.
The first half situated the audience within a historical continuum.
Works by the twelfth-century abbess Hildegard von Bingen and by late
Renaissance composer Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina established
an austere, contemplative sound world, marked by clarity of line and
restrained devotional intensity. These were juxtaposed with “Signs
of Judgment” by Mark Butler, whose more contemporary harmonic
language expanded the expressive palette without disrupting the
program’s meditative tone. The choir opened with Hildegard’s antiphon
“O Eterne Deus” (Eternal God) holding lit candles. The soloist, Nicole
Adri, performed Hildegard’s signature melodic leaps with ease, her
usual rich alto voice acquiring a light soprano-like texture. Giovanni
Pierluigi’s motet “Peccantem Me Quotidie” (I sin everyday) was rendered
by a reduced group of three quartets. Despite a few misses, particularly
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those approaching the high notes, this small group, light in timbre,
offered a good prequel to the full choral sound of the entire ensemble,
which came, to the audience’s delight, in the MADZ’s rendition of
Butler’s arrangement of “Signs of Judgement.” The choir was in the
familiar seated formation, with Carpio directing without using his hands.
The power of this song prepared the audience for what was to come next—
a sequence of modern choral works showcasing the vitality of current
compositions written by MADZ composers and arrangers.

The segment began with Nilo Alcala’s “Sa Silong ng Langit” (Under
heaven’s cover). Alcala is known for his incredible ability to weave together
traditional Philippine motifs and modern, complex choral textures.
“Sa Silong ng Langit” is a masterful example of his style—lush,
atmospheric, and deeply evocative. Alcala applies a wavelike movement
of voices in this work; one section swells while another recedes, creating
a cinematic sense of depth. The rhythmic vitality of this work emanates
from his rootedness in Philippine folk traditions and the sensitive
consideration for the Tagalog text’s enunciation. MADZ’s rendition
of this piece clearly shows the meticulous attention to details and the
intention to create layers of sound masses and dynamics.

Next was Illy Maniano’s “Amihan” (North wind), one of his
most evocative pieces about nature, a stunning display of musical
impressionism. The title refers to the cool, northeastern winds that
sweep across the Philippines from November to February. Maniano uses
the choir to “become” the wind. The MADZ’s signature straight tone
singing aptly renders the high, floating harmonies of “Amihan” that
require a well-controlled vibrato-less sound. The choir was able to create
a whistling, ethereal quality that represented the refreshing coolness of
air, like wind passing through a high mountain pass.

Saunder Choi, known for his sophisticated, almost orchestral
approach to choral writing, is represented by “Lakbay ng Agila” (Eagle’s
flight). One of his most powerful, cinematic, and technically demanding
works, the piece features dramatic rising passages and rapidly shifting
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harmonies that mimic the eagle’s search for warm air that helps it to
spiral upward. This was one of the MADZ’s best interpreted songs in the
entire evening, and with projected visuals designed by Nowella Pelayo,
it elevated the audience, too.

From the soaring sky of the eagle’s flight, the MADZ then led the
audience to the depths of one’s inner being, in Nikko Oliver Villanueva’s
poignant “While You Live.” It was inspired by the text etched in the
tombstone of Seikilos in ancient Greece. Carpio led the choir into a
sensitive treatment of the lines and the connecting of phrases, which
represents the determined prolonging of the “breath.”

Following this moving song was a show piece that featured
Dennis Dizon singing the solo of Erwin Vargas’s arrangement of Freddie
Mercury’s “Somebody to Love.” Dizon brought the house down. Vargas’s
captivating arrangement provided an energetic ending to this segment
of the concert that had featured the wide range of genres the younger
generation of in-house composers and arrangers could write for the
MADZ and the general choral population of the Philippines in general.

Closing the first half of the concert was a short “tribute” to National
Artist for Music Ramon P. Santos, whose works enormously enhanced the
growing repertoire of the MADZ in its early years under another National
Artist and founder of the MADZ, Andrea O. Veneracion. The inclusion of
two of his choral works, “Tula-Tula” (Poetry) and “Tuksuhan” (Teasing)
was a fitting recognition of Santos’s contribution to the modernization of
Philippine choral literature, which he started in the 1970s and which paved
the way for more experimental and harmonically complex compositions
for choirs. The works display how Santos sometimes injects in his
compositions a playful yet sophisticated exploration of Filipino vocal
traditions, effectively bridging the sacred and the communal.

The second half of the concert began with the performance of
the Bangkok Voices, the guest choir of the evening, with its conductor,
Kittiporn Tantarungroj. Established in the early 2000s by a MADZ
alumnus who was working in Thailand, Alfred de Veyra, the Bangkok
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Voices traces its origin to the choral tradition shaped by Veneracion,
a fact acknowledged by Tantarungroj in a short speech. The choir
performed “Selemao,” a Thai folk song arranged for choir by Eudenice
Palaruan, with fascinating choreography in traditional costume and
cultural paraphernalia. The singing was impressive and energetic, with
clear brilliant timbres that are quite unusual for Thai choirs. It provided
a contrasting timbral identity and reinforced the concert’s regional
inclusivity. The second song was a surprise to the Manila audience:
“Sana Maulit Muli” (May it happen again), composed and popularized
by Gary Valenciano and arranged by another MADZ alumnus, Robert
Delgado. It featured soloist Montri Bootnak, whose enunciation of the
Tagalog text was close to perfect and whose performance evidenced that
he had internalized the Filipino’s passionate soul. The segment closed
with “Prayer of St. Francis,” a composition by Allen Pote and arranged
by Delgado. Joining in was the MADZ, and both choirs were led by
Carpio. (Carpio reminded everyone “to keep peace by doing what we
do best,” which in the case of choirs is through singing.) The number
also highlighted how differing vocal cultures could be integrated into a
unified soundscape.

The central focus of the latter portion of the concert was the music
of Eudenice Palaruan, whose works—both sacred and secular—embodied
the program’s thematic concern with temporality. These compositions
navigated contrasting affective states, from introspective stillness to
exuberant vitality. The choir’s interpretive approach demonstrated
sensitivity to Palaruan’s nuanced text settings and evolving harmonic
language. Palaruan’s contribution to the MADZ’s repertoire is a profound
understanding of vocal color and an architectural approach to choral
arrangement. In the context of the Tempus Est program, his works served as
the link between traditional folk motifs and modern liturgical expression
and as such they were never uninteresting.

Following the theme, the music moved from the somber and
reflective works at the start to the vibrant sound of profane secular songs
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towards the end. The injection of a folk arrangement, a novelty song, and
an arrangement of a classic contemporary favorite in a program framed
with a biblical theme might seem forced. However, as Palaruan mentioned
in the short video clip shown during the concert, the program validates
the very essence of the Ecclesiastes. Every form of human expression,
whether sacred or profane, is significant as far as God is concerned.

As the bearer of the concert’s title, Palaruan’s new composition,
“Tempus” (Time), directly invokes the text of Ecclesiastes 3: “To everything
there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.” The
MADZ’s interpretation evoked both earthy and polished timbres, leaning
into Palaruan’s style of brilliant ethnic-contemporary fusion. One could
feel the ritualistic and tribal energies from indigenous influences,
and the dissonant and complex harmonies that represent the modern
contemporary musical idiom that he utilizes in his works. Palaruan was
effective in bringing out the cyclical and relentless nature of time and
destiny: “time to weep” was in his use of sharp, clashing harmonies;
“time to kill and mourn” was in the MADZ’s shift to a strong straight
tone; “time for peace” was in the switch in vocal color to a warm glowing
sound.

Palaruan’s “Tempus” also contains dense, multi-layered climaxes.
The MADZ used their trademark “spatial” singing to make the sound feel
as though it is coming from everywhere, which the impeccable acoustics
of the Proscenium Concert Hall helped to actualize. In the sections
where everyone was singing different lines simultaneously, balance was
the focus of interpretation. Even when the music was incredibly loud
and complex, the texture was kept transparent. Crucial here was the
light vocal quality; if each singer had used a heavy, operatic vibrato, the
complex message of Ecclesiastes would have turned into noise rather
than the controlled outburst of fate.

In “Gapas” (Harvest), Palaruan presents a tour de force of rhythmic
vitality and communal storytelling. In this work, Palaruan elevates
the agricultural cycle to a liturgical status. The rhythmic ostinatos
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do not merely mimic the physical act of harvesting but also represent
the relentless progression of time. This piece represents the “time to
reap,” as it captures the physical labor and the spiritual gratitude of the
harvest season. The MADZ’s execution of the repeating sixteenth-note
patterns mimics the repetitive motion of scythes, and the sudden shifts
in dynamics and sforzando punctuations mirror the communal shouting
and celebration of a successful yield.

“O Naranyag a Bulan” (O bright moon) is one of Palaruan’s most
performed and best-loved arrangements. In its clusters and suspended
chords, this Ilocano folk song captures the shimmer of the moon. The
arrangement feels fluid and nocturnal, utilizing the sopranos’ and tenors’
upper register to emphasize the melodic line, mimicking the moonlight,
while the lower voices provide a rhythmic harmonic cushion. This piece
demonstrates Palaruan’s ability to create a harmonically complex and
exciting arrangement from a simple folk melody while maintaining his
“provinciano” (countryside) soul. The MADZ easily made this piece
shine, resorting to the choir’s usual style that highlights the melodic
line, which is passed from one voice section to another while the rest of
the choir enjoy unconventional yet interesting harmony.

Ending this short climactic segment is “Sago’t Gulaman” (Sago and
Gelatin), a novelty song composed by Palaruan with text by Onib Olmedo.
This piece emphasizes the experimental and playful exploration of sound,
with several distinct musical sections clearly composed following the
flow of the text. Much like his other rhythmic works, “Sago’t Gulaman”
incorporates vocal effects to create a specific groove. It is an exercise
in human beatboxing filtered through a choral lens. Written in 1998, it
highlights Palaruan’s playful disposition and wit, and his belief that the
human voice is a limitless playground. In a program like Tempus, this
represents the “time to laugh”—the joy found in the tactile pleasures
of sound, satire, and a different way of telling history. The MADZ did
an impressive rendition of this piece, emphasizing clarity of words
particularly in the crucial punchlines that bring out the humor in
Palaruan’s composition.
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The focus on Palaruan’s works in the latter portion of the
concert was both logical and thematically aligned. His compositions
and arrangements, traversing sacred and secular domains, offered the
most substantive engagement with the notion of tempus, particularly
in their sensitivity to textual temporality and affective contrast. The
choir responded with evident musical investment, though not without
technical inconsistencies. Notably, the soprano section, while capable
of brilliance, at times verged on excessive transparency, compromising
vertical blend and drawing disproportionate attention to the upper
register. The presence of several new members—approximately four
singers joining the ensemble for the first time—might have contributed to
these moments of imbalance. Their integration into the choir’s established
vocal culture was still in progress, suggested by the occasional subtle
discrepancies in vowel formation and tonal focus. Nevertheless, from a
technical standpoint, the ensemble maintained a commendable level of
cohesion and tonal blend throughout most of the program; the overall
execution, polished. Ultimately, Palaruan demonstrates that the MADZ
sound is not a static relic, but a dynamic language capable of translating
ancient wisdom into contemporary resonance. Tempus Est succeeded
because it did not treat time as a linear constraint, but as a cyclical
canvas—one where the harvest, the moon, the prayer, and the song all
occupy their rightful, appointed place.

For the first encore, the MADZ was joined by the Bangkok Voices
for the singing of “As Long As I Have Music,” another arrangement of
Palaruan. This classic favorite is appropriate to end the concert as the text
summarizes the message of the performance, that after recognizing that
there is a time for everything, it is through music that one can express
the various facets of life and it is music that can help “make the spirit
free.” The second encore was Choi’s playful arrangement of “Leron,
Leron Sinta” (Leron, Leron Beloved).

The concert was a triumphant reminder that the MADZ, through
the leadership of its choirmaster, is the custodian of a living, breathing art
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form. Tempus Est transcends the ephemeral nature of a single performance
to address the core contradiction in Ecclesiastes—the vanity of things
against the permanence of the divine. The concert succeeded not only
as a showcase of choral repertoire but as a reflective artistic statement.
The thinking behind the program deserves recognition. Its attempt to
articulate a temporal and cultural continuum through choral music
reflects an awareness of both historical lineage and contemporary creative
practice. Carpio’s careful programming and the MADZ’s expressive
delivery affirmed the enduring relevance of choral music as a medium for
contemplating time, transformation, and the shared human condition.

Meanwhile, the intellectual and spiritual labor of the choir’s
internal roster of composers and arrangers ensures an enduring legacy.
By championing its own composers and arrangers, the MADZ manages
to influence choral music globally. By grounding its program in the
“appointed time” of its own history, the ensemble proves that while
seasons change and voices may age, the pursuit of choral excellence
remains a fixed point under the sun. Tempus Est was not merely a concert of
passing moments but was a testament to the enduring power of Philippine
artistry to capture the infinite within the finite. It was an evening of
remarkable music—fitting for a group that continues to bridge the gap
between tradition and the future—a transcendent experience that proves
why the MADZ remains UNESCO Artists for Peace. Its voices do not
just reach the ear but also resonate in the soul.

ARWIN Q. TAN
aqtan@up.edu.ph
University of the Philippines
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