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PROGRAM

O come, o come Emmanuel
arr. Steven Thomas

Kommet, ihr Hirten
arr. C. H. Trevor 

What is this lovely fragrance?
Healey Willan

The first nowell 
arr. Alice Parker and Robert Shaw

Touro-louro-louro!
Nicolas Saboly

I wonder as I wander
arr. John Jacob Niles and Lewis Henry Horton

Lo, how a rose e’er blooming
arr. Alice Parker and Robert Shaw

A la nanita nana
arr. Norman Luboff

Saturday, December 4

Bishop Hoban Seasonal Singers

Sunday, December 5

Chanteuses of the Choral Society

of Northeast Pennsylvania

intermission

Patapan
arr. Reginald Jacques

W zlobie lezy
arr. Edith Reed and George Aitken

Lulajze, Jezuniu
arr. Paul Brandvik

Catherine Carter and Gina Lupini Lehman, soprano

Carol Tome and Evelyn Munley, alto

Irish Carol
Linda Spevacek

Oy, v Yerusalïmi
Ya. M. Yatsynevich

Carol of the bells
arr. Mykola Leontovich and Peter J. Wilhousky

Deck the Hall
arr. David Willcocks

Tomorrow shall be my dancing day
John Gardner

Sing Along

Silent night
Franz Grüber

Hark, the herald angels sing
Felix Mendelssohn

Notes on the Program
This second concert of the Robert Dale Chorale’s 2004-2005 season celebrates the rich diversity of Christmas traditions in Northeast Pennsylvania.  There are far too many beautiful carols for us to do them all, so today’s exploration can only scratch the surface.  Our musical journey takes us to Poland, the Ukraine, Bohemia, Germany, Wales, Ireland, England, France and Spain.  

Before we start that journey, however, we begin with an arrangement of the traditional plainchant hymn O come, O come Emmanuel that takes as its inspiration the waiting and anticipation of the Advent season.  The arrangement makes very little use of traditional harmony; most of the work consists either of the tune itself in stark simplicity or the tune in hollow parallel fourths.  The texture becomes more complicated in the fourth section:  like Jesse’s branch the vocal parts go off on their own paths, with the basses and altos singing different verses in canon at the fifth, and the sopranos and tenors in an accompanying role, sharing yet another verse.  In the fifth section, as the hearts of humankind are bound in one, so are the four vocal parts.  Yet this is a complex type of “one”; each pursues the same goal and sings the same text to the same melody, but each preserves its individuality by singing the melody in its own key.  For the sixth and final section, the simple plainchant returns.  A tantalizing glimpse of harmony suddenly appears but the work ends as it began:  in stark simplicity.

Our journey then begins with three works that illustrate one of the most enduring images from the Christmas story, that of the angels and the shepherds.  Kommet, ihr Hirten (known in English as The Angels and the shepherds) is from Bohemia, and exists both in German and Czech versions.  We follow that with the French carol What is this lovely fragrance (originally Quelle est cette odeur agréable?) in an arrangement by Canadian composer Healey Willan.  The tune has long been popular in England as well as in France, and appeared as a drinking song in John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (1728).  The last piece in this set is the well-known traditoinal English carol The first nowell arranged by Alice Parker and Robert Shaw.

Another image from the Christmas narrative is that of the physical and the metaphorical search for shelter, and accordingly our next two carols are songs of wandering.  The first carol comes from 17th-century Provençe and tells the story of shepherds seeking shelter from the cold of winter and finding it in the manger where the infant Jesus lies with Mary and Joseph.  The hauntingly beautiful Appalachian carol I wonder as I wander also uses the image of wandering, here to illustrate the mystery of the Christmas story.

We continue with two carols that portray the scene at the manger.  Lo, how a rose e’er blooming is known from Michael Praetorius’ setting from 1609, but the tune is actually from the late 15th or early 16th century. The traditional Spanish carol A la nanita nana, here arranged by Norman Luboff, is a lilting lullaby sung by Mary to the newborn Jesus.

The second half the today’s program begins with an arrangement of the familiar Burgundian carol Patapan from the late 17th or early 18th century.   This jaunty little work uses nonsense syllables to imitate the sounds of instruments being used to praise the newborn Jesus.

We return to the stable scene for two lullabies from the rich tradition of Polish carols:  first the well-known carol W zlobie lezy, often sung in this country in English translation as Infant Holy, Infant Lowly.  We follow this with the traditional Polish carol Lulajze, Jezuniu, which is a song Mary sings to calm her crying baby.

Most Christmas traditions are full of the image of ringing bells, and the next three carols make use of this joyful sound.  The Irish carol, originally from County Wexford in Ireland, celebrates the birth of Jesus with the sound of bells in the piano accompaniment.  We then perform two bell carols from the Ukrainian tradition.  Oy, v Yerusalïmi begins with the singers imitating the pealing of bells; out of this springs the joyful carol melody.  The Carol of the Bells is a perennial holiday favorite, but many people may not realize that it, too, is an arrangement of a Ukrainian carol.  In its original setting by Mykola Leontovich it was entitled Shchedrik (Song of Good Cheer) and was the type of song wandering Christmas carollers would sing to wish good fortune on their listeners.  It also had nothing to do with bells.  Peter J. Wilhousky’s arrangement is not a translation but instead a re-imagining of the text, perhaps inspired by the legend that all the bells in the world rang on the first Christmas night.

The Welsh carol Deck the Hall is another work that began life as something quite different from the version we know today.  It was originally collected by the famous Welsh harpist Edward Jones, who was an important figure in the preservation and promotion of Welsh folk music in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.  The tune is part of the canu penillion tradition, in which singers danced around a harpist and took turns singing verses.  Any singer who couldn’t remember (or make up) a verse when his or her turn came had to drop out of the dance.  What are now “fa-la-las” were originally harp interludes that allowed the singers a moment to collect their thoughts.  The modern form of the carol, with English words celebrating the new year, first appeared in 1881.

John Gardner’s Tommorrow shall be my dancing day dispenses with the original carol tune in favor of a rhythmic setting that emphasizes the text’s connection with dance.  The text of the carol is known only from William Sandys’ Christmas Carols, Ancient and Modern (1833) but is probably much older, possibly originating as early as the 15th century.  The text has been set to music by a number of other composers as well, including Gustav Holst and Igor Stravinsky.

Originally for voices and guitar, Stille Nacht was, according to the traditional story, composed in Oberndorf, Bavaria on Christmas Eve 1818 when the organ broke down at the worst possible time.  The carol has since become one of the most beloved of all Christmas carols.  Hark, the herald angels sing, the last work on today’s program, is an example of a carol’s text and music being created independently and eventually finding each other.  The text is by Charles Wesley and dates from 1739; it was sung to many different melodies until 1856, when W. H. Cummings set it to music drawn from the second movement of Mendelssohn’s Festgesang for male chorus and brass.

We hope you enjoy today’s concert!  If you have a favorite carol from your own family tradition, please send it to us and we’d be happy to consider it for a future Christmas program.
