Christmas in the British Isles

December 3, 2005, St. Nicholas Church, Wilkes-Barre

December 4, 2005, St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Scranton

PROGRAM

All this time
William Walton (1903-1983)

Wexford carol
Irish traditional, arr. Richard Lakey

Personent hodie
arr. Gustav Holst (1874-1934)

There is no rose
Anonymous (15th century)

Kathy Brink, soprano

Larry Hickernell, tenor

Adam lay ybounden
Boris Ord (1897-1961)

A hymn to the virgin
Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)

Sans Day carol
Cornish traditional, arr. John Rutter (b. 1945)

The holly and the ivy
English traditional, arr. Alice Parker and Robert Shaw

Come to Bethlehem
Peter Warlock (1894-1930), arr. Dom Gregory Murray

Come from every land
Edward Arthur, arr. Louis Halsey (b. 1929)

Dark the night
Canon Owen Jones, arr. Louis Halsey (b. 1929)

The first nowell
English traditional, arr. Alice Parker and Robert Shaw

intermission

Jesu, thou the virgin-born
Gustav Holst (1874-1934)

Carol Tome, alto

Wes Poole, tenor

Bethlehem down
Peter Warlock (1894-1930)
Baloo, Lammy
Scottish traditional, arr. Don Gillespie

Suo gân
Welsh traditional, arr. George Guest (1924-2002)

Kathy Shucosky, soprano

This endris night
John Lea-Morgan

Catherine Carter and Alene Olsommer, soprano

Tomorrow shall be my dancing day
John Gardner (b. 1917)

An Irish carol
Irish traditional, arr. Ken Berg (b. 1956)
Deck the hall
Welsh traditional, arr. Louis Halsey (b. 1929)

The boar’s head carol
English traditional, arr. Malcolm Sargent (1895-1967)

Sir Christèmas
William Mathias (1934-1992)

Sing-Along

What child is this
English traditional, arr. John Stainer (1840-1901)

Joy to the world!
English traditional

Notes on the Program
This second concert of the Robert Dale Chorale’s 2005-2006 season explores the long and rich tradition of carol singing in England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and Cornwall.  The practice of singing carols began in the medieval period, and a number of the works we perform today trace their roots back to that time.  For many of these old carols, the texts have been preserved but the music has not.  Our program covers the whole spectrum:  carols in their original form, carols with a new arrangement of the old melody, and carols with an old text but with completely new music.  In some cases the text and the music were written independently and only married together at a later date.

The carols are arranged into a narrative of sorts:  we begin with carols that evoke the joy of the Christmas story, then sample a few of the many carols that focus on Mary.  We follow that with carols that describe the journey visitors took to the manger, guided by a star.  The second half of the program begins with carols that treat the entire story of Jesus’ life, including his crucifixion as well as his birth.  We then return to the manger where we hear lullabies sung to the baby Jesus, after which Jesus awakes and speaks to his mother and to us.  The next four carols focus on the festive aspects of the Christmas season, and our program concludes with two well-known carols with which the audience is invited to sing along and join in the celebration.

Like many carols, Walton’s All this time consists of an alternation of a refrain: “All this time this song is best:  ‘verbum caro factum est’ [the word is made flesh]” with verses.  Texts like this one which mix two languages (one of which is usually Latin) are known as macaronic texts.  The words of this carol are from the 16th century, and the music was written for the carol collection Carols for Choirs 2, published in 1970 by Oxford University Press.
The Wexford carol was transcribed by Dr. W. H. Grattan Flood in Enniscorthy in the County Wexford in Ireland from a local singer around the beginning of the 20th century; it was subsequently sent to the editors of the Oxford Book of Carols, whose 1928 publication made many previously unknown carols available to a wider audience.  Richard Lakey, whose arrangement of the original tune we perform today, is Director of Music at St. Mark’s Lutheran Church in Williamsport and teaches at Lycoming College.

The text and melody of Personent hodie are not British in origin, but rather come from a collection of sacred songs entitled Piae Cantiones that was published in Sweden in 1582 by a Finnish student who was studying in Germany.  We include it today because it became popular in England in this arrangement by English composer Gustav Holst.  The original carol is modelled on a medieval song about St. Nicholas; the notes in the refrain which are repeated three times (“ideo-o-o” etc.) were, in the original, an evocation of the importance of the trinity in St. Nicholas’ life.

There is no rose is an example of a medieval carol whose music and text have both been preserved.  Each verse ends with a Latin word or phrase drawn from a sacred chant that would have been sung during the Christmas season:  Alleluia [alleluia], Resmiranda [a wonderful thing], Pari forma [of the same form], Gaudeamus [let us rejoice], and Transeamus [let us go].  The manuscript in which this carol is found gives no composer’s name and dates from around 1420, which makes it the earliest work on today’s program.

The text of Adam lay ybounden is also from a 15th-century manuscript, but no original music survives.  Boris Ord, who composed new music for the old text, was organist and choirmaster of King's College, Cambridge between 1929 and 1957; this work is his only published composition.

Benjamin Britten wrote A hymn to the virgin when he was seventeen.  The text, which is from a 13th century manuscript, is as follows:

Of one that is so fair and bright

Velut maris stella, 
[as the star of the sea]

Brighter than the day is light,

Parens et puella: 
[mother and maiden]

I cry to thee, thou see to me,

Lady, pray thy Son for me,

Tam pia, 
[so holy]

That I may come to thee.

Maria!
All this world was forlorn

Eva peccatrice, 
[through Eve’s sin]

Till our Lord was yborn

De te genetrice. 
[of you, his mother]

With ave it went away

Darkest night, and comes the day

Salutis; 
[of salvation]

The well springeth out of thee.

Virtutis. 
[of virtue]

Lady, flower of everything,

Rosa sine spina, 
[Rose without a thorn]

Thou bare Jesu, Heaven’s King,

Gratia divina:  
[by divine grace]

Of all thou bear’st the prize,

Lady, queen of paradise

Electa: 
[chosen]

Maid mild, mother

Es effecta. 
[you are made]

The Sans Day or St. Day Carol is so named because it was transcribed near the beginning of the 20th century in St. Day, in Cornwall, which is located at the far south-west tip of England.  The carol’s text is unusual in that the holly is used to represent Mary; in other texts of the time the holly is typically a male symbol and the ivy is female.  The traditional tune is arranged here by John Rutter, the well-known English composer and conductor.

In The holly and the ivy the holly is again used to represent Mary, with the holly’s white blossom symbolizing Mary’s virginity, the holly’s berry and thorn symbolizing the pain of childbirth, and the bitter bark symbolizing the pain of the crucifixion.  The original composer of the tune is unknown, and it is possible that the refrain “O the rising of the sun / And the running of the deer, / The playing of the merry organ, / Sweet singing in the choir,” which doesn’t quite seem to fit with the rest of the text, is actually a more recent addition to an older carol.  This arrangement is one of the many works that came out of the fruitful collaboration between Alice Parker (b. 1925) and Robert Shaw (1916-1999).

Peter Warlock was the pseudonym of Philip Heseltine, a very colorful character who is known today primarily for his songs.  Although he wrote a number of Christmas carols (see below), Come to Bethlehem was actually arranged from a movement of his Capriol Suite, which was written for chamber orchestra.  The arranger, who also wrote the words, was Dom Gregory Murray (1905-1992), an English organist, composer, and authority on Gregorian chant.

Three of Louis Halsey’s Five Welsh Carols (Pump Carol Cymraeg) are on today’s program.  The first is Come from every land (Tua Bethlehem dref), with words by Wil Ifan and original melody by Edward Arthur.  The second is Dark the night (Seren Bethlehem), with traditional words and original melody by Canon Owen Jones; the third is Deck the Hall, which appears on the second half of the concert.  Louis Halsey is an English composer and conductor, and is currently Director of Music at Regent’s College, London.  
We close the first half with another carol arrangement by Alice Parker and Robert Shaw.  The modern version of The first nowell first appeared in William Sandys’ Christmas Carols, Ancient and Modern (1833), though the text can be traced back to the 15th century.  
The second half begins with Jesu, thou the virgin-born, the third of Gustav Holst’s Four Old English Carols, published in 1907.  Each verse of this slow and beautiful carol is followed by the refrain: Jesu, Fili virgine, misereri nobis [Jesus, son of the virgin, have mercy on us].

The beauty of Warlock’s carol Bethlehem Down stands in stark contrast to the story of its creation. According to a letter written by Warlock’s friend Bruce Blount some years after the fact, the carol was written in December 1927 when both were short on drinking money; Blount wrote the text one evening while taking a walk and sent it to Warlock, who wrote the music in a few days.  They sold the carol to London’s Daily Telegraph, who published it on Christmas eve, and used the proceeds to enhance their holiday cheer.
Baloo, Lammy, is a traditional Scottish carol written in the 17th century and arranged here by Don Gillespie.  “Baloo, Lammy” means “rock-a-bye, my little lamb.”

The melody of the lullaby Suo gân is an ancient Welsh folk tune; the Welsh text is by Robert Bryan (1858-1920).  The arrangement on today’s program is by Welsh organist and conductor George Guest (1924-2002), who was organist and choirmaster for four decades at St. John's College, Cambridge.  The text and translation are as follows:
Huna, blentyn, ar fy mynwes,

Clyd a chynnes ydyw hon,

Breichiau mam sy’n dynn amdanat,

Cariad mam sy dan fy mron;

Ni chaiff dim amharu’th gyntun,

Ni wna undyn â thi gam;

Huna’n dawel, annwyl blentyn,

Huna’n fwyn ar fron dy fam.

Sleep, my baby on my breast,

It is warm and cozy there,

Mother’s arms are tight around you,

Mother’s love dwells in my heart.

None can harm you while you slumber,

No-one dares to harm you now.

Sleep so softly, dear my child,

Sleep so softly on my breast.

Huna’n dawel heno, huna,

Huna’n fwyn, y tlws ei lun;

Pam yr wyt yn awr yn gwenu,

Gwenu’n dirion yn dy hûn?

Ai angylion fry sy’n gwenu

Arnat ti yn gwenu’n llon?

Tithau’n gwenu’n ôl dan huno,

Huno’n dawel ar fy mron?

Sleep softly through the night,

Jewel of my tender love,

Does a smile light those eyes,

Stealing gently over thy face?

Do the angels smile above you,

You who smile so sweetly now?

You are smiling now and sleeping,

Sleeping softly at my breast.

Paid ag ofni, dim ond deilen

Gura, gura ar y ddôr:

Paid ag ofni, ton fach unig

Sua, sua’r lan y môr.

Huna, blentyn, nid oes yma

Ddim i roddi iti fraw;

Gwena’n dawel yn fy mynwes,

Ar yr engyl gwynion draw.

Do not fear, it’s just a leaf

Beating, beating at the door.

Do not fear, it’s just a little 

wave whispering on the shore.

Sleep my baby, there is nothing

Here to frighten you tonight.

Smile so gently on my breast

At the angels up above.

The original music of the 15th-century carol This endris night does exist, but this version of the carol by John Lea-Morgan uses entirely new music.  The carol (whose title means “the other night”) features a dialogue between Mary and the newborn baby Jesus.

John Gardner’s Tommorrow shall be my dancing day also dispenses with the original carol tune, and uses instead a rhythmic setting that emphasizes the text’s connection with dance.  The text of the carol is known only from Sandys’ Christmas Carols, Ancient and Modern (1833) but is probably much older, possibly originating as early as the 15th century.

The tune of Ken Berg’s An Irish carol was transcribed from a folk singer by the same Dr. Flood who discovered the Wexford Carol.  Berg has been Choral Director and Fine Arts Chairman for John Carroll Catholic High School in Birmingham, Alabama since 1977, and with his wife, Susan, directs the Birmingham Boys Choir.

The Welsh carol Deck the Hall (Nos galan) 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 Boar’s Head Carol is sung every Christmas at Queen’s College, Oxford.  The text dates from the 16th century, but the current tune is probably from the 18th century.  The tradition of having a boar’s head feast dates back to Norse mid-winter celebrations in which a boar was sacrificed to Freyja, the goddess of fertility.  In the Queen’s College ceremony, the boar’s head is carried into the hall, preceeded by the choir, who walks in backwards.  A soloist sings the verses, and is afterwards rewarded with the orange from the boar’s mouth.  The text is as follows:

The boar’s head in hand bear I,

Bedeck’d with bays of rosemary;

And I pray you, my masters, be merry,

Quot estis in convivio.
[as many as are at the feast]

Caput apri defero,
[I bring in the boar’s head]

Reddens laudes Domino.
[giving thanks to the Lord]

The boar’s head, as I understand, 

Is the rarest dish in all this land,

Which thus bedecked with a gay garland,

Let us servire cantico
[serve it with a song]

Caput apri defero,
[I bring in the boar’s head]

Reddens laudes Domino.
[giving thanks to the Lord]

Our steward hath provided this,

In honour of the King of bliss,

Which on this day to be served is,

In Reginensi atrio.
[in Queen’s Hall]

Caput apri defero,
[I bring in the boar’s head]

Reddens laudes Domino.
[giving thanks to the Lord]

William Mathias’ Sir Christèmas is a final example of a carol for which we have the original music, but for which a contemporary composer has provided new music.  Mathias was a Welsh composer; Sir Christèmas is from his Ave Rex, op. 45, a setting for chorus and organ of four medieval carol texts.  This text, instead of combining English and Latin, combines English and French:
Nowell, nowell, nowell, nowell.


Who is there that singeth so,

Nowell, nowell, nowell?


I am here, Sir Christèmas.

Welcome, my lord Sir Christèmas!

Welcome to all, both more and less,

Come near, come near.

Dieu vous garde, beaux sieurs,
[God keep you, fine sirs]

tidings I you bring:

A maid hath borne a child full young,

which causeth you to sing:

Nowell, nowell, nowell, nowell.

Christ is now born of a pure maid;

In an ox-stall he is laid,

Wherefore sing we at a brayde:

Nowell, nowell, nowell, nowell.

Buvez bien par toute la compagnie.
[Good health to everyone]

Make good cheer and be right merry,

And sing with us now joyfully:

Nowell, nowell, nowell, nowell!

We conclude today’s program with two well-known carols with which the audience is invited to sing along.  The tune of What child is this is well-known as the English folk song Greensleeves; William Chatterton Dix (1837-1898) wrote these words to go with the tune around 1865.  It was first published in Bramley and Stainer’s Christmas Carols New and Old in 1871.

The text of Joy to the world! is a paraphrase of Psalm 98, from Psalms of David imitated in the language of the New Testament (1719) by the English pastor and hymn-writer Isaac Watts (1674-1748).  The tune is often described as arranged from Handel by Lowell Mason (1792-1872), but in fact the composer of the melody is unknown.  Mason, an American hymn composer, was responsible for putting the tune and the text together, however:  the carol as we know it was first published in his Occasional Psalm and Hymn Tunes, selected and original, published in Boston in 1836.
