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Programme notes by Musical Director Tomos Watkins

Christmas Triptychs

The triptych will be a familiar artistic form to many of us, whether we know it by that name or not. It denotes
three pieces of art, often on hinged panels, placed side by side, traditionally placed behind the altar in a
church or cathedral. The first half of tonight’s concert is intended as a series of musical triptychs on various
Christmassy themes, preceded by a triptych of those themes. I’ll leave the way the first three pieces relate
to the other triptychs to your own imaginations, though the links will, I’m sure, be clear enough.

Out of Your Sleep - Richard Rodney Bennett
1. Out of your sleep arise and wake,
For God mankind now hath ytake.
All of a maid without any make:
Of all women she beareth the bell.

2. And through a maide fair and wise,
Now man is made of full great price:
Now angels knelen to man's service,
An at this time all this befell.

3. Now man is brighter than the sun:
Now man in heav'n on high shall won:
Blessed be God this game is begun
And his mother the Empress of hell.

4. That ever was thrall now is he free:
That ever was small now great is she:
Now shall God deem be thee and me
Unto this bliss if we do well.

5. Now man he may to heaven wend:
Now heav'n and earth to him they bend.
He that was foe now is our friend.
This is no nay that I you tell.

6. Now blessed Brother grant us grace,
At doomes day to see the face,
And in thy court to have a place,
That we may there sing thee nowell.

Words medieval

Bethlehem Down - Peter Warlock

1. “When He is King we will give him the King’s gifts,
Myrrh for its sweetness, and gold for a crown,
Beautiful robes”, said the young girl to Joseph
Fair with her first-born on Bethlehem Down.

2. Bethlehem Down is full of the starlight
Winds for the spices, and stars for the gold,
Mary for sleep, and for lullaby music
Songs of a shepherd by Bethlehem fold.

3. When He is King they will clothe Him in grave-sheets,
Myrrh for embalming, and wood for a crown,
He that lies now in the white arms of Mary
Sleeping so lightly on Bethlehem Down.

4. Here He has peace and a short while for dreaming,
Close-huddled oxen to keep Him from cold,
Mary for love, and for lullaby music
Songs of a shepherd by Bethlehem fold.

Words by Bruce Blunt

A Spotless Rose - Herbert Howells
soloist: Simon Davies

1. A spotless Rose is blowing,
Sprung from a tender root,
Of ancient seers' foreshowing,
Of Jesse promised fruit;
Its fairest bud unfolds yo light
Amid the cold, cold winter,
and in the dark mid-night.

2. The Rose which I am singing,
Whereof Isaiah said,
Is from its sweet root springing
In Mary, purest Maid;
For through our God's great love and might
The Blessed Babe she bare us
In a cold, cold winter's night.

                          Words 14th Century



This first group, as well as introducing us to our various trinities, also underlines one of the other themes I
wanted to explore in this first half, which is the interaction between the medieval and the modern in Christmas
music, both textually and musically. The concept of the triptych itself was popularised in the Middle Ages,
so perhaps this is a natural confluence of themes.

Richard Rodney Bennett, in his 5 Carols, two of which we perform tonight, takes exclusively medieval texts
and sets them in a neo-medieval manner, often echoing the modal harmony and rhythmic modes of medieval
music. ‘Out of your sleep’ is a jaunty setting, stepping deftly in and out of irregular rhythms, often leaping in
fourths, in their way ‘medieval’-sounding when stacked on top of one another.

Bethlehem Down is one of the most touching pieces of Christmas music, despite having been written for a
carol competition in the Daily Telegraph to fund what was essentially a massive drunken bender on behalf
of the poet, Bruce Blunt, and the composer, Peter Warlock. It eschews the saccharine colour of so much
Yuletide music in favour of D natural minor (without the customary sharpened tones which make music sound
‘tonal’ or traditionally classical), and a reflective colour. None of the lines cover any great range, and it is
marked only ‘very slow and quiet’.

A Spotless Rose is rightly one of Howells’s most beloved choral compositions. Setting a 14th-century text,
Howells writes the rose’s petals into the music, not shying away from the incipient darkness of the ‘cold, cold
winter’s night’ in some gently dissonant harmonic touches.

There is no rose - Richard Rodney Bennett
1. There is no rose of such virtue
As is the rose that bare Jesu.
Alleluia, Alleluia

2. For in this rose containèd was
Heaven and earth in little place
Resmiranda, Resmiranda

3. By that rose we may well see
There be one God in Persons three.
Pares forma, Pares forma

4. The angels sungen the shepherds to:
Gloria in excelsis Deo
Gaudeamus, Gaudeamus.

5. Then leave we all this wordly mirth,
And follow we this joyful birth.
Transeamus, Transeamus

The Rose Triptych

The first of our triptychs picks up Howells’ rose theme, offering a few different perspectives on the nexus of
metaphors involving the Virgin Mary, Christ, roses, roots and petals.

In Richard Rodney Bennett’s ‘There is no rose’, it is the Virgin Mary who is the rose from which Christ is born.
Within a restrained, neo-medieval language the macaronic text, mixing English and Latin, affords Rodney
Bennett many possibilities for musical colour, as the text moves gently through the Christmas story.

Jan Sandström takes the notes of the familiar carol ‘A Spotless Rose’ or ‘A Great and Mighty Wonder’ as
harmonised by Michael Praetorius, and clothes it in itself. The main choir hums the notes of the original
chorale, now vastly stretched out, while the quartet of soloists interjects with those phrases sung at the
proper speed. The effect is musically akin to a hall of mirrors, or perhaps more appropriately Rilke’s image
of the rose endlessly reflecting and caressing itself, as in the poem ‘Dirait-on’.

In Norwegian translation, Ola Gjeilo’s setting of A Spotless Rose wraps us up nice and warm against the
winter’s chill, luxuriating in jubilant G major.



Det hev ei rose sprunge
Ut av ei rot så grann
Som fedrane hev sunge:
Av Isais rot ho rann,
Og var ein blome blid
Midt I den kalde vinter
Ved mørke midnattstid

Om denne rosa eine
Er sagt Jesajas ord,
Maria møy, den reine,
Bar rosa til vår jord.
Og Herrene miskunns makt
Det store under gjorde
Som var I spådom sagt

A Spotless Rose is blowing,
Sprung from a tender root,
Of ancient seers' foreshowing,
Of Jesse promised fruit;
Its fairest bud unfolds to light
Amid the cold, cold winter,
And in the dark midnight.

The Rose which I am singing,
Whereof Isaiah said,
Is from its sweet root springing
In Mary, purest Maid;
Through God's great love and might
The Blessed Babe she bare us
In a cold, cold winter's night.

A Spotless Rose (Det hev ei ros) - Ola Gjeilo

Er ist ein Ros entsprungen  - traditional chorale melody, arr. Jan Sandström

 soloists: Jane Cresswell, Lynn Carter, Chris Markwick, John Edwards

Es ist ein Ros entsprungen,
aus einer Wurzel zart,
wie uns die Alten sungen,
von Jesse kam die Art
Und hat ein Blümlein bracht
mitten im kalten Winter,
wohl zu der halben Nacht.

Lo, how a rose e'er blooming,
From tender stem hath sprung.
Of Jesse's lineage coming,
As men of old have sung;
It came, a flow'ret bright,
Amid the cold of winter,
When half spent was the night.

The Shepherd Triptych

The second triptych presents us with various images of the Christmas story’s shepherds, at the end of their
journey having followed the star to the crib.

Le sommeil de l’enfant Jésus, one of the oldest known vernacular Christmas carols, arranged by Gevaert,
paints an intimate picture of the manger scene. Despite the cows, the donkeys, the thousands of angels and
seraphim praising the Christ-Child, He sleeps on, undisturbed.

Remaining in France, Poulenc’s setting of Quem vidistis pastores is typically witty. He takes each little portion
of text and treats it individually, so that we flit from image to image: first the narrator eagerly questioning
the shepherds, then the angels praising God and finally the new-born Messiah. It ends with a typical Poulenc
instruction to the singers -  to pause on the final chord, but to then end abruptly, as if falling off a cliff.

Quem pastores laudavere, in an arrangement by John Rutter, returns us to the simplicity of this triptych’s
opening. The shepherds and magi are gently narrated in this rolling tune, passed between the upper and
lower voices, before the final verse, urging the praise of God throughout the world, is split between two
choirs.



Quem vidistis pastores dicite:
Annuntiate nobis in terris quis apparuit:
Natum vidimus, et choros angelorum collaudantes
Dominum.
Dicite quidnam vidistis, et annuntiate Christi
nativitatem.

Tell us, shepherds, whom have you seen?
Relate to us, who has appeared on earth?
We have seen a new born babe, and choirs of
Angels  praising God together.
Proclaim what you have seen, and announce the
birth of Christ.

Quem vidistis pastores? - Poulenc

Quem pastores laudavere - 14th-century German, arr. Rutter

Quem pastores laudavere
Quibus angeli dixere
Absit vobis jam timere
Natus est rex gloriae

Ad quem magi ambulabant
Aurum, thus, myrrham portabant
Immolabant haec sincere
Nato regi gloriae

Christo regi, Deo nato
Per Mariam nobis dato
Merito resonet vere
Laus, honor et gloria

Shepherds left their flocks a-straying
God's command with joy obeying
When they heard the angel saying:
"Christ is born in Bethlehem."

Wise Men came from far, and saw him
Knelt in homage to adore him;
Precious gifts they laid before him:
Gold and frankincense and myrrh

Let us now in every nation
Sing his praise with exultation
All the world shall find salvation
In the birth of Mary's Son

Le sommeil de l’enfant Jésus - trad. French, arr. Gevaert

Entre le bœuf et l'âne gris
Dort, dort, dort le petit fils,
Mille anges divins, mille séraphins
Volent à l'entour de ce grand Dieu d'amour.

Entre les roses et les lys,
Dort, dort, dort le petit fils,
Mille anges divins, mille séraphins
Volent à l'entour de ce grand Dieu d'amour.

Entre les pastoureaux jolis,
Dort, dort, dort le petit fils,
Mille anges divins, mille séraphins
Volent à l'entour de ce grand Dieu d'amour.

Between the ox and the grey donkey,
Sleeps, sleeps, sleeps the little son,
A thousand divine angels, a thousand seraphs
Fly around this great God of love.

Between roses and lilies,
Sleeps, sleeps, sleeps the little son,
A thousand divine angels, a thousand seraphs
Fly around this great God of love.

Between the good shepherds,
Sleeps, sleeps, sleeps the little son,
A thousand divine angels, a thousand seraphs
Fly around this great God of love.

The Emmanuel Triptych

This final triptych explores what Christmas means or has meant to people at a few points in history. The first
piece, ‘I wonder as I wander’ is a folksy meditation on what Christ’s life meant. The connection between
Christ’s birth and the Crucifixion is made explicit in the first two lines, and the question is posed that if He
could have had anything under the sun, why would he have accepted his lot as he did?

The central panel in this triptych is perhaps a gently provocative inclusion - the tradition of wassailing was a
cross between modern carolling and trick-or-treating, where groups of people go around a village or to the



I wonder as I wander - Appalachian carol, arr. Rutter
soloist: Catherine Bass

1. I wonder as I wander out under the sky,
How Jesus the Saviour did come for to die.
For poor on'ry people like you and like I...
I wonder as I wander out under the sky.

2. When Mary birthed Jesus 'twas in a cow's stall,
With wise men and farmers and shepherds and all.
But high from God's heaven a star's light did fall,
And the promise of ages it then did recall.

3. If Jesus had wanted for any wee thing,
A star in the sky, or a bird on the wing,
Or all of God's angels in heav'n for to sing,
He surely could have it, 'cause he was the King.

Wassail, wassail, all over the town!
Our bread it is white, and our ale it is brown,
Our bowl it is made of the green maple tree;
In the wassail bowl we'll drink unto thee

Here’s a health to the ox and to his right eye,
Pray God send our master a good Christmas pie,
A good Christmas pie as e’er I did see;
In the wassail bowl we'll drink unto thee.

Here’s a health to the ox and to his right horn,
Pray God send our master a good crop of corn,
A good crop of corn as e’er I did see;
In the wassail bowl we'll drink unto thee.

Here’s a health to the ox and to his  long tail,
Pray God send our master a good cask of ale,
A good cask of ale as e’er I did see;
In the wassail bowl we'll drink unto thee.

Come, butler, come fill us a bowl of the best,
Then I pray that your soul in heav’n may rest;
But if you do bring us a bowl of the small,
May the Devil take butler, bowl and all.

Then here's to the maid in the lily white smock,
Who tripped to the door and slipped back the lock!
Who tripped to the door and pulled back the pin,
For to let these jolly wassailers in.

Wassail Song - trad. English, arr. Ralph Vaughan Williams

Procedenti puero, Eya, nobis annus est!
Virginis ex utero
Gloria! Laudes! Deus homo factus est et immortalis.

Sine viri semine Eya, nobis annus est!
Natus est de virgine
Gloria…

Sine viri copia, Eya, nobis annus est!
Natus est ex Maria
Gloria…

In hoc festo determino, Eya, nobis annus est!
Benedicamus Domino!
Gloria…

A boy comes forth, Eya, this is our time,
From the womb of a virgin.
Glory! Praise! God is made man and immortal.

Without the seed of a man, Eya, this is our time,
He is born of a virgin.
Glory! Praise! God is made man and immortal.

Without the means of a man, Eya, this is our time,
He is born of Mary
Glory! Praise! God is made man and immortal.

On this appointed feast, Eya, this is our time,
Let us bless the Lord.
Glory! Praise! God is made man and immortal.

Benedicamus Domino - Peter Warlock

local nobleman’s house singing, demanding ale, money or food (we can fairly reasonably posit that ‘We wish
you a Merry Christmas’ originated as a wassail song - think ‘now bring us some figgy pudding!’). It’s part of
Christmas’ rich history as a winter festival (which stretches back to pre-Christian, pagan beliefs) that we
acknowledge its importance as a festival of joy and revelry. Vaughan Williams brilliantly depicts the wassailers
echoing from far off through the snow, bursting through the door, singing raucously, before vanishing back
into the darkness.



                The Reluctant Dragon - John Rutter
                       Narrator:  Chris Davies

There is very little one can say about Rutter’s gem The Reluctant Dragon which wouldn’t occlude its brilliant
and witty storytelling. The musical equivalent of Home Alone, or any number of soft-focus, feel-good
Christmas films, it is a demonstration of why John Rutter has been, and remains, such a musico-Christmas
icon, appreciable by everyone, from the young to the old and cynical. We very much hope you enjoy this
musical setting of the story by  Kenneth Grahame (of 'Wind in the Willows’ fame), first  published in a book
of children's stories in 1898, called Dream Days.

No. 1        Prologue -  the Narrator sets the scene one Christmas-time, a long time ago…introducing the
 main characters assisted by the voices

No 2 & 3  Narration & Chorus-  the story unfolds - what has the shepherd seen in the cave? The Boy’s
 adventure begins….

No 4    Boy meets Dragon, they talk Poetry, but then the villagers are heard  in the distance, shouting
 for the dragon’s head, and what’s more they have ‘..St George and ‘is ‘orse and sword and
 buckler…’.  This noble figure suddenly appears at the Dragon’s cave and threatens him - but the
 Dragon refuses to  fight……

No 5   St George, Dragon and Boy - the Dragon tries to persuade both St. George and the Boy that he
 is not the fighting kind, they are not at all convinced until the Dragon says he’ll simply sit down
 and cry! ‘But what shall we do?’  Then the Boy has a brain wave - they’ll rig the fight.

No 6   Boy, Dragon, St George and Chorus rehearse the fight

No 7    Tournament - Narrator, Master of Ceremonies, Boy, Dragon, St George, Villager and Chorus -
the villagers are unrelenting in their call for the Dragon’s head.  The tournament begins, with
 taunts  and teasing from both St George and the Dragon. After three rounds the Dragon  expires
dramatically, the villagers are ecstatic  and rush off to celebrate.

No 8   Banquet Fugue  - the feast is in full swing, the villagers happily guzzling, munching and chomping….

No 9  Finale - …..when someone notices that both St George and the Dragon are also at the table!
 They call on the knight to do his duty, but he quickly persuades them that the Dragon is not
 such a bad chap after all…..

Merry Christmas all !

The Cast

The Boy - Catherine Early
The Dragon - Glyn Jones

St George - Nick Thwaites
Master of Ceremonies - Andy Hague

Villager - James Butler

The Band

Andrew Carter - Keyboard

Duwi Watkins - Bass

Steve Douglas - Percussion
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