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William Byrd: dies sanctificatus

Dies sanctificatus illuxit nobis
venite genes et adorate Dominum
quia hodie descendit lux magna super

teram
—Alleluia for the 3rd Mass of the Nativity, partially based on Psalm 118:24

Dies sanctificatus by William Byrd (c.1539/40- or 1543-1623) is part of the Advent 
portion of his Gradualia: seu cantionum sacrarum, liber secundus (Gradualia II), of 
1607. This bright, four-voice motet perfectly captures the dawn of a new day, and the 
gently rising “alleluias” in the last measures are, rather than excited, awe-struck.

A hallowed day dawned for us:
come ye nations, and adore the Lord;
For this day a great light hath

descended upon the earth.

John harBison: o magnum mysterium

O magnum mysterium 
et admirabile sacramentum
ut animalia viderent 
Dominum natum
jacentem in praesepio.
Beata Virgo cujus viscera
meruerunt portare 
Dominum Christum.
Ave Maria, gratia plena, 
Dominus tecum, Amen. 

—Fourth of nine responsories for Matins of Christmas Day

The sacred compositions by John Harbison (b. 1938) include a large number that are 
for unaccompanied chorus, including two settings of O Magnum Mysterium. This, the 
first and shorter of the two, was composed in 1992, for the Music School at Rivers. 
Within the motet’s contemplative mood, gently rocking motion and stark stasis play 
against each other, the former perhaps suggestive of the animals who, too, are aware 
of this moment, and the latter hinting at the timelessness of this event.

O great mystery 
and wonderful sacrament
that even the animals saw 
the new-born Lord
lying in a manger.
Blessed Virgin, whose womb
was worthy to bear 
our Lord Christ.
Hail Mary, full of grace, 
the Lord is with you, Amen.
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heinrich schütz: supereminet omnem scientiam, sWV 76, 77,
from cantiones sacrae 1625

Supereminet omnem scientiam o bone 
Jesu, tua magna caritas quam 
ostendisti nobis indignis pro sola 
bonitate et pietate tua, humanam et 
enim non angelicam suscipiens 
naturam et eam stola immortalitatis 
glorificans.

Vexisti super omnes coelos, super 
omnes choros angelorum, super 
Cherubim, super Seraphim ad 
dexteram patris. Te laudant angeli, 
adorant dominationes et omnes virtutes 
coelorum tremunt super se et super 
hominem Deum.

Pro hoc magno mysterio pietatis 
benedico et glorifico nomen sanctum 
tuum, Rex Christe, fili Mariae, fili Dei 
viventis. Tibi sit honor et gloria cum 
patre et sancto spiritu in sempiterna 
saecula.

—Meditations of St. Augustine

This linked pair of motets of Heinrich Schütz (1585-1672) are among the most 
magical of his impassioned collection Cantiones sacrae 1625. The set’s forty 
motets—published when Schütz was forty—are based on highly personal and private 
meditations of the German theologian Andreas Musculus (1514-1581), some of 
which are, in turn, based on texts of St. Augustine or on Psalms. The motets reflect 
their texts in exquisite, often pictorial, detail, and their contrapuntal language is highly 
imaginative, at once free and disciplined. Many of the motets are intense, even dark—
the five Passion motets are particularly powerful—but Supereminet and Pro hoc 
magno, with exquisite attention to their texts’ details, glow with an enthralling, angelic 
tone both unusual for the collection and unequalled by little other music of any time.

Far above all the knowledge of all 
humanity, o gentle Jesus, is the great 
love which You have shown us, 
although we are unworthy; through Your 
goodness and piety alone You took on 
human nature, not angelic nature, 
glorifying it with the mantle of 
immortality.

You are exalted above all the heavens, 
over all the holy angel chorus, over 
Cherubim, over Seraphim at the right 
hand of the Father. The angels praise 
You, the Dominions worship You, and 
all the Virtues of heaven tremble before 
You, God over them and all humanity.

For this great mystery of devotion I 
bless and glorify Your holy name, King 
Christ, son of Mary, son of the living 
God. Honor and glory be to You with 
the Father and the Holy Spirit for ever 
and ever.
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heinrich schütz: cantate domino, sWV 81, from cantiones sacrae 1625

Cantate Domino canticum novum,
Laus eius in ecclesia sanctorum.
Laetetur Israel in eo qui fecit eum,

Et filiae Sion exultant in rege suo.

Laudent nomen eius in tympano et
choro,

In psalterio psallant ei.

—Psalm 149:1-3

Cantate Domino is one of the few unabashedly optimistic motets in Cantiones 
sacrae, so much so that it seems almost not to belong to the larger group. But the 
bold and personal expression of the entire collection here appears simply as another 
extreme—irrepressible joy. 

Schütz composed Cantiones sacrae in the old-fashioned way, for 
unaccompanied voices. But his publisher pressured him to provide a continuo 
accompaniment in order to stay current with the trend, and though the composer 
complied, he said the accompaniments were “vain and cumbersome.” Many of set’s 
motets do work well only when they’re unaccompanied, but some benefit from the 
continuo part, and others are equally vital either way.

Sing to the Lord a new song,
praise Him in the sanctuary of holiness.
Let Israel rejoice in that which He has

made,
and the children of Zion exult in their

Ruler.
Let His name be praised with dancing

and singing,
Let songs be made to Him with a

psaltery. 

george Whitefield chadWick: noël, A ChristmAs PAstorAl, part i

George Chadwick (1854-1931), along with Horatio Parker, Amy Beach, John 
Knowles Paine, and Edward McDowell, was one of the most important figures in 
American music at the end of the 19th, and beginning of the 20th, centuries. Born in 
Lowell, Massachusetts, Chadwick attended the New England Conservatory, then 
studied composition with Carl Reinecke and Josef Rheinberger in Europe, and 
eventually returned to Boston. In 1897, he became the president of NEC and built into 
the curriculum serious studies that had benefitted him from his European training.

Chadwick composed Noël in 1908, for the Litchfield County University Club, on 
commission from prominent Connecticut philanthropists and music patrons Carl 
Stoeckel and Ellen Battell Stoeckel. Like much of his other music, this short oratorio 
shows the influence of Richard Strauss (particularly in the alto aria, “O Long and 
Darksome was the Night”), balanced by the classical training he had received from 
Rheinberger. Chadwick scored the work for large chorus, four soloists, and very large 
orchestra. This reduction of the oratorio’s first half, for soloists, chorus and only nine 
instruments, can make no attempt to reflect the grandeur of the original’s 

♦ ♦ ♦
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Prelude—The Star

Chorus—This is the Month
This is the month, and this the happy morn,
Wherein the Son of heaven’s eternal King,
Of wedded maid and Virgin mother born,
Our great redemption from above did bring;
For so teh holy sages once did sing,
That He our deadly forfeit should release,
And with His Father work us a perpetual peace.

—John Milton 

Solos and chorus—From the Eastern Mountains
From the eastern mountains, pressing on, they come,
Wise men in their wisdom, to his humble home;
Stirred by deep devotion hasting from afar,
Ever journeying onward, guided by a star.

Light of life that shineth ere the world began,
Draw Thou near and lighten every heart of man.

There their Lord and Saviour, meek and lowly lay,
Wondrous light that led them onward on their way.
Ever now to lighten nations from afar
As they journey homeward by that guiding star.

Light of life that shineth ere the world began,
Draw Thou near and lighten every heart of man. (Refrain)

Thou Who in a manger once hast lowly lain,
Who dost now in glory o’er all kingdoms reign,
Gather in the hopeful who in lands afar
Ne’er have seen the brightness of Thy guiding star.

Light of life that shineth ere the world began,
Draw Thou near and lighten every heart of man. (Refrain)

—Godfrey Thring, 1873

orchestration, but it seeks to capture something of the work’s parlor intimacy. Noël 
appears not to have been heard in its entirety for ninety years, when the National 
Symphony Orchestra performed it in Washington, D.C. during its 1941 season. This 
miniaturized version of the first half of the oratorio, then, affords an opportunity to hear 
a large portion of this skillful and colorfully dramatic music. 
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Parvum quando cerno Deum 
Matris inter brachia, 
Colliquescit pectus meum 
Inter mille gaudia. 

Gestit tua, gestit, videns 
Tua, mater, ubera: 
Puerille, dum subridens 
Mille figit oscula. 

Qualis puro in lucenti 
Sol renitet aethere, 
Talis puer in lucenti 
Matris haeret ubera. 

Talis mater speciosa
Pulchra est cum filio, 
Qualis est cum molli rosa, 

When I espy the little God 
Between his mother’s arms, 
My heart melts 
Amid so many joys. 

The little boy sees your breasts, 
O mother, and is eager for them, 
While smiling, 
He gives you a thousand kisses. 

Just as the sun shines forth 
In the clear, radiant sky, 
Just so the baby clings 
To his mother’s breasts.
 
His beautiful, lovely mother 
With her son
Is like the deep red rose 

Alto solo—O Long and Darksome Was the Night
O! long and darksome was the night
That in dull watches word away,
With moon and stars alone to light
A world bewildered and astray;
While oft thick shade and murky cloud
Pale moon and stars did deep enshroud;
And nations looked, and hoped in vain
That over earth, of guilt and sorrow,
Of sin and hate, the sad domain,
Might dawn a bright and cheerful morrow.

When Thou, O Christ! of flesh wast born,
To greet Thee in Thy humble bed,
Though earth Thy lowliness should scorn,
Celestial bands with rapture sped;
At midnight on the silent air
Thy birth the floating strains declare:
The shepherds catch the thrilling lay,
In harmony their senses steeping;
Then to Thy manger take their way,
And gaze on Thee, an infant sleeping!

—1868, Ray Palmer (1808-1887)

Chorus of Women—Parvum quando cerno Deum
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Viola cum lilio. 

O ut una ex sagitis, 
Dulcis o puerule, 
Quas in matris pectus mittis,

In me cadat, Jesule!
—Author unknown

With the soft lily. 
 
O sweet baby boy, 
May one of the arrows 
Which you shoot at your mother’s

breast 
Fall upon me, little Jesus!

Bass solo—I Was a Foe to God
I was a foe to God, 
I fought in Satan’s host,
I trifled all His grace away, 
Alas! my soul was lost.
Yet God forgets my sin,
His heart, with pity moved,
He gives me, heavenly Child, in Thee;
Lo! thus our God hath loved!

Once blind with sin and self,
Along the treacherous way,
That ends in ruin at the last,
I hastened far astray;
Then God sent down His Son;
For with a love most deep,
Most undeserved, His heart still yearned,
O’er me, poor wandering sheep!
Then God sent down His Son
For with a love most deep,
Most undeserved, His heart still yearned,
O’er me, poor wandering sheep.

O ponder this, my soul,
Our God hath loved us thus,
That e’en His only dearest Son
He freely giveth us.
Thou precious gift of God,
The pledge and bond of love,
With thankful heart I kneel, to take
This treasure from above.

—1731, Gerhard Tersteegen (1697-1769), transl. Catherine Winkworth
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Chorus—Praise Him, O Ye Heaven of Heavens
Praise him, O ye heaven of heavens!
Praise him, angels in the height!
Every power and every virtue
Sing the praise of God aright!
Let no tongue of man be silent,
Let each heart and voice unite.
Praise him, O ye heaven of heavens!
Evermore and evermore.

Laud and honor to the Father!
Laud and honor to the Son!
And honor to the Spirit evermore!

—c. 405, Aurelius Clemens Prudentius (348-c. 405)

Intermission



Texts & Translations

gustaV holst: in the Bleak midWinter

In the bleak mid-winter
Frosty wind made moan;
Earth stood hard as iron,
Water like a stone;
Snow had fallen, snow on snow,
Snow on snow,
In the bleak mid-winter
Long ago.

In the Bleak Midwinter, by Gustav Holst (1874-1934), was first published in 1906 in 
The English Hymnal, and sets a text (not sung in these performances) based on a 
poem by Christina Rossetti. A second carol with the same title and words was 
composed in 1911 by Harold Darke (1888-1976) and may now be the more well-
known. But Holst’s beguilingly wistful carol, even without its words, reflects the 
somewhat paradoxical images of wintry snow and the birth of Jesus in a manger. The 
first verse reads:  

arnold Bax: lord, thou hast told us

Lord, thou has told us that there be
Two dwelling which belong to thee,
And those two, that’s the wonder,
Are far asunder.

The one the highest heaven is, 
The mansions of eternal bliss,
The other’s the contrite
And humble sprite.

Arnold Bax (1883-1953) was born in England and died where his heart lay, in Ireland. 
In the decade after his death, his music fell into obscurity, pushed aside by the avant 
garde of the nineteen-fifties, and considered too romantic and old-fashioned to be 
taken seriously. It took nearly a half century for his very personal voice to come into its 
own as legitimate and powerful, worthy of being in the company of his colleague and 
friend Ralph Vaughan Williams. Today his music holds great interest, particularly in 
Britain, sustained largely by his evocative tone poems and strangely shaped seven 
symphonies.

Although not on a text specific to Christmas, Arnold Bax’s “Lord, Thou Hast Told 
Us,” a four-part hymn too unusual to appear in any hymnbook, is so gorgeous that it 
seemed necessary to include in this program. 

O God! since thou delight’st to rest 
Within the humble contrite breast,
First make me so to be,
Then dwell with me.

—Psalm 149:1-3
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arnold Bax: of a rose i sing a song

Of a rose a lovely rose
And of a rose I sing a song!
Hearken to me both old and young,
How rose began to spring,
A fairer rose to my liking
Sprung there never in kinges land.
Six branches are on that rosebeam,

Of a Rose I Sing a Song is one of Bax’s most beautiful choral works, an enchanting 
scene for tenor solo, small chorus (which divides into as many as ten parts), harp, 
cello and double bass. The musical language is largely diatonic, but the vivid 
diversions into chromaticism reminds us of the composer’s individuality. Bax softens 
the 15th-century poem’s litany by creating a free and through-composed work, and 
the result is a miniature choral tone poem that captures both the subtlety and 
boldness of the words.

arnold Bax: a christmas carol

There is no rose of such virtue
As is the rose that bare Jesu,
Res miranda Alleluia.
For in this rose contained was
Heaven and earth in lilttle space
Res miranda Alleluia.
By this rose we may well see
There be one God in Persons three
Pares forma, Alleluia.
The angels sungen the shepherds unto
Gloria in excelsis Deo
Gaudeamus, Alleluia.
Then leave we all this worldly mirth,
And follow we this joyous birth,
Transeamus Alleluia.

—15th Century

Bax’s setting of a 15th-century carol, a poem that Benjamin Britten also set in A 
Ceremony of Carols, uses a harmonic language so rich and unexpected that the song 
carries much greater weight than its four pages might otherwise suggest. He 
composed A Christmas Carol in 1909, and dedicated it to his sister; five years later, 
he orchestrated the song for singer and orchestra, but that version remains 
unpublished. This orchestration is for mezzo-soprano, oboe, string quintet, harp and 
portativ organ.

A wondrous thing, Alleluia.

A wondrous thing, Alleluia.

Equal in form, Alleluia.

Glory to God in the highest
We rejoice, Alleluia.

We cross over, Alleluia.
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They be both bright and sheen,
The rose is called Mary, heaven queen,
Of her bosom a blossom sprung.
The first branch was of great might,
That sprung on Christmas night
The star shone over Bethlehem bright,
That men might see both broad and long.
The second branch was of great honour,
It was sent from heaven tower.
Blessed be that fair flower,
Break it shall the fiendes bonds!
The third branch wide spread,
There Mary lay in her bed.
The bright stream three kings led
To Bethlem there that branch they found.
The fourth branch sprung into hell,
The fiendes boast for to fell,
There might no soul therein dwell,
Blessed be that time that branch gan spring!
The fifth branch was fair in foot,
That spring to heaven top and root,
There to dwell and be our bote*,
And yet is seen in priestes hands.
The sixth branch by and by, 
It is the five joys of mild Mary
Now Christ save all this company,
And send us good life and long!
Amen.

—15th Century, England

* salvation

ralph Vaughan Williams: hymn tune prelude

on ‘song 13’ By orlando giBBons

In 1930, Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) composed his Hymn Tune Prelude on ‘Song 
13’ for the well-known pianist Harriet Cohen (who, for many years, was also Bax’s 
lover), writing on the manuscript, “but only if she likes it. If not, delete your name and 
return it to me. I shan’t be huffy!” A serenely flowing web of contrapuntal lines 
enwraps the slower moving Gibbons melody, and the prelude has the quiet, involving 
dignity of a Bach chorale prelude, albeit with Vaughan Williams’s own harmonic 
fingerprint. This straightforward version of the original piano work is for string quintet, 
and the oboe and horn play the chorale tune in octaves.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Basque carol, gaBriel’s message

The carol “Gabriel’s Message,” an evocation of the Annunciation to the Virgin Mary, 
was transcribed by the French composer Charles Bordes (1867-1909), and its text 
was later translated by the Anglican priest and hymn writer Sabine Baring-Gould into 
the commonly heard English version. Although it is not the most familiar of Christmas 
carols, myriad ensembles and singers, both classical and popular, have recorded 
versions of this poignant song. This free arrangement of the Basque carol is for 
soprano, string quintet, oboe and harp, the tune unfolding in a straightforward manner 
and the simple accompaniment frequently flowing at its own drifting pace.

The angel Gabriel from heaven came,
His wings as drifted snow, his eyes as flame;
“All hail” said he, “thou lowly maiden Mary, 
most highly favored lady,” Gloria!

“For know a blessed mother though shalt be,
all generations laud and honor thee,
Thy Son shall be Emanuel, by seers foretold,
most highly favored lady,” Gloria!

Of her, Emanuel, the Christ was born 
in Bethlehem, all on a Christmas morn,
and Christian folk throughout the world will ever say:
“Most highly favored lady,” Gloria!

irish traditional, Wexford carol

Although the origin of the 12th-century tune known as Wexford Carol was Irish, the 
words, which likely pre-date the melody, were possibly English. Named after the 
melody’s place of origin, County Wexford, where the 200-year old tradition of carol 
singing has long been a source of pride, Wexford Carol gained wider currency when 
it was transcribed by the Irish composer and musicologist William Grattan Flood 
(1857-1928) and then published in the Oxford Book of Carols. Like “Gabriel’s 
Message,” Wexford Carol has been performed and recorded by many, but the most 
affecting harmonization of this modal tune may be by Vaughan Williams. It is on his 
harmonization that this arrangement’s choral parts are based, although there are 
many changes to his elegant and more direct choices. The fantasy-like oboe part, as 
well as the sustained open fifths of the strings, suggests that bagpipes, too, have 
likely played this tune.

With thankful heart and joyful mind,
the shepherds went the babe to find,
and as God’s angel had foretold,
they did our Saviour Christ be hold.
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Good people all, this Christmas time,
consider well and bear in mind
what our good God for us has done,
in sending His beloved Son.

With Mary holy we should pray
to God with love this Christmas Day;
in Bethlehem upon that morn
there was a blessed Messiah born.

Within a manger was he laid,
and by his side a virgin maid
attending on the Lord of life
who came on earth to end all strife.

english traditional, sussex carol

Sussex Carol, also appearing in the Oxford Book of Carols in a harmonization by 
Vaughan Williams, is perhaps the best-known music on this program. The words and 
melody were first transcribed by Cecil Sharp, a founder of the folk-song revival in 
20th-century England, but Vaughan Williams’s source provided slightly different 
words. Again, the choral parts of this swirling arrangement are freely based on 
Vaughan Williams’s peerless harmonization.

On Christmas night all Christians sing,
to hear the news that angels bring:
News of great joy, news of great mirth,
News of our merciful King’s birth.

Then why should men on earth be sad,
Since our Redeemer made us glad,
When from our sin He set us free,
All for to gain our liberty?

When sin departs before his grace, 
then life and health come in its place,
Angels and men with joy may sing,
all for to see the newborn King.

All out of darkness we have light, 
which made the angels sing this night:
“Glory, to God and peace to men;
Now and for evermore, Amen!”

—Notes by David Hoose


