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Gregorian Chant      Rorate caeli    

Roderick Williams  (b.1965)    O Adonai (1998)   

Joanna Marsh  (b.1970)   In Winter’s House (2019)   
A Tenebrae commission, supported by the RVW Trust 

Anon     Angelus ad virginem    

Gregorian Chant      O radix Jesse    

Anon        There is no rose    

Anton Bruckner  (1824-1896)    Virga jesse floruit (1885)   

John Rutter  (b.1945)     There is a flower (1986)   

Robert White  (c.1538-1574)    Ad te levavi oculos 

Anon        Es ist ein Ros entsprungen   arranged by Jan Sandström  

Orlande de Lassus  (c.1530-1594)   Resonet in Laudibus (pub. 1569)   

Interval    

Anon        In dulci jubilo   arranged by Robert Pearsall  

Elizabeth Poston  (1905-1987)    Jesus Christ the Apple Tree (1967)   

June Collin       The Quiet Heart  (pub. 1968)   

Jan Sweelinck  (1562-1621)    Hodie Christus natus est (1619)   

Anon        Quem pastores   arranged by Nigel Short  

William Walton  (1902-1983)    Make we joy now in this fest (1931)   

Christopher Robinson  (b.1936)   Rejoice and be merry (by 1995)   

Joanna Forbes L'Estrange  (b.1971)   In the Bleak Midwinter (2022)   

Francis Pott  (b.1957)     Balulalow (2009)   

Joseph Phibbs  (b.1974)    Sleep, my pretty one, sleep from Night Songs (pub. 2019)   

Franz Xavier Gruber  (1787-1863)   Silent Night (1818)  arranged by Barry Rose  

Traditional       We wish you a merry Christmas   arranged by Nigel Short  
 

Wigmore Hall £5 tickets for Under 35s supported by Media Partner Classic FM  
 



 

 

Christmas is central to our culture, and wrapped up in 

personal associations for all of us. But while the themes of 

the season are well known, tonight’s concert reveals how 

its layers of history still reward exploration. The variety of 

choral music that we’ll hear dates from the medieval 

period to the present day, and ranges from the very 

familiar to the much less so. 

Christmas celebrates a birth, but it’s a birth of multiple 

meanings. It’s a relatable moment of family joy, and also a 

cosmic one-off that reset our counting of time. With this in 

mind, it’s easy to forget that the earliest of the four 

canonical Gospels, Mark, actually makes no mention of 

Jesus’s childhood at all. As Karen Armstrong puts it in her 

A History of God: ‘[Mark] presents Jesus as a perfectly 

normal man […] no angels announced his birth or sang 

over his crib’. Matthew and Luke provided the Nativity 

story, in somewhat differing versions, and both were 

written decades after Jesus’s death. 

From the beginning, then, Christmas was also a claim 

on history. Tonight we will hear how Old Testament texts 

were shepherded to its cause. Particularly important was 

the prophet Isaiah, who had foretold the arrival of a 

branch of the root of Jesse (the father of King David of 

Israel) from which Christians later derived the idea of a 

‘Tree of Jesse’: an unbroken lineage leading directly to 

Jesus. 

Such prophetic writings suit Advent, with its dwelling on 

anticipation and longing for the Messiah. It has brought 

about music of expectant supplication. The Gregorian 

chant 'Rorate caeli' - 'drop down the dew, ye heavens’ - 

takes its cue from Isaiah, while 'O radix Jesse' (‘O Root of 

Jesse’) is one of the so-called ‘O antiphons’ traditionally 

sung in the week before Christmas. Another of these, 'O 

Adonai' (‘Adonai’ being a Hebrew name for God), is given 

plaintive angularity in a modern setting by Roderick 

Williams, which builds into a dense cloud of pleading. 

Completing the theme is the sombre Tudor polyphony of 

Robert White. His 'Ad te levavi oculos' comes from Psalm 

123 - ‘Unto thee lift I up mine eyes’. 

The concept of the ‘Tree of Jesse’ also gave us a 

happier tradition, one which celebrated the Virgin Mary as 

its rose. This arcane imagery inspired music of gentle 

adoration. 'There is no rose' is one of the loveliest 

medieval English carols, while John Rutter set a poem 

from the same period - There is a flower sprung of a tree - 

with his typical lyricism. The affecting German hymn 'Es 

ist ein Ros entsprungen' is blurred into a serenely floating 

soundscape in Jan Sandström’s arrangement. Much more 

dramatic is Bruckner’s motet 'Virga jesse floruit', with a 

dynamic range including fortissimo outbursts. Into this 

floral group we can also admit an outlier, if only for 

botanical symbolism: the anonymous Jesus Christ the 

Apple Tree is not obviously a Christmas text, but 

Elizabeth Poston’s beautiful folk-inspired setting is 

sometimes sung as a carol. 

But of course, for most us, Christmas is primarily a time 

of year, a source of comfort during the shortest days. And 

while the tradition of observing a December celebration is 

not Biblical - it seems to have arisen around the 4th 

Century - there is no doubt that a winter setting has 

added extra magic to the Nativity story. Its star and angels 

gleam brighter against dark solstice skies, the baby’s 

arrival seems more miraculous in a draughty stable. 

Childbirth and winter are the two most relatable aspects 

of this tale, and together they have generated a tradition 

of quiet music fit for a sleeping newborn, which goes 

hand-in-hand with the idea (if not the increasingly rare 

reality) of Christmases held among muffled snowscapes. 

Some composers created a musical diorama of the 

manger scene: Gruber’s 'Silent Night' is surely the 

archetype, and needs no introduction. Christina Rossetti’s 

poem In The Bleak Midwinter has brought about many 

settings, and tonight we’ll hear one from Joanna Forbes 

L’Estrange for upper voices which whimsically emulates 

its own instrumental accompaniment. June Collin’s 'The 

Quiet Heart' links the stillness of the stable to the silence 

of prayer, while the rich lower voices of Joanna Marsh’s 'In 

Winter’s House' present a sleeping child as a universal 

symbol. Another important strand of this tradition is the 

lullaby or cradle-song, and we’ll hear two takes on this 

genre - 'Balulalow' by Francis Pott, and 'Sleep, my pretty 

one, sleep’ from Joseph Phibbs’s Night Songs. 

Lastly, there is music of simple joy and celebration - to 

be sung, we should hope, at a suitable distance from any 

sleeping baby. From the early Baroque, Sweelinck’s 

'Hodie Christus natus est' combines punchy exaltation 

with florid textures. We’ll also hear a number of older 

carols that have proved enduring either for their original 

tunes - often, in medieval times, in a stomping triple metre 

- or their words. These may be in Latin or vernacular 

languages, or sometimes combining both, in a form 

known as ‘macaronic’. 'Angelus ad virginem', sung in its 

traditional form, tells the story of the Annunciation; the 

famous 'In dulci jubilo' has its much-loved arrangement by 

Robert Pearsall; and 'Quem pastores' is given lush 

treatment from Tenebrae’s own Nigel Short. 'Resonet in 

Laudibus' means ‘let praises resound’ - and as the basis 

for a motet by Lassus it does just that, in cascades of 

close imitation. William Walton’s setting of 'Make we joy 

now in this fest' turns the clock back with beautifully 

archaic part-writing, while Christopher Robinson kicks the 

words of 'Rejoice and be merry' into jazzy, syncopated life. 
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arranged by Nigel Short 
Traditional 

 

Text of Joanna Marsh by Jane Draycott, ‘The Winter House’ from The 
Occupant (Paperback), printed with permission. Translation of ‘Es ist 
ein Ros entsprungen’ by Theodore Baker. 
 

 


