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Winter Tales 

VOCES8 

 Andrea Haines soprano  Blake Morgan tenor 

 Molly Noon soprano   Euan Williamson tenor 

 Katie Jeffries-Harris alto  Christopher Moore baritone 

 Barnaby Smith alto, artistic director Dominic Carver bass 

 

William Byrd  (c.1540-1623)    Rorate caeli (pub. 1605)   

Reena Esmail  (b.1983)     The Unexpected Early Hour from A Winter Breviary (2021)   

Michael Praetorius  (c.1571-1621)   Es ist ein Ros' entsprungen (pub. 1609)   

Sergey Rachmaninov  (1873-1943)   Bogoroditse Devo from All-Night Vigil Op. 37 (1915)   

Francis Pott  (b.1957)     Balulalow (2009)   

Jonathan Dove  (b.1959)    The Three Kings (2000)   

Hieronymus Praetorius  (1560-1629)   Magnificat quinti toni incorporating Joseph, lieber Joseph mein 

and In dulci jubilo (pub. 1622) 

Interval    

Sally Beamish  (b.1956)    In the stillness (2007)   

Luke Mayernik  (b.1981)    The Lamb (2023)   

Trad/English       Joseph and Mary  arranged by John Rutter  

Anon        Maria durch ein Dornwald ging  arranged by Stefan Claas  

Jonathan Rathbone  (b.1957)    The Oxen (1991)   

Jay Livingston  (1915-2001)  Silver Bells (1950) arranged by Blake Morgan 

     & Ray Evans  (1915-2007) 

Jule Styne  (1905-1994)   Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let It Snow! (1945) arranged by 
Jim Clements  

J Fred Coots  (1897-1985)  Santa Claus Is Comin' to Town (1934) arranged by Jim Clements 

     & Haven Gillespie  (1888-1975) 
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This evening’s programme, with its rich mix of old and 

new, embraces the spiritual and the worldly threads that 

together weave the vibrant cloth of Christmas and bring 

warmth to winter’s chilly heart. 

William Byrd’s death four centuries ago signified the end 

of a golden age in English music. The vitality of his work is 

clear in Rorate caeli, an uplifting setting for five voices of 

words from the Book of Isaiah. The text yearns for the 

coming of the Messiah, mankind’s saviour; it became 

central to worship during Advent, the pre-Christmas 

period of penitence. Bryd’s motet, from his first book of 

Gradualia (1605), projects fervent longing for Christ’s 

coming into the world. 

The Unexpected Early Hours is one of three ‘eco-carols’ 

from Reena Esmail’s A Winter Breviary (2021), exquisite 

settings of verse by Rebecca Gayle Howell that explore the 

Christmas story from perspectives determined by the 

natural world. The piece combines the intense 

concentration of the early morning service of Lauds with 

the joyful spirit of the Hindustani classical raag, Ahir 

Bhairav. Nature imagery and the wisdom enshrined in the 

turning year are present also in the simple beauty of 

Michael Praetorius’s hymn Es ist ein ros’ entrsprungen. 

The piece, like Byrd’s Rorate caeli, connects with the 

prophecies of Isaiah, with Mary here personified as the 

spotless rose, offshoot of the Tree of Jesse. Bogoroditse 
Devo from Rachmaninov’s All-Night Vigil of 1915, a miracle 

of so-called choral orchestration, gives voice to the 

angelical salutation to the Blessed Virgin, the traditional 

‘Hail, Mary’ prayer. 

Another Praetorius, Hieronymous, unrelated to Michael, 

enriched the already well-stocked repertory of Lutheran 

Christmas music as organist of Hamburg’s Jakobikirche. 

His Magnificat quinti toni for eight voices, constructed on 

the fifth tone or church mode, wraps the even-numbered 

verses of the Song of Mary in sonorous polyphony to 

contrast with the plainsong statements of its odd verses. 

The lilting melody of the Christmas cradle song Joseph, 
lieber Joseph mein, echoed at the words ‘et sanctum 

nomen eius’ in the Magnificat, predates Praetorius’s 

tender setting of it by at least 250 years. Praetorius makes 

deft use of two contrasting four-part choirs to reiterate 

lines from the text’s mixed salad of German and Latin 

words. It appears that the words of In dulci jubilo were 

revealed in a vision to Heinrich Suso, a 14th-century mystic 

known to his contemporaries as ‘Servant of the Eternal 

Wisdom’; they were probably married by him to an existing 

dance song, destined to become a Christmas staple in 

German-speaking lands. Praetorius evokes the sound of 

bells in his setting’s ringing harmonies. 

Jonathan Dove’s The Three Kings, commissioned for the 

2000 Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols at King’s 

College, Cambridge, sets words by Dorothy L Sayers, best 

known for her detective novels. The piece imagines the 

kings who paid homage to the infant Jesus respectively as 

young, middle aged and old, the latter portrayed in music 

of euphoric energy. Sayers’s ‘balow-la-lay’ refrain echoes a 

common device in late medieval carols, vocalised by the 

Virgin Mary as she sings her newborn child to sleep. 

Francis Pott’s meditative Balulalow wraps an early 16th-

century version of the Marian lullaby attributed to the 

Scottish brothers James, John and Robert Wedderburn in 

harmonies of ravishing beauty. 

In the stillness distils the essential spirit of a humble 

parish church in a snowbound rural scene. Sally Beamish’s 

short homophonic carol, to words by Katrina Shepherd, 

unfolds as an evocation of a Christmas free from the 

commercial distractions. The focus of the Nativity story, a 

child born into poverty in a cattle stall, becomes a symbol 

for the beauty of all creation in William Blake’s The Lamb. 

The poem’s setting by Luke Mayernik, recently announced 

as winner of the 2023 VOCES8 Composition Competition, 

began life as a piano improvisation fashioned while its 

composer listened to a perpetual loop of Ralph Richardson 

reciting Blake’s verse, ‘desiring earnestly to capture its 

simplicity and timelessness,’ as he recalls. ‘After a long 

period of silence, I began to play. It was as if a gateway had 

opened, and the setting was finished in almost real-time. It 

was the first time such a thing had happened to me when 

writing. I don’t know if that experience will ever happen 

again, but I’ll cherish it always with profound 

gratitude.’ John Rutter’s arrangement of Joseph and Mary, 

to traditional words first published in 1833 by William 

Sandys, is based on a haunting Herefordshire folk melody 

collected by Ralph Vaughan Williams before the First 

World War. 

Maria durch ein Dornwald ging, first published in 1850, 

probably began life as a pilgrimage song and secured 

lasting popularity thanks to its use in Catholic Advent 

services in Germany and Austria. The late composer and 

conductor Stefan Claas matched its folk-like melody to 

timeless harmonies that invite the listener to contemplate 

the profound mystery of the incarnation. Studies in music 

and mathematics prepared the ground for Jonathan 

Rathbone’s career as composer, singer and conductor. 

The delicate close harmonies of his setting of The Oxen, 

Thomas Hardy’s well-loved poem first published in The 
Times on Christmas Eve, 1915, captures the serenity of the 

moment of Christ’s birth. Even closer harmonies (and 

multiple echoes of transatlantic Christmas favourites) flow 

through Blake Morgan’s spellbinding arrangement of 

'Silver Bells', perfect Yuletide fare for one of the world’s 

finest a cappella vocal ensembles. 

While the revival of such old English folk carols as 

Joseph and Mary gathered pace in the 1920s, London-

born Jule Styne was making his mark as a dance band 

pianist across the pond. He achieved immortality as a 

Broadway songsmith, begetter of some of the last 

century’s greatest hits. Jim Clements has applied his brand 

of magic to Styne’s ‘Let it Snow!’, a Christmas evergreen 

originally written during a Hollywood heatwave in 1945. 

Swing is the thing in Clements’s showstopping 

arrangement of J Fred Coots and Haven Gillespie's ‘Santa 

Claus is Comin' to Town’, a Christmas cracker packed with 

seasonal sparkle and big band bling. 

© Andrew Stewart 2023 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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‘The Unexpected Early Hour’ from ‘A Winter Breviary’, music by Reena 
Esmail, text by Rebecca Gayle Howell. Reproduced by permission of 
Oxford University Press for use at Wigmore Hall on Thu 14 Dec 2023, 
only. ‘The Three Kings’, music by Jonathan Dove, text by Dorothy L 
Sayers, reproduced by permission of David Higham Associates. 

 




