


Fantasia on Christmas Carols 
Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) 

Vaughan Williams. the most important English composer of his generation, 
1,as a key figure in the t1,·enlieth century revival of English music. Dogged 

most of his early life by a lack of support for his talent, he studied with Bruch 
in Berlin and Ravel 111 Paris. His salvation as a composer, however. was not 

found in imitating his foreign teachers, but in a regenerative use of his native 
English resources. I le fell very strongly that music was for people, and his 

feeling for genuinely popular traditions amounted to a reverence that was 
almost religious. 

This 'Fantasy· is a rencction of those feelings. The traditional English carols 
selected by Vaughan Williams for this work include: "The truth sent from 
above" from Herefordshire, "Come all you worthy gentlemen" from the Somer­
set region, and "On Christmas night" from Sussex. In addition the work 

employs fragments from several other well-known English Christmas carols. 
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Laud to the Nativity 
Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) 

Respighi's I aud to the Natjyjty (1930) is a setting of a poem by Jacopone da Todi (1230-1306), 
a Franciscan monk. In form the composition is a cantata with its sections composed continuously 
rather than broken into separate movements. The text is as follows: 
in old church modes, and the lauda - a song or hymn of praise to Cod - played an important 
part in the religious lire of Italy for seven hundred years. Its origin was connected with the 
work of St. Francis of Assisi. It was after St. Francis' death that companies of laudisti gre,,.· up, 
dedicating themselves to the cultivation of devotional singing among the people of the Italian 
peninsula. 

Respighi's Laud to the Nativity (1930) is a setting of a poem by Jacopone de Todi (1230-1306), 
a Franciscan monk. In form the composition is a cantata with its sections composed continuously 
rather than broken into separate movements. The text is as follows, 

Angel, · 

Chorus: 

Shepherd, 

Chorus: 

Fear not, ye shepherds abiding 
yonder on the hills, ye shepherds of Judea, 
raise your eyes and behold me. 
I am the angel of eternal glory; 
I am the messenger holy, 
and I bring to you glad tidings of great joy, 
this day is born the little Jesus, the son of Cod, 
that man may rejoice in salvation. 

And this child, pure and holy, 
sent by the Lord against evil to battle, 
lies in a stable lowly 
within a manger, among the sheep and cattle. 
To shield him from the breezes 
Mary in bands of linen gently bound Him; 
His blanket the hay around Him. 
Thus art Thou come down to earth, blessed Jesus. 

0 Lord, Thou has descended 
to earth from Heaven, angels sang in chorus. 
Thou must be sore offended 
to lie thus in a stable rude before us. 
Poor is the preparation 
which we have made to welcome Thine incarnation. 

Ah, how rude is the stable 
where fast asleep the infant Lord we discover! 
His Mother was not able 
to find a bed, nor a blanket, Him to cover. 
Here Joseph also lies a-sleeping, 
To old and weary to aid the Mother. 
Thus she alone is keeping 
watch o'er the child, fairer than any other. 

·) 

Laud to the Nativity (cont'd) 

Mary: 

Chorus, 

Mary, 

Chorus: 

Mary, 

Chorus: 

Mary, 

My Child, sweet be Thou slumber; 
though Thou must lie here in a manger, 
bright angels without number 
hover around Thee, guarding Thee from danger. 
My Son, with what affection I gaze upon Thee! 
Filled with awe on Thy birth I ponder! 
Beholding Thy perfection 
I am removed far from poverty and sadness. 
My heart is filled with gladness, 
for joy far greater than my joy maternal 
comes from Thee, Child of wonder! 

0 fountain of joy eternal, 
Lying upon the hay here we behold Thee. 

How blest am I who bore Thee! 
Alas, how poor the arms which now enfold Thee! 

Take our cloaks for the Baby, 
0 blessed Mary, that sheltered thus He may be. 
Our Hocks unguarded stand, we cannot tarry. 
Now no longer care we for the cold: 
We have beheld Him, the Infant Jesus! 

As Lord we worship and adore Thee; 
Thou art descended from on high to save us. 
Though poorly we now receive Him, 
though naked He lies in the hay it will not grieve Hirn, 
if we only will believe on Him, 
this heavenly infant whom the Father gave us. 

Praise to Thee, honor, unto Thee be glory, 
Father in Heaven, Cod Almighty. 
0 Saviour, of Cod begotten 
and born of a Virgin in humiliation, 
give light to every nation, 
that by man Thy birth may never be forgotten 

Happy would we hasten back to our hillsides 
and our Hocks, could we but touch Him. 
Yet we dare not ask this favor; unclean shepherds, 
we are fearful that we might smutch Him. 

That ye may go rejoicing, 
men of the fields draw nearer and kneel before Him, 
touch Him and adore Hirn. 
Thus blest by Him go forth your praises voicing. 



Laud to the Nativity (cont'd) 

Chorus: 

Angel and 
Chorus: 

Mary, 

Angel, 

Chorus, 

Glory, praise and honor and glory to Thee, 

0 Father on high, Thou God Almighty! 
Glory to God in the Highest 

and on earth peace 
among all men of good will. 

To save the world from evil Thou earnest in pity; 

it was not Thy duty, 0 child of heavenly beauty 

Laud we Thy name, extol Thee, 
Lord of all majesty, Father everlasting. 

Glory be unto God in Heaven. 

Peace on earth good will 
toward all men of good 1,ill. 

Upon me God bestowed his favor, 

and I shall cease to laud and praise Him never. 
I bore to men a Saviour 

who shall be King of earth and Heaven forever. 
I bow in humble devotion 

over the child who has come to save us from erro. 
No rose was ever fairer; 

his beauty fills my soul with pure emotion, 
my thoughts I cannot capture. 
My spirit lifts in rapture; it soars ever higher! 

For born 1s the promised Messiah! 
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Christmas Cantata 
Daniel Pinkham (b. 1923) 

The American composer Daniel Pinkham found much of the inspiration for this fcstil'al choral 
cantata in the music of Giovanni Gabrieli, the very personification in music of the splendor of 

Renaissance Venice. The style of church music developed in the Basilica of St. Mark by Giol'anni 
an,1 his uncle Andrea has never been excelled. Their use of multi~0 1e choirs of voices and brass 

instruments, and daring effects of dissonance and color still amaze and inspire modern composers 
std as Pinkham. 

The Christmas Cantata ( 1958) is scored for t1\'o virtuoso brass choirs, and reFlects the joy felt 

on this holiest of Christian feasts. Part I is the famous Shepherd's Trope, Part II is a meditative 
o magnum mysterium, and Part Ill an exultant gloria in excelsis. 

I. What saw you shepherds? Say and tell us what saw you in the fields. - We sa1;• Him born. 

praised by choirs of angels, the Lord. Hallelujah! 

11. 0 great mystery, and 1,onderful portent, that the beasts did see the Lord born, and lying 
in a manger. Blessed the Virgin 1,·hose 1,omb did deserve to bear Christ our Lord. 

Ill. Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men of good 1\'ill! Let all the earth 

rejoice in God, and serve the Lord 1,ith gladness. Come before Him in exultation. Kno1v 
this, that the Lord. He is God. It is he that hath made us and not 1,·e ourselves. Glory to 

Cod in the highest. and on earth peace to men of good 1,ill. Hallelujah! 
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