CD 1: THE CHRISTMAS STORY

CD 1in The Very Best of Christmas brings together favourite carols and choral music, all united by a
common theme, the birth of Jesus. The carol had its origin in the medieval dance song, though a
fascinating variety of influences have shaped its form through the years. Christmas carols have been a
part of western Christmas tradition for almost two centuries, following the 19th century vogue for reviving
older Christmas carols and writing new ones.

The familiar and spirited carol Joy to the world, is derived from a hymn tune by Georg Frideric Handel
(1685-1759), and is based very simply on the notes of the descending scale. It was written by Isaac Watts
as part of a version of Psalm 98 and was first published in his Psalms of David. The triumphant carol
Hark, The Herald Angels Sing was first published in 1739 as part of Charles Wesley’s large contribution to
English hymns. There are various different versions of the text and the one used here is by

W.H. Cumming. The melody is an adaptation of part of a Festsang written in 1840 by Felix Mendelssohn
(1809-1847) for a festival.

Of all English oratorios Handel’s Messiah has always been the most overwhelmingly popular. It is a
comprehensive version of the story of Christ’s birth, death and resurrection and includes cornerstone
classical pieces such as the resounding Hallelujah Chorus. Christmas extracts from Messiah include
Behold a virgin shall conceive, an alto recitative followed by a chorus, O thou that tellest, celebrating the
good tidings of the forthcoming birth of Christ. For unto us a Child is born, also from Messiah is a choral
carol rejoicing in the nativity.

The French noél represents a tradition of popular Christmas celebration that developed from its earlier
origins into a very considerable repertoire of songs in the sixteenth century. Marc-Antoine Charpentier
(1643-1704) made use of this material in his Messe de Minuit. Perhaps written for Christmas 1694, the
Mass makes use of ten popular carol melodies. The Gloria opens conventionally until a noé/ melody is
introduced, Les bourgeois de Chastre.

The music of Silent Night was written for Christmas 1818 by Franz Griiber (1787-1863) at Oberndorf in
Austria, to a text by Josef Mohr, the parish priest of St. Nicholas where Griiber was organist and
choirmaster. On its first performance the organ broke down, and a guitar was used in accompaniment.
Today, Silent Night is one of the best-known carols all over the world. It is perhaps one of the most
evocative musical depictions of the birth of the Christ child.
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