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The Carols of Christmas

Origin of the "Carol"
This time of year we love to sing carols, those songs that tell of the Christmas story and of Jesus' birth in a
humble stable.  We know the story is ancient but did you know that most of the songs we in the English
speaking world sing as the old traditional carols, are really less than 200 years old?  
The word "carole" comes from the French, meaning a round dance, and later, a joyful religious song. 
Originally, carols were of pagan or secular origin.  The Greeks sang them in their plays, the Romans used them
during Saturnalia, a festival celebrating the Winter Solstice.  They were sung for many various types of
celebrations, from weddings to birthdays.
We don't have many carols from the early years of the church.  Most all music sung in the church was written in
Latin and sung in the form of Gregorian chants.  This, of course, made the meaning of the songs
incomprehensible to most of the illiterate peasantry and any who were not highly educated.  It was not until the
14th century, when the church began to lose some of its control over society, that secular music began to be
sung by the common people, in their native tongues.  In the rise of the Renaissance, secular music continued to
grow, despite some continued resistance to songs in the vernacular by some Protestant Reformers.  One way the
illiterate could learn about the Biblical stories, was through the Miracle and Mystery plays that were performed
by guilds and traveling bands.  And it was not until the 16th century in England, Germany, France and other
parts of Europe, when booklets of carols could be printed, that they became more available to the public and
thus more popular.
The first carol is often said to be the song the angels sang to the shepherds on that first Christmas night.  But the
first written songs with Christmas theme, appeared not until the 4th century, when the first recorded Christmas
celebration took place in 336.  Often referred to as the first Christmas hymn, is the poem written by the Roman
Marcus Aurelius Clemens Prudentius, later to be translated into English by John Mason Neale in 1851, as "Of
the Father's Love."  Though it has 10 verses, we will sing only the first verse.

"Of the Parent's Love Begotten" #118
(Marcus Aurelius Clemens Prudentius, 4th century)

Francis of Assisi and the first Creche (Grecio, Italy, 1223)
In the year 1223, St. Francis of Assisi, a deacon, who had at a young age, given up his family's wealth to enter
the monastery and then founded the order of the Friars Minor, was 42 years old.  He was known for leading a
humble and exemplary life, for his love and identification with the poor, and for his respect for all of God's
creatures.  He decided to visit the little village of Grecchio, Italy to celebrate Christmas.  But because the
Franciscan hermitage there was too small to hold the people of the village, he and his friars decided that the best
way to commemorate the nativity of the Infant Jesus with great devotion, was to have a natural re-enactment of
Christ's birth - in contrast to the rigid, highly ornamental ceremonial rites practiced in the church.  So he found
a cave outside the village, got some animals and there led the villagers and friars by torch light, to the place and
there, together danced and sang songs of the nativity.  As he preached, he was overcome with such emotion that
he was unable to even speak the name of Jesus, referring to him only as "the Babe of Bethlehem."  This was the
first living nativity or creche and the practice would soon spread throughout many parts of Europe.  
An early song, tracing back to the 12th century, and perhaps the oldest Christmas carol that people still sing
today, is the French song, "The Friendly Beasts" also known as "Jesus Our Brother, Strong and Good."

"Jesus, Our Brother, Strong and Good" #138
(Anonymous, French, 12th century)



Cradle Songs
Cradle songs are Christmas carols in the form of a lullaby.  They may be about the baby Jesus and the humble
place of his birth or may be written so as to be sung to him, as a mother might sing a lullaby to her child.  
"Infant Holy, Infant Lowly" is one example of a Cradle Song.  It is a traditional Polish carol, the tune possibly
goes as far back as the 13th century, and the text perhaps from Piotr Skarga, born in 1536.  It was translated into
English in 1920 by Edith Margaret Gellibrand Reed (1885-1933), a British musician and playwright. 

"Infant Holy, Infant Lowly" 
(Traditional Polish carol translated to English in 1920)
Infant holy, infant lowly, 
for His bed a cattle stall;
oxen lowing, little knowing 
Christ the Babe is Lord of all.
Swift are winging angels singing, 
noels ringing, tidings bringing:
Christ the Babe is Lord of all, 
Christ the Babe is Lord of all.

Flocks were sleeping, shepherds keeping 
vigil till the morning new
saw the glory, heard the story, 
tidings of the gospel true.
Thus rejoicing, free from sorrow, 
praises voicing, greet the morrow:
Christ the Babe was born for you. 
Christ the Babe was born for you.

Another example of the Cradle Song is "Jesus, Jesus, Rest Your Head."  The American folklorist and collector
of authentic folk songs, John Jacob Niles, came upon this while listening to a group of 3 singers in Hardin
County, Kentucky and adapted it into its present form in the early 1930s.  It could one of those songs that came
to America in the waves of immigrants during the 18th and 19th centuries, from the British Isles, or could be
from the Appalachian region themselves.  Either way, it speaks clearly of the identification of the Christ child
and his humble birth by the poor and part of that strong musical legacy of Scots, Welsh and Irish influence in
the Appalachians mountains of America.

"Jesus, Jesus, Rest Your Head"
(Appalachian carol collected by John Jacob Niles, early 20th century)
Refrain
Jesus, Jesus, rest your head.
You has got a manger bed.
All the evil folk on earth
Sleep in feathers at their birth.
Jesus, Jesus, rest your head.
You has got a manger bed.

1. Have you heard about our Jesus?
Have you heard about his fate?
How his mammy went to the stable
On that Christmas Eve so late?



Winds were blowing, cows were lowing,
Stars were glowing, glowing, glowing. Refrain

2. To the manger came the Wise Men.
Bringing from hin and yon,
For the mother and the father,
And the blessed little Son.
Milkmaids left their fields and flocks
And sat beside the ass and ox. Refrain

If you are like me, you grew up learning that "Luther's Cradle Song" was written by Martin Luther, the great
reformer, for his children.  However, after much research, scholars now tell us that "Away in a Manger" is of
American origin, likely coming out of the German Lutheran churches in Pennsylvania about 1885.  There are
numerous musical settings (no less than 41) for this song, and the one we will sing is entitled "MUELLER",
published by James R. Murray in his collection, Dainty Songs for Little Lads and Lasses, in 1887.

"Away in a Manger" #124
(Anonymous, American, published 1885)

Rev. Phillips Brooks of Boston, was serving the Church of the Holy Trinity, which gave him a year's leave of
absence from July 1865 to July 1866, due to his exhaustion from his selfless ministry to the Union soldiers
during the Civil War.  That Christmas he traveled to Jerusalem and after a 2-hour horseback ride to Bethlehem
and a 5-hour worship service at the Church of the Nativity, he was inspired to write the words to this hymn.

"O Little Town of Bethlehem" #133
(Rev. Phillips Brooks, American, 1868)

Christina G. Rossetti, was the daughter of an Italian political refuge to England.  Her Anglo-Catholic
upbringing is clearly reflected in all of her poetry and especially in this Christmas piece.  One source states,
"Theologians have rarely described this seminal mystery of the Christian faith more effectively than these four
lines of poetry."(Joy to the World, Albert J. & Shirley C. Menendez, Cumberland House Publishing, 2001).  The
text was set to this haunting tune written and published by British composer Gustav Holst, in 1906, 12 years
after Rossetti's death.

"In the Bleak Midwinter" #128
(Christina G. Rossetti, English, 1872)

John Mason Neale was a humble English Priest and friend of the outcast and established the first order of nuns
in the Church of England, since the Reformation.  He uncovered the story of Wenceslas in an ancient collection
of folklore called the Piae Cantiones, published in Sweden in 1582.  The story tells of a real-life ruler in the
early 9th century in Bohemia (present day Czech Republic) whose short life (24 years) was of a very generous
spirit.  A Wenceslas' biographer wrote:  "He was the honor of the clergy, the joy of the poor, the father of
orphans, the defender of widows, the visitor of the prisoners, the liberator of captives and the pious consoler of
all in need."  Under the influence of his grandmother, he converted to Christianity, displeasing his own mother,
who despised the new religion, and who had her younger son murder Wenceslas on the church steps, on
September 28, 935.  The song gives a wondrous example of a life inspired by Christmas and we are moved to
feel the relationship between King and Page, as they journey through the "bitter weather" together.



"Good King Wencelas"
(John Mason Neale, English, 1853)
1. Good King Wenceslas look'd out, on the Feast of Stephen; 
When the snow lay round about, Deep, and crisp, and even:
Brightly shone the moon that night, though the frost was cruel,
When a poor man came in sight, gath'ring winter fuel.

2. "Hither page and stand by me, if thou know'st it, telling, 
Yonder peasant, who is he?  Where and what his dwelling?"
"Sire, he lives a good league hence. Underneath the mountain;
Right against the forest fence, by Saint Agnes' fountain."

3. "Bring me flesh, and bring me wine, bring me pine-logs hither.
Thou and I will see him dine, when we bear them thither."
Page and monarch forth they went, forth they went together;
Through the rude wind's wild lament, and the bitter weather.

4. "Sire, the night is darker now, and the wind blows stronger;
Fails my heart, I know now how, I can go no longer."
"Mark my footsteps, my good page; tread thou in them boldly;
Thou shalt find the winter's rage freeze thy blood less coldly."

5. In his master's steps he trod, where the snow lay dinted;
Heat was in the very sod which the Saint had printed.
Therefore, Christian folk, be sure, wealth or rank possessing,
Ye who now will bless the poor, shall yourselves find blessing.

In Roquemaure, France, the church organ had recently been renovated and to celebrate the event, the parish
priest asked Placid Cappeau, a local wine merchant and poet, to write a Christmas poem, even though he had
never shown any interest in religion.  On a train to Paris on December 3,1847, Cappeau wrote the song.  He was
then asked to take the poem to the well known composer, Adolphe-Charles Adam, and to ask him to set it to
music. The song was premiered in Roquemaure in 1847 by the opera singer Emily Laurey.  The song become
very popular throughout Europe, and later, in 1855, Unitarian minister John Sullivan Dwight, of Boston,
translated Cappeau's French text to English.  It remains a favorite of many of us to this day.



"Cantique de Noël" ("O, Holy Night")
(Placid Cappeau, French, 1823)

Minuit, chrétiens, c'est l'heure solennelle,
Où l'Homme Dieu descendit jusqu'à nous
Pour effacer la tache originelle
Et de Son Père arrêter le courroux.
Le monde entier tressaille d'espérance
En cette nuit qui lui donne un Sauveur.
Peuple à genoux, attends ta délivrance.
Noël, Noël, voici le Rédempteur,
Noël, Noël, voici le Rédempteur!

O holy night! The stars are brightly shining,
It is the night of our dear Saviour's birth.
Long lay the world in sin and error pining,
Till He appear'd and the soul felt its worth.
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.
Fall on your knees! O hear the angel voices!
O night divine, O night when Christ was born;
O night divine, O night, O night Divine.

Truly He taught us to love one another;
His law is love and His gospel is peace.
Chains shall He break for the slave is our brother;
And in His name all oppression shall cease.
Sweet hymns of joy in grateful chorus raise we,
Let all within us praise His holy name.
Christ is the Lord! O praise His Name forever,
His power and glory evermore proclaim.
His power and glory evermore proclaim.


