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Surely there is no more universally beloved modern Christmas cycle than Benjamin
Britten’s (1913-1976) A Ceremony of Carols, Op. 28, for treble voices and harp. He

crafted most of the work in 1942, while homeward bound aboard a ship returning to
war-ravaged England after an extended stay in the United States; additional move-
ments were added in the version (published in 1943) that we know today. In the
words of tenor Peter Pears, Britten’s life partner, this is one of the main works that es-
tablished the composer as “… a master of English song.” While the piece was written
for (and initially performed by) female trebles, Britten soon saw to performances by
boy trebles as well – and the work has since remained the province of both types of
choirs, (or combinations thereof). Its winning (and unusual) blend of treble purity
with the harp’s delicate plucked sonorities (first heard in England in Gustav Holst’s
Hymns from the Rig Veda: Group 3) has since inspired at least two similar cycles from
other composers, among which John Rutter’s Dancing Day – this album’s final work –
stands out. The other is A Garland of Carols: a laudable recent effort from contempo-
rary English tunesmith Anthony Bolton.  

According to Humphrey Carpenter’s analysis (1992), Britten intended this work not
as a typical carol cycle celebrating the nativity story, but more as “… a celebration of
innocence, a musical representation of life before (mankind’s) fall.” That’s why the
cycle ends with a setting of the ancient “Adam Lay I-bounden” text, recalling the
“original sin” cornerstone of Christian faith; namely “…that without the fall of man,
there would be nothing; no Christmas story, no love, no life, no art.” The work was
no doubt designed mainly for performance in the airy acoustics of a typical English
cathedral. The work’s nine carols and central harp interlude are framed by an a cap-
pella plainchant melody that serves as both processional and recessional. Setting
anonymous Yuletide texts from the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries, the car-
ols’ archaic language is matched by music that duly conveys a strong ancient impres-
sion, though cast in Britten’s thoroughly modern harmonic and structural idiom.  

After the processional, we hear “Wolcum Yole,” an airy and sweetly playful song to
usher in the season. Its dainty homophonic strains continue in “There is no Rose,”
though the mood is a bit more subdued – even dreamy. The third carol, “That yongë
child,” is a slow and haunting piece for solo treble over simple and repetitive semi-
tones from the harp. Get ready for non-stop spinal tingles in “Balulalow,” an incredi-
bly charming and lovely quasi-lullaby, with its exchanges between the solo treble’s
rhapsodic lines and the choir over a particularly ingenious harp foundation that –
once joined by the voices – conveys a subtle “rocking” sense. “As dew in Aprille” be-
gins in robust homophony, shifting into softer, cunningly overlapping phrases. With
“This little Babe” comes the cycle’s most tense and driven music, as the opening
melody – over manic, hemiola-laced chords from the harp – suddenly lapses into ur-
gent three-part canon before resuming its initial homophonic guise and ascending in
stages to a rousing final climax.

Based in part on the processional’s chant-melody, the central “Interlude” for solo
harp enchants, with its pearly tonal “pings” offsetting soft upper-register chords and
figurations. The following “In freezing winter night” continues the Interlude’s reflec-
tive mood, but with added touches of surreal mystery and wintry chill – thanks to
the piece’s edgy harmonics, the almost disconsolate-sounding pair of soloists, and
the harp’s shivery tremolos. Overlapping lines from two soloists form the pastorally
quiet “Spring Carol,” propelled by a flowing harp ostinato. In marked contrast, the
carols conclude with “Deo Gracias” (sometimes listed as “Adam Lay I-bounden”).
Between emphatic exclamations of the title words, this speedy piece builds in kinetic
intensity before ending with a distinct flourish. The chanted recessional then ends
the work very much as it began. 

Performance note: Director Derek Greten-Harrison tells us that his group has chosen to
pronounce the cycle’s archaic Middle-English words with their modern-day vowel equiva-
lents, as there is widespread confusion (and variance) from choir to choir as to their “proper”
pronunciation. “It makes sense,” Derek tells us. “Why not strive to make the text as intelligi-
ble as possible for modern-day audiences?” 

He further described the group’s Procession/ Recession recording technique: “Rather than move
toward/away from the microphones, we do a “trickle-in” and “trickle-out” of voices to create the
impression of processing while maintaining presence and clarity of vocal sound.  I think the result
is very satisfying for home listening, and also rather powerful in the way that the solo voice is
gradually joined by the full chorus and then left alone in contemplative solitude at the end.”

While he composed in most genres, French master Charles Gounod (1818-1893) re-
mains best-known for his operas and sacred music, reflecting his strong penchant for
the vocal medium. That, as well as his undisputed melodic gift, is readily apparent in
his Christmas jewel, Noël (1866). Originally composed for piano and organ (ad lib.)
accompaniment, we savor it here with the piano part arranged for harp. The piece
begins with a lovely, typically Gallic melody from the soprano soloist, soon joined by
a choral passage that arches sweetly upward at its end. The basic pattern repeats,
now with the contralto soloist delivering a variant of the opening theme before the
solo soprano’s voice intertwines delightfully with those of the chorus to bring the
piece to an ecstatic and radiant close.

You’d be hard-pressed to find a mainstream modern choral artist whose life and
work have not been touched by the music of John Rutter (b. 1941). While he has pro-
duced a bountiful and varied body of first-rate original compositions, he is at least
equally revered for his countless arrangements of existing vocal material – much of it
from ancient sources. Gabriel’s Message – based on an old Basque carol – is just such
a piece. One of Rutter’s chief virtues as an arranger is that he never “over-arranges”
his source materials; he consistently produces tasteful, un-fussy and instantly recog-
nizable rewrites that rarely stray from the essential flavor and characteristics of the
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original. Here, he faithfully preserves – and enhances – the ancient carol’s sense of
wonder and sacred blessing.

Russian notable Reinhold Glière (1875-1956) was quite taken by the unique sound
and musical potential of the harp; he also produced a respected concerto for the in-
strument. In his Impromptu for Harp (1947), he has left us a tuneful and appealing
work (virtuosic, too) that explores a wide range of the instrument’s unique sonic tex-
tures and effects, while evoking varied sentiments ranging from tender feelings suit-
able to the Christmas season to darker Russian melancholy. 

Robert Lucas de Pearsall (1795-1856) was a largely self-taught amateur English com-
poser whose touching and well-crafted original choral compositions and arrangements
(many of ancient origin, and unpublished) have only in recent years begun appearing on
concert programs and recordings. He is considered to be something of a romantic-era
English throwback to the Renaissance. His most attractive arrangement of the traditional
carol In dulci jubilo – adapted by John Rutter – retains the original piece’s archaic feel,
while fleshing out the familiar traditional melody with whiffs of romantic harmony.

The popular carol Good King Wenceslas is based on a legend from the life of St.
Wenceslaus I, who was actually a tenth-century Bohemian Duke revered (and canon-
ized) for his benevolent treatment of the poor and oppressed. English hymn-writer
John Mason Neale wrote the lyrics in 1853, and they were soon set to the tune of
“Tempus adest Floridum,” a spring carol first published in Piae Cantiones: a six-
teenth-century Finnish anthology. We hear it in its modern arrangement by noted
choral conductor and arranger, Sir David Willcocks (b. 1919). Listen for the choir’s
chromatic progressions that suggest howling winds and other aspects of “winter’s
rage.”  This album’s rendition is remarkable for the fact that director Derek normally
sings alto parts as a countertenor with his otherwise all-female choir – but here, he
delivers the good king’s lines as a baritone (the vocal type for which he originally
trained) while switching back to countertenor for the choral sections!  Derek tells us
that such vocal switch-hitting comes “quite naturally” to him.

Another gem from Willcocks is his arrangement of the traditional English carol, I
Saw Three Ships; its oldest printed version dates back to the 1600s. It’s one of the
most popular pieces from the annual “Lessons and Carols” broadcast service from
the Choir of King’s College, Cambridge: Willcocks’ former choir. Its melody is actu-
ally a livelier major-key variant of “Greensleeves,” its famous “parent” tune (hum
them side by side – you’ll hear the strong resemblance). The carol’s original “three
ships” may have been the vessels that delivered relics of the bible’s three wise men to
Germany’s Cologne Cathedral in the 1100s. 

Although John Rutter was certainly mindful of Britten’s masterpiece when he pro-
duced his Dancing Day cycle, there are several differences between the two. For one,
it’s shorter, treating only six carols. And Rutter begins his cycle with an airy, arpeg-
gio-laced harp prelude that’s built upon the melody of the carol that follows. But the
main difference is that, instead of setting his ancient texts (two of them in Latin) to
newly-composed music in the contemporary idiom, Rutter tapped into his genius for
arranging to produce fresh and vibrant sonic “updates” to the original carol tunes.
With melodies (and basic harmonies) that date as far back as the fourteenth century,
Rutter sees to it that their ancient sound and style are – for the most part – carefully
preserved. Most of them will be instantly familiar to those who know their tradi-

tional English holiday music.

Soft on the heels of the opening “Prelude” comes the blithe and dancing “Angelus ad
Virginem” – a piece that begins and ends with unison verses of the lilting Latin
chant, with the harmonized central choral passage in English. “A virgin most pure”
takes us through six gently rocking verses in delightfully varied presentation: solo,
duet, unison, as well as in simple harmony, canon and counterpoint (there are some
lovely descant passages, too). Next comes “Personent hodie” – the other Latin set-
ting; it’s a lively recounting of the nativity story that offers considerable, though un-
complicated harmonic elaboration. 

The charming harp interlude – like the prelude – is based on the melody of the carol
it precedes: “There is no rose.” Rutter imparts a kind of “branching” effect to the
carol as it unfolds, alternating between solo, ensemble and choral passages that re-
main mostly faithful to the original carol’s organum-like harmonics. An even greater
sense of harmonic fidelity to the original extends through the utterly lovely and more
modally-based “Coventry Carol.” Listen for the stark effectiveness of the ominous
unison passage depicting Herod’s slaughter of the innocents. The harp then builds
cunningly into a gradual mood-swing, leading into the cycle’s final title-piece, “To-
morrow shall be my dancing day.” Over the harp’s buoyant, glissando-laced founda-
tion, our singers pirouette gaily through the piece in varied vocal combinations,
ending the work on a joyous and exuberant note. 

Lindsay Koob   

Our distinguished Dancing Day composer graciously provided us with his own note
concerning the work’s genesis and structure:

I wrote Dancing Day in 1973 at the invitation of Muriel Liddle, a harpist still fondly remem-
bered in Britain. She was looking for a Christmas work for harp and upper voices, of the same
sort of scale and scope as Benjamin Britten’s renowned A Ceremony of Carols, but with the
difference that it would be based on traditional carol melodies rather than newly composed to
traditional texts. Her hope was that in Christmas concerts and worship services it would pro-
vide an occasional alternative, or indeed a companion piece, to the Britten. I had sung and
loved the Britten Ceremony ever since I was a boy soprano, and my brief was not to repeat it
but rather to complement it. The first performance of Dancing Day being in Coventry Cathe-
dral, I couldn’t resist including the Coventry Carol (with its original vocal harmonies unal-
tered) in what turned out to be a cycle of six carols, introduced by a harp prelude based on
Angelus ad Virginem and with a contrasting interlude inspired by There is no rose of
such virtue, another lovely medieval carol. Four of the six carols focus on different aspects of
the Christmas story, with each half of the cycle ending on a note of rejoicing in Personent
hodie and Tomorrow shall be my dancing day.
Gustav Holst was probably the first in England to write for upper-voice choir with harp, and
Britten (who acknowledged a great debt to Holst) explored further possibilities in this most
attractive sound-medium in writing his Ceremony. I have been happy to follow in their emi-
nent footsteps.

John Rutter



A Ceremony of Carols
Procession/Recession
Hodie Christus natus est,
hodie Salvator apparuit,
hodie in terra canunt angeli,
lætantur archangeli,
hodie exsultant justi dicentes:
Gloria in excelsis Deo.
Alleluia!

Noël
Montez à Dieu, chants d’allégresse!
O coeurs brûlés d’un saint amour,
chantez Noël! voici le jour.
Le ciel entier frémit d’ivresse!
Que la nuit sombre disparaisse!
Voici le jour! voici le jour!
Montez à Dieu, chants d’allégresse!

O vierge mère, berce encore
l’enfant divin, et dans ses yeux
aspire la clarté des cieux!
De son regard, céleste aurore,
sur ton front purqui se colore,
une auréole semble, éclore,
une auréole semble éclore!

O Dieu sauveur ma voix t’appelle!
O Dieu des anges, de tes enfants
j’entends le choeur, j’entends l’immense choeur
remplir les cieux d’un chant vainqueur!
Laisse à mon âme ouvrir son aile!
Qu’elle s’envole et sente en elle
rayonner ta flamme éternelle.

Today Christ is born,
today the Savior appears,
today the angels sing on earth,
the archangels rejoice,
today the righteous exult, saying:
Glory to God in the highest.
Alleluia!

Rise up to God, you songs of joy!
Hearts impassioned by a holy love,
sing of Christmas! The day has come when
all of heaven shimmers with euphoria!
Night has seemingly disappeared,
behold, the day has come!
Rise up to God, you songs of joy!

Oh Virgin Mother, rock your babe,
the Infant Divine, for in His eyes
the clarity of the heavens lies!
His look at you, that celestial aurora,
makes your face rosy
with a newly-kindled halo,
with a newly-kindled halo!

O God, my Savior, my voice calls to You!
O God of all angels, of all your children,
I hear the chorus, I hear the immense chorus
resplendent in the heavens with a song of victory!
Let my soul unfold its wings in flight!
Let it fly aloft
on Your eternal, radiating flame.

Translation: Dr. Clarice A. Cloutier

Dancing Day
Angelus ad Virginem
Angelus ad Virginem Subintrans in conclave,
Virginis formidinem Demulcens inquit
“Ave! Ave, regina virginum;
Caeli terraeque Dominum 
Concipies Et paries Intacta Salutem hominum;
Tu porta caeli facta, 
Medela criminum.”

“Quo modo conciperem Quae virum non cognovi?
Qualiter infringerem
Quod firmamente vovi?”
“Spiritus Sancti gratia
Perficiet haec omnia;
Ne timeas, Sed gaudeas, secura 
Quod castimonia
Manebit in te pura, Dei potentia.”

Personent hodie
Personent hodie Voces puerulae,
Laudantes jucunde Qui nobis est natus,
Summo Deo datus,
Et de virgineo ventre procreatus.

In mundo nascitur, Pannis involvitur,
Praesepi ponitur, Stabulo brutorum,
Rector supernorum.
Perdidit spolia princeps infernorum.

Magi tres venerunt, Parvulum inquirunt,
Bethlehem adeunt,
Stellulam sequendo, Ipsum adorando,
Aurum, thus, et myrrham ei offerendo.

Omnes clericuli, Pariter pueri,
Canent ut angeli:
“Advenisti mundo,
Laudes tibi fundo.
Ideo gloria in excelsis Deo.”

Th’angel to the Virgin said, Ent’ring into her bower,
For dread of quaking of this maid, He said “Hail” with 

great honoure.
“Hail! be thou queen of maidens mo,
Lord of heaven and earth also,
Conceive thou shalt, and bear withal the Lord of might,
Heal of all mankind. He will make the gate of heaven bright,
Med’cine of all our sin.”

“How may I conceive, I who have not known a man?
How may I break the promise 
Which I have solemnly vowed?”
“The grace of the Holy Spirit
will bring about all these things.
Fear not, but rejoice, secure
Knowing that you will remain chaste
Through the power of God.”

Today the voices of young boys right out,
Joyfully praising Him who was born for us,
Given by God,
Created in the womb of a virgin.

Born into the world, wrapped in swaddling clothes, 
laid in a manger in an animals’ stable, 
the master of all.
The prince thwarted Hell’s plotting.

Three Magi came in search of the child.
Traveling to Bethlehem,
following a star, to adore him,
to offer him gold, incense, and myrrh.

Let all clerks and choristers
sing like the angels:
“You have come into the world;
All praise to You;
Glory to God in the highest!”
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ETHEREA VOCAL ENSEMBLE

Derek Greten-Harrison (Artistic Director) earned his Bachelor of Music from Man-
hattan School of Music and his Master of Music in opera performance from Purchase
College, State University of New York.  He is highly sought after for his compelling
work both as a baritone and as a countertenor.  As a baritone, he has performed the

roles of Escamillo in Bizet’s Carmen, Betto and Spinel-
loccio in Puccini’s Gianni Schicchi, the Gendarme in
Poulenc’s Les mamelles de Tirésias, and Shakespeare’s
arch villain Antonio in the New York première pro-
duction of Lee Hoiby’s The Tempest. Subsequently he
was asked to interpret his Tempest role in the highly
acclaimed studio recording released by Albany
Records.  Derek’s versatility as a singing actor has
also led to musical theater performances as
Fred/Petruchio in Cole Porter’s Kiss Me, Kate and
Harold Hill in Meredith Willson’s The Music Man.

As a countertenor, Derek has been a featured soloist
in Handel’s Messiah and As Pants the Hart, Bach’s
Magnificat and Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit, and
Marc-Antoine Charpentier’s Messe de Minuit de Noël,
among other works.  He is also the longtime coun-
tertenor section leader at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church
in Fairfield, Connecticut.  

In addition to performing, Derek is a published
writer who regularly reviews recordings and per-
formances for Opera Newsmagazine and is currently

authoring a book about the vocal training and performing careers of sopranos in the
Golden Age of the American Musical. 

SopranoArianne Abela hails from the San Francisco Bay Area and sang in the San
Francisco Girls Chorus.  She is a recent graduate of the Yale School of Music/Yale Insti-
tute of Sacred Music in choral conducting and served as assistant conductor of the Yale
Glee Club, conductor of both the Yale Chamber Singers and Yale Saybrook Orchestra,
and also sang in Yale Schola Cantorum.  Arianne is an alumna of Smith College, where
she received the 2008 Judith Raskin Memorial Prize for voice, the 2008 Earnst Wallfisch
Prize for music, and won the 2008 Concerto Competition.  She is co-founder of The

House of Clouds, an organization that performs benefit concerts for music education
programs and charities. Based in Connecticut, Arianne is currently choral director at
Notre Dame High School in West Haven, Chorister Academy conductor at St. John’s
Episcopal Church in Waterbury, and co-conductor of Elm City Girls Chorus’ Academy.

Awet Andemicael, soprano, has been hailed for her “vivid musical personality” and
“quick, clean, and silvery” coloratura (Boston Globe), as well as her “enchanting” (Bran-
denburger Stadtkurier), “exquisite” (Milwaukee Journal Sentinel), and “expressively fo-
cused” (Pittsburgh Tribune-Review) artistry.  The Boston Herald declared her “a singer
to watch,” praising her performances as “light, airy, lyric, and full of musical energy.”  

Awet is best known for her interpretations of eighteenth-century sacred music and
the role of El Trujamán in Manuel de Falla’s puppet opera El Retablo de Maese Pedro.
She has performed with the Bach Collegium Japan, the Aldeburgh Festival, and at
the Yale Institute of Sacred Music, under Masaaki Suzuki; the Handel and Haydn So-
ciety under Grant Llewellyn; the Boston Symphony under Rafael Frühbeck de Bur-
gos; the Los Angeles Philharmonic under Esa-Pekka Salonen; the San Francisco
Symphony under Charles Dutoit; at Carnegie Hall with John Rutter, and at festivals
and concerts across North America and Europe. Her singing is featured on several
recordings and the filmMiss Congeniality. She has received awards from numerous
organizations, including the Metropolitan Opera, the Oratorio Society of NY, and the
Kammeroper Schloss Rheinsberg.

Lucy Fitz Gibbon, soprano, is a graduate of Yale College and the 2010 recipient of the
Louis Sudler Prize for Excellence in the Arts, the Wrexham Prize in Music, and the
Beekman Cannon Friends of Music Prize. While at Yale, Lucy appeared in principal
roles with the Yale Baroque Opera Project, Yale Opera, and Opera Theater of Yale Col-
lege; as a soloist with the Yale Recital Chorus, the Saybrook Orchestra, and the
Jonathan Edwards Orchestra; and with various new music ensembles, including pre-
miers of large-scale works by composers Anna Lindemann and Ryan Harper and such
repertoire standards as Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire and Elliott Carter’s A Mirror on
Which to Dwell.  During this time she also performed internationally with the early
music ensemble Ex Umbris and was a member of the Yale Schola Cantorum.  This fall,
Lucy begins her Artist Diploma degree at the Glenn Gould School in Toronto, Canada.

Soprano Allison Holst-Grubbe earned her Bachelor of Music in music education and
vocal performance from Ithaca College in 2005, and conducted further graduate
studies in music education at the University of Connecticut. In addition to teaching
and directing choirs in public schools, Allison has sung with the Berkshire Choral
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Festival, the Norfolk Chamber Music Festival Chamber Choir, and as a soloist
throughout New England at venues such as the New Britain Museum of American
Art.  She is currently a section leader and soloist at South Congregational Church in
Hartford, Connecticut.  An AmeriCorps alumna, Allison works with at-risk students
at a children’s literacy non-profit in Hartford.

Contralto Heather Petrie holds a Bachelor of Arts in Voice from Bard College and a
Master of Music in Opera Performance from SUNY Purchase Conservatory of
Music.  She is an active soloist throughout New York and Connecticut, and has sung
with The American Symphony Orchestra, Westchester Philharmonic, Connecticut
Master Chorale, Connecticut Choral Artists, Yale Pro Musica and Voce.  Known for
her flexibility, Heather performs a wide range of repertoire, from Baroque works
such as Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater and Bach’s Magnificat, to contemporary works by liv-
ing composers.  Her discography includes Joyful!, a gospel/jazz interpretation of the
Psalms by Pete Malinverni, and Sure On This Shining Night, an album of Morten Lau-
ridsen pieces recorded with Voce at the request of the composer.  On the opera stage,
Heather has portrayed the Witch in Hansel and Gretel, Marcellina in Le nozze di Figaro,
Flora in La Traviata, Larina in Eugene Onegin, Miss Todd in The Old Maid and the Thief,
Baba in The Medium, and Arnalta in L’incoronazione di Poppea.  She has also toured
South Korea extensively with her husband, guitarist David Veslocki.

Soprano Amanda Sidebottom enjoys an active career as a soloist and choral singer in
New York City and beyond.  With a particular interest in early music, recent solo en-
gagements include Schütz’s Sei gegrüßet Maria and Händel’s Messiahwith the Ameri-
can Classical Orchestra at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine.  She has appeared in
fringe concerts at both Boston and Berkeley Early Music Festivals and worked with
Ellen Hargis, Stephen Stubbs, and Grant Herreid, among others, at workshops in
Seattle, Boston, and Vancouver.  Upcoming engagements include lute song recitals in
Connecticut and New York City with Erik Ryding as the duo “Well-Tuned Words;”
with the Cathedral Choir of St. John the Divine under new director Kent Tritle in per-
formances of Vivaldi’s Gloria and Charpentier’s Te Deum; and a program of Turkish
and Armenian Renaissance music. 

Rebekah Westphal, a native of England, came to the United States to study at Ben-
nington College and then attended McGill University in Canada, where she studied
musicology. She was founder and artistic director of the 8-voice ensemble passio,
and has sung in vocal ensembles across the USA. She has trained with Peter Phillips
and The Tallis Scholars, Roberta Bishop, Kevin Komisaruk and Pierre Masse. Prior to
moving to New Haven, Rebekah was on the faculty at The Music School of the
Rhode Island Philharmonic. Currently she is the Director of International Admis-
sions at Yale University.

GRACE CLOUTIER
Known for her expressive musicality and rich, warm sound, virtuoso harpist Grace
Cloutier trained at The Juilliard School, Yale University, and in France.  She gave her
solo Carnegie Hall debut recital in 2006, and performed an encore solo recital there in
2008. The New York Concert Review called her “an accomplished, poised, self-as-
sured performer...her affinity for these works was natural and complete...[her] play-
ing was dreamy, poetic and colorful... evoking all the colors of the rainbow with
scintillating effect.” 

Grace has performed for audiences across the United States, Canada, Europe, and the
Middle East.  She regularly appears in recital for the American Harp Society, the

World Harp Congress, and as guest soloist for the Ukrain-
ian National Music Festival.  As a chamber musician, she
has collaborated with many fine artists, including soprano
Jennifer Black of the Metropolitan Opera, the Biava String
Quartet, the Calder String Quartet, and Etherea Vocal En-
semble.  Grace has also held a performing residency at
UCLA, was head of the harp department at The Univer-
sity of Texas at El Paso, and won the principal harp posi-
tion with the El Paso Symphony.
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