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- A few summers ago, | was teach-
. inga course on the Advent-Christ-
. mas season in sweltering 33°C
% heat in Ottawa, Canada’s capital
“ city. Since in the Roman Catholic
- tradition, the Christmas season
" begins on December 25 and ends
three weeks later with the feast of
the Baptism of the Lord, one of
. my goals was to help students
" understand how they might mark
the unity of the season, Normally
a hymn that is sung throughout
the season is one way of doing
this. While in other seasons it's
fairly easy to find those pieces
that can be sung all season long, 1
was struck that this is not true for
the Chrisimas season. Since so
much ofthe music hovers around
the narrative of the birth of Christ,
it's difficult to sing these texts
scant days later, when Valetine's
Dayhasalreadyinvaded the malls,
Yet the other manifestations of
Christ that have traditionally made
up the Christmas season are iso-
lated to the feast of the Epiphany.
In short, the season loses its co-
herence,

It was with these concerns in
mind that 1 set out to write a new
text for the Christmas season. In
it,Iwanted to capture the breadth
of the season, which plays out for
us various aspects of the mystery
of the incarnation: birth, family,
suffering, limitation, manifesta-
tion, revelation, glory, divini-
sation. Out of these concerns, “In
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the Darkness Shines the Splen-
dour” was barn, I chose to set it
to Irpy because in my own Roman
Catholic tradition, it is associated
with Christmas, but not well
known. Like Matthew’s infancy
narrative, the text draws together
the various aspects of the mys-
tery of Christ, including his pas-
sage through death to new life,
but sets them in a Christmas con-
text.

The traditional text to Irsy,
“Once in Royal David's City” was
not meant as a Christtnas hymn,
but rather as a way of teaching
the creed to children. In our mu-
sical minds, however, the tune is
inextricably connected with the
sublime sound of a single boy's
voice at King's College, Cam-
bridge. Heavenly though that ef-
fect may be, we must find a new
way to perform the tune if we are
to make it our own,

A sensitive accompanist will
first examine the text for clues as
to the musical structure of the
hymn. The first three verses are
somewhat introspective, all point-
ing toward the final verse, with its
invitation to “sing in jubilation.”
The accompaniment therefore
should be strong but not loud or
harsh. The tempo shouldbe mod-
erate, not too fast, in order to give
people time to digest the new
words, Organ principals 8-4-2
would provide an accompani-
ment which would support the
singing and at the same time be
audible above the voices. A verse
without pedals would give a feel-
ing oflightness, but be aware that
the men in the congregation will
bestarting on the C below middle
C, let the organ pitch begin there
with them, rather than an octave
above, If you leave the pedals out
for a verse, you don't want the
men in the congregation to feel
exposed, as though they were
singing all alone,

IrBY is a tune which is charac-
terized by the forward motion of
the melody and the harmony, In
practicing the hymn, work out
the repeated notes in every voice,
and make sure to repeat them all,
rather than tie them over, This is
an essential element in commu-
nicating the rhythm to the con-
gregarion. Make legato notes

smooth and melodic, and use the
clear repetition of repeated notes
to let “light” into your playing.
For the upward eighth-note pas-
sages toward the end of the hymn,
do yourself a favour and write the
fingering and pedaling in your
hymnal. In the actual perfor-
mance of the hymn in worship,
you'll be glad to have written
down what you worked out in
rehearsal. B




