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Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme BWV 140
Johann Sebastian Bach
1.  Chorale – Choir 
2.  Recitative – Tenor
3.  Aria Duet – Soprano (Soul), Bass (Jesus)
4.  Chorale – Tenor
5.  Recitative – Bass (Jesus)
6.  Aria Duet – Soprano (Soul), Bass (Jesus)
7.  Chorale – Choir

INTERVAL

World Première

Incarnation – A Suite of Songs for Christmas
Music by Thomas Hewitt Jones
Words by Paul Williamson
Commissioned by Sloane Square Choral Society
with generous support from The de Laszlo Foundation

1.  Advent – Choir
2.  Falling – Choir 
3.  Wandering – Choir, Baritone 
4.  Nativity – Choir
5.  Planting – Soprano, Clarinet 
6.  Revelling – Choir
7.  Epiphany – Choir
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Incarnation – The Typology
of Christmas

HREE hundred years after it burst into the world as
a new faith, the spiritual and intellectual exhilaration
generated by Christianity was manifested with extreme
force and in unusual ways among Syriac-speaking

Christians living in a region that now lies in eastern Turkey and
northern Syria. Their spiritual fervour is witnessed by the ascetics
who went out into the desert, chaining themselves to rocks,
wearing heavy weights around their necks or having themselves
sealed up in caves in order to mortify the flesh and live out what
they believed to be a truly Christian way of life. A notable example
was set by St Simeon Stylites (c.389–459). Simeon spent thirty
years living at the top of a stone column (stylos in Greek) that was
gradually made taller to separate him from the ever-increasing
hordes of visitors who came to ask for his guidance, seek a holy
relic or simply to sightsee. Surprising though it may seem, Simeon
inspired so many impersonators that column-dwelling became
recognised as a distinct mode of monastic life and special rules
were drawn up to regulate the conduct of the stylites.

Less obviously spectacular but fired by a similar degree of
enthusiasm and excited sense of Christian purpose is the
theological vision of St Ephrem the Syrian (c. 306–373), who
lived all but the last ten years of his life in the city of Nisibus
(now Nuseybin) on the present-day border between Turkey and
Syria. As Sebastian Brock explains, a key concept in Ephrem’s
thinking is that of the insuperable ‘chasm’ between the creator
and creation – between the divine nature on the one hand and
the subordinate quality of all created things on the other. The
fact that the ‘chasm’ is impassable is indicative of the inability of
limited human intellects to know or to describe God. To know a
thing, says Ephrem, is to contain it within the mind. How can the
finite human mind contain the uncontainable – the infinite and
omniscient? The answer is that it can’t, but that God has allowed

aspects of himself to be revealed in nature, in Scripture, and most
importantly (though still not fully) in the Incarnation, where Christ
is made man. Accordingly, human knowledge of God is composed
of a flowing multiplicity of partial views that never leads to
completeness of understanding but nonetheless provides a
dynamic, ever-changing vision of that which cannot ever be finally
defined or understood. The components of that vision are para-
doxes, symbols and types. Its most natural modes of expression
are not the definitions and arguments of discursive theological
prose but the rhythms and images of poetry, notably poetry
combined with music in the form of Syriac madrashe or hymns.

Ephrem’s approach to Scripture is symbolic and typological,
which means that the greater significance of Old Testament
symbols, events and persons is deferred until they are related to
their New Testament equivalents. This is a method of juxta-
positions, where, for example, Eve’s birth from Adam’s side in
Genesis prefigures the piercing of Christ’s side by the Roman
soldier during the crucifixion, recorded in John 19:34. From this
single association Ephrem weaves what Sebastian Brock calls a
‘vast and rich web of exegesis’ that connects Adam’s rib with
Christ’s wounded torso; the Roman soldier’s lance with the
flaming sword that bars the way to Eden after Adam and Eve have
been expelled for eating the forbidden fruit; and Eve herself both
with the sacraments administered within the Christian church
and also with the Virgin Mary. Some of these correspondences
can be seen in a brief passage from Kathleen McVey’s translation
of the eighth of Ephrem’s Hymns on the Nativity:

Blessed is the Compassionate One Who saw, next to paradise,
the lance that barred the way
to the Tree of Life. He came to take up 
the body that would be struck so that by the opening in His side
He might break through the way into paradise.

These matters are fascinatingly unravelled by Sebastian Brock in
The Harp of the Spirit (1975), The Luminous Eye (1985) and
numerous other publications. The point to be made here is that
Ephrem’s allusive, necessarily open-ended approach to theology,
which demands as a matter of principle great flexibility of mind
on the part of his readers and listeners, is an extraordinarily
congenial one for the making of poetry. It is said that Ephrem
wrote more than three million lines, of which four hundred hymns
and a number of verse homilies survive.

Abstracted from their original context, the image-driven dynamics
of Ephrem’s poetics retain their vigour. Indeed, a compelling
(if apparently ahistorical) comparison can be drawn between
Ephrem’s procedures and some of the seminal poetic principles
of modernism. Take, for example, this deservedly celebrated
two-line poem by Ezra Pound, In a Station of the Metro, published
in 1913 and here quoted in its entirety:

The apparition of these faces in the crowd;
Petals on a wet, black bough.

A shift of dimension takes place in these fourteen words by
which the reader is conveyed from a seemingly unreal jumble of
faces in an underground station to the essential naturalness of
springtime petals on the rain-soaked branch of a tree. Most
obviously, by yoking the two sights together, the verse invites
the reader to see city life and arboreal blossoms in a new and
unexpected way. The poem’s true purpose, however, lies in its
effect – the emotional charge, the surprise and excitement,
created when the two incongruous images are placed side by side.
That effect is a function of the imagination, the fundamental
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poetic impetus that is here enacted in its barest form, without
stanzas or rhyme scheme, using only images articulated in
expressive rhythms – the nearly regular iambics (weak/strong) of
the first line that are exploded in the emphatic, jolting irregularity
of the second. 

Depicting ‘luminous details’ with sparse directness and in
significant, musical rhythms, Pound’s poem is concerned with
the modus operandi of poetry and its strange, invigorating
capacity to reveal previously hidden affinities. When Ephrem
juxtaposes images in the form of types and symbols the electric
power of art is channelled to a specific end – that of giving the
reader (the singer, the listener, the believer) an infinitessimal
but spiritually significant glimpse into the ultimately unknowable
nature of God himself. In both cases the fact that totality of
meaning remains elusive provides a constantly fertile and self-
renewing source of inspiration. 

Whether applied to an episode in the Bible or to a metro station
in Paris, the method of juxtapositions can have the effect of
making the familiar seem strange, an utterly invaluable capability
when it comes to treating a subject that has been as often
revisited as the story of Christ’s birth in the stable in Bethlehem.
In this respect the libretto for Thomas Hewitt Jones’ Incarnation
owes a debt of gratitude to Ephrem. Following the course of the
Christmas season from beginning to end, Incarnation begins with
‘Advent’, a welcome extended to all the descendants of Adam
and Eve. This may be a welcome, but it is also a summons that
recalls the theology of Christmas by invoking three pivotal Biblical
responses to God’s call: Adam’s words when he admits why he
has hidden himself from God’s sight after his fall; Abraham’s
readiness to sacrifice Isaac at God’s command; and Mary’s
modest willingness to become the mother of Jesus.

With reference to a little mosaic of Old Testament images,
‘Falling’, the second movement of Incarnation, focuses on the
unsettling impermanence of the postlapsarian world. This is
followed by ‘Wandering’, in which the text itself metaphorically
and circuitously roams in the wilderness, pursuing several routes
through the Old Testament before finally discovering the straight
road that leads to Bethlehem. ‘Nativity’, the central movement
of Hewitt Jones’ piece, is a lullaby in which the most tenderly
human of situations is fused with the presentation of Christ’s
Incarnation as the fulfilment of the flowering of Aaron’s rod in
Numbers 17:8 and Moses’ encounter with the miraculous
burning bush in Exodus 3:2. 

The fifth movement, ‘Planting’, is concerned with rebirth, linking
Christmas with the winter solstice and showing Christ’s coming
as an ever-present point of stillness and completion. The sixth
movement, ‘Revelling’, depicts Twelfth Night, when the world
is turned upside down and human nature emerges in all its
saturnalian rowdiness. Drawing on two stories from Genesis and
linking back to the second movement of Incarnation, ‘Revelling’
also contains a boisterous reminder that imperfection continues
to characterise the human condition. 

Finally, in ‘Epiphany’, the Christmas season closes in the
immediate present, with a reflection on the year that’s passed
and a glance ahead. These concluding, Janus-like meditations
are placed within a framing recollection of the three wise men
who journey from the East to visit the Christ child, bringing with
them their symbolic gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.

Paul Williamson ©2012

The Finest Possible Line
T has been an immense pleasure to write Incarnation
in collaboration with the prodigiously-talented Paul
Williamson. Paul and I have worked closely together
to try to create an exciting and uplifting work which

we hope will provide a weighty emotional experience. Throughout
the process my aim has been to write music depicting the
poignancy and energy of Paul’s text while taking the listener on
a quirky and inspiring musical journey which I hope will be found
freshly compelling.

From a musical perspective Incarnation is cyclic in the sense
that the melodic motifs developed over the course of the seven
movements are all interrelated. Appearing for the first time at
the opening, the main motif of the entire work is underpinned by
a pulsating tonic pedal in the bass. It features a descending
melodic line of uneven length, set to uneasy chromatic harmony.
This imparts an unsettling feel to the work and introduces an
emotional paradox. The direct melody, which could easily be
accompanied by the simplest and most straightforward harmonic
language, is designed to be memorable, invoking an almost hymn-
like impression of safety and security. Throughout Incarnation,
however, such lucid melodies are nearly always accompanied by
harmonies which are, at the same time, both lyrical and troubling.
The intention is to transport the listener to a musical world in
which the finest possible dividing line stands between calm
assurance and emotional turbulence. Recalling one of the
fundamental meanings of the Christmas season, joy and disquiet
are here brought together in a musical depiction of the struggle
to find a secure identity – a sense of peace and serenity – in a
fragmented world.

I would like to extend my warmest thanks to Paul for coming up
with such a fascinating concept and producing the words for
Incarnation; to Oliver, Harriet, Ben, Peter and everyone at
Sloane Square Choral Society for their tireless efforts in realising
the project; to The de Laszlo Foundation for magnanimously
commissioning the piece; and not least to you, the audience, for
helping to make tonight’s première a very special and memorable
occasion.

Thomas Hewitt Jones
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