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The Passion of Christ is, in every age, both 
universal and particular, global and local. The 
choice of texts for this work reflects this belief. 
In this instance, the narrative of humanity’s 
redemption is located within the history of 
Merton College, Oxford, which was founded in 
1264, and for whose 750th anniversary in 2014 
this setting of the Passion was commissioned. 

The inclusion of texts by Mertonians and the 
use of the King James Version of the Bible, part 
of which was translated at Merton, root it in the 
life of the College. This is also a Passion with 
deep roots in the liturgy. It draws on liturgical 
texts which enter into dialogue with the words 
of the Evangelists, allowing the community 
which hears them to respond in worship to the 
last events of Jesus’ life. The liturgy of Holy 
Week influences the choice and sequence of 
the seven sections, beginning on Palm Sunday  
with the opening verse of the office hymn at 
Vespers in Passiontide, Vexilla regis, which 
acts as an antiphon, framing St Matthew’s 
account of Christ’s entry into Jerusalem.

St John’s account of the Anointing at Bethany 
(John 12: 1–11) has been read in the Western 
Church as the Gospel on the Monday of Holy 
Week from as far back as the seventh or 
eighth century. Here, though, it is St Luke’s 
version which is used, with its emphasis 
on the woman’s extravagant and intimate 
expression of love and devotion in response 

to the presence of the forgiving Christ. In this 
setting the woman is given a voice through the 
words of the General Thanksgiving, written 
for the 1662 Book of Common Prayer by 
Edward Reynolds, who was Warden of Merton 
immediately after the Restoration.

The next movement, like the Maundy Thursday 
liturgy itself, incorporates both Last Supper 
and Footwashing, the Gospel narratives of 
St Matthew and St John in dialogue with two 
Latin liturgical texts: the Eucharistic hymn Ave 
verum, attributed to Pope Innocent VI and 
written about a century after the foundation of 
the College, and Ubi caritas, the antiphon sung 
during the pedilavium.

In the liturgy of Holy Week, the Maundy 
Thursday Eucharist gives way to the Watch 
before the Blessed Sacrament, the worshipper 
transported to watch with Christ in the Garden 
of Gethsemane.  In this setting, the focus is 
on Christ’s isolation and betrayal, expressed 
through verses from two poems by the First 
World War poet and Fellow of Merton from 
1931 to 1944, Edmund Blunden. The Evil 
Hour expresses Jesus’ isolation on ‘this sad 
evening, this echo of existence’ from those 
who were unable to ‘Sit ye here, while I go 
yonder and pray’ (Matthew 26: 36). Intimations 
of Mortality allows Judas to be heard, first in 
stating his mission ‘Till death to beset you’, and 
then, after he has kissed his master, to convey 
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his sense of despair at his act of betrayal: 
‘Songless and gleamless I near no new 
pleasance … To my winding-sheet haunt me’.

The next movement spans two chapters in St 
Mark’s Gospel and acts as a bridge between 
Maundy Thursday and Good Friday, beginning 
with Jesus’s appearance before Caiaphas and 
Peter’s denial, before going on to tell of Jesus’ 
trial before Pilate the following morning. The 
Evangelist’s narrative forms a dialogue with 
Psalm 137, in which the psalmist laments over 
the destruction of the holy city, Jerusalem; the 
psalm is heard here in a metrical version by 
Thomas Carew, who matriculated at Merton 
in 1608.  

When it comes to the Crucifixion, which 
stands at the heart of any Passion, St Mark’s 
account is given space to speak for itself. 
There is no Mertonian commentary here, but 
the opportunity for the community to respond 
in worship. As on Palm Sunday, so on Good 
Friday an office hymn is used: three verses 
from the Matins hymn Crux fidelis, which 
enable the worshipper, confronted once again 
with the paradox that the death of the Son of 
God brings salvation to world, to worship the 
Trinity ‘whose loving grace has redeemed and 
saved us’.

This response continues in the final section 
of this work, once again expressed by a 
Mertonian. The American poet T.S. Eliot 
escaped from Germany to study at Merton 
as a graduate student at the beginning of the 
First World War, a century before this Passion 
was written. This passage from Little Gidding, 
one of his Four Quartets, does not describe 
the Resurrection, but is written by one who 
believed that ‘the drawing of this Love and the 
voice of this Calling’ are the love and calling 
of the Crucified and Risen One, and that the 
invitation to be ‘born with the dead’ is offered 
to humanity, at Merton College in 2014 as at 
every time and in every place, through the 
particular and universal Passion of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.

© 2019 Simon Jones

The Revd Canon Dr Simon Jones compiled 
the libretto of The Passion of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. He is Chaplain and Fellow of Merton 
College, Oxford.

The Passion of our Lord Jesus Christ

It’s an intriguing fact that many of the 
conventions of public concert-giving, as 
handed down from the mid 19th century and 
still observed today, have much in common 
with the performance of religious ritual. 
The active participants wear formal dress 
(of a sort not usually seen in ordinary daily 
life), perform on a raised dais in a building 
designated for the purpose, and are heard in 
reverent silence. Over 150 years there has 
been a gradual blurring of sacred and secular 
boundaries in performance, and these days 
nobody questions the propriety of performing 
a great sacred work in a concert hall (or, indeed, 
the opposite). In 1874, Verdi’s Requiem was 
premiered in the church of San Marco, Milan, 
but subsequent performances were given at 
La Scala, the Paris Opéra-Comique and the 
Royal Albert Hall in London. Fauré’s Requiem 
was originally conceived as a modest liturgical 
work for the Paris church where Fauré was 
choirmaster, but its first public performance 
was given at the Trocadéro Palace as part of 
the 1900 Paris World Exhibition. The gigantic 
sacred choral works popular at the music 
festivals of Victorian and Edwardian England, 
in Norwich, Birmingham and elsewhere, were 
– in general – staged in grand concert halls 
rather than churches or cathedrals. Performing 
sacred pieces in secular spaces, and in concert 
rather than for worship, is a long and well-
established practice offending neither those 
who wish to experience such music from 

the standpoint of religious belief nor those 
attracted for other reasons. Nowadays, it’s fair 
to say that Handel’s oratorios, Bach’s Passions, 
the masses of Mozart and Haydn and much 
else besides (including the more obscure 
corners of the Renaissance polyphonic 
repertoire) are probably heard more frequently 
in the concert hall than anywhere else.  

At the same time, the performance of sacred 
music in religious spaces but in concert 
performance, rather than cradled within a 
liturgical framework, is also so common as 
to be unremarkable. All this surely explains 
why, these days, many composers writing 
sacred music happily draw creative inspiration 
from secular texts as much as traditional 
religious ones. Such compositions are also 
clearly in step with a modern acceptance both 
of different notions of what constitutes the 
divine, and that prayer, meditation and even 
mindfulness lie on the same continuum of 
spiritual and religious experience. 

Gabriel Jackson’s The Passion of our Lord 
Jesus Christ is inscribed with a title which 
places it firmly within a centuries-old tradition 
of music commemorating Christ’s betrayal, 
suffering, crucifixion and death – commonly 
known as the Passion. But while it quietly 
acknowledges that tradition, musically and 
liturgically, it also stands apart from it. The 
libretto draws on all four Gospel accounts 
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them with expensive ointment. The solo 
soprano, as if the woman herself, sinful and 
repentant, sings the words of the General 
Thanksgiving (blessing God for his boundless 
love and infinite mercy), accompanied by violin 
and harp. Christ forgives her sins and dismisses 
her: ‘Thy faith hath saved thee; go in peace.’ 

Last Supper and Footwashing is another 
night scene. As a distant bell tolls, Jesus 
shares bread and wine with his disciples. 
These symbols of his body, soon to be 
broken, and his blood, shed for sinners, will 
commemorate and henceforth symbolise the 
sacrificial nature of his death. The tenor soloist 
sings the Ave verum – a fourteenth-century 
hymn asking that Christ’s suffering might 
prepare us for heaven. Jesus washes the 
feet of his disciples, an act of humility whose 
example they must follow when he is gone. 
Ubi caritas – an ancient hymn which tells that 
where such charity and love are, so is God – 
is sung by the solo soprano. Jesus, troubled, 
reveals to his disciples that he knows who will 
betray him. In more urgent music Judas (‘Satan 
entered into him’) strides away to set in train 
the events that will culminate in Jesus’ death.

At Gethsemane the anguished Christ 
leaves his weary disciples and walks alone 
in the garden, praying, struggling with his 
fears, and begging to be spared the fate that 
awaits him. At length, Judas arrives with 

the fact that the Passion was commissioned 
for the Merton Choirbook. This project, 
begun in 2014 to mark the 750th anniversary 
of Merton College and to celebrate its 
recently established choral foundation, is a 
comprehensive anthology of sacred music by 
living composers which has been conceived 
as a contemporary counterpart to the great 
manuscript collection compiled at Eton College 
in the early years of the sixteenth century.

There are seven movements in The Passion of 
our Lord Jesus Christ with the first six tableaux 
depicting the important events of the Passion 
story, and the last being a timeless meditation 
on love, suffering, mortality and resurrection.

In Palm Sunday, ominous drum rolls, like the 
rumble of distant thunder, introduce wailing 
shawm-like solos for soprano saxophone. 
A processional dance for wind quartet, angular 
and jerky, is followed by a Latin hymn, Vexilla 
regis, which mystically describes Christ’s 
triumphant procession into Jerusalem and 
frames the shouts of the crowds hailing him 
as Messiah: ‘Hosanna to the Son of David’.

In the Anointing at Bethany, public 
acclamation turns to compassionate ministry. 
The choir describes Christ ‘at meat’ in the 
house of Simon the Pharisee. A weeping 
woman washes his feet with her tears, drying 
them with her hair before tenderly anointing 

mostly set syllabically – and the composer 
comments that manipulating the overlapping 
layers was ‘logistically fiddly to organise’. 
But the word-setting is characterised by a 
clarity and energetic liveliness which perhaps 
share something with the sprung rhythms of 
Michael Tippett (a composer Gabriel Jackson 
much admires).

The musical resources are similarly 
concentrated: two quartets – of strings 
and wind – along with harp and percussion. 
The string quartet forgoes the conventional 
second violin in favour of a double bass, and 
the wind group plays piccolo (doubling alto 
flute), soprano saxophone (doubling alto), bass 
clarinet and horn.

In a conventional Passion setting, the individual 
protagonists (including the narrator) are sung 
by single voices and the choir plays the crowd 
scenes. Here there are just two main soloists, 
soprano and tenor, with the narrative and 
dramatic roles shared between them and 
– unusually – the choir (whose singers also 
make occasional solo contributions). Individual 
characters are thus sometimes portrayed by 
single voices, sometimes by small groups, 
and sometimes by the whole choir. 

The choir in general takes a prominent role, 
in line with the request by Benjamin Nicholas, 
Director of Music at Merton College, to reflect 

of Christ’s Passion but supplements them 
with Latin and English sacred poetry, and 
even secular verse, related to its themes 
and by writers from ancient times, from the 
seventeenth century, and from the modern 
era. The effect is to underline the universality 
of the biblical narrative: an innocent man 
betrayed, tortured and brutally executed. 
So while this Passion is an act of religious 
observance, it also tells a story which speaks 
to our contemporary secular world.

The additional texts (poetry, Latin hymns, 
and the General Thanksgiving from the 
Book of Common Prayer) form a continuous 
commentary on the scriptural narrative 
– literally continuous at moments when 
the layers are superimposed. The effect is 
analogous to the arias found in eighteenth-
century sacred works: a turning aside from 
the dramatic action to reflect on the unfolding 
story. But Gabriel Jackson’s music is through-
composed, so these changes in literary texture 
are more fluid than the ‘stop-start’ delivery 
of baroque settings. And, in a modest but 
neat conceit which anchors the piece to the 
place for which it was composed, all the non-
biblical English texts are the work of authors 
connected with Merton College, which 
commissioned the piece. 

Such a quantity and variety of words 
necessitate pacy treatment, so the texts are 
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constituencies of faith and belief. Enfolded in 
radiant, beatific chords of D major, lines from 
T.S. Eliot’s poem Little Gidding tell of death and 
life as part of one immutable circle so that we 
can ‘arrive where we started/And know the 
place for the first time’. The events of Christ’s 
Passion can be witnessed not only (as Eliot 
has it) ‘in a secluded chapel’ but as part of a 
transcendent present where the fire (warming, 
illuminating but also purifying), and the rose 
(beautiful, sensual but also transient) can be 
one, and ‘all manner of thing shall be well’. 

© 2019 Michael Emery

Michael Emery is Artistic Director of the 
professional choirs of Danish Radio in 
Copenhagen and a former organ scholar of 
Merton College. 

Above this turbulent narrative, the choir sings a 
consolatory, chorale-like, setting of Psalm 137, 
the ancient Hebrew song of lament, sorrow, 
and exile from Jerusalem.

Crucifixion returns us to the music of the 
opening. But now the keening saxophone and 
repeated drum strokes seem to depict a slow 
shuffling march to the place of execution. 
The brutal stages of public crucifixion are 
described by the choir, in unison lines with 
minimal accompaniment: the starkest music 
of the whole piece. But above, with immense 
tenderness and compassion, accompanied 
by sustained strings, the solo soprano sings 
words from a Latin hymn, as if to comfort and 
console the dying Christ.  

There follows The End and the Beginning. 
But how to finish a piece and conclude a 
narrative which has explored so many different 
layers of spiritual experience? How to offer 
a resolution which honours those for whom 
the journey of the Passion points unshakeably 
towards the Resurrection, as much as those 
who respond through religious beliefs built 
on different foundations, or none at all? In the 
great Passion settings of Bach, for example, 
Lutheran faith and liturgical convention supply 
the answer. Here, Gabriel Jackson and his 
librettist Simon Jones choose a single writer 
– a modern poet – to guide their piece towards 
its conclusion in words that speak to many 

an armed mob and carries him away. This 
scriptural nocturne is juxtaposed with a more 
contemporary one. The solo tenor sings 
words by Edward Blunden which describe a 
similar torment of doubt and suffering, but 
using imagery which also seems to allude to 
a spiritual desert of more recent times: the 
battlefield landscapes experienced by the 
poet in the First World War. In the music, a 
piccolo, harp glissandos, a water gong and 
string harmonics make thin and dessicated 
sounds like chattering insects or screeching 
birds, disturbing the night-time stillness.

Caiaphas, Peter and Pilate begins with a 
commanding horn call; then the soprano and 
tenor soloists – now narrators, accompanied 
by urgent chords from strings and bass 
clarinet – move the story forward in fast 
recitative. Events gather pace and more 
characters appear: Peter, the maidservant, 
the crowd outside the High Priest’s palace, 
Jesus himself, and finally Pilate the Roman 
governor, made musically distinctive by an 
accompaniment of harp and temple blocks, 
heralded by wind instruments and chattering 
percussion. Peter finds himself denying 
Christ and, shamed by his disloyalty, flees 
weeping. Jesus is brought to be judged 
by Pilate but condemns himself through 
his silence. The mob cry out for the robber 
Barabbas, and Jesus is flogged and delivered 
up to be crucified.
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 2 Anointing at Bethany 

Soprano:

Almighty God, Father of all mercies, 
we thine unworthy servants 
do give thee most humble and hearty thanks 
for all thy goodness and loving-kindness 
to us and to all men.

Choir:

Behold, a woman in the city, which was a 
sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at 
meat in Simon the Pharisee’s house, 
brought an alabaster box of ointment,

And stood at his feet behind him weeping, 
and began to wash his feet with tears, and 
did wipe them with the hairs of her head, 
and kissed his feet, and anointed them with 
the ointment. 

Soprano:

We bless thee for our creation, preservation, 
and all the blessings of this life; 
but above all for thine inestimable love 
in the redemption of the world by our Lord 

Jesus Christ; 
for the means of grace, and for the hope 

of glory.

Choir:

And he turned to the woman, and said unto 
Simon, Seest thou this woman? I entered 
into thine house, thou gavest me no water 
for my feet: but she hath washed my feet 
with tears, and wiped them with the hairs 
of her head. 

Wherefore I say unto thee, Her sins, which 
are many, are forgiven; for she loved much: 
but to whom little is forgiven, the same 
loveth little.

And he said unto her, Thy sins are forgiven. 

Soprano:

And, we beseech thee, 
give us that due sense of all thy mercies, 
that our hearts may be unfeignedly thankful; 
and that we show forth thy praise, 
not only with our lips, but in our lives, 
by giving up ourselves to thy service, 
and by walking before thee 
in holiness and righteousness all our days;

Choir:

And they that sat at meat with him began to 
say within themselves, Who is this that 
forgiveth sins also? 

Soprano: 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, 
to whom, with thee and the Holy Spirit, 
be all honour and glory, world without end. 
Amen. 

Choir:

And he said to the woman, Thy faith hath 
saved thee; go in peace. 

Edward Reynolds (1599–1676), ‘The General Thanksgiving’ 
from the Book of Common Prayer, 1662

Luke 7: 37–8, 44–5, 47–8, 49, 50

 1 Palm Sunday 

Choir:

Vexilla regis prodeunt,  The banners of the king advance,
fulget crucis mysterium,  the mystery of the cross shines forth,
quo carne carnis conditor  the creator of all flesh, flesh himself,
suspensus est patibulo.  is hung from the gallows.

Tenor:

Tell ye the daughter of Sion, Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek, and sitting upon 
an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass. 

Choir:

Hosanna to the son of David: Blessed is he that cometh in the name of the Lord;  
Hosanna in the highest.

Tenor:

And when Jesus was come into Jerusalem, all the city was moved, saying, 

Choir:

Who is this? 

Tenor:

And the multitude said, 

Choir:

This is Jesus the prophet of Nazareth of Galilee. 

Vexilla regis prodeunt,  The banners of the king advance,
fulget crucis mysterium,  the mystery of the cross shines forth,
quo carne carnis conditor  the creator of all flesh, flesh himself,
suspensus est patibulo.  is hung from the gallows.

Vexilla regis: Venantius Fortunatus (c.530–600/609); hymn at Vespers in Passiontide

Matthew 21: 5, 9b–11 
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Choir:

After that he poureth water into a bason, and began to wash the disciples feet, and to wipe 
them with the towel wherewith he was girded. 

After he had washed their feet, he said unto them, Know ye what I have done to you? 
Ye call me Master and Lord: and ye say well; for so I am.
If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to wash one 

another’s feet.
For I have given you an example, that ye should do as I have done to you. 

Soprano:

Exultemus, et in ipso iucundemur.  Let us rejoice and delight in him.
Timeamus, et amemus Deum vivum  Let us fear, and love, the living God
Et ex corde diligamus  And may we love each other with  
 nos sincero.  a sincere heart.
Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est.  Where charity and love are, God is there.

Choir:

Jesus was troubled in spirit, and said, Verily, verily, I say unto you, that one of you shall 
betray me. Then the disciples looked one on another, doubting of whom he spake.

Now there was leaning on Jesus’ bosom one of his disciples, whom Jesus loved.
Simon Peter therefore beckoned to him, that he should ask who it should be of whom 

he spake.
He then lying on Jesus’ breast saith unto him, 

A solo tenor and bass from the choir:

Lord, who is it?

Choir:

Jesus answered, He it is, to whom I shall give a sop, when I have dipped it. And when he had 
dipped the sop, he gave it to Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon.

And after the sop Satan entered into him. 

Soprano and tenor:

O dulcis, O pie,  O sweet, O pious,
O Jesu, Fili Mariae. O Jesus, Son of Mary.

 3 Last Supper and Footwashing

Tenor:

Ave, verum corpus natum Hail true body, born
de Maria Virgine,  of the Virgin Mary,

Choir:

Now when the even was come, Jesus sat down with the twelve. 

Tenor:

Vere passum immolatum Who having truly suffered, was sacrificed
in Cruce pro homine, on the Cross for mankind,

Choir:

And as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed it, and brake it, and gave it to the 
disciples, and said, Take, eat; this is my body.

And he took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, Drink ye all of it;
For this is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for many for the remission of sins. 

Soprano:

Ubi caritas et amor, Deus ibi est.  Where charity and love are, God is there.
Congregavit nos in unum Christi amor. The love of Christ has gathered us into one.

Choir:

Supper being ended, the devil having now put into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to 
betray him; 

Tenor:

Cuius latus perforatum Whose pierced side
unda fluxit sanguine, flowed with water and blood,

Choir:

Jesus riseth from supper, and laid aside his garments; and took a towel, and girded himself. 

Tenor:

Esto nobis praegustatum May it be for us a foretaste [of heaven]
in mortis examine. in the trial of death.
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Choir:

Then said Jesus unto him, That thou doest, do quickly. He then having received the sop went 
immediately out: and it was night. 

Ave verum: attrib. Pope Innocent VI (r. 1352–1362), hymn to the Blessed Sacrament at Corpus Christi 

Ubi caritas: antiphon during the Washing of the Feet and at Vespers on Maundy Thursday

Matthew 26: 20, 26–8

John 13: 2, 4, 5, 12–15, 21–7, 30

 4 Gethsemane

Choir:

Then cometh Jesus with them unto a place 
called Gethsemane, and saith unto the 
disciples, Sit ye here, while I go and 
pray yonder. 

Tenor:

Such surge of black wings saw I 
never homing 

Fast from a winter day’s pale-gilt entombing 
Nor can the continent’s entire woodland 

house them. 
So many throats of known and 

unknown runnels 
Shooting from thorny cliffs or poured 

through tunnels 
I never heard. Such rainstorm to arouse them 
We in these parts yet bore not in 

such torrents, 
Nor warring winds enraged to abhorrence; 
The sun was laughed to scorn,  

his god-head pelted 

With sharp bones wrenched from sylvan 
nature; flamed then 

A lightning such, all other lightning 
(tamed then) 

Might be as honey, or kind balms 
slow-melted.

Then this sad evening, this echo of existence, 
And what was near driven to 

enormous distance. 

Choir:

While he yet spake, lo, Judas, one of the 
twelve, came, and with him a great 
multitude with swords and staves, from the 
chief priests and elders of the people. 

Tenor:

 I am only the phrase 
 Of an unknown musician; 
 By a gentle voice spoken 
 I stole forth and met you 
 In halcyon days. 

Yet, frail as I am, you yourself shall be broken 
Before we are parted; I have but one mission:  

Till death to beset you.

Choir:

Now he that betrayed him gave them a sign, 
saying, Whomsoever I shall kiss, that same 
is he: hold him fast.
And forthwith he came to Jesus, and said, 
Hail, master; and kissed him. 

 5 Caiaphas, Peter and Pilate

Soprano and tenor:

They led Jesus away to the high priest: and 
with him were assembled all the chief 
priests and the elders and the scribes. 

And Peter followed him afar off, even into the 
palace of the high priest: and he sat with the 
servants, and warmed himself at the fire.

And the chief priests and all the council 
sought for witness against Jesus to put him 
to death; and found none. 

Choir:

Sitting by the streames that glide 
Downe by Babell’s towring wall, 
With our tears wee filde the tyde, 
Whilst our myndfull thoughts recall 
Thee, O Sion, and thy fall. 

Tenor:

 You phantoms, pursue me, 
 Be upon me, amaze me, 
 Though nigh all your presence 
 With sorrow enchant me, 
 With sorrow renew me! 
Songless and gleamless I near no 

new pleasance, 
In subtle returnings of ecstasy raise me, 
 To my winding-sheet haunt me! 

Matthew 26: 36, 47, 48–9

Edmund Blunden (1896–1974), The Evil Hour and Intimations 
of Mortality (excerpts)  © The Estate of Edmund Blunden. 
All rights reserved.

Soprano and tenor:

As Peter was beneath in the palace, there 
cometh one of the maids of the high priest:

And when she saw Peter warming himself, 
she looked upon him, and said, 

Soprano:

And thou also wast with Jesus of Nazareth.

Soprano and tenor:

But he denied, saying, 

Tenor:

I know not, neither understand I what 
thou sayest. 
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Soprano and tenor:

And he went out into the porch; and the 
cock crew.

And a maid saw him again, and began to say 
to them that stood by, 

Soprano:

This is one of them.

Soprano and tenor:

And he denied it again. And a little after, they 
that stood by said again to Peter,

A solo soprano and alto from the choir:

Surely thou art one of them: for thou art a 
Galilaean, and thy speech agreeth thereto.

Soprano and tenor:

But he began to curse and to swear, saying, 

Tenor:

I know not this man of whom ye speak.
And the second time the cock crew. 

And Peter called to mind the word that 
Jesus said unto him, 

Tenor, and a solo tenor and bass from the choir:

Before the cock crow twice, thou shalt deny 
me thrice. 

Soprano and tenor:

And when he thought thereon, he wept. 

Choir:

Our neglected harps unstrung, 
Not acquainted with the hand 
Of the skillfull tuner, hunge 

On the willow trees that stand 
Planted in the neighbour land. 

Soprano and tenor:

In the morning the chief priests held a 
consultation with the elders and scribes and 
the whole council, and bound Jesus, and 
carried him away, and delivered him to Pilate.

And Pilate asked him, 

A solo bass from the choir:

Art thou the King of the Jews? 

Soprano and tenor:

And he answering said unto them, 

Tenor, and a solo tenor and bass from the choir::

Thou sayest it.

Soprano and tenor:

And the chief priests accused him of many 
things: but he answered nothing.

And Pilate asked him again, saying, 

A solo bass from the choir:

Answerest thou nothing? behold how many 
things they witness against thee.

Soprano and tenor:

But Jesus yet answered nothing; so that 
Pilate marvelled. 

Choir:

Yet the spightfull foe commands 
Songs of mirthe, and bids us lay 
To dumb harps our captive hands, 
And to scoffe our sorrowes, say, 
Sing us some sweet Hebrewe lay.

Soprano and tenor:

Now at that feast he released unto them one 
prisoner, whomsoever they desired.

And there was one named Barabbas, which 
lay bound with them that had made 
insurrection with him, who had committed 
murder in the insurrection.

And the multitude crying aloud began to 
desire him to do as he had ever done unto 
them.

But Pilate answered them, saying, 

A solo bass from the choir:

Will ye that I release unto you the King of the 
Jews?

Soprano and tenor:

For he knew that the chief priests had 
delivered him for envy.

But the chief priests moved the people, that 
he should rather release Barabbas unto 
them.

And Pilate answered and said again unto 
them, 

A solo bass from the choir

What will ye then that I shall do unto him 
whom ye call the King of the Jews?

Soprano and tenor:

And they cried out again, 

Soprano and tenor, and a solo quartet from the choir:

Crucify him. 

Choir:

But, we say, our holye strayn 
Is too pure for heathen land, 
Nor may wee God’s himmes prophane, 
Or move eyther voyce or hand 
To delight a savage band.

Soprano and tenor:

Then Pilate said unto them, 

A solo bass from the choir:

Why, what evil hath he done? 

Soprano and tenor:

And they cried out the more exceedingly, 

Soprano and tenor, and a solo quartet from the choir:

Crucify him.

Soprano and tenor:

And so Pilate, willing to content the people, 
released Barabbas unto them, and delivered 
Jesus, when he had scourged him, to be 
crucified. 

Choir:

Holye Salem, if thy love 
Fall from my forgetfull harte, 
May the skill by which I move 
Strings of musicke, tun’d with art, 
From my withered hand departe. 

Mark 14: 53–5, 69–72; 15: 1–5, 6–13, 14–15

Thomas Carew (1595–1640), Psalm 137 

Text and translations



Soprano:

Pange lingua gloriosi Tell out my tongue, the victory in the 
 lauream certaminis  glorious struggle,
et super crucis trophaeo  and tell of the noble triumph in the 
 dic triumphum nobilem:   victory of the cross:
qualiter Redemptor orbis how the world’s Redeemer, through his  
 immolatus vicerit.  sacrifice, has conquered.

Choir:

And the veil of the temple was rent in twain from the top to the bottom. And when the 
centurion, which stood over against him, saw that he so cried out, and gave up the ghost, he 
said, Truly this man was the Son of God. 

Soprano:

Aequa Patri Filioque,  Equally to the Father and the Son, 
 inclito Paraclito,   and to the glorious Paraclete,
sempiterna sit beatae Trinitati gloria,  eternal glory be to the blessed Trinity,
cuius alma nos redemit  whose loving grace has redeemed and 
 atque servat gratia.   saved us.
Amen.  Amen.

Mark 15: 23–32, 33–37, 38–39

Crux fidelis: Venantius Fortunatus, hymn at Matins in Passiontide 

 6 Crucifixion

Choir:

And it was the third hour, and they crucified him.
And the superscription of his accusation was written over, THE KING OF THE JEWS.
And with him they crucify two thieves; the one on his right hand, and the other on his left.
And the scripture was fulfilled, which saith, And he was numbered with the transgressors.
And they that passed by railed on him, wagging their heads, and saying, Ah, thou that 

destroyest the temple, and buildest it in three days, Save thyself, and come down from the 
cross. Likewise also the chief priests mocking said among themselves with the scribes, He 
saved others; himself he cannot save. Let Christ the King of Israel descend now from the 
cross, that we may see and believe. And they that were crucified with him reviled him. 

Soprano:

Crux fidelis inter omnes arbor una nobilis:  Cross of our faith, uniquely one noble tree:
nulla silva talem profert fronde,  no woodland can produce a tree to match 
 flore, germine.   in leaf, flower or seed.
Dulce lignum, dulces clavos,   Sweet is the wood that bears the sweet nails,  
 dulce pondus sustinet.  the sweet burden.

Choir:

And when the sixth hour was come, there was darkness over the whole land until the 
ninth hour. And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, saying, 

Tenor:

Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani? 

Choir:

Which is, being interpreted, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?
And some of them that stood by, when they heard it, said, Behold, he calleth Elias.
And one ran and filled a spunge full of vinegar, and put it on a reed, and gave him to drink, 

saying, Let alone; let us see whether Elias will come to take him down.
And Jesus cried with a loud voice, and gave up the ghost. 

Text and translations



 7 The End and the Beginning 

Choir:

What we call the beginning is often the end
And to make an end is to make a beginning.
The end is where we start from.  

And every phrase
And sentence that is right (where every 

word is at home,
Taking its place to support the others,
The word neither diffident nor ostentatious,
An easy commerce of the old and the new,
The common word exact without vulgarity,
The formal word precise but not pedantic,
The complete consort dancing together)
Every phrase and every sentence is an end 

and a beginning,
Every poem an epitaph. And any action
Is a step to the block, to the fire, down the 

sea’s throat
Or to an illegible stone: and that is where 

we start.
We die with the dying:
See, they depart, and we go with them.
We are born with the dead:
See, they return, and bring us with them.
The moment of the rose and the moment 

of the yew-tree
Are of equal duration. A people 

without history
Is not redeemed from time, for history 

is a pattern

Of timeless moments. So, while the light fails
On a winter’s afternoon, in a secluded chapel
History is now and England.

Soprano and tenor:

With the drawing of this Love and the voice 
of this Calling

Choir:

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.

Soprano:

Through the unknown, remembered gate
When the last of earth left to discover
Is that which was the beginning;

Tenor:

At the source of the longest river

Soprano:

The voice of the hidden waterfall

Soprano and tenor:

And the children in the apple-tree

Soprano, tenor and choir:

Not known, because not looked for
But heard, half-heard, in the stillness
Between two waves of the sea.

Choir:

Quick now, here, now, always –
A condition of complete simplicity
(Costing not less than everything)
And all shall be well and
All manner of thing shall be well
When the tongues of flame are in-folded
Into the crowned knot of fire

Soprano, tenor and choir:

And the fire and the rose are one.

T.S. Eliot (1888–1965), 'Little Gidding' from Four Quartets 
(excerpt) © The Estate of T.S. Eliot. Reproduced by courtesy 
of Faber and Faber Ltd. All rights reserved. 

Libretto compiled by the Revd Canon Dr Simon Jones,  
Chaplain and Fellow of Merton College, Oxford

Text and translations



by Andrew Toovey. In autumn 2018, she took 
part in a tour of Pascal Dusapin’s Passion with 
Music Theatre Wales and EXAUDI.

British tenor Guy Cutting was a 
chorister and later a choral 
scholar at New College, Oxford 
where he gained a first class 
degree in Music. His 
engagements have included 
appearances with the Orchestra 
of the Age of Enlightenment, 

Academy of Ancient Music, Gabrieli Consort, 
Choir of New College, Oxford, Ludus Baroque, 
Nieuwe Philharmonie Utrecht, De Nederlandse 
Bachvereniging, Swedish Baroque Orchestra, 
American Bach Soloists, Voces Musicales, the 
Shizuoka Symphony Orchestra and Ensemble 
Cantatio collaborating with conductors including 
John Butt, John Duxbury, Benjamin Goodson, 
Edward Higginbottom, Robert Howarth, Risto 
Joost, Johannes Leertouwer, Paul McCreesh, 
Richard Neville-Towle, Mats Nilsson, Robert 
Quinney, Roger Sayer, Jeffrey Thomas and Jos 
van Veldhoven. 

Guy has given recitals at the Oundle and Clifton 
festivals and is a member of Damask Vocal 
Quartet as well as touring extensively with 
many of the acclaimed British vocal groups. He 
has recorded Scarlatti and Handel on the Avie 
label and Charpentier, Couperin, Blow and 
Mozart for Novum.

Soprano Emma Tring studied 
Music at Bristol University and 
the Guildhall School of Music 
and Drama and is now a 
successful soloist and 
ensemble singer in the UK and 
abroad. As a soloist she has 
premiered several works and 

has performed with the BBC Symphony 
Orchestra, most recently in Elgar’s Starlight 
Express with Roderick Williams and Sir 
Andrew Davies, the BBC Concert Orchestra, 
Ensemble Intercontemporain, the Mahler 
Chamber Orchestra, Orchestra of Opera 
North, Hanover Band, Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra and St James’ Baroque, as well as 
choral societies around the UK.

Emma joined the BBC Singers in 2008 and 
appears regularly as a soloist with them. She is 
also a member of vocal group EXAUDI, singing 
high soprano in their latest disc of Michael 
Finnissy’s choral works including the world 
premiere of his Tom Fool’s Wooing which was 
written in the year of Emma’s birth but never 
yet performed! As an ensemble singer Emma 
has performed widely with I Fagiolini and has 
worked with The Clerks, The Scholars and 
The Sixteen.

Emma is a keen recitalist and has recently 
formed Alexandra Ensemble whose debut 
recital included a premiere for voice and violin 

Biographies

The Choir of Merton College, Oxford 
is known internationally through its tours, 
recordings and broadcasts. Recent concert 
tours have taken it to Italy, Sweden, France and 
the USA, and in December 2018 the choir will 
make its first visit to Singapore and Hong Kong. 
Performances in 2016 included Mozart’s 
Requiem in Toulouse and engagements at 
Washington National Cathedral and St 
Thomas’ Church, Fifth Avenue, New York, and 
in 2017 the choir sang the first ever Anglican 
Service in St Peter’s Basilica, Rome, which 
was broadcast on BBC Radio 3. Recent 
concert performances in the UK have included 
Duruflé’s Requiem in Gloucester Cathedral as 
part of the Cheltenham Music Festival, Tallis’s 
Spem in alium in Cambridge, Oxford and 
London, and Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius 
and The Apostles in the Sheldonian Theatre, 
Oxford. The choir often partners ensembles 
such as the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, the 
Oxford Philharmonic Orchestra, Instruments 
of Time & Truth and Oxford Baroque. It 
regularly appears in London at St John’s Smith 
Square, Cadogan Hall and the Temple Church.

Described by Gramophone as ‘one of the UK’s 
finest choral ensembles’, the choir records on 
the Delphian label and its recordings have 
been widely acclaimed. The first release in 
2011 (In the Beginning, DCD34072) was 
named Gramophone ‘Editor’s Choice’ and the 
most recent disc (Viri Galilaei, DCD34174) was 

a 2016 Gramophone ‘Critics’ Choice’. The 
choir regularly broadcasts on BBC Radio 3 live 
from Merton College Chapel, and in 2013 was 
featured in the BBC series Music and 
the Monarchy.

Merton College Choir has demonstrated a 
strong commitment to contemporary music; 
it has held a new music partnership with 
Choir & Organ magazine and has collaborated 
with the Royal Philharmonic Society as part 
of its ‘Encore’ scheme. The choir has recently 
premiered new works from Harrison 
Birtwistle, Bob Chilcott, Jonathan Dove, 
James MacMillan, Dobrinka Tabakova, John 
Tavener and Judith Weir, and in April 2014 gave 
the world premiere performances of Gabriel 
Jackson’s Passion of our Lord Jesus Christ in 
Oxford and New York.  

Oxford Contemporary Sinfonia was 
founded by Benjamin Nicholas in 1998 while 
he was still an undergraduate. It is a flexibly 
constituted ensemble dedicated to the 
performance of new and recent music for 
choir and ensemble, and premieres by the 
group include John Caldwell’s Good Friday 
and Gabriel Jackson’s The Passion of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. The players of Oxford 
Contemporary Sinfonia are all experienced 
performers of new music and the current 
line-up includes members of Chroma, the 
Ruisi Quartet and Ensemble Bash.       
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During Benjamin’s time at Merton, the 
annual Passiontide at Merton festival has 
been established, the new Dobson Organ 
has been installed, and the College Girls’ 
Choir has been founded. He was elected 
a Bodley Fellow of Merton in 2018. 

Benjamin Nicholas has been involved in the 
commissioning of a great many works, and 
conducted the premieres of Charlotte Bray’s 
Bach Re-imagined in Southwark Cathedral 
with the City of London Sinfonia, Howard 
Goodall’s Veni Sancte Spiritus in Westminster 
Abbey and numerous choral works in 
Tewkesbury and Oxford. 

Benjamin was a chorister at Norwich 
Cathedral before holding organ scholarships 
at Chichester Cathedral, Lincoln College, 
Oxford and St Paul’s Cathedral. Prior to 
moving to Merton, he was Director of 
Tewkesbury Abbey Schola Cantorum and 
Director of Choral Music at Dean Close 
School. From 2011 to 2016 he served the 
Edington Music Festival, firstly as conductor 
of the Schola and then as Festival Director.

Future engagements include Bach cantatas 
with De Nederlandse Bachvereniging and 
Marcus Creed and Monteverdi Madrigals with 
Collegium Vocale Gent under Philippe 
Herreweghe; he will also return to the American 
Bach Soloists and Nieuwe Philharmonie as 
Evangelist for the Bach Passions. 

Benjamin Nicholas is Reed 
Rubin Organist and Director of 
Music at Merton College, 
Oxford and Principal 
Conductor of The Oxford 
Bach Choir. As a conductor he 
has appeared with the City of 
Birmingham Symphony 

Orchestra, City of London Sinfonia, Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra, BBC Singers and 
Holst Singers in works including Elgar’s 
The Dream of Gerontius, Vaughan Williams’ 
Sea Symphony, Holst’s Sāvitri and 
Duruflé’s Requiem. 

Biographies Choir of Merton College, Oxford Oxford Contemporary Sinfonia

Sopranos
Eleanor Bufton Lowe
Roseanna Cawthray Stern
Laura Coppinger
Elizabeth Curtis
Annis Easton
Anna Gatrell
Elsa Haughton
Bridget McNulty
Francesca Millar
Phoebe Pexton
Alexandra Powell
Olivia Williams

Altos
Isabelle Blain
Sebastian Dows-Miller
Lucy Gibbs
Elena Grant
Katalin Oldland
 Emily Pope
Alice Walker

Pasha Mansurov piccolo/alto flute
Joel Garthwaite soprano saxophone/alto saxophone
Stuart King bass clarinet
Richard Bayliss horn
Olivia Jageurs harp
Chris Brannick percussion
Alessandro Ruisi violin
Luba Tunnicliffe viola
Max Ruisi cello
Aaron Barrera-Reyes double bass

Tenors
Clement Collins Rice
Samuel Costello
Jack Evans
Jack Granby
Joseph Shailer
Joseph Beesley

Basses
Freddie Crowley
Patrick Keefe
Ted Mair
Joe Morford
Sam Moriarty
William Thomson
Nicholas Trapp
Jonathan Wolstenholme

Organ Scholars
Alexander Little 
Thomas Fetherstonhaugh



Richard Allain: choral music 
Choir of Merton College, Oxford / Benjamin Nicholas 
DCD34207

Celebrating ten years since the inception of Merton College’s choral 
foundation, the choir’s seventh Delphian recording follows the themed 
anthologies which brought it such immediate critical acclaim with what 
will be the first in a series of close collaborations between the choir and 
individual living composers. Richard Allain writes music across a wide 
spectrum of genres; he and Benjamin Nicholas have put together a 
programme showcasing his oeuvre – from a setting of the Evening 
Canticles, animated then impassioned, to a sumptuous reimagining of 
the spiritual Don’t you weep when I am gone and Allain’s most 
performed work, the wedding anthem Cana’s Guest.

 ‘beautifully-shaped performances by a finely constituted and fearless 
mixed choir … The sound is rich and full, allowed to breathe in an ideal 
acoustic.’ — BBC Music Magazine, October 2018

In the Beginning 
Choir of Merton College, Oxford / Benjamin Nicholas & Peter Phillips 
DCD34072

Established in 2008, Merton College’s new choral foundation is rapidly 
emerging as a major force in collegiate choral music. Its debut recording 
– bookended by Gabriel Jackson’s ravishing version of the rarely set 
Johannine Prologue and Copland’s glowing account of the first seven 
days of creation – makes inventive play with the theme of beginnings 
and endings, in a sequence of Renaissance and modern works that 
reflects the range and reach of the choir’s daily repertoire. 

 ‘… will undoubtedly establish them as one of the UK’s finest choral 
ensembles. Listening to their superb performances and seamless 
blending of voices, it’s hard to believe that the choir is only four years old’ 
— Gramophone, December 2011,  EDITOR’S CHOICE

Viri Galilaei: Favourite Anthems from Merton 
Choir of Merton College, Oxford / Benjamin Nicholas & Peter Phillips 
DCD34174

The choir’s fifth Delphian recording in five years again showcases the 
talents of its joint directors, with Peter Phillips’ love of polyphony 
complemented by Benjamin Nicholas’s flair and commitment in some 
of the twentieth century’s major choral works. Bookending these 
‘favourites’ are Patrick Gowers’ now iconic Ascension Day anthem 
Viri Galilaei and Jonathan Dove’s newly minted Te Deum. 

 ‘captivating … deliciously expansive … The choir’s singing is notable for 
its clarity, and [Nicholas and Phillips] bring to these performances a 
warm-hearted fondness which is as indefinable as it is apparent’ 
— Gramophone, April 2016

Advent at Merton 
Choir of Merton College, Oxford / Benjamin Nicholas & Peter Phillips 
DCD34122

The beginning of Advent is celebrated with a particular solemnity at 
Merton. For its second recording, the choir explores the musical riches 
that adorn this most special time in the church’s year, centring on a 
newly commissioned sequence of Magnificat antiphons from seven 
leading composers including Howard Skempton, Ēriks Ešenvalds and 
Sir John Tavener. The mingled hopes, fears and expectations of the 
season are beautifully articulated by this fervent body of young singers.

 ‘an immensely accomplished and responsive mixed-voice choir … 
Delphian’s recorded sound is beautiful’ 
— International Record Review, December 2012

Also available on Delphian
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