HOW FAIR THOU ART

BIBLICAL PASSIONS BY
GIOVANNI PIERLUIGI DA PALESTRINA (1525-1594)
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Alma redemptoris mater
Quam pulchri sunt gressus tui
Pulchrae sunt genae tuae
Tota pulchra es anima mea
Nigra sum, sed formosa
Regina coeli
Trahe me, post te
Veni, veni dilecte mi
Surge, propera amica mea
Descendi in hortum meum
Ave regina coelorum
Sicut lilium inter spinas
Osculetur me
Ecce tu pulcher es
Sicut lilium inter spinas
Salve Regina
Total timings:

[2.54]
[2.48]
[3.27]
[2.38]
[3.17]
[2.11]
[3.22]
[2.44]
[2.21]
[3.02]
[5.29]
[4.41]
[2.35]
[2.24]
[3.58]
[6.59]
[54.54]

How fair thou art – Biblical Passions by Palestrina

After seven years he was invited by Cardinal
Ippolito d’Este to join his household at the
Villa d’Este in Tivoli, a post he combined for a
time with the position of maestro di cappella
at the Seminarium Romanum. As Palestrina’s
renown as a composer grew, he received offers
to move to Vienna and to Mantua, both of
which he turned down. In 1571 he was offered
the chance to return to St Peter’s, once again
as maestro di cappella of the Cappella Guilia.
In the years following his return to St Peter’s
his wife and two of his three sons died in a
series of epidemics that afflicted Italy in the
later 1570s. Palestrina then decided to be
ordained a priest, and was made a canon
of St Peter’s. However in 1581 he renounced his
priestly vows after meeting Virginia Dormoli,
a wealthy widow, whom he subsequently
married. His second marriage gave him a
level of financial security that he had lacked
through his earlier life. He remained in his
post at St Peter’s, but also composed a great
deal of music, including his Canticum
Canticorum (Song of Songs). He died of pleurisy
in 1594, and was buried in St Peter’s basilica,
although his grave was destroyed in the 1700s
during building work. Before Palestrina’s rise to
prominence, Italy had been a centre of artistic
excellence, but had not had a composer to

Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina was born in
1525 or 1526 in Palestrina, a commune about
22 miles east of Rome. The earliest documented
reference to him dates from 1537, in a list of
the choristers at the basilica of Santa Maria
Maggiore in Rome. As a young man he served
as organist in the Cattedrale di Sant’Agapito
in his hometown, where he married his first
wife, Lucrezia Gori. His first published collection
of Mass settings came to the attention of Pope
Julius III (a former Bishop of Palestrina), and
this resulted in an offer in 1551 to become
maestro di cappella of the Cappella Guilia, the
choir of St Peter’s Basilica. Palestrina moved
to Rome with his wife and sons, remaining
there for much of the rest of his life. In 1555
the newly elected Pope Paul IV decreed that
no married men could serve in the papal
choir, so Palestrina was dismissed, but granted
a pension. He then found employment in
1556 at the church of St John Lateran, but
it seems a lack of money meant Palestrina
struggled to find singers of sufficient quality.
In 1560 he abruptly left the post, before moving
back to Santa Maria Maggiore the following year.
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rival the early Renaissance Northern European
masters such as Dufay and Josquin. However in
Palestrina, Italy now had its own true master of
Renaissance polyphony.

under his Papal predecessors, first in Rome and
later in Spain, where he held the position of legate
to King Philip II. Pope Pius IV made him a priest
cardinal and sent him to the Council of Trent.
(At one meeting of the Council the subject of
church music was discussed, including an
injunction against the use of music that was
“lascivious or impure”.) As a result of his
closeness to Philip of Spain, Boncompagni was
elected Pope within 24 hours of the death of his
immediate predecessor, Pope Pius V. During his
reign, Pope Gregory actively supported the
backlash against Protestants, including helping
to fund the French monarch’s campaign
against the Huguenots, culminating in the St
Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572. He also
encouraged Philip of Spain’s plans to overthrow
Queen Elizabeth I. The evocative nature of the
texts of the Song of Songs may seem an odd
subject for a collection dedicated to a Pope, but
this particular Pope was a worldly man. His son,
Giacomo Boncompagno, benefitted hugely from
his Father’s elevation, first being appointed a
Cardinal at the age of 24, followed by various
important Papal posts, and culminating in his
preferment to the Dukedom of Sora.

The Song of Songs, also known as the Song of
Solomon or Canticles, is collection of poetry in
the Hebrew Bible on the theme of the joy and
ecstasy of human love. The content is often
evocative, enigmatic and, at times, purely erotic.
By the 16th Century the texts became a popular
vehicle for musical expression by a number of
composers. In 1584, towards the end of his
career, Palestrina’s settings of these texts were
published, and dedicated to Pope Gregory XIII.
These motets are exquisite miniatures, all
crafted by a master musician at the height of his
compositional prowess. Unlike most of Palestrina’s
sacred repertoire, much of this repertoire is little
performed as the passionate texts make them
less readily usable in a liturgical setting.
The historical context of this repertoire, dating
from the latter part of the 16th Century, is the
religious schism caused by the rise of
Protestantism and the rejection of the authority
of the Pope. Pope Gregory XIII (Ugo Boncompagni)
was a hugely influential figure even before his
election to the Papal throne in 1572. He served

Framing the twelve settings of Canticum
Canticorum on this recording are four Marian
-4-

motets by Palestrina. The Catholic veneration of
the Virgin Mary places her above other saints,
proclaiming her the Queen of Heaven. This
veneration is also an important part of the
daily devotions of Catholic liturgy, and has
consequently been an important inspiration for
composers, particularly during the Renaissance.
Palestrina composed settings of Marian texts

throughout his life, mainly for the Cappella
Guilia choir. His tour-de-force Salve Regina,
comes from the archive of the oratory of St
Philip, in St Maria de Vallicella. The fervour of
this setting matches the passion of the settings
of words from the Song of Songs.
David Hurley

1 Alma redemptoris mater
Alma redemptoris mater, qae pervia aeli
Porta manes, et stella maris, succurre cadenti,
Surgere qui curat, populo: tu qae genuisti,
Natura mirante, tuum sanctum Genitorem
Virgo prius ac posterius, Gabrielis ab ore
Sumens illud Ave, peccatorum miserere.

Mother of Christ! Hear thou thy people’s cry,
Star of the deep, and portal of the sky!
Mother of Him Who thee from nothing made,
Sinking we strive and call to thee for aid;
Oh, by that joy which Gabriel brought to thee,
Thou Virgin first and last, let us thy mercy see.

2 Quam pulchri sunt gressus tui
Quam pulchri sunt gressus tui
in calceamentis, fiilia principis!
Juncturae femorum tuorum sicut monilia,
quae fabricata sunt manu artificis.
Umbilicus tuus crater tornatilis,
numquam indigens poculis.
Venter tuus sicut acervus
tritici vallatus liliis.

How beautiful are thy sandalled feet,
O daughter of princes!
The joint of thighs are like jewels
made by the hand of craftsmen.
The navel is like a rounded bowl
never without cups.
Thy belly is like a heap of wheat
set about with lilies
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3 Pulchrae sunt genae tuae
Pulchrae sunt genae tuae sicut turturis,
Collum tuum sicut monilia.
Murenulas aureas faciemus tibi
Vermiculatas argento.
Dum esset rex in accubitu suo,
Nardus mea dedit odorem suavitatis.

The cheeks are beautiful as doves,
Thy neck like jewels.
We will make thee chains of gold,
Inlaid with silver.
While the king was at his rest,
My spikenard gave forth its sweet perfume.

4 Tota pulchra es anima mea
Tota pulchra es amica mea,
Et macula non est in te.
Veni de Libano sponsa mea,
Veni! coronaberis de capite Amana,
De vertice Sanir et Hermon,
De cubilibus leonum,
De montibus pardorum

All fair thou art, my love,
There is no fault in thee.
Come forth from Lebanon,
Come, thou shalt be crowned.
Come from the peak of Amana,
From the heights of Sanir and Hermon,
From the lairs of lions,
And the mountains of the leopards.

5 Nigra sum, sed formosa
Nigra sum, sed formosa
filiae Jerusalem,
sicut tabernacula Cedar,
sicut pelles Salomonis.
Nolite me considerare quod fusca sim,
quia decoloravit me sol.
Filii matris meae pugnaverunt contra me,
posuerunt me custodem in vineis.

I am black but comely,
A daughter of Jerusalem;
Black as the tents of Kedar
And the curtains of Solomon.
Do not think of me that I am dark,
For the sun has changed my colour.
My mother’s sons have fought against me,
And put me to mind the vineyards
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6 Regina coeli
Regina coeli laetare, Alleluia.
Quia quem meruisti portare, Alleluia.
Resurrexit sicut dixit, alleluia.
Ora pro nobis Deum. Alleluia.

Queen of Heaven, rejoice, Alleluia.
For He whom you were worthy to bear, Alleluia.
He has risen, as He said, Alleluia.
Pray for us to God, Alleluia.

7 Trahe me, post te
Trahe me post te;
Curremus in odorem
unguentorum tuorum.
Introduxit me rex in cellaria sua:
Exultabimus et laetabimur in te,
Memores uberum tuorum super vinum:
Recti diligunt te.

Draw me after you:
We will run after thee
to the odour of thy ointments.
The king has brought me into his storerooms:
We will be glad and rejoice in thee,
Remembering thy breasts more than wine:
The righteous love thee.

8 Veni, veni dilecte mi
Veni, dilecte mi, egrediamur in agrum,
Commoremur in villis,
Mane surgamus ad vineas,
Videamus si floruit vinea,
Si flores fructus parturiunt,
Si floruerunt mala punica:
Ibi dabo tibi ubera mea.

Come, my beloved, let us go forth into the fields,
And lodge in the villages;
Let us go out early to the vineyards,
And see whether the vines have budded,
Whether the grape blossoms have opened
And the pomegranates are in bloom.
There I will give you my breasts.

9 Surge, propera amica mea
Surge, propera amica mea, columba mea,
formosa mea, et veni.
Jam enim hiems transiit, imber abiit et recessit.
Flores apparuerunt in terra nostra,
Tempus putationis advenit.

Rise up, my love, my dove,
my fair one and come.
For lo, the rain is over and gone.
The flowers have appeared in our fields.
The time of pruning is come,
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Vox turturis audita est in terra nostra;
Ficus protulit grossos suos;
Vineae florentes dederunt odorem suum.

The voice of the turtle-dove is heard in our land.
The fig tree hath put forth its fruit,
And the flowering of the vine gives a sweet smell.

0 Descendi in hortum meum
Descendi in hortum meum,
Ut viderem poma convallium,
Et inspicerem si floruisset vinea,
Et germinassent mala punica.

I went down into my garden
To see the fruits of the valley,
And to see if the vineyard had flourished
And the pomegranates had budded.

q Ave Regina coelorum
Ave Regina coelorum,
Ave Domina Angelorum:
Salve radix, salve, radix sancta,
Ex qua mundo lux est orta:
Gaude Virgo gloriosa,
Super omnes speciosa,
Vale valde decora,
Et pro nobis Christum semper exora.

Hail, O Queen of Heav’n enthron’d,
Hail, by angels Mistress own’d;
Root of Jesse, holy root,
Whence the world’s true light was born.
Glorious Virgin, joy to thee,
Loveliest whom in Heaven they see,
Fairest thou where all are fair!
Plead with Christ our sins to spare.

w Sicut lilium inter spinas
Sicut lilium inter spinas,
sic amica mea inter filias Adae.
Allelujah

As the lily among the thorns,
so is my love among the maidens of Adam.
Allelujah

e Osculetur me
Osculetur me osculo oris sui,
quia meliora sunt ubera tua vino;
fragrantia unguentis optimis.
Oleum effusum nomen tuum,
ideo adolescentulae dilexerunt te.

Let him kiss me with the kiss of his mouth:
For thy breasts are better than wine,
Smelling sweet of the best ointments.
Thy name is as oil poured out:
Therefore young maidens have loved thee
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r Ecce tu pulcher es
Ecce tu pulcher es dilecte mi et decorus.
Lectulus noster floridus,
Tigna domorum nostrarum cedrina,
Laquearia cypressina.
Ego flos campi
et lilium convallium.

Behold, thou art fair and comely, my love.
Verdant is our bower.
The beams of our dwelling are of cedar,
The rafters of cypress.
I am the flower of the field
and the lily of the valleys.

t Sicut lilium inter spinas
Sicut lilium inter spinas,
Sic amica mea inter filias
Sicut malus inter ligna silvarum,
Sic dilectus meus inter filios.
Sub umbra illius quem desideraveram sedi
Et fructus eius dulcis gutturi meo.

As the lily among the thorns,
So is my love among the maidens.
As the apple tree among the woods,
So is my beloved among young men.
I sat beneath the shadows of him whom I desired,
And his fruit was sweet to my tongue.

y Salve Regina
Salve Regina, Mater Misericordiae,
Vita, dulcedo, et spes nostra, Salve!
Ad te clamamus, exsules filii Evae,
Ad te suspiramus, gementes et flentes,
In hac lacrimarum valle.
Eja ergo, Advocata nostra,
Illos tuos misericordes oculos ad nos converte
Et Jesum, benedictum fructum ventris tui,
Nobis, post hoc exilium, ostende,
O clemens, O pia, O dulcis Virgo Maria.

Hail, Holy Queen, Mother of mercy,
Hail our life, our sweetness and our hope!
To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve,
To thee do we send up our sighs,
Mourning and weeping in this valley of tears.
Turn, then, most gracious advocate,
Thine eyes of mercy toward us,
And after this, our exile,
Show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb, Jesus.
O clement, O loving, O sweet Virgin Mary.
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also commissioned arrangements of everything
from jazz standards to pop chart hits, explored
medieval motets and Renaissance madrigals, and
encouraged young composers to write new scores.

David Hurley countertenor
Timothy Wayne-Wright countertenor
Julian Gregory tenor
Christopher Bruerton baritone
Christopher Gabbitas baritone
Jonathan Howard bass
Acclaimed worldwide for their virtuosity, lifeaffirming energy and charm, The King’s Singers
are in global demand. Their work, synonymous with
the very best in vocal ensemble performance,
appeals to a vast international audience. Performing
to hundreds of thousands of people each season,
the group tours regularly to Europe, North and
South America, Asia and Australasia. Instantly
recognisable for their immaculate intonation,
vocal blend, diction and incisive timing, The
King’s Singers are consummate entertainers.

In addition to performing to capacity audiences
and creating highly regarded and much-loved
recordings, The King’s Singers share their artistry
through numerous workshops and masterclasses
around the world. The group hosts a biennial
residential Summer School at Royal Holloway
(part of the University of London) where they are
also Ensemble in Residence. Among the work
supported by The King’s Singers Foundation, A
Carol for Christmas is a composition competition
that seeks to encourage young and up-coming
composers, giving the winners the chance for
their piece to be performed in King’s College
Chapel (Cambridge, UK).
Double Grammy award-winning artists, the
group were honoured in 2009 for their Signum
Classics release, Simple Gifts, and again in 2012
for their contribution to Eric Whitacre’s Light
and Gold album on Universal/Decca. Recently
voted into Gramophone Hall of Fame, rave
reviews and repeated sell-out concerts confirm
that The King’s Singers remain one of the
world’s finest vocal ensembles.
®

The group’s repertoire has evolved to become one
of the most diverse and compelling imaginable.
The King’s Singers have commissioned over 200
works, including landmark pieces from leading
contemporary composers including Luciano
Berio, György Ligeti, Sir James MacMillan, Krzysztof
Penderecki, Toru Takemitsu, Sir John Tavener,
Gabriela Lena Frank and Eric Whitacre. They have
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The King’s Singers would like to thank:
Dr David Skinner for his new editions of this
beautiful music
Nigel Short for his marvellous producing skills
Mike Hatch for his amazing sound engineering (as ever)
Steve, Matt and all at Signum Records
And last but not least, Claire, Nicola and all at Music
Productions for all they do for us
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Il Trionfo di Dori
The King’s Singers
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“The centrepiece is Jean Richaford’s Requiem, with flowing
counterpoint spiced by rich dissonances. But the most
astonishing work is Jacquet de Mantua’s Dum vastos, weaving
together five Josquin ‘hits’.”
The Times HHHH

“The King’s Singers bring this great monument of Italian music
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Alma redemptoris mater
Quam pulchri sunt gressus tui
Pulchrae sunt genae tuae
Tota pulchra es anima mea
Nigra sum, sed formosa
Regina coeli
Trahe me, post te
Veni, veni dilecte mi
Surge, propera amica mea
Descendi in hortum meum
Ave regina coelorum
Sicut lilium inter spinas
Osculetur me
Ecce tu pulcher es
Sicut lilium inter spinas
Salve Regina
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