
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Christmas Oratorio, Part II     Johann Sebastian Bach 

Among the most beautiful and celebrated musical creations associated with Christmas, such as 

Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite and Handel’s Messiah, we must certainly include Johann 

Sebastian Bach’s monumental Christmas Oratorio. It was of course written specifically for the 

Christmas season and is one the greatest testaments to the power of the Christian message to 

inspire musicians and audiences.  

The piece we now call Bach’s Christmas Oratorio is a collection of six separate cantatas, each 

written for one of the six days of Christmas then celebrated in Bach’s city of Leipzig, Germany. 

The original idea was to present each of the six cantatas at both Leipzig churches under Bach’s 

musical supervision, St. Thomas and St. Nicholas, during the Christmas season of 1734-35.   

As it turned out, only St. Nicholas Church heard all six cantatas, as follows: 

1. The Birth (Christmas Day) 

2. The Annunciation to the Shepherds (December 26) 

3. The Adoration of the Shepherds (December 27) 

4. The Circumcision and Naming of Jesus (New Year’s Day) 

5. The Journey of the Magi (the first Sunday after the New Year) 

6. The Adoration of the Magi (Epiphany) 

At this point in Bach’s career, he was almost fifty and he had written well over 200 cantatas. He 

was by this time in the habit of recycling earlier compositions as needed for the liturgical year, 

and these Christmas works are no exception. Most of the Christmas Oratorio incorporates 

music from earlier compositions, including non-religious works for which he simply adopted new 

religious texts. As far as we know, the next performance of these majestic cantatas after 1734-

35 occurred over 100 years later in Berlin, 1857. Scholars debate whether Bach imagined 

these six cantatas as a unified single composition spread out over six days or simply six 

independent cantatas, each appropriate to the day of the Christmas calendar. There can be no 

debate however concerning the power and majesty of this work. Tonight we will hear the 

second of the six cantatas that make up the Christmas Oratorio, The Annunciation to the 

Shepherds. 

The term Cantata, literally something sung, is a broad general term with many different 

meanings over hundreds of years. Some cantatas are secular, some religious. Bach invented 

his own unique version of the genre and his cantatas are so powerful and beautiful that we tend 

to think of the genre of cantata only as Bach developed it. Each Sunday, the parishioners in 

Leipzig would hear a cantata by Bach sung by an all-male chorus (boys sang the high parts), 
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accompanied by a small string orchestra and whatever wind and brass instruments might be 

available that particular Sunday.  

Bach chose the story line of each individual cantata to be appropriate to the liturgical season. 

Most, but not all, cantatas include a large choral movement featuring complex choral writing 

with significant imitation and complexity. Cantatas also usually included solo or duet arias 

reflecting an emotion or sentiment flowing from the story line. Often the bulk of the story or 

religious theme itself would be presented in the operatic style of recitative, a kind of speech-

singing in which the sung line imitates the rhythms of speech. It was Bach’s innovation to adapt 

the styles of aria and recitative from Italian opera and use it in his religious music. Finally, the 

chorus, probably joined by the parishioners, would sing simple Lutheran hymns, called in 

German chorales. These four musical styles — large-scale choruses, arias for soloists, 

recitatives, and chorales — form the basic building blocks of almost all of Bach’s cantatas as 

they do in tonight’s Cantata, Part II of the Christmas Oratorio. 

The theme of this part of the Christmas Oratorio is the announcement to the shepherds of the 

birth of Jesus. It opens with a Sinfonia, one of the few purely instrumental moments from the 

Oratorio. It is in fact newly composed for this specific cantata. Bach, in this wonderful pastoral 

music, paints a beautiful picture of the countryside and the gentle world of the country folk.  

 

The next section is a series of recitatives that surround a simple hymn or chorale. The 

recitatives begin the story of the shepherds, who are at first frightened by the appearance of an 

angel. They are comforted and told not to be afraid, told that a Child is born who will fulfill God’s 

promise. As the chorale states, a Child will conquer Satan and bring peace at last. 

 

There follows a lovely aria for tenor voice and flute exhorting the shepherds to travel to the 

Child who can refresh body and spirit. As we listen to the voice and the flute imitate each other 

and create a rich tapestry of sound we might remember a consistent complaint from Bach’s 

parishioners. Too many notes, they would claim. Just as a beautiful melody got going, Bach 

would imitate it in some instrument and spoil the beauty! This would not be the last time in 

music history that audiences heard exactly what we now consider a glorious musical 

experience with disapproval! 

 

The next section contains another group of recitatives surrounding a chorale. This section 

describes Jesus in the manger and contrasts the humble and gloomy stable with the Child’s 

power. The angel implores the shepherds to come and see the Child. 

 

We now hear another beautiful aria, this time a lullaby for Jesus, “Sleep now, my dearest, enjoy 

now thy rest”. The flute is prominent here as in the first aria, sometimes doubling the vocal line. 

A brief recitative introduces the elaborate chorus representing the Angels, who sing “Glory to 

God in the highest and Peace on Earth”.  

 

Although this majestic chorus is the musical highpoint of the cantata, Bach ends with a simple 

choral. Here he combines a simple chorale expressing the shepherd’s thanks that Jesus has 

come into the world with the lovely pastoral music of the opening Sinfonia — a beautiful and 

ingenious way of combining the basic liturgical ideas of the entire Cantata. 

 

 

The Four Seasons: Winter and Summer     Antonio Vivaldi 
 

Antonio Vivaldi, a contemporary of Bach, is now among the best known of Baroque composers, 

although he was almost unknown until the general rediscovery of Baroque music in the early 



20th century. Vivaldi was among the most prolific of composers, writing about 500 concertos, 50 

operas, and a huge amount of sacred music. 

 

Vivaldi was born and lived most of his life in Venice, where for thirty years he was the musical 

director of the all-female music ensemble of the “Ospedale della Pieta” (Hospital of Mercy), a 

home for abandoned children. He joined the staff of the orphanage at the age of 25, soon after 

his ordination as a priest. Vivaldi rarely worked as a priest, and his dedication to the priesthood 

has been questioned but he remained a priest all his life. He was known, in fact, as the Red 

Priest — not for his political views but for his flaming red hair. 

 

Vivaldi wrote most of his concertos and sacred music for the talented members of the 

orphanage. Although some were quite young, a number of the most talented girls would remain 

at the orphanage into adulthood as musicians and singers in residence. Vivaldi created a well-

known ensemble with these women and they, and he, grew in fame and reputation. However, 

loss of patronage and changing musical tastes led to a late decline in his fortunes and 

unfortunately he died in poverty. 

 

The Greater Bridgeport Symphony is delighted to welcome one of our amazing instrumental 

competition winners, Cameron Chase, to perform two of the seasonal concertos from Vivaldi’s 

Four Seasons, certainly his best-known composition. There are hundreds of recordings, and 

many versions from traditional to re-creations with a jazz, rock, or electronic perspective. It is 

considered one of the first instrumental pieces to include sounds meant to describe or imitate 

nature and its effects (program music). 

 

The Four Seasons: Winter 

Although The Four Seasons is Vivaldi’s most famous piece, many are not aware that he 

published these four concertos together with four poems, each broken into three parts reflecting 

the three movements of each concerto. The music connects to these poems in fascinating 

ways. Here is the poem for Winter with a few brief comments: 

 

First movement, Allegro non molto 

To tremble from cold in the icy snow,  

In the harsh breath of a horrid wind;  

To run, stamping one's feet every moment,  

Our teeth chattering in the extreme cold  

 

Note the trembling from the cold and the chattering teeth depicted so beautifully in both the solo 

violin and the string orchestra. 

 

Second movement, Largo  

Before the fire to pass peaceful,  

Contented days while the rain outside pours down.  

 

The lovely contented violin melody is accompanied by the plucking violins imitating the sound 

of rain 

 

Third movement, Allegro  

We tread the icy path slowly and cautiously,  

for fear of tripping and falling.  

Then turn abruptly, slip, crash on the ground and,  

rising, hasten on across the ice lest it cracks up.  

We feel the chill north winds course through the home  



despite the locked and bolted doors...  

this is winter, which nonetheless  

brings its own delights. 

 

Once again, the dangers of ice are depicted in the orchestra with a brief quieter moment 

reflecting the occasional delights of the season. 

 

The Four Seasons: Summer 

First movement, Allegro non molto 

Under a hard season, fired up by the sun  

Languishes man, languishes the flock and burns the pine  

We hear the cuckoo's voice;  

then sweet songs of the turtledove and finch are heard.  

Soft breezes stir the air, but threatening  

the North Wind sweeps them suddenly aside.  

The shepherd trembles,  

fearing violent storms and his fate.  

 

Summer begins with a depiction of the languishing effect of heat, certainly familiar to anyone 

who has been in the Italian countryside in August! The solo violin imitates the cuckoo’s song, 

and other birds as well, until violent storms seem to threaten. The languishing effect of summer 

returns and the movement ends with the shepherds trembling in fear. 

 

Second movement, Adagio e piano – Presto e forte  

The fear of lightning and fierce thunder  

Robs his tired limbs of rest  

As gnats and flies buzz furiously around.  

 

Third movement, Presto  

Alas, his fears were justified  

The Heavens thunder and roar and with hail  

Cut the head off the wheat and damages the grain. 

 

The second and third movements continue the descriptive relationship to the poem. Who 

among us has not experienced the annoyance of gnats or flies surrounding us as depicted by 

the orchestra interrupting the lovely contemplative melody in the solo violin? The final 

movement is a wonderful depiction of the Heavens thundering and roaring. These concertos 

certainly stand on their own as instrumental compositions, but our enjoyment of them 

increases, once we understand how closely they are linked to the poetic descriptions published 

with the music. 

 

The Seven Joys of Christmas     Kirke Mechem 

Kirke Mechem is an American composer now in his 90’s who has a true international presence, 

with concert performances in over 40 countries. Born in Kansas, educated at Stamford and 

Harvard, he spent many years teaching and composing in the Bay area. He has been honored 

by the United Nations, the National Endowment for the Arts, and the American Choral Directors 

Association. Although he has composed music in many genres, he is perhaps best known for 

his choral works, and has earned the unofficial title of “Dean of American choral composers”.  

Mechem has written: 



I am overly sensitive when I hear what I perceive as the trivialization or brutalization of 

music, or what was common practice in the 20th century — deliberately making it 

unintelligible to most music-lovers. This wonderful art has room for endless variety, 

from lighthearted to tragic, from Western to Eastern and everything in between. Each 

person has a right to his or her own taste, and I recognize that just as we all come from 

different backgrounds, we all have different ways of listening. 

And so I readily admit that my own background has conditioned what I look for in a new 

piece of music, whether my own, or someone else's. I don’t want to find new music 

"interesting" in a purely intellectual way; I am impatient with novelty or experimentation 

for their own sake; I am too old to be taken in by trends or jargon. Been there, heard 

that. I want to love a piece of music, to be delighted by it, to be moved to tears or 

laughter or in some way taken out of myself. I prefer it to be the magnificent source of 

joy, consolation, beauty, ingenuity, and inspiration that it has been for generations, and 

was in my own family. 

Kirke Mechem composed the Seven Joys of Christmas for the Chamber Singers of the San 

Francisco College for Women. They are settings of carols from different countries. The final 

carol, “God bless the master of this house”, is an amusing combination of all the carols in the 

composition, in addition to other well-known Christmastide melodies. In certain passages, two, 

three, even four different carols are being performed at the same time! 

 

 1. The Joy of Love: This is the truth 

 2. The Joy of Bells: Din don! Merrily on high 

 3. The Joy of Mary: Joseph dearest, Joseph mine 

 4. The Joy of Children: Patapan 

 5. The Joy of the New Year: New Year Song 

 6. The Joy of Dance: Fum, fum, fum!  

 7. The Joy of Song: God bless the master of this house 

 

 

Midwinter Song     Liam Robinson 
 

Liam Robinson is a musician living in New York City. He writes and performs regularly with 

Jean Rohe in their Americana duo, Robinson & Rohe. Fluent in keyboard, accordion and banjo, 

as well as a singer, Robinson regularly collaborates with such songwriter luminaries as Anais 

Mitchell, Becca Stevens, and Jean Rohe. He made his Broadway debut in 2011 in the original 

cast of the acclaimed production of War Horse at Lincoln Center Theater. From 2006 to 2013, 

he co-led and composed for the experimental NYC composer/performer collective Red Light 

New Music. He is currently Music Director and Vocal Arranger for Hadestown, the hit Broadway 

musical by Anaïs Mitchell. 

 

Tonight we are thrilled to perform the premiere of the orchestral version of Robinson’s lovely 

Midwinter Song. This beautiful folk-inspired composition for chorus and orchestra should take 

the chill out of our December days and allow us to remember the warmth and comfort of a 

crackling fire shutting out the cold. 

      

 

Program notes by Orin Grossman 
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