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BACH INSPIRED
The Bach Choir is known for its annual performances of the St Matthew Passion, a long
tradition of which it is rightly proud. With two performances cancelled amid the
pandemic in 2020-21, there was an urgent need to create something of lasting value to
fill this void.
The St Matthew Passion is structured around chorales, based on pre-existing Lutheran
hymn melodies. Bach used them to comment on the narrative, re-harmonising the old
tunes to reflect the emotional intensity of the text. Vivid and fresh in his time, they can
still provide a spark of inspiration today.
We invited six composers to select a chorale from the St Matthew Passion. They would
also choose a new text in response to it, and compose a short work for SATB choir, piano
and, if they wished, a few other instruments. It had to be suitable for online rehearsal
but the goal was an in-person recording which would stand the test of time.
Charlotte Harding draws on one phrase from her chorale - a reference to the “glow of
life” decaying - and inverts this to evoke emergence into light as a new baby is born. She
weaves together texts from the 12th-century abbess, scholar, and musician Hildegard
of Bingen, and creates a sense of continual growth with music which is luminous, warm
and inviting. The cello’s single high note represents a steady light.
Gavin Higgins expresses anger at blatant injustice, setting a powerful text from A Divine
Image by William Blake. Humans are the source of cruelty, and their capacity for evil is
reflected in the fire and metal of the industrial revolution. Unearthly cello harmonics
and eruptions from the piano create an unsettling sense of fierce energies seeking a
release.

Héloïse Werner pairs a chorale about heavenly grace with an evocative fragment from
Les Illuminations: Feuillet 12 by Arthur Rimbaud. The virtuosic sound world she creates
is joyous, featuring rhythmic chants and downward-rushing scales which evoke the
bells in the poem, before dissolving into fragments and vanishing.
Des Oliver takes the idea of God as a permanent, comforting presence. He visualises
this as a mystical landscape, setting text from Song of a Dream by Sarojini Naidu, a
leading figure in the Indian civil rights movement. Hypnotic patterns and melodies swirl
out from the bass, inducing a trance-like state in the listener. Percussive instrumental
parts provide constant energy, like fireflies flitting through the forest.
Carmen Ho chooses the central chorale of the St Matthew Passion with its notion of
death as release, and places it alongside George Herbert’s beautiful poem Easter Wings.
She foregrounds a passionate oboe solo, perhaps representing a human soul. The choir
murmurs in prayer, huge piano chords add bursts of energy, and eventually the music
disperses into individual lines and drifts away.
James B Wilson explores the theme of wind referred to in his Bach chorale. A poem by
Christina Rossetti expresses the idea that something can have a presence although
invisible. Wind moves through leaves on a tree, just as God moves through the world.
He uses rippling piano chords and a lyrical cello melody to conjure up wafting air, set
alongside a hymn-like texture in the choir tinged with mysterious harmonies and
powerfully expressive dynamics.
The collection is a wonderfully positive legacy, showcasing six brilliant composers and
the Choir’s versatility while providing an alternative view of the St Matthew Passion from
an unusual time.
© 2022 Mark Austin

1 O sacred head surrounded by crown of
piercing thorn!
Paul Gerhardt (1607-1676), translated by
Henry Baker (1821-1877)
O Sacred head surrounded
by crown of piercing thorn!
O bleeding head, so wounded,
reviled and put to scorn.
Death’s pallid hue comes o’er Thee,
the glow of life decays,
Yet angel hosts adore Thee,
and tremble as they gaze.
2 Glow
Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179)
God made humanity to sparkle.
Created from dust into beauty …
whatever made, radiates.
We’re made to give out life like the sun,
the moon and stars.
3 How falsely doth the world accuse!
Adam Reusner (c. 1496-1575), translation
unattributed
How falsely doth the world accuse!
How ready justice to refuse!
How eager to condemn me!
In danger’s hour, Lord show thy power.
From every ill defend me.

4 Cruelty has a Human Heart
William Blake (1757-1827)
Cruelty has a Human Heart
And Jealousy a Human Face
Terror the Human Form Divine
And Secrecy, the Human Dress
The Human Dress, is forged Iron
The Human Form, a fiery Forge.
The Human Face, a Furnace seal'd
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.
5 Receive me, my Redeemer
Paul Gerhardt, translation unattributed
Receive me, my Redeemer,
my Shepherd, make me Thine;
Of every good the fountain,
Thou art the spring of mine.
How oft Thy words have fed me
on earth with angels’ food;
How oft Thy grace hath led me
to highest, heavenly good.

6 Inner Phrases
Arthur Rimbaud (1854-1891)
J’ai tendu des cordes de clocher à clocher;
Des guirlandes de fenêtre à fenêtre;
Des chaînes d’or d’étoile à étoile,
Et je danse.
I hung strings from steeple to steeple;
Garlands from window to window;
Golden chains from star to star,
And I dance.
7 O Father, let Thy will be done
Albrecht von Preussen (1490-1568),
translated by Helen Johnston (1813-1887)
O Father, let Thy will be done,
for all things well Thou doest,
In time of need refusest none,
But helpest e’en the lowest.
In deep distress Thou still dost bless,
in wrath rememb’rest mercy;
Who trusts in Thee shall ever be
in perfect peace and safety.
8 Dreams in the Garden of Love’s Sleep
Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949)
Once in the dream of a night I stood
Lone in the light of a magical wood,
Soul-deep in visions that poppy-like sprang;

And spirits of Truth were the birds that
sang,
And spirits of Love were the stars that
glowed,
And spirits of Peace were the streams that
flowed
In that magical wood in the land of sleep.
Lone in the light of that magical grove,
I felt the stars of the spirits of Love
Gather and gleam round my delicate youth,
And I heard the song of the spirits of Truth;
To quench my longing I bent me low
By the streams of the spirits of Peace that
flow
In that magical wood in the land of sleep.
9 Be near me, Lord, when dying
Paul Gerhardt, translation unattributed
Be near me, Lord, when dying,
O part not Thou from me!
And to my succour flying,
come, Lord, and set me free!
And when my heart must languish
in Death’s last awful throe,
Release me from mine anguish,
by Thine own pain and woe.

10 Easter Wings
George Herbert (1599-1633)
Lord, who createdst man in wealth and store,
Though foolishly he lost the same,
Decaying more and more,
Till he became
Most poore:
With thee
Oh let me rise
As larks, harmoniously,
And sing this day thy victories:
Then shall the fall further the flight in me.
My tender age in sorrow did beginne:
And still with sicknesses and shame
Thou didst so punish sinne,
That I became
Most thinne.
With thee
Let me combine
And feel this day thy victorie:
For, if I imp my wing on thine
Affliction shall advance the flight in me.

11 Commit thy way to Jesus
Paul Gerhardt, translated by Helen Johnston
Commit thy way to Jesus,
thy burdens and thy cares;
He from them all releases,
He all thy sorrow shares.
Who gives the winds their courses,
and bounds the ocean’s shore,
Will suffer not temptation
to rise beyond thy power.
12 Who has seen the wind?
Christina Rossetti (1830-1894)
Who has seen the wind?
Neither I nor you:
But when the leaves hang trembling,
The wind is passing through.
Who has seen the wind?
Neither you nor I:
But when the trees bow down their heads,
The wind is passing by.
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