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The Wakefield Nativity

For tenor voice and chamber organ

Nigel Morgan

About The Subject

The Wakefield Nativity, or Christmas
Crib, was designed and made in the 1950s
and restored in 1999. It is the work of the
sculptor Austin Wright and the weaver
Theo Moorman. It departs from the
conventional representation by substituting
the Shepherds in the central group, with
the Three Wise Men. Who, following the
ancient tradition, are depicted as the Three
Kings, thus anticipating the Epiphany
which concludes on Twelfth Night.

The setting is that of a seven-roomed open
structure, similar to some of the buildings
in which the Nativity was housed by
painters of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries. Above the central panel can be
seen the shepherds, stirred by the
excitement of the scene below. A number
of figures suggestive of the present time
are shown: in the top left-hand panel a
choir sing their carol of praise, others gaze
at the star while, on the right on the ground
floor, is represented the Family in every
age, who find Bethlehem their inspiration
and assurance.

The surrounding tapestries, designed and
woven by Theo Moorman add to the scene
various Christmas motifs, including a
representation of the Annunciation of the
Blessed Virgin.

The whole setting draws attention to the
central figures of the Holy Family, with the
Babe in his Mother’s arms, and contributes
to the mystery and reverence of the theme.

A Personal Perspective

For nearly twenty years this installation
of sculpture and tapestry has contribu-
ted to my developing experience of a
Christian life. I can rarely pass it by
without placing myself before it in
reverence. It seems a whole world unto
itself, the whole story of the Gospels in
a tableau of figures on a stage set that
speaks of God’s relationship with man,
women, children and nature. One year |
set myself to meditate on each part of
this remarkable and poetic rendering of



the Nativity. I considered I might
compose a work that could exist
alongside this creation. I tried to place
myself next to each figure and imagine
their story. I was amazed at the power
and wonder of my own imagination.
But I never seemed to get near the
major players: the Kings, the Holy
Family. It was all those gathered about,
but ‘there’, that played their lives out
during those dislocated but frequent
minutes of meditation.

My approach to building a musical
work around the Nativity was governed
by the realisation that this installation
was a kind of narrative that brought
together simultaneously time past,
present and future. It had for sure an
historical presence. It had within it a
series of narratives found and expressed
in the Gospels. It contained elements
foretold by the Prophets of the Old
Testament. But the lines of perspective
drawn from each figure seemed to
gather into a point before my standing
self; the Nativity and all it contained in
story, image and meaning seemed to
point to me. So my music had to
somehow reflect my life and experience
in its luminous aura: the light of the
Nativity.

In recent years I have begun to turn
more and more to poetry to act as a
kind of structural narrative to my
musical work. I have even begun to set
my own texts. My words adopt many of
the ancient Chinese forms of literature
in making expression through the
concrete description rather than the
abstract commentary of feelings. So
my starting point to work on the
Wakefield Nativity has been to devise a
sequence of poetry that uses eleven of
the figures and images to trigger my
own experiences, experiences I lay
before the tableau. Here is a brief
synopsis of three of the eleven:

The Star speaks of a December night
on Anelog, a Welsh mountain that
overlooks the island of Ennli, one of the
great centres of Mediaeval pilgrimage.

i

It is here that my experience of the Star
takes root; not one star, but a bold
alarum of stars, galaxies beyond
number, and crystal clear in the icy sea-
drenched air,

The Kings recalls my experience as a
chorister at the Queen’s Chapel of St
George witnessing royalty and visiting
emissaries from distant lands (and
usually bearing gifts, which we boys
were sometimes allowed to see in the
state apartments). These people held to
themselves a special poise, purpose,
character and awe - never to be
forgotten.

Mary, the Mother of the Eternal Christ,
became suddenly real in viewing a
sculpture by Kenneth Carter in Exeter
Cathedral. Life-size, a homely, strong
and purposeful young woman appeared
for a moment flesh, blood and bone. If
I’d met her in the street I would have
held my breath . . . and since then I
have. A plain woman touched by God.

...and so on

The original text is presented below as
it was written in 2010 and published in
Words for Music in 2014 (e-book by
Tonality Systems Press). Since that
time the composer has changed his
relationship with setting his own words
and developed a much freer mode of
word organisation for the singing voice.
This means that in some instances
repetition occurs, and lines, indeed
whole stanzas have been removed.

Instructions for performance.

The scoring for chamber or positive
organ makes reference to the sound and
technique of a single manual movable
instrument suitable for intimate musical
accompaniment. There are usually 2
stops, an 8’ stopped (gedackt) and 4’
flute is usual. In the score there are no
dynamic markings and only the barest of
articulation symbols. This instrument-
ation is part of the imagining that might



see the work performed beside the
Christmas Crib in a sacred space.

The work may be performed quite
adequately with piano or (preferred) an
electric keyboard with a Fender Rhodes
sound and touch. In such performances
dynamics may be added freely.

This music joins together with other
works that feature Advent and the
Christmas Story, notably the settings of
the Advent and Christmas Collects, and
the cantata Text is a Star setting an

abridged sermon of Lancelot Andrewes.

The Wakefield Nativity

Star

It is close on
the turn of the year.

Below the pilgrims’ path
the chequered peninsula is
a memory of morning.
The moon rises behind
the Isle of 20,000 Saints.

Above, fields of stars
shiver in heavens’ light.
and within cloud-depths
of constellations

Sirius pulsates.

The Kings

As choristers we saw them
regularly in their black
limousines, their aides
bearing gifts for display

in the royal apartments.

Kings, whose gait spoke

of the heavy matters of state,

bent their grey heads

to converse with the Majesty,
a small woman in pale green

carrying a large handbag.

il

Elizabeth and Mary

You wait and wait

for the moment

you can’t face milk in tea.

Long past caring, it just happens,
and the inevitability of it all
propels you into discomfort and pain
.. . then this schoolgirl

you taught last year

smiles at you in the street.

There is a quickening

and you know she is enceinte.
Surprised at her own passion,
and in a dream no less, she is
innocence blessed.

Choir

It’s whom you stand
next to

that makes it so
special,

someone who knows
the next note

and when to sing it.

The trick is to let yourself go:
to float on others voices;

to be carried aloft on

a cushion of sound

and joy.

The Shepherds

There’s a lot of standing about
and shouting at dogs.

Meg and I tried it once

with Mick, young and impetuous,
though trained since a puppy.

December

in the pale sunshine of
Carrig’s fields,

one shepherd with two dogs
sorts and partitions

his multi-coloured flock.

Mick can’t help himself.
He knows his role

and plays it way back

in the outfield at

Deep Extra Cover.



Visitors

Coming together as friends

we usher ourselves into his presence.

He’s waiting there, ready for us
in stillness and silence:

to place our lives, our gloves
our car keys, under the chair
and face him;

a baby,

a child in the temple,

a young adult at the river’s edge,
a thirty-something who cared
for those who’d failed,

and had been failed.

We, failing in our own
so different f to tell him so.

Mary

It was her sandled foot
and bared calf I noticed.
She was kneeling.

A strong young woman
convinced in the Truth,

a plain, flawless face,

hair spilling out

under the required scarf;

in stone.

larger than life-size,

niched in the Chapter House.

I know now her touch,

her attentive gaze,

her restless mind.

Joseph

He’s afraid of her basically.
She organises everything,
his food, his clothes,

his children, their time together.
She wasn’t prepared;

it happened.

She made it work.

but ...

She belongs to someone else,

iv

and ponders this mystery
in her heart.

He shuts himself
in his workshop.
A good and gentle man.

The Family

When they were three

(there was a fourth on the way)
he discovered this summer place
in mid September.

(there were brambles in the hedgerows
and it was windy and cold)

Later when they were four
and then (an accident) five,
they returned (regularly)

to remind themselves

who they were.

Cattle

In the photo

she’s striding across the yard
following Blossom

and her procession of cows.

They were moved twice a day,

from the Home field

to the stack yard

and back.

We fed them bales of hay, untied,
and thrown in chunks to the manger.

The cattle

wheeze and munch,
shuffle and shit,

never to be hurried,

their patience exemplary.

The Child

After five of these

small miracles you’d think

you were prepared for that moment
the child greets your waiting arms.



For nine months
you’ve slept together,
come

so really close

in the act of love.

Now her eyes look up for food

you cannot give.

You place her ‘next the gentle curve
of a waiting breast.

Her presence dominates;
now it’s your turn to carry her.

This gift from God,
this wonder of innocence and truth,
she will become everything you are not.
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