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In the bleak midwinter

Frosty wind made moan,

Earth stood hard as iron,

Water like a stone;

Snow had fallen, snow on snow,
Snow on snow,

In the bleak midwinter,

Long ago.

Our God, Heav’n cannot hold Him
Nor earth sustain;
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n I give Him,

I were a shepherd
1 would bring a lamb;
If I were a wise man
I would do my part;
Yet what [ can [ give Him
Give my heart.

Text by Christina Georgina Rossetti
{1830-1894)
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Born in Portland Place, London, on December 5™, 1830, Christina Georgiana Rossetti originally wrote
the text of In The Bleak Midwinter under the title of “A Christmas Carol.” Its exact date of authorship is
unknown, but it was probably commissioned and written well before 1872.

We do know that her Brother, William, recorded November 1871 as the date she
payment of £10 for the little poem.” That amount came from “American Pre-Raphaelite”
Stillman, the editor at Scribner’s Monthly, where the poem was soon published in Janua

It was later in 1906 that it appeared in The English Hymnal, where it was acc
Gustav Holst, and edited by Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872—1958). Rossetti also 1
Came Down At Christmas in 1885.

Christina was born the youngest child of Gabriele (an Italian refugee 4
wife Francis [Polidori] Rossetti, a homemaker. Christina had one sister, M
brothers: Dante Gabriel (1828) and William Michael (1829).

Educated at home, Christina Rossetti spent a quiet, uneventful,
Portland Place and Euston Square, London. ‘

Her brother, Dante, became an influential painter an
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e von Holst [1874-1934]—was an overly sensitive child. Imogen
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hat trauma caused the mother to have a heart attack: both died on February 12,

san excellent pianist, was Adolph von Holst (1846-1901). After Clara’s death Adolph
time to Mary Thorley Stone, who later gave birth to their two (new) sons.

o Imogen, Gustav’s early childhood at age eight, after his mother died, was left “to the
tender mercies of a father who practiced [the piano] all the time...”

Gustav had an asthmatic chest, weak eyes, and neuritis in his right arm. He and Emil needed parental
attention. “The household was in a state of chaos, and Adolph’s sister Nina was asked to come and look after
the children.”

Nina, a pianist, was of little help to the boys, since she also spent all her hours at the piano. However,
Gustav endured the hardships, and finally survived until he was sent to Cheltenham Grammar School.



With his physical disability, Gustav knew he would never become a competent pianist, so he next set
his sights on composing music. At seventeen, he was given permission and money to study counterpoint in
Oxford with G. F. Sims (dates?).

He worked diligently, applied for a composition scholarship at the Royal College of Music [RCM],
and was turned down; but he continued his search by sending out applications to other London colleges.

He went back home, took small musical jobs, and then composed an operetta tit nsdown Castle.
It was performed in Cheltenham on February 9% 1893, with modest success.

His father, however, was so impressed with the operetta that “he borrowed a hds from
one of his relations, and sent Gustav as a student to the RCM,” in May, that same yea

A series of ups-and-downs followed him next. The “ups” were his heari
and Wagner’s Gotterddammerung for the first time. He was equally delighted to
Stanford (1852—1924) as his composition professor. However, in 1894, the lo
realization that his father’s borrowed money would run out near Christmasti

Fortunately, in February of 1895, he was awarded a scholarshlp
considered his highest joy: meeting and marrying (Emily) Isobel

Isobel was soon the best stabilizing force he ever had. Sk
encouraged him to eat nutritiously to improve his bad health

He took up many new teaching positions. His lo
Paul’s Girls® School (1905-1934); although, in 1919, he
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ounds strangely empty on first hearing. However, it makes the structural beat
pattern con yme scheme is A-B-C-B-D-E-F-E, and yes, the codetta is new. Also, [ have
original verses so as to obtain full, glorious, Christmas storytelling!

ifi can I give to the Christ Child? If the midwinter snow fully covers up all my
transgressions, #to have them revealed again in spring, then I will give The Christ Child my contrite heart
to balance the wager of my soul!

—James McCullough

Selected Sources: Rossetti: Georgina Battiscombe, Jan Marsh, Lona Packer.
Holst: Gustavholst.info, Imogen Holst, and Michael Short.
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* The adjacent parallel fifths are intentional, to get a stacked chord of opened fifths in m. 38.
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