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The Gift of Light

Composer’s note

The Gift of Light was commissioned by the Pro Arte Society of Kingston. The text is from three sources:
three of the traditional Advent antiphons (O Sapzentia, O Radix Jesse, and O Oriens); the English scholar
and ecclesiastic Alcuin, or Albinus, who served at the court of Charlemagne; and from the first chapter
of the Gospel according to St. John. The translations from St. John are a composite, drawn mainly from
the Nen English Bible and the Authorised Version, with elements here and there from other
translations.

Those who know my short mass Missa Bicinia will recognize extensive allusions to its Kyrie. In part these
indicate that no better setting of these words occurred to me when I was writing this cantata, but they
have another purpose as well. When Shelagh Leach, Librarian of the Pro Arte Singers, first spoke to me
about this cantata, she said kind things about the Missa Bicinia. The use of material from that mass is
therefore meant as a compliment to Shelagh, who is a longtime and much valued friend and colleague.

Myths of light and darkness hold a deep place in the human soul. For the orthodox Christian they may
be transfigured by their association with the incarnation, but for all of us they still retain some of the
feeling of Tolkien’s work: the darkness is inhabited by horrors not quite unimaginable, and the
splendour of light excels the sun.

Music’s province is really not philosophy, but feeling; and these ancient writers, however serious their
final ends, valued dramatic imagery for its power to engage the feelings of the reader. They write of
eternal things not just piously or cerebrally, but with passion, and reverence, and a rolling grandeur of
language that can almost be tasted. I hope that the performance of this piece can capture some of their
vividness; and with it, the energy and fun of good storytelling.

David Cameron

Kingston, November 1986.

With this re-engraving and editing, The Gift of Light is presented once again. I have made very few
changes, merely some adjustment to phrase marks, and a very few alterations to expressive directions. It
may need to be said, as Brian Jackson remarked when he was preparing the first performance in 1980,
that despite its occasional post-Hindemithian dissonance, this is a romantic work. It should be sung and
played with a strong sense of vocal line and pianistic and choral drama.

I could not write this music in 2015; too many things have changed in how we listen and perform. But it
does, I think, present an authentic vision of these ancient texts, from the musician I was thirty years ago.
And in it I celebrate the memory of Shelagh Leach, whose kind words inspired it.

David Cameron, February 2015
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