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Pastorale on the Hungarian Christmas Song Mennybó́l az angyal
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Introduction
The satyr, like the idyllic shepherd of more recent times, is the offspring of a longing for the 
primitive and the natural.1

—Friedrich Nietzsche

In 1703, at the tender age of fifteen, Alexander Pope made his first visit to London, intent on 
improving his understanding of French and Italian. Precocious, brilliant, supremely confident 
and arrogant, despite a variety of physical deformities, Pope would compose in the following 
year his first major work, Pastorals, later published in 1709. The fact that Pope’s Opus 1 would 
be a set of poems that explore the splendors of nature suggests that his first exposure to the 
hustles and bustles of urban life was a shock that would give way to nostalgia and longing for the 
bucolic environs of his childhood. What is especially significant about this work is the opening 
“Discourse on Pastoral Poetry,” a brief preface that introduces the reader to the poems. In the 
third and fourth paragraphs of this preface, he offered an extraordinarily insightful definition of 
the pastorale element in poetry:

A Pastoral is an imitation of the action of a shepherd, or one considered under that character. 
The form of this imitation is dramatic, or narrative, or mix’d of both; the fable simple, the 
manners not too polite or too rustic: The thoughts are plain, yet admit a little quickness and 
passion, but that short and flowing: The expression humble, yet as pure as the language will 
afford; neat, but not florid; easy, and yet lively. In short, the fable, manners, thoughts, and 
expressions, are full of the greatest simplicity in nature.

The complete character of this poem consists in simplicity, brevity, and delicacy; the first two 
of which render an eclogue natural, and the last delightful.2

Like Virgil, Pope began his career as a composer of pastorale poetry; Virgil’s Eclogues, a collection 
of pastorale poems, remained in Pope’s reading library his entire life. Also, like Virgil, Pope’s work 
was composed in reaction to dramatic and troubling social events; the turbulence and unrest of 
Virgil’s Rome finds an uncanny parallel in the clamor of Pope’s London.

Pope’s reference to the “action of a shepherd” is crucial, for the derivation of the word 
pastorale is from the Latin “pastoralis,” meaning shepherd. The association, of course, is with 
nature, for shepherds, by virtue of their vocation, live and work in the country, in expansive and 
solitary areas where their sheep may safely graze. Regarding the relation between the shepherd 
and poetry, Pope observed, “And as the keeping of flocks seems to have been the first employment 
of mankind, the most ancient sort of poetry was probably the pastoral. ‘Tis natural to imagine, 
that the leisure of those ancient shepherds admitting and inviting some diversion, none was so 
proper to that solitary and sedentary life as singing.”3 Further, he remarked, “And since the life of 
shepherds was attended with more tranquility than any other rural employment, the Poets chose 
to introduce their Persons, from whom it receiv’d the name of Pastoral.”4

The focus of Pope’s observations in the Discourse is on tranquility and simplicity of the 
shepherd’s existence, an evocation of an idyllic and idealized “Arcadian” world in contrast to 
the frenzied reality of urban life. Undoubtedly, Pope and many others of the time regarded this 
lifestyle with deep nostalgia, a sense of having lost contact with nature with the rise of industry, 
population and, consequently, urban dwelling. Shepherds thus were viewed with envy and for 
centuries were held in high regard because of the presumed leisure of their lifestyles. This high 
regard is reflected in their biblical roles, for the Annunciation of Christ’s birth by the angel 
Gabriel, a crucial world event by any standards, was made not to nobility or religious leaders, but 
to shepherds. This, however, was a misinformed view, and as a result few, if any, pastorale poems

1 Friedrich Nietzsche. The Birth of Tragedy, trans. by Walter Kaufmann. (New York: Vintage Books, 1967), 61.
2 The Poems of Alexander Pope, ed. by John Everett Butt. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), 119–120.
3 Ibid., p. 119.
4 Ibid., p. 119.sa
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About This Collection

The twenty-six pieces in this collection feature the music of composers from differing time 
periods and differing nationalities to illustrate the varied heritage of the pastorale tradition. Those 
pieces not specifically written for the piano, including works for organ, harpsichord, chamber 
ensemble and orchestra, have been transcribed in such a way as to be idiomatic for the piano 
and to preserve the sentiment and expression of the original version. Only those pieces that have 
been specifically entitled “pastorale” (or a derivative of the term) by their composers have been 
included in this collection, rather than pieces that may be suggestive of the pastorale style (which 
would certainly be a subjective decision). There is no question that these pieces were intended to 
evoke a pastorale sentiment; more relevant questions might be exactly what sentiment and how 
it was done.

Editorial markings have been provided in instances in which decisive indications were not 
given. Many of the early pastorales lack tempo markings, for which reason metronome markings 
in brackets have been notated. These have also been indicated in instances in which composers 
notated only time-words as tempo markings. Dynamic markings are also often missing in 
original versions, again, particularly those from seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Markings 
in brackets are suggestions for performance, and the general tendency is to assume a moderate 
or soft dynamic in most instances. However, caution should be exercised in the interpretation of 
forte and piano markings in baroque music, for they do not convey the same meanings as they 
do in later music. Corelli’s forte indicates the “normal” volume for performance; piano is a special 
effect. Beethoven’s forte and piano are different requests.

Suggestions are also provided for fingerings and pedalings in instances in which these may not 
be obvious. Some composers, such as Liszt and Dohnányi, notated their own recommendations 
for fingerings and pedaling, and these should be observed. Pianists should bear in mind that all 
such editorial markings are suggestions for performance; other markings or substitutions can be 
or may need to be introduced as the situation requires.

A collection of this nature, featuring pieces from different time periods and composers of 
different nationalities, shows that the pastorale has maintained its appeal through dramatically 
changing times. Its longevity is undoubtedly a result of its flexibility and adaptability to varying 
tastes and styles. It might also say something about the human condition. Perhaps, despite our 
hectic pace of existence and eagerness for technological advancement, we still feel a sense of 
nostalgia and a longing—surely, an impossible one—to escape from it all; perhaps a deep sense 
of regret at having lost contact with nature.
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Notes on the Pieces

Girolamo Frescobaldi, Capriccio pastorale from Il Primo Libro di Toccate e Partite 
d’Intavolatura di Cembalo ed Organo, F 2.35
Frescobaldi’s Capriccio pastorale for organ of 1637, one of the last of the composer’s works to be 
printed during his lifetime, may be one of the earliest uses of the term “pastorale” for a keyboard 
piece, perhaps one of the earliest uses of the term “capriccio” as well. The term “intavolatura” in 
the work’s title refers to a collection of instrumental pieces, usually for lute or keyboard, that were 
set “in tablature.” Later in the seventeenth century, the term came to designate music printed in 
keyboard format, i.e., on two staves, rather than four.

Composed during a nebulous period of transition from modality to tonality, the piece is 
organized around the Mixolydian mode on G without key signature, with F sharps added in 
the music at points in which they occur. Thus, the piece, like Hindemith’s Pastorale of 1942, 
cannot be designated in the key of G major. A brief modal mixture occurs in mm. 36–37, in 
which Frescobaldi introduces B , thereby adding a touch of minor modality to the piece; these 
measures are the only instances of a minor mode in the piece. The composer seemed to be relying 
on certain late sixteenth-century practices, while looking ahead to others of the early eighteenth 
century.

The change in time signature from  (simple triple time) in mm. 1–49 to  (compound duple 
time) in m. 50 is probably less a call for a change in tempo between these sections and more of 
a change in metric accentuation, i.e. from triple to duple. The change to compound duple may 
have been done to exemplify the increased rhythmic motion in this section, contrary to that in 
the opening section of the piece; which is to say, the change of tempo normally associated with 
changes of time signature in music from this period is represented in the rhythmic notation. 
Additionally, the change may have been a more expedient means for notating the trills in mm. 
64–76, which perhaps should be performed as trill figures in the modern sense, i.e. freely without 
rhythmic co-ordination between the hands.

The pastorale elements of the piece are exemplified by slow harmonic rhythms, a general 
“diatonicism,” the predominance of major triads, structurally significant pedal notes (on G, 
D and A), a strictly controlled treatment of dissonance and dotted siciliana rhythms. These 
rhythmic figures occur in various instances throughout the piece, although notated as dotted 
half note/quarter note/half note (the first section, e.g. m. 10) or dotted quarter note/eighth note/
quarter note (the second section, e.g. m. 51). Raymond Monelle has noted that the melody in 
mm. 1–8 is derived from a Neapolitan Christmas song Siam pastori e pastorelle (We are Shepherds 
and Shepherdesses).14

Siam pas to- ri e- pas to- rel- le,- a do- ria- mo il- Re den- tor-

Frescobaldi did not acknowledge this quotation at any instance in the music. Yet a Christmas 
song dealing with the Adoration of the shepherds is one that would have been immediately 
familiar to seventeenth-century Italian audiences and would conform to the work’s pastorale 
sentiment.

Note that all slurs in this arrangement are editorial, provided as indications of phrasing and 
motives.

14 Raymond Monelle. The Musical Topic: Hunt, Military and Pastoral. (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2006), 
216.sa
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Capriccio pastorale

GIROLAMO FRESCOBALDI
(1583–1643)

from Il Primo Libro di Toccate e Partite d’Intavolatura
di Cembalo ed Organo, F 2.35
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Näivement [  = c. 50–56]

La pastorelle

FRANÇOIS COUPERIN
(1668–1733)

from Ordre No. 1 in G Minor for Harpsichord
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Largo [  = c. 56]

Pastorale (ad libitum)

ARCANGELO CORELLI
(1653–1713)

Movement 6 from Concerto Grosso in G Minor, Op. 6, No. 8
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[ . = 50–56]

Sinfonia (Pastorale)

JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH
(1685–1750)

No. 10 from Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248
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Pastorale. Allegrissimo
[  = c. 56–60]

DOMENICO SCARLATTI
(1685–1757)

Sonata in F Major
K. 446
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