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A choral and
orchestral setting of
the Magnificat based on
the Book of Samuel, the
Gospels of Luke and
James, and Maryām, the
Qur’anic book of Mary.
Recorded at the Church
of the Holy Spirit,
Clapham, London, in
24-bit audio on 23/24
May 2015, by Serafine
Chamber Choir and
Sinfonia. Directed by
Manvinder Rattan.

C O M P O S E R ’ S P R E FAC E
Mary was about 16. As
many traditional images show, she
may have been working at her spinning wheel, minding her own business,
when the Angel Gabriel appeared to
her and told her the news that she was
with child. Not only that, but her son
was God, and would grow up to be the
saviour of mankind. I can’t help but feel
that ecstatic jubilation was probably not
her first response. Many settings of the
Magnificat present the text as though
Mary is saying it there and then, as an
outpouring of joy and wonder, which
it doubtless is, with jubilant brass and
clattering timpani.I,however,have opted
for a different direction to this story:
one in which we hear the words of the
Magnificat as a considered, personal
reﬂection, rather than a spontaneous
outpouring, as Mary replays that
moment in her mind, but now in the
light of the events that followed—many
of them full of uncertainty, and pain.

To tell the nativity story,
I have drawn from various sources,
including lines from the book of Mary
(Maryam) in the Qur’an. This book
describes in some detail the conception
and birth of Jesus (or ‘Īsā), who is considered one of the most major prophets
in Islam. Though much of the account
seems rather familiar, it does, however,
contain some surprises. For instance the
line, ‘and the pains of childbirth drove her
to the trunk of a palm tree, and she said,
“I wish I had died before this and was in
oblivion, forgotten”’(Qur’an 19:23). This
seems to display a very human response
to the situation. Perhaps the fact that
she wishes to be in ‘oblivion, forgotten’
is a reaction to the pain of childbirth, or
maybe an indication that she already
has a sense that celebrity (and all it
entails) awaits her. As Luke the Evangelist
has it: ‘Yea, a sword shall pierce through
thy own soul also, that the thoughts of
many hearts may be revealed.’

Apart from the
very familiar lines from
St Luke’s gospel, the main
source of the narrative
is the Infancy Gospel (or
Protevangelium) of James—
a non-canonical gospel of
around the mid-second
century. This gospel offers
a plethora of fascinating
(if anecdotal) details, and
alludes to many of the
Old Testament’s headline
barren-but-now-miraculously
-with-child characters: Sarah
(and Abraham), and Hannah
(and Elkanah). God granted
Hannah a son to Elkanah
after many years barren.
Hannah thanks God with
her own Magnificat, a
song of Joy, which she
offers in gratefulness and

praise for her son, which
biblical scholars understand
to be the model for Mary’s
Magnificat. Luke has Mary’s
words resonate with Hannah’s
as if they were ringing in her
ears as she said them,
drawing a parallel with her
present situation.
When it comes
to Mary and Joseph, the
Protevangelium
paints
a pretty grim picture of
life, full of worry, fear,
anger, and persecution.
It is difficult to see how
this wouldn’t impact on
Mary’s memory of her
Magnificat, her song of
praise to God, who at
times must have seemed
very much at arm’s length.

One small but
poignant detail from this
gospel is that the fabric she
was spinning as the angel
Gabriel appeared to her
became part of the veil of the
temple in Jerusalem, which
would later be torn from
the top to the bottom at the
moment of her own son’s
death on the cross.
The icon of
the Virgin Mary (Santa
Maria di Sisto / del Rossario)
used within this booklet has
become very important to me
and to this piece. It is a rare
image of Mary without Jesus
from the sixth century, which
now resides in Rome. The
Virgin’s sorrowful, plaintive
expression seems to say

something of how difficult a
young, unsuspecting, ordinary
girl found the acceptance
of God’s will into her life in
these circumstances. Tradition holds that it is the first
in a series of icons written
by Luke the Evangelist, from
whose gospel the account of
Mary’s Magnificat comes.
Whether
this
or other details are historically accurate or not seems in
some ways immaterial as they
contribute richly to our understanding of the truth of human
experience: a story that is a testament to an incredible trust
in God by keeping ones faith
in the face of great hardship,
which has inspired men and
women to follow her example.

I
have
used
texts from the three Abrahamic religions, (Christianity,
Islam, and Judaism) fully
aware of the historical and
present tensions that exist
between them. And yet one
thing is common to all: we
live in difficult times to be
a person of faith, sharing
similar
challenges,
and
requiring a similar fortitude.
Perhaps we can understand
the Magnificat not only as a
proclamation of ecstatic joy,
but also as a symbol of faith
in the face of uncertainty
and of strength in the face of
adversity.
oliver tarney, Winchester
6th June 2014
revised May 2015

The Magnificat from The Gospel of Luke (1, 2) with interpolations from:
The Book of Mary Surat Maryām (Qur’an Chapter 19)
The Infancy Gospel of James (XL—XIII)
The Song of Hannah (1 Samuel: 2)
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