Rejoice in the Lamb, op. 30
by Benjamin Britten (1913-1976)
Text by Christopher Smart (1722-1771) from Jubilate Agno

Benjamin Britten's Rejoice in the Lamb is one of the most striking and
imaginative works in 20th-century sacred music. Composed in 1943 for St.
Matthew's Church, Northampton, it sets excerpts from Christopher Smart's
extraordinary poem Jubilate Agno—a text written during Smart's
confinement in a mental asylum in the 1750s. What Britten found in Smart's
words was not despair but a radiant, idiosyncratic, and utterly sincere
vision of praise. The resulting cantata is a celebration of God’'s presence in
all corners of creation: in animals, in music, in language, and in the fragile,
persistent hope of the human soul.

Smart’s poetry had long been considered eccentric, even chaotic, but
Britten recognized its spiritual coherence and emotional truth. Rather
than smoothing out its rough edges, Britten highlights them, creating a
musical world that is whimsical, tender, playful, and reverent in equal
measure. The chamber forces—organ and choir with four short
solos—allow for remarkable nuance. Britten gives each soloist a distinctive
musical character: the treble’'s gentle wonder as he introduces “my Cat
Jeoffrey," the alto’s boldness in depicting the mouse’s bravery, the tenor's
lyrical meditation on the flowers, and the bass’s intense rhythmic power in
the struggle against “the adversary."

At the heart of the work lies Smart’'s conviction that all creatures, even the
humblest, bear a unique vocation to praise God. Britten’s music makes this
belief audible. A harmless housecat becomes a model of liturgical
devotion; a tiny mouse becomes a symbol of courage and community;
flowers reveal the poetry embedded in creation itself. The choir, too,
becomes part of this great litany of praise, particularly in the exuberant
opening and closing “Hallelujah,” where Britten’s rhythmic vitality and
harmonic sparkle lift Smart’'s words into joyful song.

Musically you may notice and hear that the organ has its own voice. Think
of it less like an accompaniment or more like another voice within the
music. In fact, there are moments in the music where the organ is
somewhat in opposition to the choral voices. The voices through their text
and song are seeking the hope and holiness that God provides but like us
in the world are seeking isn't always successful. For me, the organ is at
moments the voice of God, present and maybe not fully understood by
humanity but leading us towards a more just love-filled world. (Listen



closely and you'll also hear the organ embodying a cat, a mouse and a
field of flowers blowing gently in the wind.)

Rejoice in the Lomb resonates deeply with the themes of this season.
Advent invites us to watch for signs of God's coming—often in quiet,
unexpected places. Smart’'s poetry and Britten's musical setting embody
that attentiveness. They remind us that God's light appears not only in
grand gestures but in the ordinary: in animals, in nature, in creativity, in
acts of courage, and in the persistent hope that undergirds human life.

In this sense, the work becomes a fitting preparation for Christmas. Like
the nativity story itself—where angels sing to shepherds, and the divine is
found in a manger—Smart and Britten lead us to wonder at a world
charged with holiness. They call us to look closely, to listen, and to rejoice
in the presence of God already stirring in creation.

As we enter the seasons of Advent and Christmas, Rejoice in the Laomb
invites us to widen our vision, to embrace joy wherever it appears, and to
join the chorus of all creatures who praise God in their own ways. In
Britten’s hands, Smart's astonishing poem becomes a musical
proclomation of hope—one that prepares the heart for the coming Light.

The Text

1. Chorus
Rejoice in God, O ye tongues; give the glory to the Lord and the Lamb.
Nations, and languages, and every Creature, in which is the breath of Life.
Let man and beast appear before him and magnify his name together.

2. Chorus
Let Nimrod, the mighty hunter, bind a Leopard to the altar, and consecrate
his spear to the Lord.
Let Ishmael dedicate a Tyger, and give praise for the liberty in which the
Lord has let him at large.
Let Balaam appear with an Ass, and bless the Lord his people and his
creatures for a reward eternal.
Let Daniel come forth with a Lion, and praise God with all his might through
faith in Christ Jesus.
Let Ithamar minister with a Chamois, and bless the name of him that
clotheth the naked.
Let Jakim with the Satyr bless God in the dance.
Let David bless with the Bear - the beginning of victory to the Lord - to the
Lord the perfection of excellence.



. Chorus

Hallelujoh from the heart of God, and from the hand of the artists
inimicable, and from the echo of the heavenly harp in sweetness magnifical
and mighty.

. Soprano Solo

For I will consider my Cat Jeoffrey.

For he is the servant of the Living God, duly and daily serving him.

For at the first glance of the glory of God in the East he worships in his way.
For this is done by wreathing his body seven times round with elegant
quickness.

For he knows that God is his Saviour.

For God has blessed him in the variety of his movements.

For there is nothing sweeter than his peace when at rest.

For | am possessed of a cat, surpassing in beauty, from whom [ take
occasion to bless Almighty GoJ.

. Alto Solo

For the Mouse is a creature of great personal valour.

For - this is a true case - Cat takes female mouse - male mouse will not
depart but stands threatning and daring.

.. If you will let her go, | will engage you, as prodigious a creature as you are.
For the Mouse is a creature of great personal valour.

For the Mouse is of an hospitable disposition.

. Tenor Solo

For the flowers are great blessings.

For the flowers have their angels even the words of God's Creation.

For the flower glorifies God and the root parries the adversary.

For there is a language of flowers.

For flowers are peculiarly the poetry of Christ.

Chorus

For | am under the same accusation with my Saviour -

For they said, he is besides himself.

For the officers of the peace are at variance with me, and the watchman
strikes me with his staff.

For Silly fellow! Silly fellow! is against me and belongeth neither to me nor to
my family.

For I am in twelve HARDSHIPS, but he that was born of a virgin shall deliver
me out of all.

Bass Solo

For H is a spirit, and therefore he is God.

For K is king and therefore he is God.

For L is love and therefore he is Goo.

For M is music and therefore he is Godo.
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Chorus

For the instruments are by their rhimes.

For the Shawm rhimes are lawn fawn moon boon and the like.

For the harp rhimes are ring string and the like.

For the cymbal rhimes are bell well toll soul and the like.

For the flute rhimes are tooth youth suit moot and the like.

For the Bassoon rhimes are pass class and the like.

For the dulcimer rhimes are grace place beat heat and the like.

For the Clarinet rhimes are clean seen and the like.

For the trumpet rhimes are sound bound soar more and the like.

For the TRUMPET of God is a blessed intelligence and so are all the
instruments in HEAVEN.

For GOD the father Almighty plays upon the HARP of stupendous
magnitude and melody.

For at that time malignity ceases and the devils themselves are at peace.
For this time is perceptible to man by a remarkable stillness and serenity of
soul.

Chorus

Hallelujah from the heart of God, and from the hand of the artist inimicable,
and from the echo of the heavenly harp in sweetness magnifical and
mighty.



