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The Noéls anciens are a form of popular literature, spiritual songs of the Nativity which date
back to the medieval Mystery plays and still come to life at Christmas-time in Quebec and France. They
depict, often in picturesque detail and without the least concern for authenticity, the customs of the time
and the various events connected with the Nativity story. The language is colorful and humorous,
displaying a peasant-like frankness and a hearty earthiness (Tous les Bourgeois de Chétres). Many of
the Noéls are based on pre-existing popular tunes, generally secular in nature. Sometimes a popular song
is written to the tune of a well-known Noél. An air in Gay's Beggar's Opera, for instance, resembles
Quelle est cette odeur agréable? Some Noéls are set with different words in the various regions; others,
such as Venez, mes enfants, an Alsatian Nogl, are typically regional. They appear everywhere: in
Charpentier's Midnight Mass, in Delalande's instrumental Symphonies de Noél, and in the organ
variations of many composers like Daquin and Labégue.

Donald Patriquin was born in 1938 in Sherbrooke, Quebec. Currently he lectures at McGill
University in Montreal in theory and analysis, musicianship, and choral and instrumental arranging.



