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Awe and Wonder -  Music by Bach, Saint-Saens and Palestrina. 

 
North Island Choral Society’s Christmas 2025 program spans music from the 1500s to 

the 1800s. A feast for the ears, it includes music by Giovanni Pierluigi Palestrina (1525-

1594), Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) and Camille Saint-Saens (1835-1921). 

 

After two sell-out performances of Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana in the spring we think 

this year’s Christmas concert will be a similar big hit. We are focusing on three 

composers from different countries with widely divergent musical styles. 

 

Bach’s Magnificat was written in 1723 in Leipzig when Bach was appointed Kantor of 

St. Thomas’ Church. The original version was in E-flat and contains certain additional 

Christmas texts in German. In 1730, a revised brighter and more vibrant version was 

created in the key of D and omitted the Christmas texts from the original. In our version, 

we adhere to the newer and accepted cantata, but add the Christmas texts in German as 

three appendices.  Magnificat is a majestic work requiring five soloists,  five-part choir 

and an orchestra consisting of three trumpets, two oboes, string and continuo. For the 

choir it may rate as our most demanding piece of music to date and is illustrative of our  

remarkable progress as an unauditioned choir. 

 

Our second piece of music will be Saint-Saens’ wonderful Oratorio de Noel. Saint-Saens 

was a child prodigy and composed a range of orchestral works, piano concertos, operas 

and sacred works. Saint-Saens was only 23 years of age when he wrote the first six 

movements of this Oratorio: adding four more movements in later years. The work is for 

full choir and soloists. The Oratorio is quite spellbinding, with its wonderfully accessible 

and melodic music.  It ends triumphantly in a bold, dramatic hymn-like chorus – Tollite 

Hostias. 

 

Our final major piece of music is the O Magnum Mysterium by Palestrina, written in 

1569. He is often known as the Prince of Music. In many ways, even in the Renaissance 

period, he paved the way for modern classical music with his lush harmonies and 

intricate vocal lines.  His output was prodigious with over 100 masses and 300 motets 

and he undoubtedly had a profound influence on the music of both Bach and Vivaldi in 

17th century. O Magnum Mysterium is a six-part motet for unaccompanied choir. The 

motet is remarkably clear, melodic and even hypnotic.  It is music well ahead of its time 

and Palestrina’s influence remains strong even today. 



 

The concert will end with some well-known Christmas Carols and we will strongly 

encourage some rousing singing from our audience. 

 

The choir as always will be led by our conducting maestro – Paul Colthorpe with our 

collaborative pianist Julie Matthews. Naoko McKee will be concertmaster for the 

orchestra. 

 

Awe and Wonder will be performed at St. George’s United Church in Courtenay at 

7:30pm on Friday, December 5th and 2pm on Saturday, December 6th. There will be a 

post-concert reception after the Friday evening concert, to which all are invited. 
 

Tickets are selling fast and we expect two sold -out performances. Tickets are $30 for 

adults and $10 for children, and are available online at www.northislandchoral.ca 
 

http://www.northislandchoral.ca/

