history of hark the herald angels sing

history of hark the herald angels sing is a fascinating exploration of one of the most beloved
Christmas carols in the English-speaking world. This hymn has transcended generations, becoming a
staple during the festive season. The origins of "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" can be traced back to
the 18th century, with contributions from notable figures such as Charles Wesley and George
Whitefield. This article delves into the song's historical context, its evolution through the years, and
its enduring legacy in contemporary culture. Additionally, we will examine its musical composition and
the various adaptations it has undergone, highlighting why it remains a cherished part of Christmas
celebrations.
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Origins of the Hymn

The origins of "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" date back to the early 18th century, a time when
Christmas carols were gaining popularity in England. The hymn was initially penned as a poem by
Charles Wesley, the co-founder of the Methodist movement. Wesley wrote the lyrics in 1739,
intending to express the joy of Christ’s birth and the message of salvation. The original title of the
hymn was "Hark! How All the Welkin Rings," which reflected the exuberance and celebration of the
Christmas season.

The term "welkin," which means the sky or heavens, was indicative of the celestial celebration that
Wesley wished to convey. The poem was first published in the collection "Hymns and Sacred Poems."
The lyrics were created to celebrate the incarnation of Jesus Christ, focusing on themes of peace and
goodwill towards men.

Key Contributors

While Charles Wesley is credited with the original lyrics, the music we associate with "Hark! The
Herald Angels Sing" today was composed by Felix Mendelssohn. Mendelssohn, a prominent German
composer, wrote the melody in 1840 for a secular cantata celebrating the printing press. The melody
was adapted for the hymn by British organist William H. Cummings in 1856, who matched



Mendelssohn’s music with Wesley’s lyrics, creating the version we sing today.

Other contributors to the hymn’s history include George Whitefield, who was instrumental in
popularizing Wesley’s work. Whitefield, a fellow Methodist preacher, was known for his powerful
preaching and had a significant influence on the spread of Methodist hymns in the 18th century. His
adaptations and arrangements helped to ensure that Wesley's lyrics reached a wider audience.

Musical Composition

The musical composition of "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" is notable for its upbeat tempo and joyful
melody, which perfectly encapsulates the celebratory nature of the Christmas season. The structure
of the hymn is straightforward, consisting of several verses that are sung in a call-and-response
manner. This format encourages congregational participation, making it a popular choice for church
services and Christmas gatherings.

The melody, based on Mendelssohn's composition, features a lively rhythm that resonates with the
joyous message of the lyrics. The harmony is rich, allowing for a full choral sound that enhances the
overall experience of singing the hymn. Additionally, the hymn is typically performed in a major key,
further accentuating its uplifting spirit.
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Evolution and Adaptations

Since its inception, "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" has undergone various adaptations and
modifications, making it a dynamic part of Christmas music traditions. Over the years, different
denominations and cultures have embraced the hymn, leading to multiple versions and
arrangements. While Wesley’s original lyrics have remained largely intact, some minor changes have
been made to fit various musical styles and performance contexts.

In the 20th century, the hymn saw a resurgence in popularity, influenced by the rise of contemporary
Christian music. Artists have reimagined the hymn, incorporating modern instrumentation and
stylistic elements. This evolution has allowed "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" to resonate with
younger generations, ensuring its place in modern worship and holiday celebrations.



Enduring Popularity

The enduring popularity of "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" can be attributed to its powerful message
and memorable melody. It remains a staple in churches, schools, and homes during the Christmas
season. The hymn's themes of hope, joy, and peace are universal, appealing to a wide audience
across different cultural backgrounds.

Moreover, its inclusion in Christmas carol collections and performances by various artists has
solidified its status. The hymn is often featured in Christmas concerts, television specials, and holiday
events, further embedding it in the fabric of Christmas traditions.

Conclusion

The history of "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" showcases the rich tapestry of Christian hymnody and
the evolution of Christmas music. From its origins in 18th century England to its place in modern
holiday celebrations, the hymn reflects the joy and hope associated with the birth of Jesus Christ. The
collaborative efforts of Charles Wesley, Felix Mendelssohn, and William H. Cummings have created a
timeless piece of music that continues to inspire and uplift during the festive season. As we sing this
beloved carol, we celebrate not only the birth of Christ but also the enduring legacy of a hymn that
has stood the test of time.

Q: What is the original title of "Hark! The Herald Angels
Sing"?

A: The original title of the hymn was "Hark! How All the Welkin Rings," as penned by Charles Wesley
in 1739.

Q: Who composed the music for the hymn?

A: The music was composed by Felix Mendelssohn, and it was adapted for the hymn by William H.
Cummings in 1856.

Q: What themes are addressed in "Hark! The Herald Angels
Sing"?

A: The hymn addresses themes of joy, peace, and goodwill, celebrating the birth of Jesus Christ and
the message of salvation.

Q: How has "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" evolved over
time?

A: The hymn has evolved through various adaptations and arrangements, with different
denominations and artists incorporating modern styles while maintaining the original message.



Q: Why is "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" significant during
Christmas?

A: The hymn is significant during Christmas because it encapsulates the joy and hope of Christ's birth,
making it a cherished part of holiday traditions in many cultures.

Q: What role did George Whitefield play in the history of the
hymn?

A: George Whitefield helped popularize Charles Wesley's work, contributing to the spread of "Hark!
The Herald Angels Sing" and its acceptance in church services.

Q: Is "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" sung in different
languages?

A: Yes, "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" has been translated into various languages, allowing it to be
sung by diverse congregations around the world.

Q: What is the typical setting for singing "Hark! The Herald
Angels Sing"?

A: The hymn is typically sung in church services, Christmas concerts, and family gatherings, reflecting
its widespread popularity during the holiday season.

Q: How does the musical composition affect the hymn's
reception?

A: The upbeat and lively melody of the hymn encourages participation and enhances the celebratory
atmosphere, making it a favorite among congregations and choirs alike.
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