Malcolm Hayes

Corpus Christi
The Corpus Christi poem is a miracle and a mystery. The earliest known version is in a manuscript dating from 1504. This would imply its origin among the traditional English carols that began to be widely written down around that time. But almost every one of these has a verse-and-refrain design of three lines or more: Corpus Christi’s refrain-less, two line versification is different. Nor do the words connect with the roots of the carol genre itself – a pagan folk-poem that had been both danced to and sung, with a pre-Reformation Christian overlay then added.
    In her collection Ancient English Christmas Carols (1910), Edith Rickert describes Corpus Christi as seeming ‘to have been suggested by some form of the legend of the Holy Grail. The Bleeding Knight is Christ, the “may” is His mother, the “falcon” is introduced apparently to suggest that the body of the poem is a vision.’ Arthurian scholarship continues to explore further allusions – to the Fisher King, the Grail’s traditional guardian, who was wounded permanently in both legs; or to Joseph of Arimathea who, according to legend, brought the Grail from the Middle East to England.
But no single interpretation along these lines ever quite seems to fit. We are left with the words themselves – the words of a lullaby relating not to joy (of birth), but to tragedy. This idea is at the heart of my own short, straightforward setting.
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Lully, lulley, lully, lulley,
The faucon hath borne my make away.

He bare him up, he bare him down,

He bare him into an orchard brown.

In that orchard there was an halle,

That was hangëd with purple and pall.

And in that halle there was a bed,

It was hangëd with gold so red.

And in that bed there lieth a knight,

His woundës bleeding, day and night.

By that bedside kneeleth a may,

And she weepeth both night and day.

And by that bedside there standeth a stone,

Corpus Christi written thereon. 
[faucon: falcon; make: mate; may: maid]
_________________
