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The Stabat Mater text seems to have originated in a Franciscan monastery, almost certainly in Italy, in the 13th century. It has the rhyming verse-form of a Sequence in the Roman Catholic liturgy, and it soon made its way into the Roman Mass, co-opting its own plainchant in the process. Today it remains part of the Mass Proper for the two feasts of the Seven Sorrows of the Blessed Virgin Mary, on Friday of the fifth week of Lent, and on 15th September.

     Yet the text is as much a lyric poem as a prayer, and this has given it the other half of its double life: as a vehicle for composers to set in a non-liturgical manner, as much for the concert hall as for church performance. Most of these settings, like Rossini’s or Poulenc’s, divide the verses up into short sections as a basis for separate movements. My own approach has to been to follow Verdi’s different example in setting the words in a single movement, with no repetition. The scoring is for four flutes (two doubling piccolo, one doubling alto flute) but no other woodwind, two each of horns and trombones, three trumpets, a multiple timpani part for at least two players, percussion, harp, piano and strings.

     The music reflects the poem’s unusual structure: eight verses of description and lyrical reflection, followed by a shift of tone (beginning at ‘Eja Mater’) from third to first person, and from poem to prayer. The opening section is sung by the mezzo-soprano alone, to a spare accompaniment of strings, alternating with chords for low harp and high flutes. The soprano enters at ‘Eja Mater’, and brass and percussion dominate the second section that now begins. This is much darker, relating to the apocalyptic happenings on the first Good Friday when, the New Testament evangelists tell us, the daytime sky was darkened, the veil of the Temple was torn in two, and the earth yielded up its dead. There is a quieter passage (at ‘Fac me tecum pie flere’) with the four flutes and strings. But this does not dispel the mood of deepening anguish, culminating in the poem’s vision of the Last Judgement and its final prayer for deliverance.
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Stabat Mater dolorosa,



Full of grief the Mother stood

Juxta crucem lacrymosa



weeping by the Cross

Dum pendebat Filius.



where hung her Son.

Cujus animam gementem



Whose spirit, groaning,

Contristatam et dolentem



saddened and grieving,

Pertransivit gladius.



a sword has pierced.

O quam tristis et afflicta



O how sad and afflicted

Fuit illa benedicta



was that blessed

Mater unigeniti!




Mother of the Only-begotten!

Quæ moerebat et dolebat



She mourned and grieved,

Pia Mater, dum videbat



The gentle Mother, as she beheld

Nati poenas inclyti.



the sufferings of her illustrious Son.

Quis est homo, qui non fleret,


Who is the man that would not weep

Matrem Christi si videret



if he saw the Mother of Christ

In tanto supplicio?



in such torment?

Quis non posset contristari,


Who could not sorrow too

Christi Matrem contemplari


to contemplate Christ’s Mother

Dolentem cum Filio?



grieving for her Son?

Pro peccatis suæ gentis



For the sins of His people

Vidit Jesum in tormentis,



she saw Jesus in torment,

Et flagellis subditum.



and submitting to the scourge.

Vidit suum dulcem Natum



She saw her sweet offspring

Moriendo desolatum



forlorn in His death

Dum emisit Spiritum.



as He yielded up the spirit.

Eja Mater, fons amoris,



Ah Mother, fount of love,

Me sentire vim doloris



to feel the force of grief

Fac, ut tecum lugeam.



grant me, that I may weep with Thee.

Fac ut ardeat cor meum



Grant that my heart may blaze

In amando Christum Deum,


with the love of Christ, my God,

Ut sibi complaceam.



that I may please Him.

Sancta Mater, istud agas,



Holy Mother, grant this same,

Crucifixi fige plagas



fix the wounds of the Crucified

Cordi meo valide.




firmly on my heart.

Tui Nati vulnerati,



Thy wounded Son,

Tam dignati pro me pati,



so gracious to suffer for me,

Pœnas mecum divide.



divide his sufferings with me.

Fac me tecum pie flere,



Make me to weep with Thee so gentle,

Crucifixo condolere



to grieve with Thee for the Crucified

Donec ego vixero.



as long as I live.

Juxta crucem tecum stare,



To stand with Thee by the Cross,

Et me tibi sociare




and to join with Thee

In planctu desidero.



in mourning Thy loss.

Virgo virginum praeclara,



Virgin supreme among virgins,

Mihi jam non sis amara,



be not harsh now to me,

Fac me tecum plangere.



make me to weep with Thee.

Fac ut portem Christi mortem,


Make me to bear Christ’s death,

Passionis fac consortem,



grant me a share in His Passion,

Et plagas recolere.



and to reverence His wounds.

Fac me plagis vulnerari,



Make me to be wounded with His wounds,

Fac me crucem inebriari,



make me drink the cup of the Cross

Et cruore Filii.




and the blood of Thy Son.

Flammis ne urar succensus,


That I burn not, consumed with flames,

Per te, Virgo, sim defensus,


O Virgin, let me be defended by Thee,

In die judicii.




in the day of judgement.

Christe, cum sit hinc exire,



O Christ, when I must go hence,

Da per Matrem me venire



grant through Thy mother that I come

Ad palmam victoriæ.



to the crown of victory.

Quando corpus morietur



When my body shall die,

Fac ut animae donetur



grant that my spirit may be given

Paradisi gloria.




the glory of Paradise.

Amen.





Amen.

13th-century Franciscan,
         attrib. Jacopone da Todi
