
The Armed Man - A Mass for Peace

The origins of the song ‘L’homme armé’ are lost
in the mists of time.  Some have argued that it
first appeared at the fall of Constantinople to
the Turks in 1453, but earlier tradition claims
that it was the song sung by the Crusaders on
their  entry  into  Jerusalem  in  1099.  Its  first
documented appearance is in a music drama
‘Robin  and  Marion’  by  Trouvère  of  Picardy
(1248  –  86).   The  tune,  although  written  in
triple  time,  has  a  strong  marching  style:
bearing in mind that  soldiers wearing chain
mail  would  probably  have  moved  steadily,
the effect is of a grand, stately procession:

The  sentiments  expressed  in  the  song  are
militaristic  and menacing:  ‘The Armed Man
should be feared …. everywhere it has been
proclaimed that everyone should arm himself
with a coat of iron mail’.  In that long period
of medieval history when armies and bands
of  armed  men  often  rampaged  throughout
Europe the sinister  connotations of the song
are obvious.

How strange then, to use such an intimidating
tune as  the  basis  of  music  for  the  Christian
Mass.  The  composition  of  masses  based  on
popular  tunes  was  widespread  throughout
the  Renaissance  until  The  Council  of  Trent
banned  the  practice  in  1562.  The  most
common technique was that each of the main
sections  of  the  mass  started  with  the
beginning of  the source,  presumably so that
the listener would be transported from a well-
known familiar tune to whatever polyphonic
complexities the composer chose to create. 

Of all the tunes used in such ‘Parody’ masses,
L’Homme Armé was the most popular. More
than 40 separate  compositions based on the
song  survive,  including  compositions  by
Dufay,  Josquin  des  Prez,  Morales,  Guerrero,
Carissimi  and  two  by  Palestrina.  The  sheer

popularity of the tune must have outweighed
any  other  consideration  in  its  choice  as  a
musical source by so many composers.

In  1999  Karl  Jenkins  was  commissioned  by
The  Royal  Armouries  and  the  Classic  FM
Charitable  Trust  to  write  a  modern  Armed
Man Mass for The Millennium. They wished
to  use  a  variety  of  poetry  and prose  and a
wide  range  of  musical  styles  to  reflect  the
multicultural  nature  of  contemporary  global
society.  They also wished to create something
of lasting value that could continue to be used
and  which  would  somehow  reflect  this
country’s  Christian  tradition.  The  overall
objective was to create a work dealing in an
inclusive  way  with  a  theme  of  universal
interest and relevance, which tells a coherent
story,  makes  people  think,  and  tugs  at  the
heartstrings.

The Royal Armouries, Britain’s oldest national
museum and  now based in  Leeds,  London,
Hampshire  and  Kentucky  grew  out  of  the
arsenal  of  England’s  medieval  monarchs
originally housed in the Tower of London. It
has  developed  from  an  organisation  that
originally equipped the nation’s armed forces
into a museum that has as its main purpose
the display of the hardware of war.  Through
this,  it  seeks to encourage an understanding
of what war really is, and what it means and
does to the people involved in it.  

Guy Wilson, Master of the Armouries wrote:
“The  theme  that  ‘the  armed  man  must  be
feared’  which  is  the  message  of  the  song
seemed to  me painfully  relevant  to  the  20 th

century,  and  so  the  idea  was  born  to
commission  a  modern  ‘Armed  Man  Mass’.
What better way, within the framework of a
Christian musical and liturgical form, both to
look back and reflect as we leave behind the
most  war-torn  and  destructive  century  in
human history, and to look ahead with hope
and  commit  ourselves  to  a  new  and  more
peaceful millennium.”

The mass begins with the beat of the drums of
an  advancing  army  before  the  choir
introduces  The  Armed  Man  song,  upon
which the whole work is based. As more and
more  instruments  join  in  and  trumpet  calls
intersperse succeeding verses of the song, the
dynamics become louder and louder until all
the performers join together emphasising over
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and over again that The Armed Man must be
feared. 

The  mood  changes  abruptly  as  first  the
haunting  Moslem  Call  to  Prayers and  then
The Kyrie (from the opening of the Christian
Mass) call  people of all faiths to prepare for
reflection,  on this  occasion upon the work’s
unfolding  theme  of  ‘Peace’.  In  the  second
section  of  the  threefold  Kyrie   (Christe
eleison), Karl Jenkins quotes from an Armed
Man  Mass  setting  by  Palestrina  in  an
acknowledgement of the historic tradition of
polyphonic mass settings.

Gregorian chant, which played a fundamental
role in the development of polphony, is used
in the 4th movement  Save  Me from Bloody
Men,  settings  of  words  from  the  psalms
which call for God’s protection from enemies,
workers of iniquity and bloodthirsty men.

In  the  following  Sanctus there  is  a  curious
juxtaposition of words which praise God – the
God  of  Power  and  Might  -   and  of  music
which is full of menace. The orchestral score is
marked ‘Al  rigore  di  tempo’  (in  strict  time)
but  the  vocal  score  is  marked  ‘Affrettando’
(pressing onwards). The percussion are urged
to use intruments with a tribal feel, the chorus
sing the words in a form of ritualist repetitive
chanting and occasional  trumpet calls herald
the conflict to come. The setting of the words
’Hosanna  in  excelsis’,  predominantly  in  the
key of D minor,  is tinged with forboding; it is
accompanied by diconcerting trumpet  blasts
and ends on a cadence of uncertainty. Perhaps
this reflects the age old conundrum that ‘God
is with us’ has frequently been the claim of so
many opposing armies thoughout history.

As a final prelude to the forthcoming conflict
the  chorus  sing  the  first  two  verses  of
Rudyard  Kipling’s  Hymn  before  Action
written in  1896 which end with the chilling
words:  ‘Lord  grant  us  strength  to  die’.
Kipling  is  often  thought  of  as  an  imperial
jingoist, a vulgar flag waver.  But as George
Orwell  put  it  in  his  review  of  T  S  Eliot’s
edtion of Kipling’s verse:  “He is accused of
glorifying war, and perhaps he does so,  but
not in the usual  manner  by pretending that
war  is  a  sort  of  football  match.  Like  most
people  capable  of  writing  battle  poetry,
Kipling  had  never  been  in  a  battle,  but  his
vision  of  war  is  realistic.  He  knows  that
bullets  hurt,  that  under  fire  everyone  is

terrified and that  the ordinary soldier never
knows  what  the  war  is  about  or  what  is
happening  except  in  his  own  corner  of  the
battlefield.” 

He adds,  “If anything, Kipling overdoes the
horrors,  for the wars of his youth, fought by
the long-service (pre-machine gun) mercenary
British  army  of  the  late  nineteenth  century,
were  hardly  wars  at  all  by  our  standards”.
How sad and ironic that some 20 years after
writing this poem Kipling’s own son John was
killed in the First World War while serving as
a lieutenant in the Irish Guards.

It  is  worth  noting  that  even  Kipling  is
inclusive of other religions, especially of those
who make common cause with his  soldiers.
In  the third verse,  (not  used in  The  Armed
Man) he writes:

For those who kneel beside us
At altars not thine own,

Who lack the lights that guide us
Lord, let their faith atone!

If wrong we did to call them
By honour bound they came;

Let not Thy Wrath befall them
But deal to us the blame.

At the beginning of the 7 th movement Charge!
there are rousing fanfares stirring the troops
to  action  as  their  spirits  are  aroused  by
trumpets  and  drums.  In  parenthesis,  almost
like a heavenly chorus,  the high voices quote
words by the Roman poet Horace adapted by
Swift:  “How blest is he who for his country
dies” :

Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori;
Mors et fugacem persequitur virum

Nec parcit inbellis iuventae
Popitibus timodove tergo

How sweet and lovely it is to die for your
country:

Death pursues the man who flees,
Spares not the hamstrings

Of cowardly backs of battle-shy youths.

These  words  were  well  known  and  were
widely  quoted  by  supporters  of  the  First
World War.  They inspired soldiers of that era
as  they  set  out  with  high  hopes  and
expectations for the battlefields in France and
Belgium.  However the quotation here is also
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a  neat  (if  fleeting)  allusion  to  the  war  poet
Wilfrid Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum est’. 

In the final stanza of that poem Owen states
that, should readers see what he has seen, see
the deaths of so many soldiers, rulers would
cease to send young men to war all the while
instilling visions of glory in their heads.  No
longer would they “tell their children the old
lie,  so  long ago  told  by  Horace  –  ‘Dulce  et
decorum est pro patria mori’ “.

The  music  of  ‘Charge’  reaches  a  fearful
climax,  and  after  the  final  shout  comes  the
cacophony  of  battle,   the  cries  of  the
wounded,  the  awful  silence  of  the  empty
battlefield and then the  burial of the dead.

But war is not just about battlefields:  Angry
Flames describes  the  horrors  of  civilan
massacre  after  the  atom  bomb  attacks  on
Japan at the end of the Second World War. The
poet Toge Sankichi was 24 years old when the
bomb  was  dropped  on  his  home  city  of
Hiroshima.   He  wrote  poems  about  his
firsthand experience of this terrible event and
became one of Japan's leading poets. He died
at  the  age  of  36  from  leukaemia  caused by
radiation from the bomb.   

And  civilian casualties are nothing new. The
Mahabharata, the world’s longest epic poem
begun  approximately  3000  years  BC  and
consisting of 74,000 verses, is one of the two
major  Sanskrit  poems  of  ancient  India.  The
great  tale  of  the  Bharata  Dynasty  discusses
human  goals  (wealth,  pleasure,  duty,
harmony  and  liberation)  within  a  long-
standing mythological tradition. It attempts to
explain  the  relationship  between  the
individual, society, the world and pleasure.

The  passage  selected,  entitled  Torches,
describes  the  civilian  and  military  carnage
after the great battle at Kurukshetra in the 9th

century  BC.  Its  words  could  apply  just  as
equally  to  Nagasaki,  to  Kosovo,  to  the
genocide by chemical weapons of the Kurds
in  Iraq  ,  to  Somalia,  or  to  Syria  and  Dafur
today.

After  the  horrors  of  mass  destruction  the
focus turns to the individual.  First, in Agnus
Dei,  there  is  reference  to  the  suffering  of
Christ  who  died  to  redeem  the  sins  of  the
whole world:  a prayer for peace is sung to
him.  Secondly, a poem by Guy Wilson  Now

the Guns have Stopped,  (set for solo voice)
examines the bereft and unaccountably guilty
thoughts of those who have survived war as
they think of their dead comrades.

The Benedictus opens with a lyrical cello solo
which introduces an affirmation of Christian
faith – ‘Blessed is he who comes in the name
of the Lord’ – the antithesis of the menacing
hostility  of  the  Armed  Man.   This  time the
Hosannas that follow in the positive key of D
major seem genuinely joyful.

The  final  movement  Better  is  Peace begins
with an adaptation of the Armed Man tune,
but in the falling scale in the opening phrase
the  dourness  of  the  original  minor  key  has
been  replaced  by  a  much  more  positive  G
major.  Guinevere and Lancelot’s rueful words
‘Better is Peace than always war’ are quoted,
and they quickly eliminate a short  reference
back to the original words of the Armed Man
song.  

Fife (piccolo) and drum play a joyful interlude
leading into the quotation from stanza 105 of
Tennyson’s  poem  In  Memoriam  A.H.H.  –
‘Ring out the thousand wars of old, Ring in
the  thousand  years  of  peace.’  Here  is  the
climax of the whole work, an aspiration that
change for the better will come with the new
Millennium and that the wars of the past will
never be repeated, a fervent wish for Peace.

The  work  closes,  rather  like  Bach’s  Passion
settings,  with  the  unaccompanied  chorus
singing words of  great  Christian hope from
the  Book  of  Revelations:  ‘God  shall  wipe
away  all  tears  and  there  shall  be  no  more
death’,  ending with repeated cries of ‘Praise
the Lord!’

      
                                                         

       John Naylor
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