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Tarik	O’Regan
A	Letter	of	Rights (2017)
In 2015, the composer Tarik O’Regan and librettist Alice Goodman were commissioned by 
Salisbury Cathedral to create a commemorative cantata for the 800th anniversary of Magna 
Carta. This work was duly premiered in Salisbury.  In 1216, The Great Charter of Ireland (Magna 
Carta Hibernae) was issued, arriving in Ireland in February 1217. It was in 2017, 800 years after 
the Magna Carta arrived in Ireland that it was performed by Chamber Choir Ireland, Irish Chamber 
Orchestra and Paul Hillier. 

A note from Tarik O’Regan and Alice Goodman: 

The cantata explores the text of clauses 39 and 40 (concerning the right to due legal process) 
in the Great Charter of 1215: Magna Carta. The musical structure is formed of eight sections 
separated by short instrumental interludes, and is framed by a prelude and postlude. It is 
palindromic, with ‘The wording’ (Section 5) at its axis.
 
But something comes before the text, before the pen curves through the air to form the first 
capital. That is the ground on which the letter is set: the parchment. Since the making of 
parchment requires the shedding of blood, this is where we begin.
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Text:	Alice	Goodmann

1.

Parchment, not vellum
Sheep, not calves.
Oak gall, oak apple, ink.

Texts are acts.

2.

This is the initial sacrifice.
Blood spilt, more death.
Sheep are the wealth of England.

Wool, meat, and skin, and bones:
all gets used.

Stay with the skin.

Everything begins with a sacrifice, the bloodshed behind the ink.
Behind the Charter of Liberties.

3.

At the parchmenters hides become skins,
soaked in lime to expose the follicles,
scraped with a scudder to remove the hair;
washed and treated again,
then stretched out on wooden frames.
Skill at every level, but here a slight slip and

Nullus liber homo capiatur, vel
imprisonetur, aut disseisiatur, aut
utlagetur, aut exuletur, aut aliquo modo
destruatur, nec super eum ibimus, nec
super eum mittemus, nisi per legale
judicium parium suorum vel per legem
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the whole skin’s ruined.
Tension in the skin adjusted continually
while a razor sharp lunar knife scrapes.
An even thickness: perfectly smooth,
the grain all in the same direction.
Skins dry, stretched on their frames.

Stay with the skin.

A single sheet of parchment,
about fifteen by twenty inches.

4.

The king himself seemed alone to be
mighty in the land and he neither feared
God nor regarded men.

For the word of the king is powerful, and
who can say to him, ‘What are you
doing?’

The land kept silence.
At the parchmenters
hides become skins,

soaked in lime
to expose the follicles,

terre. Nulli vendemus, nulli negabimus,
aut differemus rectum aut justiciam.
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scraped with a scudder to
remove the hair;

washed and treated again,
then stretched out
on wooden frames.

Here we are, slaves to this day, slaves in
the land that you gave to our ancestors.
Its yield goes to the kings which you have
set over us because of our sins; they have
powers also over our bodies at their
pleasure, and we are in great distress.

An Eden of ancient liberties
Law before the law.
Uninvaded, secure,
mythical good realm
to be discounted, recalled, and appealed to.

Remembered grievances.

A charter of liberties blocking the king’s
loopholes.

Skill at every level,
but here a slight slip and the
whole skin’s ruined.
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5.

The wording.

Several more days to work out the precise
wording and the proper legal terms.

‘Baron’ changed to ‘freeman’.

Liber homo.

A standing condemnation of the rule of
arbitrary will.

Custom and law may be revised.

Government shall not be conducted to
the damage of the governed.

As the gold-finer will not out of the dust,
threds or shreds of gold, let pass the least
crum, so ought not the learned reader to
let pass any syllable of this law.

The governed are neither slaves nor
victims. They are neither the merchandise
nor the raw product of that which
governs them.

Put not your trust in princes.
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Tension in the skin adjusted continually
while a razor sharp lunar knife scrapes.

An even thickness: perfectly smooth, the 
grain all in the same direction.

Skins dry,
stretched on their frames.

6.

‘Do you understand each of these rights?’

For it seemeth to me unreasonable to
send a prisoner, and not withal to signify
the crimes laid against him.

So the law becomes slack and justice
never prevails. The wicked surround the
righteous.

‘you have a right to remain silent.’

Substance and invocation. Text, action.
The law and the idea of the law. The thing
said and the utterance, and with the
utterance, the echo.

Stay with the skin.
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7.
Sciatis nos intuitu Dei…

The kiss of peace at the signing.
Pursed lips. Tight-lipped. Close-mouthed.
Noblesse oblige.

A single sheet of parchment,
about fifteen by twenty inches.

This is the initial sacrifice. Blood spilt,
more death. Sheep are the wealth of England.

Wool, meat, and skin, and bones:
all gets used.

Stay with the skin.

Everything begins with a sacrifice, the bloodshed behind the ink.
Behind the Charter of Liberties.

8.

Parchment, not vellum
Sheep, not calves.
Oak gall, oak apple, ink.

Texts are acts.

Reproduced by kind permission of Alice Goodman.

Nullus liber homo capiatur, vel
imprisonetur, aut disseisiatur, aut
utlagetur, aut exuletur, aut aliquo modo
destruatur, nec super eum ibimus, nec
super eum mittemus, nisi per legale
judicium parium suorum vel per legem
terre. Nulli vendemus, nulli negabimus,
aut differemus rectum aut justiciam.
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Translations

Nullus liber homo capiatur, vel imprisonetur,
aut disseisiatur, aut utlagetur, aut exuletur,
aut aliquo modo destruatur, nec super eum
ibimus, nec super eum mittemus, nisi per
legale judicium parium suorum vel per legem
terre. Nulli vendemus, nulli negabimus, aut
differemus rectum aut justiciam.

Magna Carta (1215): clauses 39 and 40

Sciatis nos intuitu Dei…

Magna Carta (1215): introduction

‘No Freeman shall be taken or imprisoned, or
be disseised of his Freehold, or Liberties, or
free Customs, or be outlawed, or exiled, or
any other wise destroyed; nor will We not
pass upon him, nor condemn him, but by
lawful judgment of his Peers, or by the Law
of the Land. We will sell to no man, we will
not deny or defer to any man either Justice or
Right.’

Magna Carta (1297), statute of UK
legislation: clause 29

‘Know Ye, that We, unto the honour of
Almighty God…’

Magna Carta (1297), statute of UK
legislation: introduction
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David	Fennessy
Triptych	(2014–18)

Triptych is a series of three works composed for Chamber Choir Ireland over a period of four 
years: Letter to Michael (2014), Ne Reminiscaris (Remember Not) (2017), and Hashima Refrain 
(2018). The works can stand alone, but together they form a cycle which projects its own narrative 
and emotional curve. I first encountered David’s music when I came across his chOirland; a 
brilliantly obsessive vision of Irish traditional dance music, but for choir a cappella. We performed 
and recorded that piece and then I asked David to write us something else. This became A Letter 
to Michael, which so impressed me that I suggested he write two more pieces, eventually to 
create this triptych.

Note:	Paul	hillier

Letter	to	Michael	

A few years ago I came across an extraordinary image by a woman named Emma Hauck 
(1878–1920). It was of a page of text written so densely in pencil that it was almost completely 
black and more or less illegible. Hauck was a patient in the psychiatric hospital of the University 
of Heidelberg and in the summer of 1909 wrote many similar pages in the form of letters to her 
husband Michael, begging him to come and collect her. The text consists simply of the phrase 
Herzenschatzi Komm (‘Sweetheart come’) written over and over again, many hundreds of times 
or simply Komm (‘Come’). It seems the letters were never sent and her pleas were left unheard. 
 
Komm, komm, komm
Komm, Michael
Herzenschatzi Komm
Komm, Michael
Herzenschatzi Komm
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Ne	Reminiscaris	(Remember	Not)

The English text in this piece suggests a kind of awakening; from a coma perhaps, or a deep 
dream state. During the composition, I had read about many cases of people who had suffered 
acute amnestic disorders (loss of memory), and I became particularly interested in the idea of the 
‘permanent present tense’. From occupying an unsettling no-man’s-land between consciousness 
and unconsciousness, the music grows towards something far more life affirming; an ecstatic 
sense of being alive and in the now. A short cadence from the sixth Penitential Psalm setting 
by Orlando Lassus seems to be caught in a loop. But out of this repetition comes growth too; a 
commitment to an idea, a search for fluency, the identification of the self.

Miserere mei Domine (Have mercy upon me O Lord)
for I am weak...
awake...
Hear my voice:
I
Am
Here
Now!

Miserere mei Domine Have mercy upon me O lord, 
quoniam infirmus sum: for I am weak: 
sana me Domine, Heal me, 
quoniam conturbata sunt ossa mea. for my bones are vexed.       

 Patience, patience, patience...
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hashima	Refrain

The text for Hashima Refrain comes from two sources – a poem found graffitied on a wall of 
the abandoned Hashima Island in Japan, and the final entry of the 10th century text Sarashina 
Nikki, a memoir of a lady in waiting during the Heian Period of Japanese history.

Somewhere in my tangled mind I began to think of the woman who wrote Sarashina 
Nikki as a different embodiment of the same persona who wrote the lines of the first piece in the 
triptych, Letter to Michael, now reflecting at the end of their life. In fact, I started to see the three 
pieces of the triptych as perhaps the expression of a single consciousness in three states of being 
– anticipation/longing, the absolute present, and finally, looking back. Musically, it’s a long journey 
in search of a fluid form of self expression. 

My hope is that once the music reaches the very simple setting of the poem at the end 
of Hashima Refrain, some kind of catharsis has been achieved. 

Notes:	David	Fennessy,	2018

Kono	shima	wa	mou
Futatabi
yomigaeru	kotowa	nai

Graffiti found on a wall of the abandoned Hashima Island (Japan) c. 2010

Are	kara	iku	jyuunen!
Kono	hashima	wa
Areruni	makase
Kuchi	hatete
Kuchi	hatete	ita

A few decades have passed!
This island at the edge
has deteriorated
Rotted away
rotted away

This island will
never again
come back to life
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Nengetsu wa,
sugikawariyukedo
yumeno younarishi hodowo
omoi izureba
kokochimo madoi
memo kakikurasu younareba
sonohodono koto wa
mata sadakanimo oboezu

Hitobito wa
Mina hokani
Sumiakarete
Furusato ni hitori
Imijiu
Kokoro bosoku
Kanashikute
Nagame akashi wabite
Hisashiu otozurenu hitoni

shigeriyuku
yomogiga tsuyuni
sobochitsutsu
hitoni towarenu
newo nomizonaku

Many years have passed, but
whenever I think about that
sad, dreamlike time my
heart is thrown into turmoil
and my eyes darken, so that
even now I cannot clearly
remember all that
happened.

My family went to live
elsewhere and I stayed
forlornly by myself in the
old house. One day when I
was thinking bitterly of my
sad condition I sent this
poem to someone from
whom I had not heard for a
long time:

Wildly the sagebrush grows
Outside this house where
no-one comes to visit
And my tears well up
Like the drops of dew upon
the leaves.

Translation: Chie Ishii

From the Sarashina Nikki, 10th century, Japan
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Tarik	O’Regan has had his music 
commissioned, performed or recorded by a 
wide variety of ensembles and organizations 
in addition to Chamber Choir Ireland and the 
Irish Chamber Orchestra; these include the 
Houston Grand Opera, Dutch National Ballet, 
BBC Symphony Orchestra, Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Australian Chamber Orchestra, 
BBC National Orchestra of Wales, Estonian 
Philharmonic Chamber Choir, Sydney Dance 
Company, BBC Proms at the Royal Albert 
Hall, and the Royal Opera House, Covent 
Garden. Now based in San Francisco, O’Regan 
holds the position of Visiting Artist at Stanford 
University and continues in his roles as Artistic 
Advisor and Composer-in-Residence to 
Pacific Chorale. Recently, he was elected to 
an Honorary Fellowship of Pembroke College, 
Oxford, and to the board of yaddo, an artists’ 
community in Saratoga Springs, New york.

TARIK	O’REGAN
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ALICE	GOODMAN

Alice	Goodman was born in Minnesota in 1958 
into a Reform Jewish family, and educated at 
Harvard and at Cambridge University. In 1985 she 
was approached by the director Peter Sellars to 
write the libretto for John Adams’s opera Nixon in 
China, a work which is now recognized as one of 
the major operas of the twentieth century. 

Another collaboration with Peter Sellars, 
John Adams, and choreographer Mark Morris 
produced The Death of Klinghoffer, which 
premiered in Brussels in 1991. This opera 
recounts the execution of the wheelchair-bound 
Jewish passenger Leon Klinghoffer by Palestinian 
terrorists on board the Italian cruise liner Achille 
Lauro in 1984. Klinghoffer drew, and continues 
to draw, acclaim – and vocal condemnation from 
some quarters – for its sympathetic and humane 
portrayal of both the victims and perpetrators 
of political violence. In 1991 Goodman also 
translated The Magic Flute for Glyndebourne 
Festival Opera.

In 1990 Goodman was received into the Church of England. She studied theology at Boston 
University School of Theology and Ripon College Cuddesdon, and was ordained in the Church 
of England in 2001, serving curacies in the Diocese of Worcester. From 2006 until 2011 she was 
Chaplain of Trinity College, Cambridge. In September 2011 she became Rector of Fulbourn and the 
Wilbrahams. Her most recent work, a cantata, is a collaboration with the composer Tarik O’Regan: ‘A 
Letter of Rights,’ for the 800th anniversary of Magna Carta, which has been performed at Salisbury 
Cathedral, and in New york, Dublin, and Belfast. Tarik O’Regan has also composed the song cycle 
‘Hold This City All Night,’ for mezzo soprano, setting three of Goodman’s poems. It had its premiere at 
the 2017 Ludlow Festival of English Song, and was performed at the 2017 Three Choirs Festival.

Alice Goodman’s libretti were published as a NyRB Classic in May 2017, under the title ‘History is 
Our Mother: Three Libretti.’
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David	Fennessy (Maynooth, Ireland 1976) 
became interested in composition whilst studying 
for his undergraduate degree as a guitarist at 
the Dublin College of Music. In 1998 he moved 
to Glasgow to study for his Master’s Degree 
at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland with 
James MacMillan. He was later invited to join the 
composition faculty and has held a teaching post 
there since 2007. 

Fennessy’s music is regularly performed 
nationally and internationally by leading 
orchestras and ensembles including the BBC 
Scottish Symphony Orchestra, Munich Chamber 
Orchestra, Irish Chamber Orchestra, RTÉ 
National Symphony Orchestra of Ireland, London 
Sinfonietta, Talea Ensemble, Hebrides Ensemble, 
Psappha, and Ensemble Modern. 

Highlights include Hauptstimme, for solo viola 
and ensemble premiered by Garth Knox with Rednote Ensemble at the Huddersfield Festival,  
La Réjouissance, La Paix, written for Ensemble Modern’s 30th anniversary celebrations, Pass 
the Spoon, a music theatre collaboration with visual artist David Shrigley, and Sweat of the 
Sun, premièred at the Munich Biennale. 

His debut CD Panopticon was released on the NMC label in 2019.
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DAvID	FENNESSy
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ChAMBER	ChOIR	IRELAND
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Garnering a strong reputation for its unique approach to creative commissioning, recording and 
programming, Chamber	Choir	Ireland is the country’s flagship choral ensemble and national 
chamber choir under the Artistic Direction of the multi-award-winning conductor, Paul Hillier. The 
Choir’s programmes span from early Renaissance to the present day, incorporating established 
choral classics with cutting edge commissions, and a style of performance that incorporates versatility, 
dynamism and often vocal pyrotechnics.  

Chamber Choir Ireland performances have been described as having a tone which is ‘liquid in its 
power and purity’ with a ‘strong vocal flexibility of style’ (Belfast Telegraph).  The Choir has a strong 
commitment to touring in Ireland and continues to develop its touring network in order to present high 
quality choral concerts to audiences around the country. International touring has included the US, 
UK, Belgium, Russia, Germany and South America.

The choir has previously recorded for the Harmonia Mundi, RTÉ Lyric FM labels including the 
world premiere recording of works by Gerald Barry, Barry meets Beethoven, featuring the Crash 
Ensemble and Stephen Richardson on the Orchid Classics label.

Chamber Choir Ireland receives principal funding and support from the Arts Council/an 
Chomhairle Ealaíon with additional support from Dublin City Council. Chamber Choir Ireland is a 
resident ensemble at the National Concert Hall of Ireland, Associate Artists to Dublin City University, 
and a member of TENSO – the network of professional chamber choirs in Europe

www.chamberchoirireland.com
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IRISh	ChAMBER	ORChESTRA

The Irish	Chamber	Orchestra	(ICO) is Ireland’s most dynamic ensemble. Mixing traditional 
repertoire with new commissions, and collaborating with everyone from DJs to dance companies, 
the ICO pushes the boundaries of what a chamber orchestra can do. you are as likely to find 
the ICO at Electric Picnic as Mozartfest, but wherever it performs, the ICO delivers world-class 
concerts feted for its energy and style.

Each year, the ICO presents concert seasons in both Limerick and Dublin, embarks on 
two national tours, and makes a number of prestigious international appearances. Its Artistic 
Committee works closely with Jörg	Widmann	Principal Conductor/Artistic Partner and Katherine	
hunka Leader, to devise exciting, diverse and innovative programmes, mixing standard repertoire 
with new work – often specially commissioned – from the best young Irish composers. This versatile 
approach enables the ICO to appeal to music fans of every stripe while upholding the highest artistic 
standards.

Its groundbreaking initiative, Sing Out with Strings (SOWS), offers primary school children in 
Limerick the chance to learn music. The runaway success of SOWS has inspired us to set up a 
youth orchestra, the ICOyO, which provides aspiring musicians aged 12–18 years with the support 
they need to grow. The orchestra has made its home at the University of Limerick for over 20 years, 
and is deeply involved in the MA in Classical String Performance, supporting young talent through 
workshops and masterclasses.

The ICO is orchestra-in-residence at the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the 
University of Limerick, and is funded by The Arts Council of Ireland/An Chomhairle Ealaíon.

www.irishchamberorchestra.com
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Paul	hillier was founding director of the Hilliard 
Ensemble and Theatre of Voices. Currently he 
is chief conductor of ARS NOVA Copenhagen 
and Chamber Choir Ireland.  In 2006 he was 
awarded an OBE for services to choral music. 
In 2007 he received the Order of the White Star 
of Estonia, and was awarded a GRAMMy for 
Best Choral Recording. In 2010 he was awarded 
his second GRAMMy – for best new music 
recording (with Theatre of Voices). In 2013 
he was awarded the Order of Dannebrog (the 
Danish knighthood.) He has taught in the US at 
the University of California campuses of Santa 
Cruz and Davis, and from 1996 to 2003 was 
Director of the Early Music Institute at Indiana 
University, Bloomington. His books about Arvo 
Pärt and Steve Reich are published by Oxford 
University Press.
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A	LETTER	OF	RIGhTS
Recorded in The Chapel of All Hallows, Dublin City University, Dublin on 18–19 January 2018

Commissioned by Salisbury Cathedral to mark the 800th Anniversary of Magna Carta

Chamber Choir Ireland
Soprano: Elizabeth Hilliard, Sarah Ledwidge, Gemma King, Aisling Kenny, Kate Macoboy

Alto: Christina Whyte, Laura Lamph, Miles Lallemant, Leanne Fitzgerald
Tenor: Warwick Harte, Stuart Kinsella, Shane Barriscale, Ben Alden

Bass: Jeffrey Ledwidge, Paul McGough, William Gaunt, Eoghan Desmond

Irish Chamber Orchestra
Violin 1: Nicola Sweeney (Leader), Kenneth Rice

Violin 2: André Swanepoel, Louis Roden
Viola: Robin Panter, Mark Coates Smith
Cello: Aoife Nic Athlaoich, Richard Angell

Bass: Malachy Robinson, Aura Stone
Percussion: Noel Eccles

A Letter of Rights is © Novello & Co. Ltd.
Text used with kind permission of Alice Goodman
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TRIPTyCh
Recorded in The Chapel of All Hallows, Dublin City University, Dublin on 4 November 2019

Letter to Michael & Ne Reminiscaris (Remember Not) co-commissioned by Chamber Choir Ireland 
and the Cork International Choral Festival with funds from the Arts Council /  

An Chomhairle Ealaíon
Hashima Refrain co-commissioned by Chamber Choir Ireland (with funds from the Arts Council / 

An Chomhairle Ealaíon) and the Nederlands Kamerkoor
Texts reproduced by permission of Universal Edition (London) Ltd.  All rights reserved.

Chamber Choir Ireland
Soprano: Elizabeth Hilliard, Gemma King, Felicity Hayward, Abbi Temple
Alto: Christina Whyte, Laura Lamph, Leanne Fitzgerald, Stephen Wallace

Tenor: Alan Leech, Stuart Kinsella, Shane Barriscale, Ross Buddie
Bass: Jeffrey Ledwidge, William Gaunt, Eoghan Desmond, Ben McKee
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Recording producer: Preben Iwan
Edit, mix and mastering: Preben Iwan

Recorded in the DXD audio format (Digital eXtreme Definition, 352.8 kHz/32bit). 
Pyramix DAW system with Horus preamps/converters and Tango Controller. 

Monitored on B&W Nautilus Diamond speakers, Microphones main array 3x DPA 4006-TL

Front cover: Emma Hauck (1878–1920), untitled [Letter to husband], dated 1909, Inv. No. 3621, 
© Prinzhorn Collection, University Hospital Heidelberg

Back cover: Magna Carta – Used with permission of Salisbury Cathedral (left) 
& Emma Hauck (1878–1920), untitled [Letter to husband] (right)
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