
The Twelve Days of Christmas: A Literary and
Musical Exploration with John Carroll
The "Twelve Days of Christmas" is an enduring classic that has captured
the hearts and imaginations of generations. While its origins remain
shrouded in mystery, the carol's popularity has only grown over time, with
countless adaptations and interpretations emerging throughout the
centuries.

One particularly notable rendition of "The Twelve Days of Christmas"
comes from the pen of John Carroll, a renowned author and poet from the
United States. Carroll's version, published in 1971, is a literary masterpiece
that breathes new life into this beloved tradition.
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In this article, we will embark on an in-depth exploration of John Carroll's
"The Twelve Days of Christmas," examining its literary and musical
significance. We will unpack the symbolism, characters, and historical
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context that shape this timeless masterpiece, shedding light on its enduring
appeal.

Literary Analysis

Structure and Form

Carroll's "The Twelve Days of Christmas" follows the traditional structure of
the cumulative carol, consisting of 12 verses that progressively add a new
gift on each day. However, Carroll introduces several unique variations that
enhance the poem's literary merit.

For instance, each verse begins with the refrain "On the
first/second/third..." day of Christmas, establishing a clear sense of time
and progression. This structure creates a sense of anticipation and
excitement as the poem unfolds, building towards the grand finale on the
twelfth day.

Furthermore, Carroll employs a rhythmic pattern that alternates between
iambic tetrameter and iambic trimeter, creating a melodious cadence that
complements the poem's musicality.

Symbolism and Motifs

Beyond its literal meaning, "The Twelve Days of Christmas" is a treasure
trove of symbolic meanings and motifs. Each gift, from the humble
partridge in a pear tree to the majestic lords and ladies dancing, carries a
deeper significance.

The partridge, for example, represents Christ, while the pear tree
symbolizes the cross. The two turtle doves symbolize the Old and New
Testaments, and the three French hens represent faith, hope, and charity.



As the poem progresses, the gifts become increasingly extravagant,
culminating in the twelve drummers drumming. This progression can be
interpreted as a representation of the growth and abundance of the
Christian faith, as well as the abundance of gifts bestowed upon those who
celebrate the twelve days of Christmas.

Characters

While the poem focuses primarily on the gifts, Carroll also introduces
several distinct characters into the narrative. These characters, though
briefly mentioned, play crucial roles in shaping the poem's atmosphere and
emotional depth.

The "true love" who gifts the narrator with the twelve presents remains an
enigmatic figure throughout the poem. Their identity and motives are left
open to interpretation, inviting readers to speculate on the nature of their
love and the significance of the gifts they bestow.

The presence of the "maidens milking" and the "lords and ladies dancing"
adds a sense of festivity and celebration to the poem. These characters
embody the joy and merriment associated with the twelve days of
Christmas, creating a vibrant and lively atmosphere.

Musical Interpretation

In addition to its literary merits, John Carroll's "The Twelve Days of
Christmas" has also been widely celebrated for its musicality. The poem's
rhythmic structure and lyrical language lend themselves perfectly to
musical adaptation, and numerous composers have created their own
interpretations of the carol.



One of the most popular musical adaptations is the setting by English
composer Frederick Austin. Austin's arrangement captures the playful and
whimsical nature of the poem, featuring a catchy melody and a lively polka
rhythm.

Austin's version has become a staple of Christmas repertoire, performed by
choirs, orchestras, and ensembles around the world. Its popularity is a
testament to the enduring appeal of both the poem and the music that
complements it so well.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate John Carroll's "The Twelve Days of Christmas," it is
essential to consider its historical context. The carol's origins can be traced
back to a medieval French song dating from the 16th century. Initially a
secular folk song, it gradually evolved into a Christmas carol during the
19th century.

The specific origins of the modern-day version of "The Twelve Days of
Christmas" remain unclear, but it is believed to have been first published in
England in the early 1800s. The carol quickly gained popularity and spread
throughout the English-speaking world.

John Carroll's rendition of the carol emerged during a time of increased
interest in folk music and traditional customs. This revival of interest likely
contributed to the popularity of Carroll's version, which captured the spirit of
the original while adding his own unique literary and musical flair.

John Carroll's "The Twelve Days of Christmas" is a literary and musical
masterpiece that has delighted readers and listeners for generations. Its



captivating symbolism, engaging characters, and vibrant musicality have
ensured its enduring appeal. By delving into the literary and musical
significance of this beloved carol, we gain a deeper appreciation for its
timeless charm and the artistry of its creator.

As we celebrate the twelve days of Christmas, let us remember the words
of John Carroll's masterpiece and embrace the joy, abundance, and
spiritual depth that this festive season offers. May the "true love" who
bestows these gifts upon us be a constant source of inspiration and
blessing in our lives.

Suggested Reading

"The Twelve Days of Christmas" by John Carroll

"The Twelve Days of Christmas: Its Origin and Significance" by Iona
Opie and Peter Opie

"The Christmas Encyclopedia" by William D. Crump
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