
O COME, O COME, EMMANUEL 
Lyrics, 12th c. Latin Carol, Trans., John Neale, 1851;                                 

Music: 15th c. French Franciscan Hymn  

Common, with many carols, the authorship is unknown. Undoubtedly 
however, this is one of the oldest of all carols, and is believed to have been 
derived from a set of Latin verses called the “O Antiphons” performed in 
monasteries around the 8th c. A.D.  One of the verses refers to the Messiah as 
'Emmanuel' and it is believed that sometime in the Middle Ages ~ 12th c., this 
text was adapted into a rhythmic poem, 'Veni, Veni, Emmanuel'.  

In the early 19th c. Anglican priest, John Mason Neale, whom many were 
jealous, was sent away to some forgotten church in Africa. While he was 
tirelessly educating and evangelizing orphans and building schools, Rev. 
Neale, fluent in over 20 languages, was reading through an ancient Latin book 
of hymns called the "Psalteroium Cantionum Catholicarum”, when he came 
across this ancient hymn. Neale was a prolific translator of hymns and carols 
from many other languages into English, as well as a composer of some carols 
of his own, and in 1851, he adapted the words from Latin into English. The 
tune that went with the text was from a 15th c. French Franciscan convent of 
nuns ministering in Portugal, with influences from a Gregorian chant.  

Neale, originally, titled the translation, “Draw Nigh, Draw Nigh, Emmanuel”, 
however, later modifications of the text gave us the title and verses we know 
today, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”. There is confusion about the tune name 
being VENI, VENI, EMMANUEL, but that is, actually, the name of the Latin text, 
'Veni, Veni, Emmanuel'. 

Soon his translation made it to England, and from there ‘across the pond’ to 
America and around the world.  It started as a gift penned by unnamed 
monks over 1200 years ago; given a tune by nuns in an obscure convent; 
rediscovered by a forgotten evangelist off the coast of Africa.  Now, the song 
of Emmanuel --- ‘God with us’, hidden for centuries, is now enjoyed by 
millions worldwide. 

~Tull 




