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Kassia (also known as Kassiani) was a ninth-century abbess, poet, composer and 
hymnographer, born in Constantinople around 810 AD. She was born into 
a wealthy family and grew to be very intelligent and beautiful. Kassia is notable 
for writing in her own name and is one of the earliest medieval female 
composers whose music has survived to the present day. Around 50 of her 
hymns exist, along with a wealth of verse and epigrams. The most famous of her 
compositions is the eponymous Hymn of Kassia.  

It was customary at that time for emperors sometimes to choose a bride from 
a gathering of the most beautiful maidens by giving a golden apple to their 
choice.  Legend has it that the young emperor Theophilus met Kassia as a 
potential bride and smitten with her beauty said to her: ‘Through a woman 
came forth the baser things’ (referring to the biblical story of Eve eating the 
forbidden fruit). To which Kassia replied tersely: ‘And through a woman 
came forth the better things,’ (referring to Christ’s mother, the Virgin 
Mary). Theophilus’ pride was hurt by Kassia’s response and he chose to marry 
someone else.
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Words 
SHAPCOTT WENSLEY(1845-1917)

THE DESERT
Music by 

EMMA MUNDELLA (1858-96)
Arranged and adapted by Olivia Sparkhall
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    Soloists 1 & 2

Basque text
Paraphrased by Sabine Baring-Gould

Basque folk melody
Arranged by Olivia Sparkhall
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Olivia Sparkhall is a composer, choral conductor, and 
Head of Academic Music at Godolphin School, 
Salisbury. She studied composition at school with 
Derek Bourgeois and at Durham University with Paul 
Archbold, and has since received critical acclaim for her 
vocal music. She was short-listed in the Cappella Nova 
competition in 2018 for Dona Nobis Pacem and has 
recently received several commissions for choral 
compositions including for International Women’s Day 
services in 2018 (Lux Aeterna) and 2019 (Faith and 
Hope).  Her choral  music  has been sung  in the UK  and           
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abroad including on BBC One’s Songs of Praise programmes. She has just 
completed an MA in Voice Pedagogy and now enjoys contributing to journals on 
the subjects of vocal warm-ups for children, voice health for teenagers, and 
composing for the community. Olivia has a particular interest in making choral 
music by women composers from the past more accessible, particularly to Upper 
Voices choirs for whom there is a dearth of historical repertoire available. This 
ongoing project has led to the rediscovery of a whole host of composers who are 
gradually becoming better known. As part of this mission, Olivia has contributed to 
the Multitude of Voyces C.I.C.'s Sacred Music by Women Composers series as 
composer, researcher and editor. (Photo courtesy of Ash Mills)
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