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Singing on a human scale

Kathleen Ferrier and 20th-century British Song

I

n writing these notes, I’m acutely aware of the position Kathleen Ferrier
occupies for a still adoring public 67 years after her death, and I freely admit
to being one of them. As a child I was familiar with her voice, her singing.
People around me talked of her. She was loved. Later, as a teenage sixthformer, we would find ourselves on occasion in debate about the merits and
demerits of her voice – those who liked the deep contralto of her singing and
those who didn’t. Still later, I heard her colleagues speak of her warmth and
her popularity within the profession.

over again she demonstrates for us how easily she can take the healthiest
of fortes in a phrase, only to complete it with a most ravishing diminuendo.
The collection starts with an animated performance of Parry’s Love is a
bable, accompanied by Frederick Stone, giving it a swaggering treatment.
The main features one hears is her care with words, even in this anonymous
text, and her agility around a number of fast-moving lines… not necessarily
something one associates with her.
There’s a taste of what’s to come in her treatment of text and her careful
enunciation, though later one or two curiosities of pronunciation cause me
to wonder ‘Why?’ The vocal quality is always as smooth as silk throughout
the range, and the diminuendo which she calls upon over and over again,
never lets her down. It’s a complete winner.

This collection of her work demonstrates most clearly how much more she
was than simply the singer of Che farò and Blow the Wind Southerly, beautiful
though those two items are. Listening to her again further confirms what I’ve
often thought, that had she been allowed her full span of life and likewise
career, under the guidance of Bruno Walter and John Barbirolli in particular,
she might well have become a very different singer from the one whose
contralto lives with us to this day.

From the now unfashionable Parry to three songs by the ever-popular Roger
Quilter. Now sleeps the crimson petal, the poem by Tennyson, is taken at a
leisurely pace and is none the worse for it. Today, such a tempo would seem
at odds with our 21st-century pulse. But it’s right here. It allows her to relish
her text, to paint words with great loving care, and is worth listening to for
the final “lost in me” alone. Phyllis Spurr is beside her for these and one senses
an easy partnership.

From the beginning she was blessed with an easy facility in the upper part of
the voice, able to call on a lighter soprano quality when required. Over and

To Daisies is, for me, the first indication of something really special. She
summons up vocal qualities more often heard in a lighter soprano voice
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– bearing in mind the contralto that is Ferrier and the dynamic range at
her disposal, the gift of only the greatest of talents. The choice of key is
interesting. High for her voice, but she handles it wonderfully and answers
all the questions the song sets her. Appearances are deceptive, and on
the face of it, To Daisies is not an exceptional song. In the hands, or rather
the mind and throat, of Ferrier however, its status is raised to that of a
considerable art song.
The Fair House of Joy leaves me with the impression that there is a smile on
her face, and consequently in her voice, throughout. I’m minded to wonder
at this stage about the nature of great singers, and whether, in the course
of singing long lines of melody and great phrases, they are aware of the
sheer beauty of the experience for others, and for themselves, in knowing
they are making those glorious natural sounds from some magic within their
own body. Often, within a sustained note, and it may be relatively short, she
will alter the shape and sound of a vowel. It becomes a kind of trademark, a
quirky one, though it would take much more than that to detract from what
is always a great voice and an amazing sound.

word-painting from Ferrier. The final, vital, held high E flat on the word “song”
is nothing less than exquisite, a challenge for any singer and here exemplary.
The atmosphere she creates earlier in the song for the “sunsearched growths”
holds you in its gentle grasp as she leads you through a kind of psychedelic
description of all she sees. Frederick Stone is again the pianist offering the
perfect support.
Three songs of Charles Villiers Stanford follow. The first of these, The Fairy
Lough, is full of great contrast, a mix of great outpouring appeals down to
the tiniest of voices for the most lovely effects. The echoes of this song, stay
long with you. The final pp pianissimo, in a singer’s terms, seems simply not
possible, and yet there it is. There are big moments within the song too, and
I worry that she may have approached a phrase with too big a voice, only
to have her produce once again that stunning diminuendo, and a line that
might have ended aggressively is brought to the most cultured conclusion.

The one Vaughan Williams song here, Silent Noon, regarded by many as one
of the greatest songs in the English canon, is well chosen. From Dante Gabriel
Rossetti’s sonnet sequence The House of Life, its rich Pre-Raphaelite imagery
is so imaginatively caught by Vaughan Williams, and brings out some lovely

A Soft Day is another of those simple little ditties made great by a singer
whose sincerity wins us over. One wonders whether for a song such as this
she calls on her faith or some belief system. There is no evidence for that.
We are hearing the skill of a singer to touch on vocal acting of the highest
order. Though it is said she was not comfortable on the opera stage in other
than two roles, listening to a performance such as this reminds us that
for some singers the quality of the voice and the use of words alone was
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proof enough of greatness. No need for her to seek the qualities of a Sybil
Thorndike or Peggy Ashcroft. Her acting was done with a radiant face and
the sound of her words.

Warlock’s Pretty Ring Time is a brilliant song and she uses with ease the
lower voice as well as a light soprano, touching featherlike on some of the
higher lying notes – a very rare ability.

In the last of these three songs, La Belle Dame sans Merci (from 1877 rather
than the 20th century, here it joins Stanford’s other two songs to complete
the set of Ferrier’s recordings of the composer’s work) I cannot deny hearing
a less comfortable Kathleen. It may be that she had a particular ‘thing’ about
La Belle Dame.

Maurice Jacobson’s The Song of Songs was surely composed with Ferrier’s
voice in mind and fits her as a result, perfectly. Jacobson knew her well,
having heard her first at the Carlisle Festival in 1937 and being wholly won
over by her. He had a part in her coaching and development thereafter.
The song reflects his deep acquaintance with the woman and the voice. He
calls for her to use that melancholy in the voice, such an inherent part of
contraltos and baritones. Ferrier responds fully to all the tasks Jacobson sets
her, full throated at times and with a very sensuous quality when required.

It’s reassuring to know that, as great as she was, this song seems to cause her
some discomfort. There are days for all singers that are not ‘singing days’, the
voice not responding as it should. She may simply have felt that this was not
a poem for her, nor one of Stanford’s best. Only when we reach the presto
agitato section of the song does she appear to engage fifth gear. Then it gets
her attention, and ours.
Peter Warlock’s Sleep, a poem by John Fletcher, is given a lovely Tudor period
slowness of courtly line. Long lines they are too, and legato throughout.
Her pronunciation is once more quirky. For example, in the way she sings
the words “fancies”, “though” and “shadow”. Most particularly the word
“contented” comes out as “con…TAIN…ted”. It’s not a word familiar to me,
but I feel it could well find its way into the OED. It has distinct possibilities.
But the sound is as glorious as ever.
8

The Edmund Rubbra and William Wordsworth songs which follow come from
a BBC recital in 1953 accompanied on that occasion by Ernest Lush. This was
to be her last recording in the last year of her life. The Three Psalms from
1947 were written for her at a time when Rubbra’s faith became evermore
strong after the end of the Second World War. They seem to take on a greater
poignancy for that, and the fact that this was close to the end of her life.
The songs call on a wide range of emotions and dynamics, at times
shattering in their intensity. It is interesting to hear Psalms in a song setting
like this (Dvořák similarly found the format rewarding) and No.23, The Lord
is My Shepherd, in particular plays to all her strengths. But listen to those
9

first words that gives Psalm No.6 its title, “O Lord, rebuke me not”, which she
intones in a mix of spoken and sung word. It would be easy to imagine we are
eavesdropping on a supplicant in their most intimate moment of appeal and
prayer. Within seconds she takes us from utmost outpouring of feeling to the
quietest most private whisper.
The growth through the verses of the 23rd Psalm is so well judged and the
final affirmation of faith and life at the climax is overwhelming. “Praise ye the
Lord” indeed. And she does, including a lovely use of a Lancashire ‘R’ in the
word “Lord”.
Wordsworth’s three songs to poems of Stephen Phillips, Rupert Brooke
and Wilfred Gibson are accompanied once more by Ernest Lush. Each
poet takes the air, clouds, the sky, as his inspiration. First, we hear broad
brushstrokes for Phillips’ Red Skies across a vast cyclorama, before bringing
everything down to watercolourist detail as reference to the child is made.
We are afforded several views of the natural world requiring the singer to
create pictures with sheer imagination and vocal variants. The small voice
is used most movingly and is a constant reminder to us, should we need it,
that singing is not always about making massive, inhumanly scaled sound
on the big stage.

Denton Welch, a poet and painter little known now, who died tragically
young at the age of 33. Ferguson is particularly effective in his treatment of
these texts.
Always recognisable for the sound she makes, Ferrier had already put her
stamp on so many phrases and created so many personal trademarks.
Now we hear something I particularly enjoy, her incredibly descriptive use
of the letter “W”. Used judiciously, it can be the most wonderful weapon in
the singer’s armoury, conveying as it does anguish, as in “Wailing”, or sheer
wonder, as in “Wide, wide world”. Ferrier knew all of that, of course. There is
amazing vocal control here, from the quietest moment to the greatest.
For the third song, Jane Allen, Ferguson asks for a mix of sung and spoken
qualities which Ferrier duly delivers. Her singing of the word “weeps” in the
fourth and title song, hits the mark.

From the same 1953 recital we also hear the lovely cycle of songs Discovery
by the too-often overlooked Howard Ferguson. The words are those of

Britten was, I believe, enamoured of Ferrier, as were many others, so much so
that The Rape of Lucretia was designed for her as much as for Glyndebourne
in 1946. He writes for a woman on the edge of despair. The pain of her
experience comes through so shatteringly, largely through his writing for the
lower part of her voice. Word painting here is at its finest, and good to hear
this under the direction of the legendary Reginald Goodall and the English
Opera Group Orchestra. Her special quality and Britten’s brilliant composition
leave you wanting more from this short extract.
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Lennox Berkeley, arguably, wrote nothing finer than Four Poems of St
Teresa of Ávila. The 16th-century nun and mystic’s words were clearly
inspirational for him. Taken from a BBC broadcast of a concert given by
the LSO under Hugo Rignold in April 1952, here is another occasion when
Ferrier convinces us of her faith, such is the passionate commitment of her
attack. The effect is quite shattering for us, her audience. One is aware of a
laser-like intensity, never losing sight at any time of the task that lies before
her in delivering her message.
Perhaps it is my fanciful imagination combined with 20/20 hindsight, but
one can listen to these performances and wonder whether some small
voice other than her own was whispering to her “you haven’t much time
left Kathleen, make the most of it”. And she does. But then she always did,
so perhaps it is my imagination after all.
One thing is sure. Consider her journey in this compilation alone. From
Parry and the flightiness of Love is a bable, to Lucretia and St Teresa, she
compressed and encompassed it all. What a blessing, and what tragedy
too, that she spent so short a time with us.
Sir Thomas Allen © 2020
Sir Thomas Allen CBE is a distinguished interpreter of British song
and a Trustee of the Kathleen Ferrier Awards.
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“

T

hree Psalms, Op.61 were written for Kathleen Ferrier and first performed
by her in 1947. Of all Rubbra’s works, the Three Psalms were most
closely written with a particular artist in mind and Kathleen Ferrier’s unique
contralto voice provided an inspiration for one of the composer’s most
searching pieces. More a triptych than a true cycle, the texts chosen reflect
Rubbra’s post-war deepening religious faith but are especially poignant in
relation to Ferrier’s recording, which was to be her last.”
Adrian Yardley, son of Edmund Rubbra,
quoted in Paul Campion’s Ferrier – A Career Recorded (Thames, 2005)

K

“

athleen Ferrier had mythic stature for me as a child. Not only was hers
the haunting voice that seemed to stand for the art of projecting the
human voice at that time, but she was also indelibly linked to the piece of my
father’s that was – and is – for me his most beautiful.
“The unequivocal spiritual yearning of St Teresa’s mystical words clearly
struck a quite extraordinary chord in Lennox. Nowhere is this more powerful
than in the third song Let mine eyes see thee, sweet Jesus of Nazareth. It would
be hard to imagine a more suitably plaintive, plangent instrument than
Kathleen’s and whenever this music is programmed the singer I look for is
the one that comes closest to Ferrier in vocal quality.”
Michael Berkeley, son of Lennox Berkeley,
quoted in Paul Campion’s Ferrier – A Career Recorded (Thames, 2005)
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“

M

aurice Jacobson’s professional and personal relationship with
Kathleen Ferrier was deep and enduring, from his ‘discovery’
of her astonishing talent at the Carlisle Music Festival in 1937, up to her
untimely death in 1953. It was he who arranged for her to have lessons
with Roy Henderson, coached her in German for such works as Schumann’s
Frauenliebe und -leben, and accompanied her in innumerable recitals in
wartime Britain under the aegis of CEMA [Council for the Encouragement
of Music and the Arts].
“I have little doubt that his penetrating musicianship, huge experience and
pianistic fluency would have helped to refine and deepen Ferrier’s art, and
also make her more responsive to the composer’s markings. In the recording
of The Song of Songs on this disc, though not with Jacobson as accompanist,
we can experience her absolute fidelity to the composer’s extensive markings,
which nevertheless do not inhibit her free and very personal response.”
“Published in 1946, and intimately bound up with Jacobson’s music for a sixpart radio series Men of God (1946-47), it bears no dedication yet was surely
written with the sound of Kathleen’s voice in the composer’s inner ear.”
Julian Jacobson, son of Maurice Jacobson © 2020
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HUBERT PARRY (1848-1918)
1 Love is a bable, Op.152 No.3
Anon. from Robert Jones’ (c.1577-1617) The Second Booke of Songs and Ayres

Love is a bable, no man is able
To say ’tis this or ’tis that;
So full of passions of sundry fashions
’Tis like I cannot tell what.

Love is a fellow, clad oft in yellow,
The canker-worm of the mind
A privy mischief, and such a sly thief
No man knows which way to find.

Love’s fair in cradle, foul in fable,
’Tis either too cold or too hot;
An arrant liar, fed by desire,
It is and yet it is not.

Love is a wonder that’s here and yonder,
As common to one as to moe*;
A monstrous cheater, ev’ry man’s debtor;
Hang him and so let him go.
*more

3 To Daisies, Op.8 No.3
Robert Herrick (1591-1674)

No marigolds yet closed are
No shadows great appear,
Nor doth the early shepherds’ star
Shine like a spangle here.

Shut not so soon; the dull-eyed night
Has not as yet begun
To make a seizure on the light,
Or to seal up the sun.

Stay but ’till my Julia close
Her life-begetting eyes,
And let the whole world then dispose
Itself to live or die.

4 The Fair House of Joy, Op.12 No.7
Attrib. Tobias Hulme (1579-1645)

ROGER QUILTER (1877-1953)
2 Now sleeps the crimson petal, Op.3 No.2
Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-92)

Now sleeps the crimson petal, now the white;
Nor waves the cypress in the palace walk;
Nor winks the gold fin in the porphyry font.
The firefly wakens; waken thou with me.
16

Now folds the lily all her sweetness up,
And slips into the bosom of the lake.
So fold thyself, my dearest, thou, and slip
Into my bosom and be lost in me.

O Love! they wrong thee much
That say thy sweet is bitter,
When thy rich fruit is such
As nothing can be sweeter.
Fair house of joy and bliss,
Where truest pleasure is,
I do adore thee:
I know thee what thou art,
I serve thee with my heart,
And fall before thee.

Fain would I change that note
To which fond Love hath charm’d me
Long, long to sing by rote,
Fancying that that harm’d me:
Yet when this thought doth come
“Love is the perfect sum
Of all delight!”
I have no other choice
Either for pen or voice
To sing or write.
17

RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS (1872-1958)
5 Silent Noon (The House of Life, No.2)

CHARLES VILLIERS STANFORD (1852-1924)
6 The Fairy Lough, Op.77 No.2

Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82)

Moira O’Neill (1864-1955)

Your hands lie open in the long fresh grass,
The finger-points look through like rosy blooms:
Your eyes smile peace. The pasture gleams and glooms
’Neath billowing skies that scatter and amass.
All round our nest, far as the eye can pass,
Are golden kingcup fields with silver edge
Where the cow-parsley skirts the hawthorn hedge.
’Tis visible silence, still as the hourglass.
Deep in the sunsearched growths the dragonfly
Hangs like a blue thread loosened from the sky:
So this winged hour is dropt to us from above.
Oh! clasp we to our hearts, for deathless dower,
This close-companioned inarticulate hour
When twofold silence was the song of love.

Lough-a-reem-a! Lough-a-reem-a;
Lies so high among the heather;
A little lough, a dark lough,
The water’s black an’ deep.
Ould herons go a-fishin’ there,
An’ seagulls all together
Float roun’ the one green island
On the fairy lough asleep.
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Lough-a-reem-a! Lough-a-reem-a;
When the sun goes down at seven,
When the hills are dark an’ airy,
’Tis a curlew whistles sweet!
Then somethin’ rustles all the reeds
That stand so thick an’ even;
A little wave runs up the shore
An’ flees, as if on feet.
Lough-a-reem-a! Lough-a-reem-a;
Stars come out, an’ stars are hidin’;
The wather whispers on the stones;
The flittherin’ moths are free.
One’st before the mornin’ light
The Horsemen will come ridin’
Roun’ an’ roun’ the fairy lough,
And no one there to see.
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7 A Soft Day, Op.140 No.3
Winifred Mary Letts (1882-1972)

A soft day, thank God!
A wind from the south
With a honey’d mouth;
A scent of drenching leaves,
Briar and beech and lime,
White elderflower and thyme,
And the soaking grass smells sweet,
Crushed by my two bare feet,
While the rain drips,
Drips, drips, drips from the leaves.

A soft day, thank God!
The hills wear a shroud
Of silver cloud;
The web the spider weaves
Is a glittering net;
The woodland path is wet,
And the soaking earth smells sweet
Under my two bare feet,
And the rain drips,
Drips, drips, drips from the leaves.

8 La Belle Dame sans Merci
John Keats (1795-1821)

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,
So lone and palely loitering?
The sedge has wither’d from the lake,
And no birds sing.

I see a lily on thy brow,
With anguish moist and fever dew,
And on thy cheeks a fading rose
Fast withereth too.

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms!
So haggard and so woebegone?
The squirrel’s granary is full,
And the harvest’s done.

I met a lady in the meads,
Full beautiful, a faery’s child;
Her hair was long, her foot was light,
And her eyes were wild.
20

I made a garland for her head,
And bracelets too, and fragrant zone;
She looked at me as she did love,
And made sweet moan.

And there she lullèd me asleep,
And there I dream’d – Ah! woe betide!
The latest dream I ever dream’d
On the cold hill’s side.

I set her on my pacing steed,
And nothing else saw all day long,
For sidelong would she bend, and sing
A faery’s song.

I saw pale kings and princes too,
Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;
They cried – “La Belle Dame sans Merci
Hath thee in thrall!”

She found me roots of relish sweet,
And honey wild, and manna dew,
And sure in language strange she said –
“I love thee true”.

I saw their starved lips in the gloom,
With horrid warning gaping wide,
And I awoke and found me here,
On the cold hill’s side.

She took me to her elfin grot,
And there she wept ,and sigh’d full sore,
And there I shut her wild, wild eyes
With kisses four.

And this is why I sojourn here,
Alone and palely loitering,
Though the sedge is wither’d from the lake,
And no birds sing.
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FRANK BRIDGE (1879-1941)
9 Go not, happy day

bl Sleep

Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-92)

Go not, happy day,
From the shining fields,
Go not, happy day,
’Till the maiden yields.
Rosy is the West,
Rosy is the South,
Roses are her cheeks,
And a rose her mouth.

PETER WARLOCK (1894-1930)
John Fletcher (1579-1625)

When the happy Yes
Falters from her lips,
Pass and blush the news
Over glowing ships;
Over blowing seas,
Over seas at rest,
Pass the happy news,
Blush it thro’ the West;
Blush from West to East,
Blush from East to West,
’Till the West is East,
Blush it thro’ the West.
Rosy is the West,
Rosy is the South,
Roses are her cheeks,
And a rose her mouth.
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Come, sleep, and with thy sweet deceiving
Lock me in delight awhile;
Let some pleasing dream beguile
All my fancies; that from thence
There may steal an influence
All my powers of care bereaving.

Tho’ but a shadow, but a sliding,
Let me know some little joy.
We, that suffer long annoy,
Are contented with a thought
Thro’ an idle fancy wrought:
O let my joys have some abiding.

bm Pretty ring time (As You Like It)
William Shakespeare (1564-1616)

It was a lover and his lass,
With a hey, and a ho, and a hey nonino,
That o’er the green cornfield did pass,
In the spring time, the only pretty ring time,
When birds do sing, hey ding a ding, ding;
Sweet lovers love the spring.

Between the acres of the rye,
With a hey, and a ho, and a hey nonino,
These pretty country folks would lie,
In the spring time, the only pretty ring time,
When birds do sing, hey ding a ding, ding;
Sweet lovers love the spring.
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This carol they began that hour,
With a hey, and a ho, and a hey nonino,
How that a life was but a flower
In the spring time, the only pretty ring time,
When birds do sing, hey ding a ding, ding;
Sweet lovers love the spring.

And therefore take the present time,
With a hey, and a ho, and a hey nonino,
For love is crownèd with the prime
In the spring time, the only pretty ring time,
When birds do sing, hey ding a ding, ding;
Sweet lovers love the spring.

MAURICE JACOBSON (1896-1976)
bn The Song of Songs (from The Song of Solomon)
As the apple tree among the trees of the wood,
So is my beloved among the sons.
I sat down under his shadow with great delight,
And his fruit was sweet to my taste.

24

He brought me to the banqueting house,
And his banner over me was love.
Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples:
For I am sick from love.

The voice of my beloved!
Behold, he cometh leaping upon
The mountains, skipping upon the hills.
Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away,
For lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone;
The flowers appear on the earth;
The time of the singing of birds is come,
And the voice of the turtle is heard in our land;
Arise my love, my fair one and come away.
My beloved is white and ruddy,
The chiefest among ten thousand.
His head is as the most fine gold,
His locks are bushy and black as a raven.
His eyes are as the eyes of doves by the rivers
Of waters, washed with milk, and fitly set.
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His mouth is most sweet:
Yea, he is altogether lovely.
This is my beloved, and this is my friend,
O daughters of Jerusalem.
Set me as a seal upon thine heart,
As a seal upon thine arm:
For love is strong as death;
Jealousy is cruel as the grave:
The coals thereof are coals of fire,
Which hath a most vehement flame.
Many waters cannot quench love,
Neither can the floods drown it.

EDMUND RUBBRA (1901-86)
Three Psalms, Op.61 (from the Old Testament)
bo Psalm 6, O Lord, rebuke me not
O Lord, rebuke me not in thine anger,
Neither chasten me in thy hot displeasure.
Have mercy upon me, O Lord; for I am weak:
O Lord, heal me; for my bones are vexed.
My soul is also sore vexed: but thou, O Lord, how long?
Return, O Lord, deliver my soul:
Oh save me for thy mercies’ sake.
For in death there is no remembrance of thee:
In the grave who shall give thee thanks?
I am weary with my groaning;
All the night make I my bed to swim;
I water my couch with tears.
Mine eye is consumed with grief;
It waxeth old because of all mine enemies.
Depart from me, all ye workers of iniquity;
For the Lord hath heard the voice of my weeping.
The Lord hath heard my supplication;
The Lord will receive my prayer.
Let all mine enemies be ashamed and sore vexed:
Let them return and be ashamed suddenly.
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bp Psalm 23, The Lord is my Shepherd
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:
He leadeth me beside the still waters.
He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the
Paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley
Of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil:
For thou art with me;
thy rod and staff they comfort me.

Thou preparest a table before me in the
Presence of my enemies: thou anointest my
Head with oil; my cup runneth over.
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me
All the days of my life: and I will dwell in
The House of the Lord for ever.

bq Psalm 150, Praise ye the Lord
Praise ye the Lord.
Praise God in his sanctuary:
Praise Him in the firmament of his power.
Praise Him for his mighty acts:
Praise Him according to his excellent greatness.

Praise Him with the sound of the trumpet:
Praise Him with the psaltery and harp.
Praise Him with the timbrel and dance:
Praise Him with stringed instruments
and organs.

Praise Him upon the loud cymbals:
Praise Him upon the high-sounding cymbals.
Let every thing that hath breath praise the Lord.
Praise ye the Lord!
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WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1908-88)
Three Songs
br Red Skies
Stephen Phillips (1868-1915)

Red skies above a level land and thoughts of thee;
Sinking sun on reedy strand, and alder tree.
Only the heron sailing home with heavy flight!
Ocean afar in silent foam, and coming night!
Dwindling day and drowsing birds, oh, my child!
Dimness and returning herds, memory wild.

bt Clouds
Rupert Brooke (1887-1915)

Down the blue night the unending columns press
In noiseless tumult, break and wave and flow,
Now tread the far South, or lift rounds of snow
Up to the white moon’s hidden loveliness.
Some pause in their grave wandering, comradeless,
And turn with profound gesture vague and slow,
As who would pray good for the world, but know
Their benediction empty as they bless.
They say that the Dead die not, but remain
Near to the rich heirs of their grief and mirth.
I think they ride the calm mid-heaven, as these
In wise majestic melancholy train,
And watch the moon, and the still-raging seas,
And men, coming and going on the earth.

bs The Wind
Wilfrid Gibson (1878-1962)

To the lean clean land, to the last cold height
You shall come with a whickering breath
From the depths of despair or the depths of delight
Stript stark to the wind of death.
And whether you’re sinless, or whether you’ve sinned,
It’s useless to whimper and whine,
For the lean clean blade of the cutthroat wind
Will slit your weasand* and mine.
*the oesophagus or gullet
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HOWARD FERGUSON (1908-99)
Discovery, Op.13
Denton Welch (1914-95) from A Last Sheaf

bu The Freedom of the City
“I am the fever in the head,
The bitterness between the sheets,
the madness that is hard and dead,
the horror of the streets.”

Here as I lie awake and dry
It presses on me still
The agony of wandering
And going where you will.

cl Babylon

cm Jane Allen

No branch,
Nor breath to move the branch;
The hanging trees of Babylon
Are still.

Our maid, Jane Allen,
Fly-by-night,
Left the dishes shining white –
Took her stockings
From the horse,
Darned the heels
With stiches coarse –
Drank a cup of Indian tea;
Then dropped a letter in a tree:
And this is what
The letter said
“When you get this,
I’ll be dead”.

No night
Nor noon to turn to night,
The words are frozen in the mouth
They fill.
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cn Discovery

co Dreams Melting

The sound’s deceit
Of walking feet
On metalled street:
The river smells
And clock-tower bells;
White immortelles
On sooted graves
Where grass behaves
Like spiky waves:
So this is what the midnight keeps,
What soaks and seeps
While each one sleeps!
O then some moment from this stew
Must be snatched out for me and you,
When we wander through the blight
Of pest-house voices without fright.

What are you in the morning when you wake?
A quacking duck, a quacking drake?
A golden bear who climbs in honeyed trees?
A horde of wasps whose striped, chrome bodies tease
The liquid air which plays about their wings?
Or are you some tall peacock bird that sings
Like devil Paganini’s violin
Held tight beneath his devil’s pointed chin?

Reproduced by permission of Denton Welch,
David Higham Associates Ltd and the University of
Texas. Welch, author of these poems, died in 1948.
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BENJAMIN BRITTEN (1913-76)
cp The Flower Song, Op.47 from The Rape of Lucretia

St. Teresa of Ávila (1515-82) trans. Arthur Symons (1865-1945)

Ronald Duncan (1914-82)

Lucretia:
Flowers bring to every year
The same perfection;
Even their root and leaf keep
Solemn vow in pretty detail.
Flowers alone are chaste
For their beauty is so brief
Years are their love
And time’s their thief.
Women bring to every man
The same defection;
Even their love’s debauched
By vanity or flattery.
Flowers alone are chaste.
Let their pureness show my grief
To hide my shame
And be my wreath.

LENNOX BERKELEY (1903-89)
Four Poems of St Teresa of Avila, Op.27

Bianca:
You have made a wreath.
Lucretia:
That is how you taught me as a child
To weave the wild flowers together.
Do you remember yesterday
That was a hundred years ago?
Do you remember?

cq If, Lord, thy love for me is strong
If, Lord, Thy love for me is strong
As that which binds me unto thee,
What holds me from thee Lord so long,
What holds thee Lord so long from me?
O soul, what then desirest thou?
Lord I would see thee, who thus choose thee.
What fears can assail thee now?
All that I fear is now to lose thee.
Love’s whole possession I entreat,
Lord make my soul thine own abode,
And I will build a nest so sweet
It may not be too poor for God.
A soul in God hidden from sin,
What more desires for thee remain,
Save but to love and love again,
And all on flame with love within,
Love on, and turn to love again.
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cr Shepherd, shepherd, hark that calling
Shepherd, shepherd, hark that calling!
Angels they are and the day is dawning.
What is this ding-dong,
Or loud singing is it?
Come Bras*, now the day is here.
The shepherdess we’ll visit.
Shepherd, shepherd hark that calling!
Angels they are and the day is dawning.

O, is this the Alcade’s daughter,
Or some lady come from far?
She is daughter of God the Father,
And she shines like a star.
Shepherd, shepherd, hark that calling!
Angels they are and the day is dawning.
*A male friend or close associate

cs Let mine eyes see Thee
Let mine eyes see thee, sweet Jesus of Nazareth,
Let mine eyes see thee, and then see death.
Let them see that can, Roses and Jessamine,
Seeing that face most fair, all blossoms are therein.
Flower of seraphim, sweet Jesus of Nazareth.
Let mine eyes see thee, and then see death.
Nothing I require, where my Jesus is;
Anguish all desire, saving only this;
All my help is his, He only succoureth.
Let mine eyes see Thee, sweet Jesus of Nazareth,
Let mine eyes see Thee and then see death.

34

ct Today a shepherd and our kin
Today a shepherd and our kin
O Gil, to ransom us is sent,
And he is God Omnipotent.
For us he hath cast down the pride
And prison walls of Satanas;
But he is of the kin of Bras,
Of Manga, also of Llorent.
O, is not God Omnipotent?

Why, I have seen him born, pardie,
And of a most sweet Shepherdess.
If he is God, how can he be
With such poor folk as these content?
See’st not he is Omnipotent?
Give over idle parl’eying,
And let us serve Him, you and I,
And since he came on earth to die,
Let us die with him too, Llorent,
For he is God Omnipotent.

If he is God, how then is he
Come hither, and here crucified?
With his dying sin also died,
Enduring death, tho’ innocent.
Gil, how is God Omnipotent?
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