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ABSTRACT

This doctoral submission comprises three volumes and is entitled Twistonality: A Personal
Exploration. Volume One consists of a portfolio of eleven original compositions, Volume
Two is an exegesis and Volume Three contains live and/or computer-generated recordings
of the music. The works are scored for a variety of instrumental and vocal combinations

and presented in the following order:

Five Love Songs (for voice and piano)
Concertino for Chamber Ensemble
Sensambulations, an Orchestral Ballet

Sonata for Violoncello and Piano

String Quartet

Rbapsody on Russian Themes for 2 Pianos

Six Holy Sonnets (SSAATBB)

Four Dualities (fl/mba; hn/hp; c.a/gt; xyl/S.D.)

2 F N a & &H& PP

The Sun Rising (for 3 female voices, horn and bongos)

A Carol Trilogy (SSAATBB)

H
e

11. Four Corner Fanfare (for brass ensemble and organ)

The compositions explore the use of tonality as a basis for the creation of a unique style
which incorporates musical gestures encountered in both traditional and contemporary
performance practice. The term ‘twistonality’, devised for this submission, refers to a
musical language in which a composer may express original ideas by twisting forms and
tonal structures already resident in the conscious or subconscious memory in order to

reflect his or her emotional reality as experienced through music.

The exegesis presents a separate chapter on each of the compositions in order to
explain its origin (Genesis), how it was composed (Method) and what was learnt when the
work was performed (Performance and Revision). The chapters are self-contained and

explore different aspects of the compositional process. The discussions include: text-setting
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for solo voice and choirs; the reworking and expansion of original material; arranging
techniques; orchestration and instrumentation; sonata, variation and ternary forms; the use
of modes; tonal/rhythmic structures and formal design; improvisation and intellectual
planning; the significance of programmatic and/or emotional content, and adherence to
performance criteria. There is also detailed reference to works by other composers
(Comparative Exploration). These include: John Mitchell’s Lz Corona song cycle (Ch. 1);
Bach’s talian Concerto and Stravinsky’s Concerto en Ré for violin and orchestra (Ch. 2);
Rodion Shchedrin’s Sonata for Violoncello and Piano (Ch.4); Shostakovich’s String Quartet
No. 8 (Ch. 5); Rachmaninoff’s Russian Rbapsody and Suite No. 2 (Ch. 6); Monteverdi’s I/
Sestino and Benjamin Britten’s The Holy Sonnets of Jobn Donne (Ch. 7); Elizabeth
Maconchy’s The Sun Rising (Ch. 9); Beethoven’s Concerto in D for violin and orchestra
and Bach’s Prelude and Fugue No. 4 from Book I of The Well-Tempered Clavier (Ch.11).
The final chapter is a review of selected writings chosen in order to illuminate the author’s

personal aesthetic and to place the research in a wider context.
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EDITORIAL NOTES

Tables, Figures and Examples

In the first eleven chapters of the exegesis, musical examples form an integral part of

the discussion. Of the three types of captions, each has been used for a specific purpose.

Tables are used for diagrams, charts, lists, and structural analysis. They are numbered
according to the Chapters, e.g. Table 1.1, 1.2 etc. and a complete List of Tables is given on
page xiv. The label ‘Figure’ (Fig.) is used for all musical excerpts which correspond closely
(or are identical) to passages in the final version of the score. Even when referring to earlier
versions of a particular score, bar numbers shown in the label refer to the version
published in Volume One, e.g. “Fig. 1. Concertino I, v.1: = bars 10-16”. Where the score
is incomplete, or where re-barring has been undertaken at a later stage, the ‘=" sign is also
used so that the reader may easily refer to the identical passage in Volume One. Excerpts
from works by other composers—discussed under the heading ‘Comparative
Exploration’—are also labelled as ‘Figures’. These works are given full citations in
footnotes at the first reference to the relevant score. ‘Example’ (Ex.) is used to label those
musical examples which have been created specifically for inclusion in the exegesis and
which are therefore not immediately recognisable as excerpts from the scores. They include
outlines of motivic cells, thematic material, and passages which are shown in piano
reduction in order to save space. Bar numbers refer consistently to the equivalent sections

in Volume One, e.g. Ex. 1. “The Sun Rising”: = bars 4-6.

Notation

Most of the musical quotations in the text of the exegesis were created before the final
editing of the scores. Where the text refers to the final version of a particular work
(especially the ballet, Sensambulations), any notational disparities have usually occurred
only as a result of enharmonic change. While the rationalisation of key-signatures and
accidentals was considered of paramount importance in the preparation of scores, it was

not possible to include all of this revision in the figures and examples in Volume Two.
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With regard to enharmonic equivalents, full usz has been made of their functional
ambiguity in order to obtain maximum clarity for the performer. Thus, in passages where
accidentals contradict the key signature for any length of time, the alternative spelling has
been used either to facilitate reading (e.g. vocal and choral works), to increase legibility (e.g.
cluster chords in piano writing) or to influence intonation (e.g. Cello Sonata). Examples of

unconventional notation are discussed more thoroughly in the exegesis.

Accidentals

Courtesy accidentals have been included in all scores, but might at times appear too
prolific. The Sibelius setting used is one which ‘add[s] courtesies to notes of the same pitch

in different octaves’.

Duration

The timings of individual works and movements indicated on the back of the title
page are those published by Sibelius at the end of each score. Thus there are minor
discrepancies between the durations listed in Volume One and those of the live

performances presented in Volume Three.

Italicisation

Some of the compositions have been given generic titles (Sonata, String Quartet etc.)
which, under normal circumstances, would not be italicised. For the sake of clarity,
however, titles of all the works in the portfolio have been italicised throughout the exegesis
as they have not yet been identified by number, key or Opus (e.g. String Quartet No.1 in
D minor, Op. 7). Although this might appear to represent a deviation from standard
practice, it allows chapter and page headings to remain consistent in appearance

throughout Volume Two.
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INTRODUCTION

In preparing a portfolio of compositions for this doctoral submission, many questions
have arisen concerning the nature of the research and how it might be articulated. It is
therefore important to state that, from the outset, the motivating force behind the
investigation has been the desire to discover what constitutes—in musical terms—an
individual voice, or a personal style. While it would be rash to imagine that there is any
proven recipe for the composition of ‘good music’, the notion of essential ingredients
seems less far-fetched. This submission therefore represents a personal investigation into
the creative act of musical composition, an exploration of the technical and psychological

processes involved, and a search for stylistic identity.

If a written document is be of value to human society, and if it is to make a lasting
impression, the author will present material in such a way as to promote in the reader’s
mind either an active and ongoing acceptance of facts and ideas, or the “willing suspension
of disbelief”.! The manuscript will have a sound formal structure, a cogent argument or
coherent narrative, and a distinctive—even authoritative—tone of voice. Where research is
involved?, the process will be subservient to the end product. In the case of literary fiction,
the work is likely to be aesthetically pleasing, well proportioned, stylistically homogenous,
well-informed and morally challenging. It might contribute little to an existing body of
knowledge, but its existence is justified as a donation to the array of individual, imaginative

insights which are known, collectively, as art.

Much the same can be said about music. Although composition is now taught to a
high level at most reputable music institutions, there are those who argue that art is
unteachable. How may scholarship inform art? Does it encourage and nurture the artist, or
could it stifle creativity? Should there be an emphasis on originality, or a concession to the
illusion of originality masquerading as a currently fashionable technique? If an individual
style is recognisable, is this because a composer has been well taught, self-taught, or both? If

the craft of composition may be learned by reference to existing works, at what point does

! Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Biographica Literaria, Chapter XIV. In The Selected Poetry and Prose of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge. (New York: Random House, 1951) 264. This expression encapsulates, exquisitely, the
mechanism by which we enter the world of make-believe. The surrounding text clearly reveals the context in
which it was first used: “In this idea originated the idea of the ‘Lyrical Ballads’; in which it was agreed, that
my endeavours should be directed to persona and characters supernatural, or at least romantic; yet so as to
transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these
shadows of imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith.”

2 Examples would include history, biography, the modern historical novel, or the ficto-critical essay.
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INTRODUCTION

a student begin to resist such conventions and speak from experience, in his or her own
(musical) language? If a compositional technique leads to inaccessibility, what are the
practical consequences? Is creativity an intuitive or intellectual process, or a combination of
both? Does the process define the product, and if so, how? These are some of the questions
that have stimulated (and occasionally threatened to constrain) the creative endeavours
represented here by the compositions themselves and this accompanying exegesis.
Definitive answers to such controversial issues, however, lie well beyond the scope of this

submission.

In more specific terms, the main purpose of the research has been to investigate the
ways in which functional and/or non-directional harmony might be combined with more
recent compositional techniques in order to create something new. The word ‘twistonal’
has been coined to describe a style which is informed by historical conventions and
formally dependent on audible harmonic progression and /or linear narrative, but which
also makes use of contemporary idioms. Within a tonal context the use of cadences
invariably helps to establish musical structure, but there are many other ways in which this
can be accomplished. Functional chord progression is a powerful tool, one which can be
consciously avoided but is difficult to replace. Alternate structural devices or artificial
techniques, when strictly adhered to, tend to limit the recognition of emotional content by
way of reference to the “known”.” In acknowledging the fact that compositional activity
may be nurtured and inspired by the knowledge of existing works written during the last
five hundred years, it seems reasonable to believe that prevailing tonal structures resident
in the conscious (and perhaps subconscious) memory might be twisted to incorporate more
recent techniques’ and, by a process of cross-fertilization, lead to the evolution of a unique
style—an audible signature, as it were. While the music in this portfolio represents a search
for stylistic identity, the research concludes that this involves a combination of factors

including a knowledge and appreciation of great musical literature from the past, an

> While this statement is intended to be taken simply at face value, it is important to recognise that an
enormous amount of scholarship has been devoted to this subject. The School of Music at Ohio State
University currently offers a course entitled ‘Music and Emotion’, for which the Selected Bibliography is
divided into five sections: Music & Emotion — General (49 references), Music and Emotion - Philosophical
(6), Music and Emotion - Cross-cultural (9), Emotion and Sound (15) and General Literature on Emotion
(50). http://musiccog.ohio-state.edu/Music829D/music829D.html, (7 August, 2006).

*1 have, however, deliberately avoided the use of total serialisation, believing it to be an intellectual process
devoid of emotional interest; and minimalist techniques have been used only sparingly as a technical device to
create tension rather than to extend the duration of a typically miniscule idea.
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INTRODUCTION

understanding of compositional techniques, an awareness of contemporary culture and a

recognition of the emotional significance of performance as a social reality.

Of course the term ‘twistonal’ might be applied to the work of numerous composers:
Franz Liszt, Hugo Wolf, Ravel, Prokofiev, Britten and many others, most of whom were
practising musicians and often pianists. They themselves have found other ways to explain
their music, and musicologists have used standard terms such as ‘impressionistic’, ‘neo-
classical’ etc. to place them within an historical context. The notion of ‘twistonality’, on
the other hand, is an attempt to account for the fact that performer-composers, being both
enriched and encumbered by music (perhaps even of a specific era or style) from the past,
cannot easily distance themselves from all that has gone before. Instead, they must twist an
inherited tonal language to accommodate new ideas, to express their own emotional
experience, informed as it is by current aesthetic trends, contemporary art and the
prevailing cultural environment. ‘Twistonality’, therefore, might be regarded as the
performer-composer’s solution, the expressive outcome of the classical performer’s search
for a personal style, or musical identity. It is neither a new (theoretical) approach to
composition, nor a reference to any particular compositional procedure. Rather, it appears
as a result of the process of natural selection whereby creative musicians attempt to wrest

something new from the immense legacy of the past.

Perhaps it is peculiar to the Australian temperament to write ‘serious’ music which
caters for ‘Everyman’ in a distinctively parodic or popular style, and which is at the same
time both innovative and experimental. Percy Grainger (1882-1961) is a good example:
nothing will prevent the public’s lasting enjoyment of Country Gardens or Shepherd’s Hey,
but audiences are also intrigued and amused by The Warriors, which is a much more
complex work. By association, however, one might also cite the American, Charles Ives
(1874-1954) who, despite his dual career as composer and businessman, is remembered as
one of the most enterprising writers of the early 20* century. His famous Piano Sonata
No.2 was, in his own words, an attempt “to present an impression of the spirit of the
literature and the philosophy of the men of Concord™, but in terms of its rhythmic and

harmonic complexity it has been hailed by many as a very important work. Both Grainger

5 Peter Crossley-Holland. “Charles (Edward) Ives”. In Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 5 ed. Vol.4.
Eric Blom, ed. (London: Macmillan, 1954) 560.

.



INTRODUCTION

and Ives were practising musicians and in each case their compositional style might easily
be described as ‘twistonal’. In a more contemporary context the Russian composer, Rodion
Shchedrin (b.1932), is just one example of those who today can be regarded as
experimenting within the vague confines of a tonal context and whose music is equally
distinctive. Although one would not wish to compare the works in this portfolio with
those of Shchedrin, it appears that our personal agenda is almost identical. In an

introduction to his Old Russian Circus Music, he writes:

My Circus is directed straight at the listener, the audience, at the skill of the
instrumental player, the soloist, at the joy that can be derived from well coordinated
and virtuoso ensemble playing. In this work I deliberately strove for colour, musical
painting, and humour, and also for those things which are effective, superficial and
entertaining. In a word, I flew in the face of what is now considered to be good taste,
L.e. depicting oneself as an ascetic, ruminating philosopher, or a monk who has taken
the vows of schema.’

In the course of this research it should become abundantly clear that I feel a close affinity
with Shchedrin, and it therefore seems logical to quote this passage as representative of my
own views in general. It could easily relate to any of the works in this portfolio, and

therefore provides an excellent summary of my compositional intentions.

Thus the concept of ‘twistonality’ provides the framework for an investigation into
the act of musical composition and the creation of a personal style. The aims were to
uncover problems associated with the use of a tonal language which has long been
considered passé and to explore and articulate various possible solutions. Reginald Smith
Brindle writes that “the number of possible twelve-note series is 479,001,600, but each
composer designs the series he uses to suit each individual composition.” In imagining the
number of combinations possible with the use of free twelve-note composition
underpinned by audible harmonic progression, one would have to regard 479,001,600 as
the tip of the iceberg. It would therefore seem logical to assume that good music may still
be written within a tonal context, and that—depending on the chosen solutions—it might

reveal distinguishing features worthy of public attention.

¢ Rodion Shchedrin, trans. Phillip Taylor. Notes to Old Russian Circus Music. Music by Rodion Shchedrin.
Cond. Vassily Sinaisky. BBC Philharmonic. CD (Chan 9552) 4.
7 Reginald Smith Brindle. Serial Composition. (London: Oxford University Press, 1966) 4.
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INTRODUCTION

This submission is in three parts. The primary content resides in Volume One, a
portfolio of eleven compositions ranging from an orchestral ballet of forty-five minutes’
duration to a simple fanfare lasting less than three minutes. The scores have been published
double-sided using the Sibelius software and an extra copy of the orchestral score, wire-
bound in A3 portrait format, has been provided in order to prevent the use of a magnifying
glass. Volume Two is submitted in the single-sided format normally used for dissertations.
It is hoped that the two volumes will make it comfortable for the reader to refer to the
final version of scores while reading the commentary and musical examples, some of which
are taken from earlier versions (see also Editorial Notes, p. xii). Volume Three consists of
four CDs containing live and/or computer-generated recordings of the compositions in the
portfolio. The works and their component parts are presented on separate tracks in the
same order as they appear in Volume One (Portfolio of Compositions) and Volume Two

(Exegesis).’

The exegesis contains a detailed discussion and analysis of the portfolio, its primary
aim being to examine the process by which the compositions have evolved. A separate
chapter is devoted to each work in order to provide explanatory commentary and, where
possible, to indicate what has been learnt by hearing it in rehearsal and/or performance.
Reference is also made to the works of other composers, where comparative analysis has
helped to provide a healthy perspective on these endeavours, or to indicate new directions
for future exploration. In the case of contemporary works and/or settings of the same or
similar texts, such research has been undertaken only after the compositions were already
completed. Attempts have been made to avoid ‘deadly’ prose and—with some exceptions—
to restrict formal analysis to those aspects of the work which relate to pre-compositional
design. While much of the musical writing was spontaneous, reflective analysis also played
an important part; indeed, the way in which these two approaches were combined forms
the basis for much of the ensuing discussion. Each chapter follows a similar pattern, with
headings for Genesis, Method, Performance and Revision, and Comparative Exploration;
while the content varies according to the nature of the works themselves, different aspects

of the compositional process are addressed in each chapter.

8 The only exception occurs in Chapter One, where the third song in the cycle, “A Nocturnall upon S. Lucies
Day” (CD 1, Track 3) is the first one to be discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

In assembling the finished product, some thought was given to the ordering of the
compositions. Volume Two is divided into four sections which, with the reader’s

indulgence, might be interpreted as follows.

PART A: Exposition

Chapters One and Three deal with the Five Love Songs (2000, revised 2002) and an extended
realisation of the same material in the form of an orchestral ballet, Sensambulations (2004-
2006). Chapter 2 presents the Concertino for Chamber Ensemble (2003-2006) which was the
required set work for the degree program. (This was based on a much earlier work which is
referred to in the discussion, but not included in the submission.) Part A, therefore,

immediately exposes both the earliest and most recent works in the portfolio.

PART B: Development

Chapters Four to Eight cover the Sonata for Violoncelo and Piano, the String Quartet, the
Rhapsody on Russian Themes for Two Pianos, the Six Holy Sonnets, and the four Dualities.
These works best represent the developmental phase of the compositional activity, and—
apart from the Rbapsody, which was written last—they are presented in approximately

reverse chronological order.

PART C: Recapitulation

Chapters Nine to Eleven contain shorter works which are perhaps less crucial to the
submission as a whole. The Sun Rising, A Carol Trilogy and the Four Corner Fanfare are all
examples of music which has been written for speciai occasions, or by request. They are
included in order to show how the compositional process was affected by specific

performance criteria, although the Fanfare may be regrded as marginal.

PART D: Coda

Chapter Twelve is intended to summarise the portfolio’s rationale and the cultural
environment from which it springs. In terms of the exegesis it might be regarded as a
postscript. With regard to the submission as a whole, however, it attempts to place the
research within a broader, humanistic framework and therefore stands in /iex of a formal

Conclusion.



INTRODUCTION

Volume Three consists of four CDs which contain recordings made either during
public concerts or in the recording studio. For those works which have not yet been
performed, musical realisations have been created with a combination of sounds from
Native Instruments Kontakt Player Gold, the Roland SoundCanwvass SK-500 and the Garritan
Personal Orchestra. It should be noted that during the compositional process, synthesised
(computer) playback has often acted as a catalyst for experimentation with various
combinations of instrumental timbre and tonal intensity. Although the Roland
SoundCanvass SK-500 has an extensive range of percussion sounds and sound effects, the
Garritan Personal Orchestra was found to have better quality individual string samples
and—for the Concertino in particular—the use of this software led to a number of minor

adjustments in the balancing of parts.

Computerised playback has a small advantage in terms of accuracy, so several works
have been included in both their live and synthetic versions. The sanitised intonation and
mechanised rhythm, however, are clearly major drawbacks. In addition, while the Sibelius
Kontakt Player is able to translate most dynamic markings and ‘hairpins’ into appropriate
MIDI messages, it does not yet recognize terms such as crescendo or diminuendo. This
effectively means that—for the most realistic playback—all use of such terms needs to be
supported by hidden ‘hairpins’ and/or suitable instructions for MIDI controllers. Given
the time-frame for the preparation of this submission, the artificial realisation of scores has
not been regarded as a high priority—rather, the intention has been to provide a
synthesised version of sufficient quality to stimulate the listener’s imagination. Were it not
for the advent of new technology, this research is unlikely to have materialised, as the

reader will discover in Chapter One.



PART A

EXPOSITION



THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE

FIVE LOVE SONGS
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

Genesis

Some years ago I spent time during the summer months learning to use the Finale
publishing program. Having reached “Tutorial 3: A Lead Sheet” and finding myself typing
the lyrics to “Oh Susannah”, I suddenly realized that more might be gained by writing a
song myself—a snap decision which proved to have long-term consequences. Having
quickly located my favourite poem, John Donne’s “A Nocturnall Upon S.Lucies Day”,
within an hour I found myself completely engrossed in the spontaneous act of composition
for which the software merely provided a tool. When the song was finished, I immediately
chose another poem (“The Flea”) and then another (“The Apparition”), until I realised I
now had three texts representing different stages in a central human relationship. “A
Nocturnall”' is concerned with the death of a partner, grief and loss; “The Flea” relates to
courtship, flirtation and pre-marital frustration; and “The Apparition” describes a situation

where rejection leads to thoughts of anger and revenge, albeit in the realm of fantasy:

When by thy scorne, O murdresse, I am dead,
And that thou thinkst thee free

From all solicitation from mee,

Then shall my ghost come to thy bed .. .?

It soon became apparent that two more songs might produce an effective song cycle in
which “A Nocturnall” could stand as the central work, this being the longest poem and the
most serious in tone. My next choice was “Breake of Day”, in which a female narrator
describes her frustration with a new husband who has to get up and go to work each day;
this proved suitable for insertion between “The Flea” and “A Nocturnall”. And finally, to
end the cycle (and bring us back to reality) “The Expiration” seemed appropriate because it
encapsulates so succinctly the painful and drawn-out process of final separation. Thus,
although four of the songs were written in a different order from the one in which they
appear in the portfolio (i.e. the completed cycle), each poem was deliberately chosen to

represent a different aspect of love and its emotional consequences.

Apart from this initial impetus, two other motivating factors gradually emerged. For
some years I had been working regularly with a professional singer, a friend and colleague
for whom I now imagined these songs were actually being written. In addition, there was

an opportunity for us to present the song cycle publicly later that year, so the thought of

1 “A Nocturnall upon S. Lucies Day” has been abbreviated to “A Nocturnall” throughout the exegesis.
2 John Hayward, ed. Jobn Donne, A Selection of bis Poetry. (Ringwood: Penguin, 1967) 52.
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

our collaboration involved taking into account various practical considerations relating to

our strengths as practising musicians, and the limited time available for rehearsal.

The Texts

Because the texts were chosen on the basis of their literary merit, it is relevant to
explain briefly the nature of my preliminary investigations into the poems themselves,
some of which occurred much earlier in my experience. For those unfamiliar with the
language, metaphysical poetry can be difficult at first because it is full of pun and paradox,
but as a student of English Literature I had already spent many hours pouring over these
poems with the help of the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary.’ One of its most
impressive features is the extent to which Donne’s poetry extracts multiple meanings from
the simplest of analogies. For example, “A Nocturnall” begins with a description of the

mid-winter solstice:

Tis the yeares midnight, and it is the dayes,
Lucies, who scarce seaven houres herslf unmaskes,
The sun is spent, and now his flasks

Send forth light squibs, no constant rayes;*

It is almost impossible to feel the full impact of this passage without knowing that the
word “flask” in Old English meant a vessel for carrying liquor, but also, by 1549, a metal
or leather container for carrying gunpowder; literally, a “powder-flask”. The word “squib”
in 1530 meant a type of firework whose charge usually terminated in a slight explosion
and, according to Theodore Redpath, the term was “regularly used in Donne’s time for the
half-charges on which military recruits were trained”.” By 1579, however, it also meant “to
use smart or sarcastic language (a type of shooting out at people or things, hence ‘to squib
in the journals’)”, which adds another dimension altogether. The word “ray”, apart from

its obvious reference to light, also meant the “order or array especially of soldiers, their line

or rank (1587)”. Thus we discover that the opening lines contain a myriad of visual and

3 The texts were all originally taken from the Hayward version, but later I referred to another edition, i.e.
Redpath, Theodore, ed. The Songs and Sonets of Jobn Donne. (Methuen: London, 1964). Redpath claimed to
have published Donne’s own revised editions of some of the poems. Here I found a few minor changes in
word order and in the interpretation of certain phrases, but in general the dictionary provided most of the
clues to the complexity of the language itself. Unless otherwise stated, the meanings given here are from 7The
Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd edition.

* Hayward 50.

> Redpath 71.
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

verbal connotations, any or all of which might affect the artistic choices made by a

composer wishing to set the poem to music.

Quite apart from these layers of poetic implication, however, it is of fundamental
importance to understand the syntax which, in metaphysical poetry, is often quite
convoluted. Sometimes even the simplest passages prove treacherous, such as lines 22-27 of

“A Nocturnall”:

Oft aflood
Have we two wept, and so
Drowned the whole world, us two; oft we did grow
To be two Chaosses, when we did show
Care to aught else; and often absences
Withdrew our souls, and made us carcasses.’

At first T had interpreted the phrase “when we did show care to aught else” as meaning
“when we showed no interest in anything else”.” However, I later found Redpath’s
interpretation to be correct: when we worried about anything else, or in his words “when
either of us made the other jealous by showing an inclination for someone or something
else”.* On an emotional level, this was an essential discovery which gave much clearer
meaning to the passage as a whole, although in this instance I did not feel obliged to make

any musical correction.

Last but not least, anyone familiar with Donne’s poetry will realize that the language
is meticulously scanned using speech rhythms which are bold, direct and uncomplicated.
Unlike the works of T.S. Eliot or Gerard Manly Hopkins with their sophisticated inner
rhythms and changeable meters, Donne’s poetry invariably suggests a time signature.
Furthermore, if the speech patterns are strictly adhered to, it even implies varied but well-
defined segments within longer phrases which lend themselves perfectly to musical
amplification. In an article written for The Times in May 2005, arts correspondent Dalya
Alberge reports the recent discovery of four new musical scores, all settings of poems by
John Donne, whom she calls “the Cole Porter of his day”.” The manuscripts were found in

the British Library in London and the Bodleian in Oxford by Donne scholar Dr Jonathon

¢ Hayward 50.

7 This would have been appropriate if Donne had written “when we did show care to naught else”.
¥ Redpath 73.

® Dalya Alberge. “John Donne, 17* century poet of pop”. The Times 9 May, 2005.
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2-1604129,00.html, 16 November, 2005.
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

Holmes, who has apparently identified at least seven contemporary composers who set
Donne’s words to music. He is reported to have said that “No other playwright, poet or
prose writer had received such attention from musicians and composers”.” Thus while
some poetry is intrinsically musical, it is often difficult to conceive in musical terms;
Donne’s poetry, for all its strength and imagery, is quite the opposite, and was clearly

recognised even in his day as suitable song material.

Method

Turning now to the compositional process, it is important to re-emphasise that these
songs were directly inspired by the poems themselves. The act of setting words to music
involves quite a different process from purely instrumental writing in so far as it engages
one’s literary as well as one’s musical imagination, and in these songs it is the former which
stimulates and disciplines the latter. While the degree of interconnection between the two
might vary greatly amongst individual composers and in accordance with the nature of the
work in question, a strophic song (and especially one with many verses) is unlikely to
contain the same degree of correlation between text and music as one which is through-
composed. On the other hand, a composer might simply choose to depict the overall mood
or atmosphere of the poem rather than to become involved in the kind of superficial word-
painting which could easily lead to clichés. Although I have certainly used descriptive
techniques to highlight certain words and phrases, I now realise (after the event) that while
some of this was quite deliberate, some of it seems to have occurred quite spontaneously at

a subconscious level.

Bearing in mind its linguistic complexity, one might well question my decision to
begin with “A Nocturnall”" rather than with one of the shorter, simpler Songs, but as I
was relatively unfamiliar with the software and primarily concerned with the lyrics, it
offered an opportunity to focus on the vocal line and write a relatively simple
accompaniment. The length of the poem recommended that it be through-composed, and
that any melismatic treatment of words should be reserved for occasional rhythmic or

melodic emphasis; also, the dense imagery of the opening lines actually dictated sparse

1 Alberge.

' 'The name of the song is printed in bold in order to alert the reader to the fact that, from this point on, the
discussion is focussed on this particular work. This practice has been maintained throughout the exegesis in
order to avoid the use of extra headings.
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

piano writing to underline the significance of the text. It seemed logical to adopt a slow
rhythm and a recitative-like vocal line which could be manipulated to suit the nature and
pace of the argument as it progressed (see Fig. 1). The descending pairs of chords were
chosen partly to enhance the fragile, sombre mood (a type of sighing?) and also to allow

time for the text to make its full impact on the listener.

Fig. 1. “A Nocturnall”: bars 3-6
3 r
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At first glance it might seem odd that the key signature and the accompaniment indicate Db
major while the vocal line is written in sharps, but the alternative (see Ex. 1) looked very

uninviting for the singer.

Ex. 1. “A Nocturnall”: = bars 3-6

T
s N E= = —h
Tis the year's mid night,andit- is the dayes, Lu-cies, who scarce seven houres her-self un - maskes, The

This was of some concern as Fp and Ebb are found on strong beats during the opening stages
of the song. In any case, I believe that where legibility is concerned, singers are more easily
intimidated than instrumentalists by angularities or tonal aberrations in the melodic line,
and therefore an enharmonic equivalent seemed justified. A musicologist might also assume
that the tonal emphasis on Gb and/or F# throughout the song is intended to highlight the
idea of a mid-way point, being a tritone away from C; however, although this might be

considered an added subtlety, it happened either at a subconscious level, or by chance.

In all of the songs, the choice of key was largely determined by the sound qualities of
the piano in certain registers, but physical comfort or ease of execution (for the pianist)
also played a part. As the score was improvised and entered with the aid of an electronic
keyboard, suitable fingerings and comfortable chord patterns could be readily established.
Efforts were made to use a harmonic structure flexible enough to illuminate certain
thoughts or arguments programmatically while at the same time retaining the essential

unity of the poem. The idea of using augmented chords in bars 12-16 probably originated
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

unity of the poem. The idea of using augmented chords in bars 12-16 probably originated
in a desire to ‘collapse’ the harmony later on, in keeping with the words “life is shrunke”
(bars 16-17), and to resolve the tension at the end of the stanza with the word “Epitaph”.
The second stanza (bars 22-38) is quicker in tempo and the Pi# mosso, combined with the
ad libitum marking in bar 26, was designed to allow the singer to pace the narrative
correctly. The augmented chords (see Fig. 2) return to introduce the section quoted above,

“Of a flood have we two wept”.

Fig. 2. “A Nocturnall”: bars 50-53

Here I have tried to create a musical texture which highlights the underlying sexual
metaphor, where weeping and drowning are traditionally linked with the emission of

fluids and the concept of orgasm itself.

Without wishing to dwell unnecessarily on isolated examples of word-painting, it is
also relevant to observe how the form of the song was largely dictated by the poem’s
structure and content. The recurrence of the words “Sunne” and “midnight” in the last
stanza (apart from its rhythmic similarities with the first verse) provoked a natural return
to the opening material which is now partially inverted (see Fig. 3), for although all is lost
for the protagonist there is still hope for lovers, and this in turn invites an echo of previous

melodic activity.

Fig. 3. “A Nocturnall”: bars 85-90
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS
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As for the subject matter, it is worth noting that some passages in the text have
inspired the same musical treatment even though at the time of writing this was not a
matter of conscious choice but (presumably) one of intuitive association. For example in
bars 29-30, where Donne describes the alchemy of death or loss”, and in bars 73-74, where
he mentions the mysterious and magnetic powers of the natural world”, I have used triplet
crotchets in the vocal line against normal quavers in the accompaniment, a variation
which—despite a lack of conscious planning—occurs nowhere else in the song. Similarly,
the emotional impact of bars 14-16" seems to be reflected in bars 94-96* and consequently
these parallel contrasts between life (or after-life) and death (or hibernation) are evoked not
just by the text but by the music itself. Even though the song was already quite long, a tiny
‘play-out’ at the end seemed rhythmically (and emotionally) appropriate, whereas the 2-bar
introduction was added at a much later stage to establish a new mood and prepare for the

dramatic opening statement.

Although it seemed appropriate to begin with the song which was written first, the
remaining songs will be discussed in the order in which they appear in the cycle. “The
Flea” was, in any case, my second choice, and here again there is a mixture of planned
(conscious) and intuitive (unconscious) writing. For example, since a flea is very tiny, I
deliberately chose to begin the introduction with staccato minor seconds in a high register

(see Fig. 4), one of the smallest (harmonic) sounds available.

12 “For his art did express/A quintessence even from nothingness”

1 “Yea plants, yea stones detest and love”

4 “The general balme th’hydoptique earth hath drunke/Wither, as to the bed’s-feet, life is shrunk,/Dead and
interr’d;”.

15 “Since she enjoys her long nights festival/Let me prepare towards her, and let me call/This hour her Vigil,
and her Eve”.
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

Fig. 4. “The Flea”: bars 1-6
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Once this pattern was established I simply wrote a tune for the left hand, not realizing
until well after the song was finished that the melody itself also had a “jumping” character.
If this seems hard to believe, I venture to suggest that it is the language itself which is
staccato, and that the quick repetition of the word “mark” in line 1 and the sharp
consonants in the words “sucks” and “suck’d” in line 3 were contributing factors! In the
John Hayward version of this poem, lines 3-4 read: “It suck’d me first, and now sucks
thee,/And in this flea, our two bloods mingled bee”'®, whereas the revised version
published by Redpath gives the narrator a more audacious character: “Me it sucked first,
and now sucks thee,/And in this flea our two bloods mingled be”.” The meaning is the
same, but the tone has changed. The vocal line as it now stands (see Ex. 2) tends to

promote the temporal aspect of the narrative by lengthening the word “now”.

Ex. 2. “The Flea”: = bars 17-18
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It suck'd me first, and  npow sucks  thee,

Had I taken the text from Redpath, this would almost certainly have been replaced by
something which would match the opening phrase (bars 10-11) and promote the dramatis

personae (see Ex. 3).

Ex. 3. “The Flea”: = bars 17-18
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Then we come to the line “Thou know’st that this cannot be said a sinne, nor shame, nor

loss of maidenhead”.” This is quite different in the later version, which reads: “Confess it:

 Hayward 48.

7 Redpath 64. Note that Redpath uses simplified spelling, some of which T have now adopted for the final
version of the Five Love Songs. I have also used his (simplified) punctuation, though it differs only slightly
from the Hayward version.

'® Hayward 48.
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Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

this cannot be said a sin, or shame, or loss of maidenhead”.” Such a disparity between
gentle logic and a blatant imperative would call for a change not only in the vocal line, but

in the underlying harmony.

Fig. 5. “The Flea”: bars 22-23 Fig. 6. “The Flea”: = bars 22-23
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Figure 5 shows the two bars in their original form, while Fig. 6 represents a likely outcome
were I to adopt the alternative version of the text. Here there is no gentle harmonic
progression, but simply an inversion of the E*”—[E—G§—B—(D)—F] which has already
announced what follows, just as the narrator boldly assumes his partner’s conspiratorial
agreement with the argument he is about to advance. However, since the songs were

recorded in their original version, I have chosen on this occasion not to alter the score.

As T recall, the first stanza was already completed before I decided to enter any key
signature, and this was changed to F major for the setting of the second verse. The
quotation from Ravel’s Bolero was simply a humorous gesture on my part, since that work
is often associated with the idea of sexual climax, but only now have I realized that it
comes at bar 51, almost exactly half-way through the song. A return to D major at bar 68
brings a piano interlude where, for the first time, the main melody is heard in minor
seconds. This is intended to reinforce the concentrated nature of the topic under
discussion, the ludicrous complexity of which is now indicated by the imitative treatment
in bars 72-75. It is also relevant to observe that as the argument is brought to its logical
conclusion (bars 91-97), the accompaniment becomes more sparse, allowing the message (a
cleverly designed imitation of ‘the moral of the story’) to be clearly understood by the
listener. The final chord was initially placed on the first beat of the bar; its subsequent

delay and the addition of the grace were a light-hearted afterthought.

1 Redpath 64.
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The Introduction to “Breake of Day” (see Fig. 7)was intended to suggest a gentle

sunrise and to provide material capable of further development.

Fig. 7. “Breake of Day”: bars 1-4
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In terms of the cycle as a whole, the longer introduction provides a convincing change of
mood, and the contrasting rhythm of the vocal line is intended to stress the discursive
nature of the poem. The argument proper begins in bar 13 (see Fig. 8), where slight

rhythmic distortion and off-beat accents are used for dramatic effect.

Fig. 8. “Breake of Day”: bars 13-16
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Much of what follows is concerned with the stupidity of a situation where darkness and
light threaten to become figurative equivalents for togetherness and separation, so the
opening material is used in various ways to colour the argument as it proceeds. For
example, the idea of a quasi ground bass (bars 16-21) literally describes a ‘sticky situation’;
the fragmentation in bars 25-28 conjures up a certain hesitance which demands further
explanation; the uninterrupted quavers (bars 33-44) underline the self-perpetuating nature
of artificial rationalisation (for this is what Light would say, if it could speak!); and finally
the use of the triplet diminution from bar 45 suggests a slight surge in the anxiety level.
The breathlessness of bars 50-51 is intended to prepare the listener for what could be
considered the peak of the argument, where a second outburst of rhythmic distortion (see

Fig. 9) seemed justified.
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Fig. 9. “Breake of Day”: bars 52-54
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The last two lines of the poem express a coolly resigned summary of the narrator’s
quandary which evokes not only a return to the ground bass but dormant repetition of the
musical figuration, and the song ends with an echo of the opening bar, perhaps confirming

the fact that this 1s, indeed, a no-win situation.

“Breake of Day” is unusual in that it is the only poem in which the narrator is a
woman. Furthermore, although this is a relatively short poem, Redpath proposes quite a
few changes in the text which he says are based “on the authority of a number of
manuscripts, including some which may embody corrections by Donne himself”.* These
alterations are given in Table 1.1, where the earlier version, according to Hayward and

others, is given in brackets.

Table 1.1: Textual variation in “Breake of Day”

Line number Redpath (Hayward) versions
6 Should in despite of light hold (keep) us together
9 This is (were) the worst that it could say
10 That, being well, I fain would stay,
11 And that I love (lov’d) my heart and honour so
12 That I would not from him, that hath (had) them, go.
17 He which hath business, and makes love, doth do
18 Such wrong, as if (when) a married man should (doth) woo.

In relation to lines 9-12, Redpath argues that the present tense gives greater vividness, and
that “it also seems to give something like a double effect to the stanza, i.e. this is what she
» 21

would say in the hypothetical circumstances, but it is also what she is iz fact saying now”.

His justification for the change in line 18 is that it avoids the repetition of ‘doth’, and

% Redpath 35.
! Redpath 35.
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“makes the end of the poem sharper, more cynical , than the other reading would”.”

Returning for a moment to Dalya Alberge’s article in The Times, when referring to
contemporary settings of John Donne’s poems she notes that “Break of Day [sic] was set and
printed simultaneously by three composers—John Dowland, Orlando Gibbons and
William Corkine”.” Although such an idea could not be easily proven without further
extensive research, I venture to suggest that some of Donne’s own corrections might have
actually been carried out as a result of suggestions from the composers of the day, or indeed
the performers themselves. Since most of these changes appear to create a vocal line that is
actually easier to sing, and because (unlike those in “The Flea”) they do not require any

musical alteration, all of them have been adopted in the final version.

After the sombre mood cast by “A Nocturnall”, “The Apparition” represents a
complete change of pace and texture. This is no flirtatious or reasoned argument addressed
to a real partner, but an impassioned, private monologue hurled at a vividly imagined ex-
lover. Consisting of just one 17-line stanza which, in both versions, is made up of one long
sentence, the poem called for an altogether more virtuosic approach to both the vocal line
and the accompaniment, so it begins in 6/8 time with fistfuls of cluster-chords (see Fig. 10)

to create a sense of outrage combined with some impetuousness.

Fig. 10. “The Apparition”: = bars 3-6
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A strong, declamatory style was also required for the singer so an octave leap was

immediately followed by a duplet (see Ex. 4) to create a more supple speech rhythm.

Ex. 4. “The Apparition”: = bars 9-14
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The flow-on effect of this was that, as soon as the situation became complicated by the
suggestion of further visits from the narrator, cross-thythms could be brought into play

(see Fig. 11) to highlight the dangers of any future “solicitation”.**

Fig.11. “The Apparition”: bars 15-20
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Thus the writing continued apace, dictated solely by Donne’s thought processes (or
those of the protagonist) and my own will to express them in music, something which has
here produced a few pictorial escapades just for the fun of it. When it was time for a break,
the Tschaikowsky Romeo and Juliet overture happened to be playing on the radio, and
sensing that this was some kind of omen, I decided to weave snippets of its most
sentimental theme into what was becoming a somewhat busy texture. The first obvious
opportunity came at bar 35 (see Fig. 12), where any clearly recognisable tune could quickly

be scotched, in keeping with the scandalous idea being expressed in the poem.

Fig. 12. “The Apparition”: bars 35-38
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However, there are other echoes in bars 53-54, and again in bars 91-92, so they are fairly
evenly spread throughout the song, and in the end they provided a useful ballast which
allowed me to keep both the vocal line and the accompaniment alive despite the repetition
of certain phrases and harmonic progressions. It is important to stress that this was never

intended as a serious song, but that I was nevertheless serious about getting it to work as

2 A similar example can be found in bar 87, where the word “painfully” is set to four crotchets in the vocal
line against six quavers in the accompaniment, although at the time I did not consciously connect the two.
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the musical expression of an unusually outspoken text, and in this respect I was thankful

for the overtones which Tschaikowsky provided. The song was finished in less than a day.

After such excitement it was clear that “The Expiration” would need to begin with a
longer introduction, and since the poem basically describes the reluctant dissolution of a
partnership, a meandering melody in compound quadruple time seemed appropriate.
Although this is the shortest of the five poems, the language is very dense and difficult to
follow at first, so the setting is deliberately slow. The faltering, rather uncertain nature of
the circumstances outlined here have been reflected not just in the circular motion of the

quavers but also in the bass line, which begins on the subdominant, and moves chromatic-

ally through scale degrees 2 ~ b2 - 1 - #1 - 2 - b3 before finally settling on the dominant 5l

A harmonic analysis of the introductory bars in the key of F major (see Fig. 13) also

reveals a certain amount of instability.

Fig. 13. “The Expiration”: bars 1-5
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Although some enharmonic adjustments have been made, it could easily be argued that the
analysis is somewhat approximate, since many of the chords have no 3rd (meaning their
quality is ambiguous) and the suspended 4ths are never resolved. There is some suggestion
of cadential idioms® at each end, although the II” is by no means well-defined, the v§ is

minor and the bIIT **** (which might also be interpreted asa bVIP’) does not really lead

smoothly to the V.

Once the voice enters, portamento is used as a braking device (although it might also
be seen to announce the slippery nature of the subject matter), and the melismatic
treatment of the word “lamenting” (bar 8) further strengthens the idea of a slow process.

At the end of the first stanza there is a quotation from a song which I knew as a child,

% By ‘cadential idioms’ I refer to three or more consecutive chords centred around the tonic (temporary or
otherwise), for example: [I-V—I, [I-IV—I, VI—ii—V—T etc.
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“Inchworm”%, and which by association seemed a suitable insertion at this point. Anyone
who remembers or recognises the song would also know that the first two chords are
repeated, and that the harmonic progression is quite static.” (This is quite apart from the
verbal connotations inherent in the title!) There were some problems with harmonisation
as much of the work is based on pedal points, these being on the dominant for the first
stanza and the subdominant for the second. In view of the fact that the song is intended to
reflect and amplify the narrator’s distress as a result of separation from a loved one, it
seems relevant to consider its structure simply on the basis of the bass line. This is

described in Table 1.2, where the dominant and subdominant pedal points are shown in

bold.

Table 1.2: “The Expiration”—Bass line

Bar numbers Scale Degrees

1-8: 222212202621 114141 1224363 15555 1555515555155551
9-16: 55512 1 b76655 1555515555 15555155551 55650514433 |
17-24: 226262 1 1111 1b7676767 11111 1 116767 1b6b65565 | 4—4- 1 44-- |
25-32: 44441445353 122221 -443 166544 1-444 1444414444
33-37: 444414433 11313252 1111111111 I

In this particular song, where chromatic movement often necessitates the use of
enharmonic equivalents, it is perhaps better to look at it contrapuntally, rather than
harmonically. From the above information we can create a graph by simply plotting the
scale degrees of the first bass note in each bar (“y” axis) against the timeline in bar numbers

(“x” axis). This is shown in Table 1.3, where the bottom line (clearly visible as a gap in the

columns) represents the tonic F.

% A quick Internet search has confirmed my recollection that this was sung by Danny Kaye. It is from the
Samuel Goldwyn Technicolor Production of Hans Christian Andersen, with words and music by Frank
Loesser, and it is still available on cassette tape. (Other songs include “Thumbelina”, Wonderful Copenhagen”
and Tubby the Tuba”.)

¥ My own recollection of the harmony is as follows: I bVII -1 -bVII -1-1V - I°- V% etc.
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Table 1.3: “The Expiration”—Bass Note Progression

——
Bass Note Progression

Scale Degrees
'

QUL

1 38 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35 37

Bar numbers

What has become clear from this analysis is that, apart from its brief appearances in the
piano part in bars 3 (Introduction) and bars 20-21 (introduction to stanza 2), the tonic F
has in fact been reserved for the two settings of the word “Go” at the end of each stanza
(bars 18 and 36-37), neither of which is an imperative.” The “Go” at the beginning of the
second stanza (bar 23) parallels (one might even say musically) the “So” at the beginning of
the poem. Here it is a command, and although the bass note is actually the subdominant
Bb, an F appears quite prominently as the doubled 5th in the chord. It is, of course, quite
possible that such subtleties might have been developed in the planning stages, before the
work was written, but as this was not the case it is hoped that such examples will give
evidence for my claim that the text itself played a vital role in stimulating an intuitive

approach to the composition of the Five Love Songs.

Performance and Revision
The songs were rehearsed over a period of about eight weeks in preparation for

performance in August 2000. On this occasion they were sung by a mezzo-soprano

2 At the end of each stanza, the text is complex. “Nor will we owe any so cheap a death as saying Go” is
interpreted by Redpath as meaning “we will not give anyone the easy task of killing us by telling us to part”;
in the second stanza, “Except it be too late to kill me so, being double dead, going and bidding Go” is
paraphrased as “unless it is too late to kill me in this way, since I am already doubly dead, through leaving
you and through telling you to leave me”. Redpath 123.
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although four of the songs are more ideally suited to a male voice.”” A number of issues
were discussed and addressed during rehearsal but of these the most important were
questions of tempo, especially in relation to “A Nocturnall” where the original markings
were generally found to be too slow. In some cases rhythms were altered slightly to create
a more dramatic or a more natural effect, but in general very little of the vocal line was
changed as the commas allowed for adequate breathing. Dynamic markings, infrequent in
the original version, were added in each song. In addition, many of the piano solos were
adjusted so as to become either less predictable, or to lend greater support to the text. For
example, the rests in the first and last bars of “The Flea” and the 2-bar Introductions to “A
Nocturnall” and “The Apparition” were all added at this time, and the ending for “The
Expiration” was also slightly modified. In the original version it had been rather ordinary
(see Fig. 14), whereas the revised version (see Fig. 15) represents a different solution which

better supports the idea of a tedious and lengthy separation.

Fig. 14. “The Expiration”: bars 36-37 Fig. 15. “The Expiration”: bars 36-37
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Finally, while dozens of enharmonic alterations were necessary for better legibility, there
were a few occasions on which it was felt that the voice needed more support, especially
where the tonality became temporarily ambiguous. There is a clear example in “The Flea”

(see Fig. 16), where the vocal line was left unsupported at the end of the first stanza.

Fig. 16. “The Flea”: bars 64-67
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z1s

% Having neglected to consider this aspect in my enthusiastic selection of texts, I am now resigned to the fact
that since neither the male nor female voice will suit the complete cycle, either would be appropriate.
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Aware that this passage occasionally caused intonation problems, I was prepared in the
performance to take the number 3 rather more literally in order to eliminate all margin for

error—in other words, to double the line in the piano part as shown in Fig. 17.

Fig. 17. “The Flea”: = bars 64-67
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Comparative Exploration

We have already seen that John Donne was popular with musicians in his own day,
but there are also many 20" century settings of his poems, the most famous of which are
Benjamin Britten’s The Holy Sonnets of Jobn Donne, Op. 35, written in August 1945. These
will be discussed more fully in Chapter Seven, in conjunction with my own settings of
some of the same poems for mixed chorus (SATB divisi). It is interesting, nevertheless, to
note that in an article on “Britten and Donne: Holy Sonnets Set to Music™”, Bryan Gooch

writes:

Michael Kennedy rightly points to an affinity with Wolf”' though the linkage there, I
suggest, goes well beyond a simple unity of voice and piano; further, it embraces earlier
nineteenth-century German composers , including Schubert - especially because of
repeated figures in the piano part - and Schumann - because of the intense emotional
unity of voice and piano and the employment of the piano to introduce and to
conclude a song, to suggest or to finish a mood while the singer, as it were, gives voice
to coherent thought (in the middle) arising out of the emotional state.”

It was this passage which suggested that my own familiarity with this literature—i.e.
through the study and performance of many songs by Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, Wolf,
and others—has undoubtedly played a significant role in determining both the
compositional process and the style of writing which is so dependent on the text. There

are, however, some composers for whom the text is of secondary importance, not perhaps

% Bryan N.S. Gooch. “Britten and Donne: Holy Sonnets Set to Music.” Early Modern Literary Studies Special
Issue 7 (5) 2001: 6 pp. Online. Internet. 11 November, 2005

3 Michael Kennedy. “Britten”. In The Master Musicians.(London, Toronto and Melbourne: ].M.Dent & Sons,
1981) 177. Cited in Gooch, see fn. 30.

*? Gooch.
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in relation to the work as a whole, but certainly in terms of its compositional method.
John Adams provides one example in his Harmonium (1981), a work for mixed chorus and

orchestra which uses texts by John Donne and Emily Dickinson. He makes the comment:

I cast far and wide for a text to satisfy a musical image that I had in mind. That image
was of human voices—many of them—riding upon waves of rippling sound.
Ultimately, I settled on three poems of transcendental vision. ‘Negative Love’ by
John Donne examines the qualities of various forms of love, ascending in the manner
of Plato’s Symposium, from the carnal to the divine.”

While it is not possible here to give an exhaustive list of 20™ century settings of John
Donne texts, the selection illustrated in Table 1.4 (see below) shows that many composers
have chosen to set more than one poem. The last work, La Corona Op. 89 by John
Mitchell®, is intriguing since the settings are relatively recent, and this is a true cycle made
up of seven Holy Sonnets in which the last line of the first poem becomes the first line of

the next, just as the last line of the final poem also begins the first sonnet.

Table 1.4: Selected 20th Century settings of John Donne texts

Composer Work Date
Samuel Adler Unboly Sonnets (texts by John Donne) for tenor and piano 1985
Malcolm Arnold Two John Donne Songs Op.114b for voice and piano 1974
Allen Brings Three Holy Sonnets for Chorus and Orchesta 1988
Geoffrey Burgon Five Sonnets of Jobn Donne for Soloists and Ensemble 1967
Dorian Le Gallienne Four Divine Poems of Jobn Donne for Voice and Piano ¢.1950
John Mitchell La Corona Op. 89. Seven Songs by John Donne 1993

 John Adams. An Annotated Thematic Guide. http://www.schirmer.com/composers/adams_thematic.html.
16 November, 2005.
% John Mitchell studied at UCLA with Dr John Vincent, who succeeded Arnold Schoenberg as professor of
composition there. His web-site includes the following personal comments on music and culture:
There is also in the last few years what seems to be a new trend toward a simplified neo-classicism, with the
apparent goal of getting back to the real strengths of classical music. .. Friday, July 9, 2004
So-called "high culture" (with emphasis on the quotation marks, and the word so-called), since the start of
the spread of minimalism in the late 1970's (that great palliative meant to lessen the suffering of the dying
patient) has been flailing about desperately trying to latch on to some kernel of life along the 360-degree
circumference of the circle of creativity—occasionally touching one, probably by accident. However,
culture in this century and those to come will have no "high" or "low". The ever-increasing power of the
core of humanity (as opposed to the present surface manifestations) will hold sway over our music. Popular
genres since the 1950's that have become universal are a foreshadowing of this core influence.
John Mitchell, Saturday, March 16, 2002.

http://www.abm-enterprises.net/biography.html, 14 April, 2006.
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The title La Corona actually belongs to the first poem, “Deign at My Hands”, which
Mitchell describes as an Introduction. The remaining six songs he names according to the
first lines of each sonnet, giving Donne’s titles in brackets, e.g. “Salvation to All”
(Annunciation). Although the songs are still in manuscript, recordings can be downloaded
from the Internet, and since the scores have now been made available to me it has been

interesting to compare them with my own work.

La Corona is a cycle in which all the songs have a tonal centre, and all except the
second have key signatures. They are all through-composed in keeping with the formal
structure of the sonnet, and there is a general avoidance of melismatic treatment, with most
of the vocal line being set in a straightforward rhythmic fashion. While the songs clearly
reveal a consistent personal style, they are not as heavily dependent as the Five Love Songs
on 19* century Lieder traditions. Harmonic changes usually occur at the beginning of the
bar or on strong beats while simple rhythms and textures prevail, although these are varied
throughout the cycle to reflect the general meaning or mood of the text. At first glance
both the rhythmic and harmonic aspects seem unadventurous but they become
increasingly sophisticated (and the piano accompaniments more active) as the cycle
progresses. While there is no need for an extensive analysis of each song, Table 1.5 provides
an overview of their main characteristics. I shall then look briefly at the first and last songs
as possible examples of ‘twistonality’. The first page of each song is included as Appendix

A. I am greatly indebted to the composer for granting permission to “scan and quote at

will”.
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Table 1.5: “La Corona” Song Cycle— Overview of Main Characteristics

and Everlasting
Day...”
(Ascention)

with strong rhythmic
features in piano
accompaniment:

J}ﬁm or even

quavers

Song Title Time Key Piano Texture Features
&Tempo | Signatures
(Keys)
“Deign at My 4/4 D minor Block J 4 J J chords | Solemn, steady repeated chords.
Hands. . . ”(La Slowly and melody imitating Climax involving ascending
Corona) vocal line J373 scales (2 bars) hinted at 5
bars earlier. Form A-B-A
Db bass at climax.
“Salvation to 2/2 None Arpeggios in JT7] Very simple chord structure (G
All...” Medium (G major/ figures, o and maj & min diatonic.)
(Annunciation) G minor) chords in middle Form A-B-A plus mini-Coda
section. derived from slower middle
section. Db major and Db pedal
point at climax. Piano inactive
(sustained chords) for last line of
text.
“Immensity 4/4 & 6/4 A minor/major Mainly block & Slow harmonic progression.
Cloistered. . . ” Medium (F4 major for “B” || arpeggiated chords. Form A-B-A-B.
(Nativitie) slow section with no Some J J movement in Coda.
change of Key Word painting of “general
Signature) doom” in sharps (accidentals)
and polytonal chord stacking.
Ends with Tierce de Piccardi.
“With His Kind 3/4 C minor Diatonic Chords with || Fairly static harmony.
Mother. ..” Medium (C major with repeated chord factors | Form A-B-A-B but with vocal
(Temple) change of Key in line through composed. Longer
Signature for “B” || RHinJJJJJJ piano interludes, tempo changes
section) pattern. Two-part and a strong (diatonic) ending.
texture in middle
section (arpeggio
figures in LH)
“By Miracles 3/8,4/4 & | Ab minor Contrary motion 8ves || More active piano part and
Exceeding Power 3/4 (Bb minor for and repeated notes in interesting dynamic contrasts.
of Man...” Medium middle section 733757 patterns [f] Form A-B-A-C-A where last
(Crucifying) fast with change of plus sustained tones in || “A” is4 bar postlude. 3/4 “C”
Key Signature) bass [p] section uses d. chords over
repeated A 277 Js in bass to
reflect “He bears His own cross,
with pain” etc. Solo voice
delivers last line before dramatic
ending by piano.
“Moist With One 4/4 & 3/4 C# major Mostly two-part with More convincingly through-
Drop of Thy Medium staccato Jd4 44 4 JJ | composed. Many double sharps
Blood...” (“A”) and legato in more lyrical section. Some
(Resurrection) Jvm (“B”) featured descending scales, fast
rhythmic features. changing time signatures and a
Long pedal points quiet ending. Double climax,
especially on tonic and | first by the voice, then by the
G . piano. The song begins and ends
on the dominant G§
“Salute the Last 4/4 C major Unison or two-part Contrary motion figures

providing dissonance in 2nds.
Rising semiquaver scale (piaro)
prepares for delivery of two last
lines. A strong ending, voice and
piano together. Simple structure
& vocal line.Form A-B-A-B-A
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The first song, “Deign at my Hands” (42 bars in 4/4 time, c. J = 60) begins squarely

in D minor (see Fig. 17) with a solemn, measured accompaniment in block chords.

Fig.17. Mitchell, “Deign at my Hands”: bars 1-5
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These continue with the bass moving by tone and semitone steps until the dominant 1s
announced in bar 12, and the piano presents a tonally modified version of the singer’s
opening phrase. The harmonic progression throughcut this first verse is rather static, and
quite plagal in character. Table 1.6 provides an analysis of the first 13 bars in the key of D

minor and shows the plagal cadences (iv-i) in bold.

Table 1.6: “Deign at my Hands”—Harmonic Analysis, bars 1-13

Bars Chord Progression

1-5: iidilioioioilii*d ii" i i@ v8 v v odv]i i od i

6-9: VI VI V% W7 [ive ivS ive ivS | VII VI VI W7 [iv8 ive ive ive
10-13: #HD 4eN yerd yetd 1§ i |V V. V V[i§ i§ i i etc.

There is little obvious evidence of word-painting to this point, but “melancholy” is set to
the minor iv® and a rather sudden dissonance in bar 11 (V¢ *%, where the added 4th is
doubled) certainly throws light on the words “all-changing unchanged Ancient of Days.” At
bar 12 the bass rhythm changes to a new pattern for the second quatrain (@dJJP)and
the harmonic progression consists of I-V in alternating bars over a dominant pedal point
(bars12-19). In bar 19 an ascending scale in semiquavers introduces yet another version of
the opening phrase as a piano solo, and this rising semiquaver movement returns at the
climax of the song (see Fig. 18) where the words “The ends crown our works, but Thou

crown’st our ends” generate a gradual change in tempo.
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Fig.18. Mitchell,“Deign at my Hands”: bars 23-31
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The last section beginning at bar 30 (lines 10-14) is a repetition of the first 11 bars,
although the rhythm of the vocal line is changed to accommodate the syllabic pattern of
the new text, and the last musical phrase is repeated for an emphatic setting of the last line.

Here Mitchell includes a short pause on the aforementioned dissonance (see Fig. 19), which

reoccurs in bar 39.

Fig. 19. Mitchell, “Deign at my Hands”: bars 39-42
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The analysis V§** seems justified because at this point we have in the piano part a first

inversion of the dominant chord (A - C# - E) together with a doubled 4th (D) against the

vocal line E-D -G -F (JJJJ), which amounts to quite an unusual version of the

perfect cadence, one which—like much of the rest of the song—seems to have plagal over-

-33_



Chapter 1: THE METAPHYSICAL MUSE—FIVE LOVE SONGS

tones. It might, however, be equally convincing to describe it as a V§ /i, where the 1’ is

actually in the upper voice.

There is no attempt to connect the songs in any way musically commensurate with
Donne’s own repetition of the last line of each sonnet at the start of the next. However,
the settings of the texts are very clear and most of the word- and/or thought-painting is
subtle, using contrasting textures, combinations of major and minor triads, seventh and
ninth chords and the occasional dissonance (or in some instances deliberately awkward
voice leading) to draw the listener’s attention. The last song, “Salute the Last and
Everlasting Day. . .”, begins with a fanfare motif suggestive of heraldic trumpets (see Fig.
20), and after the soloist’s entrance the first beat of every second bar is marked with an

accent, possibly to emphasize the repetition of a 2-bar ‘tonguing’ pattern.

Fig. 20. Mitchell, “Salute to the Last and Everlasting Day”: bars 1-5
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A more lyrical variation of this idea is introduced for lines 3-4, “Yee, whose just tears or
tribulation have purely washed, or burnt your drossy clay . . . ”, where a subito pianissimo
and slur (see Fig. 21) indicate a legato texture more appropriate to the idea of “tears”, and

the emphasis shifts to the relative minor or 6th scale degree, A, while at the same time

presenting the dominant, G.

Fig. 21. Mitchell, “Salute to the Last and Everlasting Day”: bars 11-16
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The stark juxtaposition of tonic and dominant in this song gives it a strong, triumphal
quality, but this is interrupted at bar 26 by a series of arpeggiated semibreve chords (see
Fig. 22) and wispy ascending grace notes to accompany the description of the Ascension in
the second quatrain, “Behold the Highest, parting hence away,/ Lightens the dark clouds,

which he treads upon”.

Fig. 22. Mitchell, “Salute to the Last and Everlasting Day”: bars 27-31
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The return to the opening fanfare motif at bar 30 initiates a long crescendo (bars 30-38)

leading to the reprise (return of section “A”), where the opening material suits line 9 ,“Oh
strong Ram, which hast battered Heaven for me”, just as the following, more lyrical idea
befits line 10, “Mild Lamb, which with thy blood hast marked the path”. The idea of the
Ascension is most literally depicted by a rising scale towards the end, already presaged in
Fig. 22 and reminiscent also of Fig. 18, where it musically forecasts the idea of human
resurrection embodied in the words “Thou crown’st our ends”. The last 16 bars (see Fig.
23) show how a strictly diatonic approach (with not an accidental in sight) is used to

achieve a sense of finality.
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Fig. 23. Mitchell, “Salute to the Last and Everlasting Day™: bars 60-75
h—t I S L /‘"‘ﬁ —= T :;‘l.{‘é_:

QUENGH 1Y OWN ST ‘?ﬁdﬂ!—-——-— % 5 Ano iF Ty
e m I E'_

Ho— 1y~ SpifiT, My Muse 00 RAISE,

EE e el

. | - ¥ ¥
P AFIEFIFY N T AL ™ 1 F LA AF T L
—

L 1550

> = O R TIAR LA K %
VP ]
ﬁ mwwg 9’#‘?3

5 a2

T

s

allif

Vitiel
CA

One last example reveals 2 more unusual compositional device. Mitchell’s familiarity

with the tonal system is nowhere better exemplified than in the song, “Immensity

Cloistered. . .” where, after the first two lines (“Immensity cloistered in Thy dear womb,

now leaves his well-beloved imprisonment”) a 16-bar foray into the key of F# (melodic)

minor—without the use of a key signature—makes a strong visualimpact on the reader. By

the end of the section, Mitchell conjures up a real sense of alienation by centering the vocal

line (and piano RH) in G# minor while the accompaniment continues to tonicise F4, and at

the same time the single G#s in bar 26 suggest thatthese keys are simply the subdominant (a

5th below) and dominant of C#. Figure 24 demonstrates what might almost be interpreted

as a graphic representation of prison bars, as well as the audible painting of Herod’s

“general doom”.
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Fig. 24. Mitchell, “Immensity Cloistered”: bars 21-27
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In conclusion, although these songs are completely different in style from my own, I
believe they might also be described as ‘twistonal’. While it is a style which cannot be said
to imitate the work of any other well-known composer, the writing is consistent and
(despite certain rhythmic limitations) contains a variety of expressive musical gestures
which mirror the chosen texts. There is frequent use of conjunct (often chromatic) bass
movement alt