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This dissertation examines the setting of words to music
and music to words. It proceeds, after an examination of verbal and
musical méaning, to consider the variety of voices which constitute
particular poetic style. The emphasis falls primarily on lyrics and
ballads and not -opera.tic modes, and especially on the songs which
result when various knglish verse 1s set sympathetically.,.

The thesis is constructed in such a way as to begin with
songs which evince a complex personality and to work back
(chronologically and in spirit) towards more impersonal productions.
songs of this first kind are taken to demonstrate the central awareness
of the humanist's position, his dwn mortality. At the other end of this
sequence are ballads and singing which serves particular functions such*
as liturgy; these are generally missing the impress of the
individual voice, The dissertation discovers intermediate stages
between these two extremes and offers a structure which reveals some
basic connections between musical and verbal language. A structured
and accepted meaning, both conceptual and emotional, in the words of
a song is taken as an important guide to articulating meaning where
words and music combine to form another art.

The method which I have selected to pursue these ideas is to
isolate a number of individual poets' work or grbups of anonymous

poems and propose for them a place in my hypothetical scheme., The

songs which stem from these poems are examined with an eye to the

evident personality of the poet (or the lack of it) and the environment
out of which they have grown. A literary critical approach to words 1is

shown to be able to be made to reflect on the composite art of song.
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PRZFACE,

Muslical Zxamples:

These range from full songs, words and melody, to odd bars.

The discography at the end of the dissertation refers to recordings of
most items which are included 1n the text. I have excluded some larger

works, assuming that they are well-known and easily found - symphonies,

song cycles and the like, as well as familiar individual songs.

Texts

Where the poem to which I refer is, for any reason, obscure
I have included a full text so that the reader 1s not confronted with

a perplexing search. Glossarial notes are included in general Notes

and References for each chapter,

Abbreviations :

The following abbreviations are used :

Ballads which have been conveniently numbered by Professor

F.Child are given a Child Number in my text. For example, "Sir Partick
Spens" (C58).

Professor B.Bronson has supplied an exhaustive list of known
ballad tunes in his Traditional Tunes of the Child Ballads (Four Vols)
Princeton, New Jersey, 1959. These will be indicated with their
Child Number (C 140) and a Bronson Number (B 15). (There are up to

forty tunes listed in some variants.)

References to Burns' Songs are given with a Kinsley Number

(K 159) taken from The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, editor

Professor J.Kinsley, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1968 (Three Vols).
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Although this dissertation is of its nature tentacular,
embracing lines of enquiry which grow out of the main issues which
it raises, it also follows two quite specific ideas. These might be
described as currents which flow 1n opposite directions. The first of
these deals with the growth of the poet's voice, as it occurs in song,
ranging from the most private and personal concerns to the other
extreme where anonymous volces present a vivid, but disinterested
narrative. 1 propose to begin with the former and work towards the
latter. The second current is concerned to develop the idea that private
voices generally take as their subject the more commonplace experiences,
while anonymous narrative tends to deal with specific and particularly
noteworthy incidents; the inﬁividual speaks, out of his place in
humanity, for what he shares, while the corporate voice isolates
distinctive particularity. The first idea might. best be summarized in
the notion of a song being expressive of individual personality or
conversely, corporate impersonality with intermediate stages tending
towards either extreme. And this is clearly a consideration of the
poet/COmposer's voice. The second, succintly, is an examination of
the relevance of the variety of subjects to distinct voices. Both, of
course, imply a context, the history out of which the subject grows
and the environment into which it is delivered. Songs, because they
require performance to live, depend on the agency of fickle tastes to
sustain an interest in their existence. Poetry, although it is equally
susceptible to taste, can thrive in individual minds and amongst dusty
shelves without, necessarily, needing to be vocalized. It is a tricky
distinction, and begs too many questions to be disposed of
satisfactorily here. However, in the interest of making a start, poetlry
is often a bookish experience. Song, I contend is a variety of

vibration in the air, a quality which is at once limiting, but also



part of its attractiveness. Poetry 1s rarely a vocal experience, except
in the mind's ear and a reader can pace himself. Song happens in an
instant - recordings make it repeatable - and occupies a grey area
between the worlds of musical and verbal expression. I intend to take
the side of "words", but having declared that, will attempt to proceed
with 1mpartiality as a song implies at least one line of music, and
there are really no songs without words,

For too long now poems which are the words of songs have been
treated to the 1ntensities of literary critical scrutiny without
allowances being made for the addition of music which is often vital
to a consideration of what the poet has made. That is not to say that
only such poems as a poet writes, exclusive of the thoughts of possible
settings, are susceptible. Donne, for example, or Blake both composed
"songs" with only a nominal 1nterest 1n music. Conversely, there are
many fine poems which, because of the complexity of the experience
they offer as poetry, suffer at the hands of composers, But to continue
with the first assertion, do literary critics make appropriate
perceptual adjustments in a consideration of the songs of Robert Burns
or the traditional ballads? 1 think not, and the result is a
misunderstanding of what sort of words we are dealing with in a song
text, Little satisfaction will result from a fine piece of descriptive
prose where, for the sake of convenience or brevity, a high
proportion of the adjectives are omitted and the work committed to
print so neutered. Song texts without thelr music are similarly
mutilated regardless of how fine they might be in such a state. As
poems they might even present a different face, as strong as tnat oI
any other "mormal'" poem,

mqually important is the tendency to winkle a song out of
context into which it was conceived to fit. It is most often composed

to be performed and in manuscript is effectively dead; 1t presupposes
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performance and its very being depends on symbolé'being translated
into sounds. The same can, of course, be said of poetry, although
because it operates in a written/verbal sphere it does not usually
imply performance in its manuscript state. Because songs are written
to be performed they require conception, realization, transmission,
performance and reception by a listener who understands not omly the
verbal significance, but also what the musical gestures mean. His
discriminatory powers are not foregone, rather he listens in a manner
different from that in which he would read or listen to a poem. Of
course a poem might exhibit, to a degree, incantatory half-song, or
even Sprechtstimme technique which elevates it above ordinary speech.
That too, 1is a matter of theﬁ poem's function. A charm or riddle, sung
or recited, serve a special purpose. Words delivered in any manner
over a corpse or at a wedding have appropriate tonal settings which
are consonant with the occasion. To sing Purcell's splendid duet,
"Lost is my quiet forever™ at a nuptial celebration could cause alarm,
The words are clear and the musical setting, regardless of its beauty,
is doleful, Nuptials are conventionally Jjoyful, and musical symbolism
has a remarkably stable nature in specific cultures. The fiddle tunes
at an Irish wake are comprehensible as a particular cultural
manifestation and their function obvious. Ideas and emotions might be
freely translated from language to language. Something is always lost
- the peculiar sound of the tongue - bul meaning remains intact where
there are corresponding words for the same ldeas., The cultural context
into which poems and songs are born leaves a mark on them, and often
they are continuous with traditions in a convention of language.

If conventional or traditional modes of expression exist,
and they clearly do, then poems and songs might grow out of

environments which are temporallyand spacially localised. For this



reason it is always necessary to Keep a weather eye on just the sort
of place and time into which a song 1s born. T.S.Eliot writes of the
"birth" of verse exacting from the poet the most stringent care and
consummate effort to get the things right,and doubtless for him and
poets of his generation this is true. It is a matter for speculation
whether all poets would choose quite that metaphor., The accidental
alterations which occur during transmission of oral poetry are perhaps
evidence of a more easy going, natural birth for verse, multiple-
mothered and fostered in perpetual change. Eliot's works are not so
flexible. Neither indeed are those of most of the acknowledged
"named" poets of our culture. Equally Burns' "folk-songs" in which
added significantly to items' wnich he collected, are generally seen
as belonging to his works and are forever fixed as such, Burns is
demonstrably and inescapably a child of his time, not a great innovator
but with an appropriate combination of sympathies and abilities at the
right moment in history to undertake a task which established his
place in the canon. And many apologetic prefaces have been written
where an editor has realized that song texts are only half of the
story. This is also true of the traditional ballads, although they
have a narrative strength and rhythmic drive which makes them appealing
to the modern sensibility as verse. For taste is a constant problem
to the critic as the ground of acceptable limits of, say, emotional
openfiess snifts and 'changés.But it i1s a problem only if an acceptable
experience in art is dictated by minds which are closed to the variety
and nuances which characterize the different approaches, intensities
and even functiomswhich an artist sees himself as addressing.
Criticism inevitably produces yardsticks with which works of

art are measured. The discoveries which are made are usually applied

either as rules to which poems, for example, can be seen to conform,
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or as hypothetical models which might become archetypes if they are
sufficiently generalized., Historically this seems to have been the case
for thousands of years. After all, the sprawling world of "letters" must
justify 1ts position beside neater utilitarian disciplises: like. medecine
or engineering. For Plato and Aristotle this division was not as
pronounced, though doubtless a practising Greek physician or road
builder had the benefit of a wealth of practical experience to support
his more cerebral studies., Empirical science was probably the hammer
which drove a wedge belween utilitarian and non-utilitarian diseiplines.
The appearance of horses on wallpaper and flowers on carpets - and
Sissy Jupe:s avowed enthusiasm for them - evince the suppression of an
aspect of the human spirit which is perhaps entitled to a little
freedom., Such non-utilitarian studies, in order to rationalize their
existence, have needed rules to regulate and order the material of
their respective domains, Usually they succeed, but what is justified
is already'a generation old and like all immediate pasts, subject to
at least diminished interests and more likely, hostility. (Theorizing
for the future would be a type of witchcraft!) So critics because of
the need to produce evidence to support assertions, like the disciplines
which are more given to empiricism, 1mpose a structure on what they
know, Several times in literary history the magical (and holy)
number "three" has appeared to produce the structured framework which
gives credence to the poet's task.

T.S.Eliot in "The Three Voices of Poetry"(1953) settles for
a three way split, He tells us that "lyric" poetry is characterised
by the poet talking to himself. If he addresses an audience as in the
narration of an epic he fulfils another function and likewise, his

third division encompasses dramatic verse as it is performed in a

theatre. The unsatisfactoriness of this definition is quickly



demonstrable by considering the nature and variety of "lyric" voices
in verse and particularly, the poet's choice of an easily identifiable
persona or his decision to allow the poem to speak for him more
directly. Long before Eliot wrote his essay Aristotle distinguished
three types of poetry which correspond to0 the modern definitions of
lyric, dramatic and epic. The classification is not the same as Eliot's,
but they are, usefully, in three divisions which account I think for
the poet's eagerness to be in agreement. The arbitrariness of easy
formulae however cannot be overlooked. Perhaps such divisions have been
viable organizations, both in Ancient Greece where poetry was closer
to religion, and in the modern world where poets would like it to be.

Happily the scheme which I propose has three main subdivisions, but I
am less concerned with form than either Aristotle or Eliot, neither of
course, being strictly "wrong®.

John Wesley made the following observation in what is perhaps
his most read sermon,™The Nature of Enthusiasm". He begins by asserting
that overt displays of "enthusiasm"™ are evidence of a disorder of the
mind; they are possibily the result of rfoolishness or madness. Wesley, true
to the eighteenth century, sees such abandonment of reason as dangerous,

especially when it is initiated and cultivated by men;

(enthusiasm) may, therefore, well be accounted a species of
madness; of madness rather than of follys seeing a fool 1is
properly one who draws wrong conclusions from right premises;
whereas a madman draws right conclusions, but from wrong
premises, And so does an enthusiast.,.......

We might add that a madman does not know that he is wrong and can only
ever be right in his own mind. If the world which he inhabits 1s
peopled by his own fancy then it will be informed and structured in

the only way in which it can possibly be, as a product of his
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imagination which is inviolably true to itself., The introduction of

other realities does not change the aptness of his world for him., He
must exclude the "reason" of otners which hé can see only as an
imposition. The worlds of Aristotle, Eliot and any number of folk

who expose thelr ordering principles to the world, like Wesley's
madman, are more or less vulnerable to the interference of other
realities according to the premises upon which such perceptions are
formed., Welsey leaves no possibility for a compromise with the
enthusiasts, of whom he is often taken to be "saint" and main exponent.
Elther they are fools or madmen, ‘They are not fools, therefore........
This syllogism leaves no crevice through which there is an escape.
Judgements of the sort, inde;d the selection of critical ammunition
against the enthusiast, fix the Wesleylan position. He suspects that
there has been human inspiration for apparent divine possession. That
1s obJjectivity at work and it must have been haxd to achieve., His

Journals note occasions when whole congregations quivered and fell
about. Good sense seems to prevall and Wesley discounts such possession.
But his madman remains clear in his perception of the world, It is not
difficult to see where others have gone wrong. And for the literary
critic there is always the spectre of empiricism., The answer 1is

justification by imposing an order which is as watertight as

Archimedes' bath, as impregnable as Wesley's logic and as demonstrably

hard-won as Eliot's verses.

(i1)
The song which follows i1s surrounded with problems which
ought to suffocate it.: It was written in an unknown year, by an
unknown scribe. The words are anonymous and the music 1s not known

in other places. The meaning of the words has been the subject of



debate and the music, as 1t is written below, 1s an interpretation by
a modern scholar. Where or how 1t was performed in its time is open

to speculation, but it is without doubt the best of the thirty-three

secular songs which have survived in English from before 1400,

Ich am so blithe so briht brid one breere
whan I see that hende, hendest in halle,

He is whit of lim, of lim and leere;
He is fayr, and flur, flur of alle .

Mihte ich hire, hir at wille have,
Stedefast of love, lovell, trewe

(0Of mi sorw he may, he may me save),
Joy and bliss wer er, wer er me newe .

This translation into Modern English gives the sense of the thing more

clearly:



1. Bird on a briar, bright bird on a tree, Nature has come
to beg for love from Love: 'Gracious lady, on me, on me have

pity; or prepare, beloved, prepare for me, for me my grave.'

2. 1 am as happy as a bright bird on a briar when I see that
gracious one, most gracious 1n hall. She is white of limb, of
limb and face; she is fair, and the flower, the flower of all.

3. If I could have her, have her at will, steadfast in love,

lovely, true (from my sorrow she can, she can cure me), joy and
bliss for me would be ever renewed.

It 1s a startling survival, conventional of course, but not without a
quality which 1s 1n evidence in the songs of Dowland or Vaughan Williams.
A single line of melody and the erratic remains of a courtly poem are
the simplest type of song, technically, but that does not mean a
diminuitlion of expressive power. The most interesting observation to be
made here 1s that the musical language 1s comprehensible and continuous
with a tradition which is still in evidence. The musical and verbal
symbols catch and fix a melancholy which 1s seemingly forever repeated
1n song, suggesting the universality of the experience and the tenacity
of the language in which it is conveyed. Musical and literary scholar-
ship have placed the song as having been noted, on the back of a Papal
Bull in the late thirteenth century, when the Church held an exclusive
monopoly on musical theory and education more generally. The
viclissitudes of history have taken all of its fellows, so the sad 1lilt
of this little tune is an elegy for all those other 'somgS'which mast
have been sung and which have disappeared.

The recognition of fellowship which transcends time 1is
instructive., If we can endorse thg proposition that "Brid one Breere"
is melancholy and that this is the product of the combination of
textual ideas and the disposition of musical sounds, then there are
several important questions which it raises. The first few are historical,

why 1s this unlike the Church music of its time which 1s preserved, for



e2xample in The Historical Anthology of Music ? Wwhy is it unlike the

ballads and their tunes which, although they might have sprung from
the fifteenth century, are types of song which would appear to have
been sung at least as early as Homer and even before him? (There is a
Cycladic harpist in the Natlonal Museum in Athens and cave painting
shoWws men dancing and gestilculating. Stone Age man certalnly played
on bone flutes.) Why has so little song survived from the Middle Ages?
Have modern scholars inflicted an interpretation, especially in
transcribing music, which 1s cogniscant of what is to follow the
thirteenth century in the development of secular music? For whom was
the song intended, and why was 1t committed to vellum in such a place?
All of these are fair questi;ns and some of them might be answered
with some confidence, It seems fair to say that given its provenance,
a Papal Bull, it 1s the work of an eccleslastical copyist who was also
one of the few likely candidates to possess the necessary musical
literacy. Vellum deteriorates and 1nk fades and time, more generally,
decays so that begins to dispose of the problem of paucity, physically,
It was doubtless helped by a religious attitude which relegated such
secular stuff to its proper place, hence the furtive placement on the
back of a more significantly religious document. But what we cannot
overiook is the rightness of the tune for the words and their clear
and comprehensible emotion which has survived intact. There 1s a
temperamental affinity with Dowland which might be unexpected, and
which brings into question the novelty of what he wrote., Equally, it
adds weight to a theory of the endurance of common themes.

Dowland's melancholy, as Professor Mellers has shown is a
manifestation of "a medieval inheritance (fused) with all that was

most creative about the humanist belief in the personal consciousness,”

I have removed this from its especial reference to William Byrd, but



can we see 1t as applying to Dowland? Or is there a reworking of the
same human dilemmas 1n any age, the expressions of which are
preserved only 1f they find a medium which fixes them for posterity?
The answer must be that both survivals of conventional modes as well as
individual expressions from humanist roots which are of universal
currency find thelr place 1n song. And so another question suggests
itself, Just how do these conventional and more private aspects

become worked 1nto an essentially aesthetic and emotional experience?
This can best be answered by examining a variety of songs which
exemplify a number of dissimilar approaches to texts. The range is
vast, from the most urgent and private voices to the practical
applications of singing to everyday tasks, like making religious
observances or getting "a cow out of a bog". My enquiry in this thesis

1s to do with thils broader notion of song, to chart a passage through

the main characteristic types of singing.

(111)

Perhaps poetry like music appropriates to itself emotional
significance. Music with an associated programme depends, in varyling
degrees, but none the less depends on the listener's understanding of
what the composer has added to his music, Such programmes are external
to the music's life so we probably lose very little if we have not read
notes about individual movements of Beethoven's 5Sixth Symphony. But we
would lose something, perhaps only confirmation of what we i1mpute to
the sound patterns. A written programme often inspires a musical work,

but it can only be a description. Music can serve the same function,
describing what a composer reads, but more usually a song offers more,

That is because a composer 1s not simply interested to describe



verse but to demonstrate a lively sympathy for what the words say or
imply. So a song text 1is usually not a programme which describes what
we hear. Neither 1s 1t an extension of the sound patterning of music
where it departs from the world of verbal comprehension. Two extremes
can be discerned in English songs (and of course those from other
cultures). The ballad music, although it might reflect the
disinterestedness of a text, offers no comment on the narrative. It
might, as 1t tends towards folk-song, begin to catch the dramatic
differences between the volces of the poem which move in theatrical
orchestration, but 1t 1s never lndicative of private feelings which
might be acsribed to poet or singer. The music of songs which are
written for specific texts by specific composers generally aims at
capturing a consclous similarity between individuals and is, broadly,
empathic, The result of this lialson 1s.as much.a psychological
phenomena as an artistic one. A listener recognizes a three way affinity
where the thoughts and emotions of a poet are sympathetically
transformed or interpreted by a composer, whose work is performed
(interpreted again) for the delectation of a listener. An ideal listener
who 1s presented with a performance 0f a song should also be well on the

way to an understanding of the poem from which it takes its inspiration.



CHAPTER ONEs"SHADOWS AND IMAGES OF VOICE";
the languages of poetry and music .

"..while poetry attempts to convey something beyond what can
be conveyed in prose rhythms , it remains , all the same ,
one person talking to another ; and this is just as true if
you sing it , for singing is another way of talking . The
immediacy of poetry to conversation is not a matter on which

we can lay down exact laws ,"

T.S.Eliot The Music of Poetry

b

"I have two or three times in my life composed from the wish

rather than the impulse , but I never succeeded to any purpose."
Zobert Burns .

" Man 1s both a poet, and a musiclian by nature. The same impulse
which prompted the enthusiastic poetic style, prompted a certain
melody, or modulation of sound , suited to the emotions of joy or
grief, of admiration, love, or anger, There is a power in sound,
which, partly from nature, partly from habit and association, makes
such pathetic impressions on the fancy, as delight even the most wild
barbarians. Music and poetry, therefore, had the same rise; they were
prompted by the same occasions; they were united in song; and , as
long as they continued united, they tended, without doubt, mutually

to heighten and exalt each other's power, "

Hugh Blair



(1)
what is it that composers do to poems? Can we discern any

general rules which apply to the literature which a composer
chooses to 1nterpret musically? These sorts of questions are rarely
asked, perhaps because men of some musical stature have so readily
dismissed the possibility of poetry'sfor example, remaining
unravished 1n any setting, Indeed they often go as far as imputing
to music a voraclousness which swallows up all trezces of verbal
sigmificance,Here 1s Sir Michasel Tippett who says uncompromisingly

that the composer

"destroys our appreciation of the poems as poetry and
substitutes an appreciation of this music as song. (He
has).... the ability to destroy 21l the verbal music of
the poetry.... and to substitute the music of music.,”

In the broadest terms he covers his ground well, After all it is self
evident that a2 composer must impose a new sound structure on the

words but is this essentizlly destructive ? The meaning of the

words, the sense does not alter. At least the discovered meaning

that the composer finds in the poet and chooses to sel does not

alter. The metaphysical speculations of Humpty Dumpty, when he is
introduced to Alice, are surely a parody of the pedantry‘of linguistic

philosophers who unlike Mr. Gradgrind suspect that two and two might

be something other than four, "What does 'Alice' mean?" Humpty
Dumpty asks., Alice answers with the practical volce of common sense.
She 1s only a visitor to the nebulous dreamworld where there is time
for such games, Words which do have meanings and which by Humpty
Dumpty's standards are susceptible to definition are the visual

stock in trade of poets. But that is not to deny that complex

zssociations, ambiguity, irony and the like do not make the meaning



often obscure and sometimes inaccesible,

And the problem is exacerbated where there is a voice other
than that of the poet, 1f we can ever be sure that what we have is as
direct as "the poet's voice", The eponymous characters, the varied
voices 1n the tortuous realm of fantasy might offer only fleeting
access to an achieved meaning., The complexity of dramatic poetry can
be deunting but I think even the most tantalizing obscurity is
subject to laws of definition and can be deciphered with adequate
attention to the difficulty. One example from Shakespeare is
instructive and demonstrates the way in which a symbolic language can
operate,

When Macbeth describes the scene in Duncan's bedchamber
after the old king has been murdered, he is made to use the following
words;

"Here lay Duncan

His silver.skin laced with his golden blood," (Act 2, Sc.3

It 1s a pregnant image and indicetes the complexity of ShakeSPearelga'-'llqr)

language, But can we say exactly what we are meant to perceive in it?
I think so, and more than one level of significance is obvious, What
is perplexing is the momentariness of the thing, "Silver skin" and
"golden blood" are clear indications of quality and value, with
blood given primacy, Immediately the resonances are set up in any
mind which knows the play; "Blood will have blood", spots of blood,
blood to wade through., Recollections of "golden opinions™ and the

very "crown of life" appear. What Macbeth sees, he describes, and the
language which he chooses far from being precise description, using
words in their established meaning, is loaded with the signitficance

of the event which he has perpetratedfjénd so Macbeth becomes the poet-
king and his poetic virtues "shine through" him in scene after scene

where the playwright manufactures the symbols which echo with



significance, Clearly the depth of knowledge necessary for such a
complete cross-indexing of images and resonances requires a thorough
knowledge of the play and lines such as these necessarily disappear
in performance ,especially for the uninitiated. This is an
uncontroversial argument, It does, however relate to the problem of
understanding a song., The ldeas are presented, orchestrated as it
were, in poetry. Happily they are unambiguous, The performer
determines his tone of voice, his delivery, and they are either lost

Or numinous,

It 1s clear in such an example, Jjust what the poetry is.
Duncan's skin is metaphorically "silver" and similarly his vast
quantities of blood (as Lady Macbeth later observes) are not literally
"golden"™, By the use of such images Shakespeare establishes important
insights into the character of his usurper as well as endorsing the
order of things which Macbeth has so violently disturbed, Duncan
becomes quite literally "history” like a piece of silver jewellery
which is "laced" with gold; a cold reminder of the living flesh which .
1S now a reliquary of earthly growth, the spirit having departed, His
body is a monument to his kingship laced into his inviolable right
like a knight in armour, the very network of blood which drains across
his body a defensive barrier which no man can remove, Shakespeare
gives Macbeth a potent imagination, He can see the nature of his
crime before he has committed it and in one line can_encapsulate the
essence of Macbeth's regret. I am either correct in this interpretation
in which case I have followed what the poet offers, I am partially
right or,perhaps he means something ouite different. T.S.Eliot said

somewhere that the creative artist cennot exist by h:"'Lmself.'..+ Like the
inventions of the script called "Linear-B" organized symbols are only
relevant, meaningful when they are interpreted and understood by a

receptive reeader,



If with the aid of dictionaries, historians and critics,
we can be assured that indeed we are on the right track in our

understanding of the literal and metaphoric meaning of words, we are

still faced with Tippett's assertion that "all verbal music of the
poetry 1s destroyed”. The short answer to that claim is I think that
no such”"verbal music" exists in an ideal form., Consider simple lines
of verse,

"I had written to Aunt Maud,
#ho was on a trip abroad ".

The verbal music of these lines can only exist if we are sure of the
sounds of the poet's voice, (This might seen a trite consideration

but it does indicate a2 fallacy which is frequently voiced.) The lines
can be"translated” with phonetic symbols to show how different
varities of English might present them., A North American, for example,
would probebly produce a sound for the fifth word in the first line
which would approximate the "home-counties" Inglish "ANT", Similarly

a Scot might roll the "r" in "written" producing a very different
sound, "rrrretin", from that of a Cockney., The meaning would remain
constant but the"verbal music" is by no means fixed without a phonetic
script which effectively sets down each soundESUnder thse circumstances
a composer, like the poet, has no control, (Joan Sutherland, it is
rumoured, once met Poulenc and greeted him with a broad, nasal

"Hello Mister Pooh-lunk".) He cannot destroy whatwithout

being fzirly pedantic,does not exist,

Poetry in any act of reading ,exists only in the mind of the
reader who articulates it in his particular dialect, A composer like
any other reader begins with his reading of a meanling. But what of
the "moan of doves in immemorial elms"? FKarly gramophone recordings
of Tennyson are cuite surprising and rather like Yeats' bardic

tremolando. Was Shelley too similarly inclined ? We are not likely to
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know,'"The Isle of Innisfree" in Yeats' performance is singularly
monotonous, scooping up to one pitch at which most of the words are
intoned. It is neither musical nor prosaic. It carries a somewhat
forced intensity. The acceptance of printed dissemination condems

a poet to being read. Any performance, even his own, is essentially
interpretation., The sounds lnherent in the written symbols are too
indistinct to allow Tippett his "verbal music".

The problem of fixing the timbre of sounds in any written
source 1s not restricted to the ~oet. No two flutes can produce
precisely the same tone quality at an identical pitch. The embouchure
of the player, the state of his sinuses, the temperature and the
quality of his instrument a.r;: Just a few of the variations, Similarly
a flute in Mozart's day, although it has certain common features with
a modern make and 1s presumably equally as correct as the soloist's
instrument in either of Mozart's concertos, would not produce the same

sound. Musical notation is a method of fixing some, but by no means all,

of the musical meaning. Between the cold notes on the page and
vibrations in the air, the essential performer brings with him his
own notion of the ideal performen.This might be the same as the
composer's, and is more likely to be so when what the composer has
actually managed to say in his score is intelligible.

EBxactly what does a composer have to set to his music ? A
short answer is "™words", which are the symbols of more or less precise
meaning. 1f that were clear, understood and accepted perhaps there
would be little more to say, but meaning is a rather more venomous word
and inclined to wriggle its way from under the firm foot of reasonableness.
The meaning of words is subject to change so there is an historical
dimension to the problem, which at its simplest, might be indicated

in another line from Macbeth., In the first act a messenger 1is

'“l:""": — M"‘":lﬂ
R 1Y Tt £? 5y
Wi . F s I

ok
£l .'I"_____ i 4

g."'. o
& Ve
[ d

H



2leeveu Wi vil vlic J.U.L..L.urfing queStion,

"What bloody man is that ?"
( Act 1 Se. 11. 1line 1)

In the bowdlerized Shakespeare the word "bloody" is changed to
"bleeding" to assuege the blenching of Victorian maidens, for in
effect, although the Berd 1ntended no impropriely, grammar and common
usage had misplaced his origlnal emphasisnéThe oath 1s an "oath of the
mind", herdly a considerazble challenge to moral standards and
decorum., The second aspect of the historical dimension of"meaning"
is more difficult to describe,

In a celebrated essay John Dryden explains why opera

necessarily excludes poetry of any quality;

"voczl music, though it often admits a loftiness of sound,
yet zlways exacts an harmonous sweetness; or to distinguish
yet more Jjustly, the recitative part of an opera requires
a more masculine beauty of expression and sound; the other
....s the songish part, must abound in the softness and
variety of numbers; its principal intention being to
please the hearing reather than to gratify the under-
standing,”

~
The terms in which the criticism is offered are of course common
places in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, They express

the aesthetic preoccupations which are hallmarks of a particular
period, Whether they remain relevant is not an important question
because they are evidence of a reasonably well defined aesthetlc,

If the"principal intention" of vocal art is to "please the hearing"
and if indeed the"songish part"™ must abound in "softness and variety
of numbers”™ then such observations are probably based in fact.
Dryden's experience is paramount in fixing in his mind the broad

general precepts which describe a style., "loftiness of sound"” and



"harmonious sweetness” are no longer the criteria by which an opera
might be Judged to Dbe successful, if indeed they ever really were,
(There is considerable evidence which suggests that "new " music

ln any age 1s seen by the reactionary as an affrontment to customary
modes and a degradation of the art,) But both music and poe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>