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Madam Mouse trots ∙ Aubade ∙ Sir Beelzebub ∙ By the lake ∙ Scotch rhapsody ∙ Popular song ∙ from Canto 18 of The Sleeping Beauty (‘When green as a river was the barley’) ∙ Canto 19 from The Sleeping Beauty (‘Through gilded trellises’) ∙ Old Sir Faulk ∙ Still falls the Rain

IVOR GURNEY (1890–1937)

Song (‘Only the wanderer’) ∙ Poem (‘Horror follows Horror within me’) ∙ What evil coil

FRANCIS LEDWIDGE (1891–1917)

Desire in spring ∙ The ships of Arcady ∙ To one dead ∙ Song (‘Nothing but sweet music wakes’) ∙ Nocturne

WILFRED OWEN (1893–1918)

Spring offensive ∙ The kind ghosts ∙ Anthem for doomed youth ∙ But I was looking at the permanent stars ∙ The next war ∙ Sonnet. On seeing a piece of our heavy artillery brought into action ∙ Futility ∙ The parable of the old man and the young ∙ The end ∙ At a Calvary near the Ancre ∙ Strange meeting ∙ From my diary, July 1914

WILLIAM SOUTAR (1898–1943)

A riddle (‘There’s pairt o’ it young’) ∙ A laddie’s sang ∙ Nightmare ∙ Black day ∙ Bed-time ∙ Slaughter ∙ A riddle (‘It was your faither and mither’) ∙ The larky lad ∙ Who are these children? ∙ Supper ∙ The children ∙ The auld aik ∙ Ballad (‘O! shairly ye hae seen my love’)

W(YSTAN) H(UGH) AUDEN (1907–73)

O lurcher-loving collier ∙ Night Mail ∙ Prologue (‘They are our past and our future’) ∙ Our hunting fathers ∙ Song (‘Underneath the abject willow’) ∙ ‘Let the florid music praise’ ∙ Autumn song ∙ On this island ∙ Nocturne from The Dog beneath the Skin (‘Now through night’s caressing grip’) ∙ His Excellency ∙ ‘To lie flat on the back with the knees flexed’ ∙ Song (‘Fish in the unruffled lakes’) ∙ Some say that love’s a little boy ∙ ‘Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone’ ∙ ‘O the valley in the summer where I and my John’ ∙ ‘Driver drive faster and make a good run’ (Calypso) ∙ Anthem for St Cecilia’s day ∙ As I walked out one evening ∙ Refugee blues (‘Say this city has ten million souls’) ∙ Lauds ∙ ‘What’s in your mind, my dove, my coney’ ∙ ‘Eyes look into the well’ ∙ ‘Carry her over the water’ ∙ Elegy for J.F.K. ∙ In memoriam L. K.-A. ∙ Rimbaud ∙ Lullaby (‘Lay your sleeping head, my love’)

DYLAN THOMAS (1914–53)

Do not go gentle into that good night

ALUN LEWIS (1915–44)

Song (‘Oh journeyman, Oh journeyman’) ∙ Compassion ∙ The dancer

SIDNEY KEYES (1922–43)

Song: The heart’s assurance ∙ Remember your lovers
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This book is dedicated to Ian Partridge, peerless in this repertoire, Audrey Hyland, Jonathan Freeman-Attwood, Mark Wildman and all at the Royal Academy of Music who promote the art of song.



Introduction

Poetry and music have been associated with each other from the very beginning. Short poems are still called lyrics, even though they are now not usually sung to a lyre; Virgil’s Aeneid begins: ‘Arma virumque cano’ – ‘I sing [not tell] of arms and man’; a sonnet, though rarely sung, derives its name from the word ‘song’; many poems from the Elizabethan age to the present have been called ‘Song’, with no musical setting; and music, for many of us, is an integral part of poetry. The Penguin Book of English Song contains a great variety of poems from the fourteenth to the twentieth century that have reached a wider audience through the magic of music. As John Dryden wrote in the dedication of Purcell’s The Vocal and Instrumental Musick of The Prophetess, or The History of Dioclesian (1690):


Musick and Poetry have ever been acknowledg’d Sisters, which walking hand in hand, support each other; As Poetry is the harmony of Words, so Musick is that of Notes: and as Poetry is a Rise above Prose and Oratory, so is Musick the exaltation of Poetry. Both of them may excel apart, but sure are most excellent when they are join’d, because nothing is then wanting to either of their Perfections: for thus they appear like Wit and Beauty in the same Person.



There are many books available in English that introduce the reader to the world of French, German, Italian and Spanish song, among them A French Song Companion (OUP), The Book of Lieder (Faber and Faber), Italian Art Song (Indiana University Press) and The Spanish Song Companion (Scarecrow Press). There is no equivalent book on English song, no book that provides an anthology of English verse with commentaries on poets, composers and, when textual explanations are needed, poems. Each of the 100 chapters of The Penguin Book of English Song, arranged chronologically from Chaucer to Auden, opens with information about the poet’s life, work and, often, approach to music. This is followed by a choice of poems that have inspired musical settings, arranged chronologically by composer. Piano-accompanied song predominates, but not exclusively. Benjamin Britten, for example, is represented not only by such works as Winter Words (Hardy) for voice and piano, but also his Spring Symphony (Spenser, Clare, Milton, Herrick); Nocturne (Shelley, Tennyson, Wordsworth, Owen, Keats, Shakespeare) for tenor, seven obbligato instruments and string orchestra; A Ceremony of Carols (Southwell) for trebles and harp; Serenade (Tennyson, Blake, Jonson, Keats) for tenor, horn and strings; Five Flower Songs (Herrick, Crabbe, Clare) for unaccompanied chorus; ‘Canticle III’ (Sitwell) for tenor, horn and piano; and Peter Grimes (Crabbe) – reminding us that Britten was one of the very few composers who were equally at home in opera and song.

Many of these English poems have also inspired songs – in German translation – by the great Lieder composers, which explains the presence within these pages of Beethoven, Haydn, Loewe, Mendelssohn, Schubert, Schumann, Strauss, Wolf and so on. The bulk of the book comprises verse of undisputed literary pedigree – a rich anthology of English poetry (including Irish, Scots and Welsh writers) from Chaucer to Auden, with very few of the great poets omitted. American verse has been excluded for lack of space, though American composers such as Argento, Barber, Beach, Chanler, Hoiby, Rorem etc. feature regularly in the selected list of composers printed in parenthesis at the end of a poem.

The volume, despite the presence of many composers of different nationalities, remains quintessentially English, and includes pieces that have a firm place in our national consciousness: ‘Rule, Britannia!’ (James Thomson), sung each year at the Last Night of the Proms; ‘Abide with me’ (Henry Francis Lyte), bawled each year at the Cup Final; ‘Twinkle, twinkle, little star’ (Jane Taylor), cooed by every child in its pram; ‘Tom Bowling’ (Charles Dibdin), caressed each year by the BBC Orchestra’s first cello at the Last Night of the Proms; ‘Auld lang syne’ (Robert Burns), intoned, not just by the Scots, each Hogmanay; ‘Jerusalem’ (William Blake), the official hymn of the England and Wales Cricket Board; and ‘Once in royal David’s city’ (Cecil Frances Alexander), whose first verse is sung by a lone treble each year at the Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols from King’s College, Cambridge. Patriotic poems include ‘For those at sea’ (William Whiting), known to every English-speaking sailor the world over; ‘Our God, our help in ages past’ (Isaac Watts), sung at Winston Churchill’s funeral and every Remembrance Day; and the National Anthem.

W. H. Auden wrote in The Poet’s Tongue (1935) that ‘we do not want to read “great” poetry all the time, and a good anthology should contain poems for every mood’. He also pointed out (Introduction to 19th Century British Minor Poets, 1966), in an attempt to define ‘major’ and ‘minor’ poets, that it was not simply ‘a matter of the pleasure the poet gives an individual reader: I cannot enjoy one poem by Shelley and am delighted by every line of William Barnes, but I know perfectly well that Shelley is a major poet and Barnes a minor one.’ The Penguin Book of English Song includes many so-called minor poets: William Allingham, the friend of Tennyson, who wrote one indestructible poem; Thomas Lovell Beddoes, the haunted poet of ‘Dream-pedlary’; Colley Cibber, the poet of ‘The blind boy’, immortalized by Franz Schubert; George Crabbe, whose ‘Peter Grimes’ from The Borough is now celebrated the world over through the music of Benjamin Britten; tragic Ernest Dowson, one of Delius’s favourite poets; Francis Ledwidge, much admired by Seamus Heaney; Sidney Keyes, who died aged twenty in the Second World War; Alun Lewis, another war victim, for whom Robert Graves predicted a shining future; Walter de la Mare, who penned some of the most magical poems in the English language; and many more.

The texts printed here are those of the original poems, even when composers have tweaked the text to suit their settings; and the title of each poem is the one used by the poet. Gurney’s ‘By a bierside’ is therefore titled ‘The Chief Centurions’, and the poem is printed as it originally appeared in Masefield’s Pompey the Great – Gurney, when setting the poem from memory in the trenches, misremembered fourteen words. Square brackets after the title of a poem denote the composer’s title, and square brackets within the poem indicate verses that the composer has omitted.

Francis Turner Palgrave, in his Introduction to a volume of poems by Robert Herrick (Macmillan and Co., 1877), writes perceptively that ‘the poet’s own spelling and punctuation bear, or may bear, a gleam of his personality’ – and it is for this reason that the poems in The Penguin Book of English Song are printed with their original orthography and punctuation. This also enables us to trace the development of the English language as the book progresses. Modernizing the spelling of Chaucer’s language affects both the sound, sight, rhythm and flavour of the poem. Compare Chaucer’s original opening of ‘The General Prologue’ to the Canterbury Tales with Geoffrey Dyson’s modern version of the same lines and the difference is at once apparent:


Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,

And bathed every veine in swich licour

Of which vertu engendered is the flour;

Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne

Hath in the Ram his halve cours yronne,

And smale foweles maken melodie,

That slepen al the night with open ye

(So priketh hem nature in hir corages);

Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages […]




When that April with his showers sweet

The drought of March hath piercèd to the root,

And bathèd every vein in such moisture

Of which virtue engendered is the flower;

When Zephyr eke with his sweet breath

Inspirèd hath in every holt and heath

The tender branches, and the young sun

Hath in Ram’s sign his half course run,

And small birds make melody

That sleep all night with open eye, –

So worketh nature in their hearts, –

Then folk do long to go on pilgrimage […]



John Skelton’s zaniness is diminished by tampering with his spelling and punctuation (just as Mussorgsky’s raw individuality is smoothed out in Rimsky-Korsakov’s version of Boris Godunov). It’s only by reading the poems of Robert Southwell in their original form that we can involve ourselves in the experiences of the poet entangled in the turmoil of post-Reformation Europe – to change the orthography in Britten’s settings of ‘This little babe’ (‘This little Babe, so fewe daies olde’) and ‘In freezing winter night’ (‘In freesing Winter nighte’) is to deny the reader the experience of appreciating the poems exactly as they appeared, clandestinely and illicitly, from the printing presses of the period. And by reproducing the authentic spelling of Traherne’s Centuries (see Finzi’s Dies Natalis), we become aware that the poet’s use of capitals frequently gives emphasis to certain words.

The orthography of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century writers is not difficult if the words are read aloud and a few basic peculiarities are borne in mind: apostrophes are often used to indicate elision, as in John Donne; many possessive apostrophes are omitted; the ending -ed is usually pronounced; ‘then’ and ‘than’ and ‘thorough’ and ‘through’ are often interchangeable; ‘to’ is occasionally printed for ‘too’. Although it is sometimes difficult to detect a consistent principle governing the erratic spelling of the Elizabethan period, during which a word can appear spelt several different ways within the same poem, and although it must be borne in mind that the orthography and punctuation of a poem were often decided by the printer – especially when the poem was an extract from a play – to read a poem in its original orthography is part of our aesthetic response to poetry.

Later writers also had their orthographical idiosyncrasies. William Blake’s ‘Illuminated Books’ are a case in point. The spelling and punctuation of the fifty-four plates that Blake made for the Songs of Innocence and of Experience should not be tampered with, since the simplicity of these poems is harmed when editors impose an over-sophisticated punctuation. The use of ampersands, the absence of commas, apostrophes, capital letters and full stops never interferes with the sense and should be honoured – even though it has not been possible to reproduce Blake’s ‘long s’. The erratic spelling, irregular grammar and virtual absence of punctuation of John Clare’s poetry allow us an insight into his madness that is denied us when editors meddle with his verse. Elizabeth Barrett Browning, like Blake, preferred ampersands to ‘and’s, tended to use two rather than three ellipses (. .) and often used equal signs (=) for dashes in her manuscripts – see the British Library manuscript notebook of Sonnets from the Portuguese; to change her orthography would be as ill-advised and perverse as altering Emily Dickinson’s idiosyncratic spelling and punctuation, although we have not replicated typographically Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s exclamation marks which lack the point. When vocal scores have modernized a poet’s spelling and punctuation, we have reinstated the original version.

Footnotes provide information about the more recondite classical and learned references, difficult syntax and first performances, and give biographical details relevant to either composer or poet. Biography – pace the deconstructionists – enables singer, pianist and listener to engage more fully with a poem and its musical setting. Information about Thomas Hardy’s relationships, for example with Elizabeth Bishop, Emma Gifford, Louisa Harding, Florence Henniker, Fanny Hurden and Julia Martin, can only deepen a performer’s interpretation of Hardy songs by Ireland, Finzi and others. Or as D. H. Lawrence put it, referring to his own poetry in his introductory Note to The Collected Poems (1928): ‘It seems to me that no poetry, not even the best, should be judged as if it existed in the absolute, in the vacuum of the absolute. Even the best poetry, when it is at all personal, needs the penumbra of its own time and place and circumstance to make it full and whole. If we knew a little more of Shakespeare’s self and circumstance how much more complete the Sonnets would be to us, how their strange, torn edges would be softened and merged into a whole body!’ The Penguin Book of English Song gathers together in a single volume a huge amount of information about English Song that will assist musicians in performing these works and enlighten all those enthusiasts who delight in the fusion of words and music, which has produced countless moments of incandescent magic.

Richard Stokes, London 2016



GEOFFREY CHAUCER

(c.1343–1400)


In Chauser I am sped,

His tales I have red;

His mater is delectable,

Solacious, and commendable;

His Englysh well alowed,

So as it is enprowed,

For as it is enployd,

There is no Englysh voyd,

At those days moch commended;

And now men wold have amended

His Englyssh, whereat they barke

And mar all they warke.

Chaucer, that famus clerke,

His termes were not darke,

But pleasaunt, easy and playne;

Ne worde he wrote in vayne.

JOHN SKELTON: Phyllyp Sparowe (?1505)



The Canterbury Tales were most probably written – in Middle English – during the final twenty years of Chaucer’s life; in other words, it had taken more than 300 years after the Norman Conquest of 1066 for the English tongue to evolve into the language that we can still read today without the trappings of scholarship – which cannot be said of Gawain and the Green Knight, for example, a work which used the more archaic West Midlands dialect. When Lord Harewood interviewed Benjamin Britten in the series People Today (23 June 1960, BBC Home Service), the composer reminisced on how Auden had introduced him to Chaucer for the first time: ‘I’d always imagined that was a kind of foreign language, but as he [Auden] read it, which was very well, I understood almost immediately what it meant, and I find now that it isn’t so difficult to read – one must just have confidence and read ahead and then the meaning comes very strongly, very easily.’ A glance at the language of Vaughan Williams’s Merciles Beaute reveals how accessible Chaucer’s East Midlands language is to the modern eye and ear. The manuscript of these poems, attributed to Chaucer, is held by Magdalene College, Cambridge, and printed by the Chaucer Society. The work is subtitled ‘A Triple Roundel’, which reminds us that it was Chaucer who introduced the rondel into England from France, though his form of the genre differs from that used by Charles d’Orléans, in that more of the lines are used as refrains.

Very little is known of Chaucer’s life between 1360 and 1367, although he married in 1366 and had two sons: Lewis (to whom he dedicated A Treatise on the Astrolabe) and Thomas. Edward III offered him a pension in 1367. He spent much time abroad on diplomatic missions between about 1368 and 1378, and during the same decade probably received the patronage of John of Gaunt. He was given a house in Aldgate in 1374 and lived there for just over ten years. It was in 1374 that he became Controller of the Customs for wool, a post he held for some ten years, before he left the Custom House in 1385 and moved to Kent, which he represented in Parliament and where he was a Justice of the Peace. It was during those years that he translated Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, wrote Troilus and Criseyde and The Parliament of Fowles and drafted the first stories that were later to appear in The Canterbury Tales. He seems to have begun the Prologue in 1387. In 1389 he was appointed, perhaps by Richard II himself, Clerk of the King’s Works, a post he resigned in 1391, to become Deputy Forester in the royal forest of Petherton in Somerset. Despite receiving a number of grants from Richard II, he was continually in debt during the final decade of his life. He died in late October 1400 in a house that he had leased in the gardens of Westminster Abbey, where he is buried. Chaucer’s career as a courtier, diplomat and civil servant enabled him to observe a huge variety of human kind; and he had the privilege of writing for an aristocratic audience who, he knew, would both understand and accept him.

RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS

Merciles Beaute
for soprano or tenor, two violins and cello (1921/1922)1

I


    Your yen2 two wol slee3 me sodenly:

    I may the beauté of hem not sustene,

    So woundeth hit thurghout my herte kene.




And but your word wol helen4 hastily

My hertës wounde, while that hit is grene,

    Your yen two wol slee me sodenly:

    I may the beautee of hem not sustene.




Upon my trouthe I sey you feithfully,

That ye ben of my lyf and deeth the quene,

For with my deeth the trouthe shal be sene:




    Your yen two wol slee me sodenly;

    I may the beauté of hem not sustene,

    So woundeth it thrurghout my herte kene.

(Bax, Finzi, Gurney)



II


So hath your beautee fro your herte chaced

Pitee, that me ne availeth not to pleyne;

For Daunger halt your mercy in his cheyne.




Giltles my deeth thus han ye me purchaced;

I sey you sooth, me nedeth not to feyne5:

    So hath your beautee fro your herte chased

    Pitee, that me ne availeth not to pleyne.




Allas! that Nature hath in you compassed

So greet beautee, that no man may atteyne

To mercy, though he sterve for the peyne!




    So hath your beautee fro your herte chaced

    Pitee, that me ne availeth not to pleyne;

    For Daunger halt your mercy in his cheyne.

(Bax, Rubbra)



III


Syn I fro Love escaped am so fat,6

I never thenk to ben in his prison lene;

Syn I am free, I counte him not a beane.




He may answere, and seye this or that;

I do no fors,7 I speke right as I mene:

    Syn I fro Love escaped am so fat,

    I never thenk to be in his prison lene.




Love hath my name ystrike out of his sclat8,

And he is strike out of my bokes clene

For evermo; this is non other mene9.




    Syn I fro Love escaped am so fat,

    I never thenk to ben in his prison lene;

    Syn I am free, I counte him not a bene.



SIR GEORGE DYSON: from The Canterbury Pilgrims (1931)1

General Prologue
 [Prologue]


Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote2

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,

And bathed every veine in swich licour3

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;4

Whan Zephirus5 eek with his sweete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tendre croppes6, and the yonge sonne

Hath in the Ram7 his halve cours yronne,

And smale foweles maken melodie,

That slepen al the night with open ye

(So priketh hem nature in hir corages);8

Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,

And palmeres9 for to seken straunge strondes,

To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;10

And specially from every shires ende

Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,

The hooly blisful martir for to seke,11

That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke12.

    Bifil13 that in that seson on a day,

In Southwerk at the Tabard14 as I lay

Redy to wenden on my pilgrimage

To Caunterbury with ful devout corage,

At night was come into that hostelrie

Wel nine and twenty in a compaignie,

Of sondry folk, by aventure yfalle15

In felaweshipe, and pilgrimes were they alle,

That toward Caunterbury wolden ride.

The chambres and the stables weren wide,

And wel we weren esed atte beste16.

And shortly, whan the sonne was to reste,

So hadde I spoken with hem everichon

That I was of hir felaweshipe anon,

And made forward erly for to rise,

To take oure wey ther as I yow devise.

    But nathelees, whil I have time and space,

Er that I ferther in this tale pace,

Me thinketh it acordaunt to resoun17

To telle yow al the condicioun

Of ech of hem, so as it semed me,

And whiche they weren, and of what degree,

And eek in what array that they were inne;

And at a knight than wol I first biginne.





WILLIAM DUNBAR

(?1456–?1513)


Sometimes Dunbar is a blinded, blundering, earthy giant, sometimes he has the vastness and strength of a genial, blustering, boisterous north wind, – a geniality that can blacken and turn dangerous. Yet even when he is most wind-like, his spirit has at the same time a queerly animal quality, – almost a smell; his genius has a terrible animal force, stinking and rank like that of Swift; but it is for the most part a genial and friendly rankness, unlike that of Swift. This rank darkness and animal stink is present, or can be present, in nearly all genius, but in most, ‘the angel that stands near the naked man’ has interfused it with sweetness and light.

EDITH SITWELL: A Poet’s Notebook (1943)



Little is known of Dunbar’s life that is certain. Mention is made of a William Dunbar who studied at St Andrew’s, obtaining a bachelor’s degree in 1477 and a master’s in 1479. There seems to be no documentary evidence of his whereabouts between 1479 and 1500, but it has often been deduced from his poems that he was a Franciscan novice, became a preaching friar and travelled abroad in the King’s service. He was granted a royal pension of £10 in 1500, and by 1504 had taken priest’s orders. He probably died at the Battle of Flodden Field. Among his greatest poems are ‘The Thrissil and the Rois’ (1503) and ‘The Dance of the Sevin Deidly Synnis’ (1507). The ‘Tua Mariit Wemen and the Wedo’, which deals with three women who discuss their experiences of marriage, is reminiscent of Chaucer’s satire on women in the ‘Wife of Bath’s Prologue’ in the Canterbury Tales. Dunbar’s ‘The Lament for the Makaris’ is an elegy about the ephemerality of life, and laments the passing, among other figures, of Chaucer and Gower. ‘The Flyting of Dunbar and Kennedie’ (a flyting is a Scots literary form that blends literary criticism and lampoon) displays Dunbar’s Rabelaisian humour. Some eighty poems survive in manuscript, with no obvious line of development.

FRANCIS GEORGE SCOTT: from Scottish Lyrics III (1934)

Rorate cœli desuper
 [Of the nativitie of Christ] (1922)1


Rorate celi desuper.2

       Hevins distill your balmy schouris,

For now is rissin the bricht day ster

    Fro the ros Mary, flour of flouris;

    The cleir sone quhome no clud devouris,

Surmunting Phebus in the est,

    Is cummin of his hevinly touris

       Et nobis Puer natus est.3




[Archangellis, angellis, and dompnationis,4

    Tronis, potestatis, and marteiris seir,

And all ye hevinly operationis,

    Ster, planeit, firmament, and spear,

    Fyre, er, air, and watter cleir,

To him gife loving, most and lest,

    That come in to so meik maneir

       Et nobis Puer natus est.




Synnaris, be glaid and penance do

    And thank your maker hairtfully,

For he that ye mycht nocht cum to

    To yow is cumin full humly;

    Your saulis with his blud to by

And lous yow of the feindis arrest,

    And only of his awin mercy

       Pro nobis Puer natus est.




All clergy do to him incline

    And bow unto that barne benyng,

And do your observance devyne

    To him that is of kingis king;

    Ensence his altar, reid and sing

In haly kirk, with mynd degest,

    Him honouring attour all thing

       Qui nobis Puer natus est.




Celestiall fowlis in the are,

    Sing with your nottis upoun hicht,

In firthis and in forrestis fair

    Be myrthfull now, at all your mycht;

    For passit is your dully nycht,

Aurora hes the cluddis perst,

    The son is rissin with glaidsum lycht,

       Et nobis Puer natus est.




Now spring up, flouris, fra the rute,

    Revert yow upwart naturaly,

In honour of the blissit frute5

    That rais up fro the rose the rose Mary;

    Lay out your levis lustily,

Fro deid tak lyfe now at the lest

    In wirschip of that Prince wirthy

       Qui nobis Puer natus est.]




Syng hevin imperiall6, most of hicht,

    Regions of air mak armony;

All fishe in flud and foull of flicht

    Be myrthfull and mak melody;

    All Gloria in excelsis cry,

Hevin, erd, se, man, bird, and best:

    He that is crownit abone the sky

       Et nobis Puer natus est.



RONALD CORP: from Flower of Cities (2000)1

To the City of London


London, thou art of townes A per se.

    Soveraign of cities, semeliest in sight,

Of high renoun, riches, and royaltie;

    Of lordis, barons, and many goodly knyght;

    Of most delectable lusty ladies bright;

Of famous prelatis in habitis clericall;

    Of merchauntis full of substaunce and myght:

London, thou art the flour of Cities all.




[…]




Strong be thy wallis that about the standis;

    Wise be the people that within the dwellis;

Fresh is thy ryver with his lusty strandis;

    Blith be thy chirches, wele sownyng be thy bellis;

    Riche be thy merchauntis in substaunce that excellis;

Fair be thy wives, right lovesom, white and small;

    Clere be thy virgyns, lusty under kellis2:

London, thow art the flour of Cities all.




[…]





JOHN SKELTON

(?1460–1529)


What could be dafter

Than John Skelton’s laughter?

What sound more tenderly

Than his pretty poetry?

So where to rank old Skelton?

He was no monstrous Milton,

Nor wrote no Paradise Lost,

So wondered at by most,

Phrased so disdainfully,

Composed so painfully.

He struck what Milton missed,

Milling an English grist

With homely turn and twist.

He was English through and through,

Not Greek, nor French, nor Jew,

Though well their tongues he knew,

The living and the dead:

Learned Erasmus said,

Hic, unum Britannicarum

Lumen et decus literarum.

But oh, Colin Clout!

How his pen flies about,

Twiddling and turning,

Scorching and burning,

Thrusting and thrumming!

How it hurries with humming,

Leaping and running,

At the tipsy-topsy Tunning

Of Mistress Eleanor Rumming!

How for poor Philip Sparrow

Was murdered at Carow,

How our hearts he does harrow!

Jest and grief mingle

In this jangle-jingle,

For he will not stop

To sweep nor mop,

To prune nor prop,

To cut each phrase up

Like beef when we sup,

Nor sip at each line

As at brandy-wine,

Or port when we dine.

But angrily, wittily,

Tenderly, prettily,

Laughingly, learnedly,

Sadly, madly.

Helter-skelter John

Rhymes serenely on,

As English poets should.

Old John, you do me good!

ROBERT GRAVES: ‘John Skelton’ (1917)



John Skelton, born some sixty years after Chaucer’s death, was also a court poet for much of his life. There is no one quite like him in the whole of English literature (although his witty juggling with words clearly influenced Edith Sitwell and Stevie Smith), and his verse owes nothing to foreign influences. A classical scholar of distinction, he was created Orator Regius by the universities of Oxford, Louvain and Cambridge. As tutor to Prince Henry (later Henry VIII), he spent much time at court, despite the outspokenness with which he criticized court life, especially in The Bowge of Courte, a satirical allegory on the court of Henry VII. Why Come Ye Nat to Courte contained a withering attack on Cardinal Wolsey, which earned him a term of imprisonment – he later buried the hatchet and joined Wolsey in combating Lutherism, which was beginning to thrive at Cambridge in the 1520s. He took holy orders in 1498, which did not prevent him in Collyn Cloute from fulminating against the decadence of the Church, the ignorance and laxity of the clergy and the poor example set by bishops. His poetry teems with lowly, zany characters, crudities and wit, yet can also be exquisitely tender. His language is characterized by dizzy rhythms and the most original recurring rhymes – indeed, modern scholars have coined the term ‘skeltonic verse’ to describe the sort of breathless doggerel that he so favoured, short lines, usually with three stresses and irregular but persistent rhyme. As he himself wrote (Collyn Cloute, 53–8):


For though my ryme be ragged,

Tattered and jagged,

Rudely rayne-beaten,

Rusty and mothe-eaten,

Yf ye take well therwith,

It hath in it some pyth.



As well as entertaining and abusive satire, he also wrote some charming and tender lyrics, such as those addressed to the Countess of Surrey and Mistress Margaret Hussey. Skelton was highly regarded by many of his contemporaries: Erasmus called him ‘the light and glory of English letters’ and Caxton delighted in his ‘polished and ornate terms’.

HERBERT HOWELLS: from In Green Ways, Op. 43, for soprano and piano or orchestra (1928/1929)

To maystres Margaret Hussey
 [Merry Margaret]1


Mirry Margaret,2

As mydsomer flowre,

Jentill as fawcoun

Or hawke of the towre:3




With solace and gladnes,

Moche mirthe and no madnes,

All good and no badnes,

So joyously,

So maydenly,

So womanly

Her demenyng

In every thynge,

Far, far passynge

That I can endyght,

Or suffice to wryght

Of mirry Margarete

As mydsomre flowre,

Jentyll as fawcoun

Or hawke of the towre.




As pacient and as styll,

And as full of good wyll

As fair Isaphill4;

Colyaunder,

Sweet pomaunder,

Good Cassaunder5,

Stedfast of thought,

Wele made, wele wrought;

Far may be sought

Erst that ye can fynde

So corteise, so kynde

As mirry Margarete,

This midsomer flowre,

Jentyll as fawcoun

Or hawke of the towre.



RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS: from Five Tudor Portraits, choral suite for alto/mezzo, baritone, SATB and orchestra (1935)

The genesis of Five Tudor Portraits is described by Ursula Vaughan Williams in a note that accompanies the EMI recording: ‘One day at a Three Choirs Festival Elgar said to R.V.W., “You should write an oratorio on Elinor Rumming.” This was in the early thirties, and Philip Henderson’s edition of Skelton’s poems had recently appeared. R.V.W. acquired the book at once, and found it much to his liking. The two long poems he chose to set were balanced by three short ones to give dramatic shape to the work.’

Vaughan Williams followed Henderson’s edition closely in matters of orthography and punctuation, but we print here the authentic version published in John Scattergood’s edition from the Penguin English Poets series. Vaughan Williams not only cut many passages [denoted by square brackets] from these long poems (Skelton’s Elynour Rummynge runs to over 600 lines, and Phyllyp Sparowe exceeds 1,350), but also mixed up lines from different parts of the poem. Aware that he was treating the poems in cavalier fashion, he sought to placate the public by appending the following note to the work:


In making a Choral Suite out of the poems of Skelton I have ventured to take some liberties with the text. In doing this I am aware that I have laid myself open to the accusation of cutting out somebody’s ‘favourite bit’. If any omissions are to be made this, I fear, is inevitable. On the whole I have managed to keep all my own ‘favourite bits’, though there are certain passages which I have omitted unwillingly. The omissions are due, partly owing to the great length of the original, partly because some passages did not lend themselves to musical treatment, and partly because certain lines which would sound well when spoken cannot conveniently be sung. I have occasionally, for musical reasons, changed the order of the lines. This seemed to me legitimate as there does not appear to be an inevitable sequence in Skelton’s original order. […] The spelling has been modernized except where the final e is to be sounded.



The five movements are: ‘Ballad: The Tunning of Elinor Rumming’; ‘Intermezzo: My Pretty Bess’; ‘Burlesca: Epitaph on John Jayberd of Diss’; ‘Romanza: Jane Scroop (her lament for Philip Sparrow)’; and ‘Scherzo: Jolly Rutterkin’.

The Tunnyng1 of Elynour Rummynge per Skelton Laureat
 [Ballad: The tunning of Elinor Rumming]


Tell you I chyll,

If that ye wyll

A whyle be styll,

Of a comely gyll

That dwelt on a hyll: […]

For she is somwhat sage

And well worne in age,

For her vysage

It woldt aswage

A mannes courage. […]

    Droupy and drowsy,

Scurvy and lowsy;

Her face all bowsy2,

Comely crynklyd, […]

Lyke a rost pygges eare,

Brystled with here. […]

    Her nose somdele hoked,

And camously croked3,

Never stoppynge,

But ever droppynge;

Her skynne lose and slacke,

Greuyned lyke a sacke;

With a croked backe. […]

    Jawed lyke a jetty;

A man wolde have pytty

To se howe she is gumbed,

Fyngered and thumbed,

Gently joynted,

Gresed and anoynted,

Up to the knockles: […]

Lyke as they were with buckels

Togyder made fast.

Her youth is farre past; […]

And yet she wyll jet,

Lyke a joyly fet4

In her furred flocket5,

And graye russet rocket6,

With symper-the-cocket7.

Her huke of Lyncole grene,

It had ben hers, I wene,

More then fourty yere;

And so doth it apere,

For the grene bare thredes

Loke lyke sere wedes,

Wyddered lyke hay,

The woll worne away.

And yet I dare saye

She thynketh her selfe gaye

Upon the holy daye,

Whan she doth her aray,

And gyrdeth in her gytes8

Stytched and pranked9 with pletes;

Her kyrtell10 Brystowe red,

With clothes upon her hed

That wey a sowe11 of led,

Wrythen12 in wonder wyse

After the Sarasyns gyse,

With a whym-wham13

Knyt with a trym-tram14

Upon her brayne-pan15,

Lyke an Egypcyan

Lapped about.

Whan she goeth out. […]




And this comely dame,

I understande, her name

Is Elynour Rummynge16,

At home in her wonnynge17;

And, as men say,

She dwelt in Sothray,

In a certayne stede18

Bysyde Lederhede.

She is a tonnysh gyb19,

The devyll and she be syb20.

    But to make up my tale,

She breweth noppy21 ale,

And maketh thereof port-sale

To travellars, to tynkers,

To sweters, to swynkers22,

And all good ale drynkers,

That wyll nothynge spare,

But drynke tyll they stare

And brynge them selfe bare23,

With, ‘Now away the mare,

And let us sley care!’

As wyse as an hare!

    Come who so wyll

To Elynoure on the hyll,

With, ‘Fyll the cup, fyll!’

And syt there by styll,

Erly and late.

Thyther cometh Kate,

Cysly and Sare,

With theyr legges bare, […]

She ran in all the haste,

Unbrased24 and unlast;

Wyth theyr heles dagged25,

Theyr kyrtelles all to-jagged,

Theyr smockes all to-ragged,

Wyth tytters and tatters,

Brynge dysshes and platters,

With all theyr myght runnynge

To Elynour Rummynge,

To have of her tunnynge.

She leneth them on the same,

And thus begynneth the game.

    Some wenches come unlased,

Some huswyves come unbrased, […]26

Some be flybytten,

Some skewed27 as a kytten; […]

Some have no herelace,

Theyr lockes aboute theyr face, […]

Suche a lewde sorte

To Elynour resorte

From tyde to tyde28.

Abyde, abyde,

And to you shall be tolde

Howe hyr ale is solde

To mawte and to molde29.




Some have no mony

That thyder commy,

For theyr ale to pay;

That is a shreud aray30!

Elynour swered, ‘Nay,

Ye shall not bere awaye

Myne ale for nought,

By hym that me bought!’

    With ‘Hey, dogge, hay,’

Have these hogges away!’

With, ‘Get me a staffe,

The swyne eate my draffe31!

Stryke the hogges with a clubbe,

They have dronke up my swyllyng tubbe32!’ […]




Than thydder came dronken Ales

And she was full of tales,

Of tydynges in Wales,

And of Saynte James in Gales33,

And of the Portyngales34;

Wyth, ‘Lo, gossyp, iwys35,

Thus and thus it is,

There hath ben greate war

Betwene Temple Bar

And the Crosse in Chepe,

And thyder came an hepe

Of mylstones in a route36.’

She spake thus in her snout,

Snevelyng in her nose,

As though she had the pose37,

‘Lo, here is an olde typpet38,

And ye wyll gyve me a syppet

Of your stale ale,

God sende you good sale!’ […]




‘This ale’, sayd she, ‘is noppy39;

Let us syppe and soppy,

And not spyll a droppy,

For so mote I hoppy,

It coleth well my croppy40.’ […]




Than began she to wepe,

And forthwith fell on slepe. […]

With, ‘Hey’, and with, ‘Howe,

Syt we downe arowe

And drynke tyll we blowe.’ […]




Nowe in cometh another rabell; […]

And there began a fabell41,

A clatterynge and a babell.

They holde the hye waye,

They care not what men saye! […]

Some lothe to be espyde,

Some start in at the backe syde,

Over the hedge and pale42,

And all for the good ale. […]

With, ‘Hey’ and with ‘Howe,

Syt we downe arowe

And drynke tyll we blowe.’ […]




Theyr thurst was so great,

They asked never for mete

But, ‘Drynke,’ styll, ‘Drynke,

And let the cat wynke!

Let us wasshe our gommes

From the drye crommes!’ […]




Some brought a wymble43,

Some brought a thymble, […]

Some brought this and that,

Some brought I wote nere what. […]

And all this shyfte they make

For the good ale sake.

With, ‘Hey’ and with, ‘Howe,

Syt we downe arowe

And drynke tyll we blowe,

And pype tyrly-tyrlowe!’




For my fyngers ytche.

I have wrytten so mytche

Of this mad mummynge

Of Elynour Rummynge!

Thus endeth the gest44

Of this worthy fest.




Quod Skelton Laureat.



My praty Besse
 [Intermezzo: My pretty Bess]1


My propir Besse,

My praty Besse,

Turne ons agayne to me;

For slepyste thou, Besse,

Or wakeste thow, Besse,

Myne herte hyt ys with the.




My deysy delectabyll,

My prymerose commendabyll,

My vyolet amyabyll,

My joye inexplicabill,

Nowe torne agayne to me.




[I wyl be ferme and stabyll,

And to yow servyceabyll,

And also prophytabyll,

Yf ye be agreabyll,

My propyr Besse

To turne agayne to me.]




Alas! I am dysdayned,

And as a man halfe-maymed,

My harte is so sore payned,

I pray the, Besse, unfayned,

Yet com agayne to me!




Be love I am constreyned

To be with yow retayned,

Hyt wyll not be refrayned:

I pray yow be reclaymed,

My propyr Besse,

And torne agayne to me!




My propir Besse,

My praty Besse,

Turne ons agayne to me;

For slepyste thou, Besse,

Or wakeste thow, Besse,

Myne herte hyt ys with the.

(Dring)





SIR WALTER RALEGH

(c.1552–1618)


This Captain Raleigh coming out of Ireland to the English Court in good habit (his Cloaths being then a considerable part of his estate) found the Queen walking, till meeting with a Plashy place, she seemed to scruple going thereon. Presently Raleigh cast and spred his new Plush Cloak on the ground, whereon the Queen trod gently, rewarding him afterwards with many Suits, for his so free and seasonable tender of so fair a foot Cloath.

THOMAS FULLER: The History of the Worthies of England (1662)



Born in Devon, the son of a prosperous squire, he ‘spake broad Devonshire to his dying day’ – something that could hardly be guessed from Nicholas Hilliard’s brilliant miniature portrait of him in the National Portrait Gallery, in which he wears an abundance of pearls and lace, and stares at the observer with a wonderfully sultry gaze. A favourite of Queen Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen after whom he named the American State of Virginia, Ralegh was one of the most versatile men of the Elizabethan Age: explorer, statesman, wit, historian, soldier and poet. He took part in the suppression of the rebels in Munster (1580), which gave him an entrée to Elizabeth’s court. Knighted on 6 January 1585, he rose at a rapid pace through the courtly ranks, helped no doubt by his (possibly apocryphal) chivalrous behaviour described by Thomas Fuller above; but when in 1592 his clandestine marriage to Elizabeth Throckmorton was revealed, he was sent to the Tower. Released after a short period of imprisonment, he retired with his wife and child to his estate at Sherborne Castle in Dorset. The next year he began to convert a Tudor hunting lodge at Sherborne into the mansion that can still be visited today. He lived there for the next decade, interrupting his gentleman’s life by taking part in the Guiana Voyage of 1595, and the Azores Expedition of 1597, accompanied by John Donne and Robert Devereux. He was arrested in 1603 on suspicion of conspiracy to dethrone James, sentenced to death on charges of treason, reprieved and imprisoned in the Tower, where he remained with his wife for over a decade, writing The History of the World. Though he only finished the first volume, which reached as far as 130 BC, he thanked his enemies for imprisoning him: ‘For had it been otherwise, I should hardly have had this leisure to have made myself a fool in print.’

He was released from the Tower in 1616 in order to track down the gold mine he claimed to have discovered in Guiana during 1595; the expedition was a disaster, he was accused of treason and then executed on 29 October 1618, on the charge that he was an ‘agent of Spain’. John Aubrey tells us that he ‘tooke a pipe of Tobacco a little before he went to the scaffold, which some formall persons were scandalized at’. According to one Thomas Lorkin, who was present at the execution, Ralegh refused to be blindfolded, and forgave the hangman. When asked if he wished to place his head on the block facing east, he replied that it was of no significance which way the head lay, ‘so the heart be right’. The poems, though a few survive in his own handwriting, are not always easy to date or authenticate. Prose works include his ‘Report on the Truth of the Fight about the Isles of Açores’ (1591), which inspired Tennyson’s ‘The Revenge’ (1878), and Discoverie of Guiana (1596), with its celebrated description of ‘Eldorado’.

ORLANDO GIBBONS: from The First Set of Madrigals and Mottets (1612)

On the life of man
 [What is our life?]


What is our life? a play of passion:

Our mirth the musicke of diuision,

Our mothers wombes the tyring houses1 be,

Where we are drest for this short Comedy,

Heauen the Iudicious sharpe spectator is,

That sits and markes still who do act amisse,

Our graues that hide vs from the searching Sun,

Are like drawne curtaynes when the play is done,

Thus march we playing to our latest rest;

Onley we dye in earnest; that’s no Iest.



IVOR GURNEY

Euen such is tyme (1917/1959)1
 [Even such is time]


Euen such is tyme, which takes in trust

Our yowth, our Ioyes, and all we haue,

And payes vs butt with age and dust,

Who in the darke and silent graue

When we haue wandred all our wayes

Shutts up the storye of our dayes.

And from which earth and graue and dust

The Lord shall rayse me up I trust.



DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH: from Six Romances on Verses by Raleigh, Burns and Shakespeare, Op. 62 (1942)1

Sir Walter Ravleigh to his sonne
 [To the son]2
 [translated by Boris Pasternak]


Three thinges there bee that prosper vp apace

And flourish, whilest they growe a sunder farr,

But on a day, they meet all in one place,

And when they meet, they one an
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