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The fragile beauty of the natural world is a theme 

that has long interested musicians, whether obliquely 

via the inspiration of nature and poetry or, in more 

recent works especially, by directly drawing an 

audience’s attention to our responsibilities as 

custodians of the planet: ‘inheriting the earth’ and 

nurturing it for future generations. 

Originally composed for a choir of tenors and 

basses but later arranged for strings, Joanna Marsh’s 

In Winter’s House is to a poem by Jane Draycott 

(b.1954). Written from the perspective of a child 

whose imagination is sparked by the season’s play of 

darkness and light, the piece communicates a sense 

of hope glimmering in winter’s gloom. Marsh’s 

opening motif becomes integral to the fabric of the 

music, developing a glowing harmonic richness as 

the song unfolds. Joanna Marsh addresses the 

erosion of earth’s beauty and the deep desire to 

preserve it in Another Eden, a work commissioned by 

the United Strings of Europe. Another Eden is for 

strings divided evenly into six parts, and is structured 

as a passacaglia – a form which, like a chaconne, is 

built around a recurring line; but whereas in a 

chaconne this is restricted to the bass, in a 

passacaglia the recurring theme may be used in other 

parts of the texture. 

The watery imagery of poetry by Maurice 

Maeterlinck and Emily Dickinson, in settings by Lili 

Boulanger and Rhian Samuel, reminds us of the 

delicate ecosystems found in our rivers and seas. 

According to her sister, the teacher Nadia Boulanger, 

Lili’s gifts developed early: ‘From the age of six to 16, 

she studied harmony, played a little piano, violin, cello 

and even the harp, while discovering new scores, 

such as Debussy’s Pelléas.’ Debussy’s Pelléas et 
Melisande was to a Maeterlinck libretto, and although 

the poet was accustomed to such prominent 

composers setting his texts, Lili Boulanger was the 

only composer he would allow to adapt his play La 
princesse Maleine. In 1913 Lili Boulanger became the 

first woman to win the prestigious Prix de Rome, and 

her seductive, impressionistic 'Reflets' was composed 

not long before this achievement, in 1911, to 

Maeterlinck’s melancholy and dream-like text. We 

hear an arrangement of 'Reflets' by Welsh composer 

Rhian Samuel, followed by one of Samuel’s six Emily 

Dickinson settings, Lovesongs and Observations. In 

‘My River Runs to Thee’, in Samuel’s arrangement for 

voice, harp and strings, the fluid soprano line and 

swelling dynamics echo the poem’s imagery, while 

shifting harmony traces its passionate emotional 

undercurrent, culminating in a radiant final chord. 

Two of Dickinson’s poems are used in the last of 

Argentine composer Osvaldo Golijov’s 3 Songs for 
soprano and orchestra, each of which was written 

separately before being brought together as a set 

and arranged by Julian Azkoul. First comes ‘Night of 

the Flying Horses’ to words originally by Sally Potter 

from her film The Man Who Cried, an ill-fated love 

story between a Romani man and Jewish woman. 

Golijov combines the Yiddish lullaby ‘Close your eyes’, 

a sorrowful Romanian song called a doina and a 

theme taken from the film’s soundtrack by the 

Romani band Taraf de Haïdouks. ‘Lúa Descolorida’ 

was composed in 1999 for Dawn Upshaw. The 

Galician poet Rosalia de Castro’s poem is in Galego 

(the language of Galicia) and, according to the 

composer, ‘defines despair in a way that is 

simultaneously tender and tragic’. Golijov adds that 

his ‘musical setting is a constellation of clearly 

defined symbols that affirm contradictory things at 

the same time’. The final song is ‘How Slow the Wind’, 

which comes from the Dickinson lines: ‘How slow the 

wind, how slow the sea, how late their feathers be!’ 

Golijov explains: ‘I had in mind one of those seconds 

in life that is frozen in the memory, forever – a sudden 

death, a single instant in which life turns upside 

down’. 

There are few composers more alive to the shifting, 

awe-inspiring power of nature than Errollyn Wallen, 

who resides in a lighthouse on Strathy Point in the far 

north of Scotland. Wallen finds the sea’s motion and 

the lighthouse’s isolation a perfect combination for 

productivity: ‘the sea is very busy, so I should be busy, 

too’; and the place has a special atmosphere: ‘I carry it 

in my heart wherever I go’. In common with 

Dickinson’s use of watery themes to reflect human 

feeling, Wallen’s poem ‘Timeless’ connects the 

narrator with nature: ‘I am timeless like the water / 

That will carry me home…’ ‘Timeless’ is from Wallen’s 

song cycle The Lake, composed and premièred in 

2022. 

At the request of Ruby Hughes, Errollyn Wallen 

made new arrangements of ‘Timeless’, and of ‘Rain’ 

and ‘On the Mountain’, for this recital. Wallen, who 

makes her own Wigmore Hall debut on 28 October, 

says of this collaboration: ‘Ruby has done so much for 

me and my music through her many performances of 

my music. She has a very special relationship and 

understanding of my work. My hope is that these 

arrangements, for voice and string orchestra, will 

bring a new dimension to the songs and I am 

delighted to be working with United Strings of Europe 

for the first time.’ 

‘Rain’ is one of Wallen’s earliest songs: ‘I recorded it 

on my labour-of-love first album Meet Me at Harold 
Moores which I also produced. The CD travelled to 

space on the STS-115 shuttle with my astronaut 

friend, Steve MacLean, who said that “Rain” was the 

song he listened to most while in space.’ ‘On the 

Mountain’ is a deeply moving song dedicated to the 

memory of Martin Luther King Jnr, in which the 

Biblical image of the mountain top symbolises both 

the stature of the man, and the ‘mountain of love’ that 

is his legacy. 

© Joanna Wyld 2023 

Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.



 (b.1970)  

 (2019) 

arranged by Julian Azkoul 
 

 (1893-1918)  

 (1911) 

arranged by Rhian Samuel 
Maurice Maeterlinck 

 

 

 (b.1944)  

 (1989) 

arranged by Rhian Samuel 
Emily Dickinson 

 

 (b.1960)  

 (2002) 

arranged by Julian Azkoul 
 

 

 
Barry Davis 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
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Translation of Boulanger by Richard Stokes. 'Night of the Flying Horses' 
English text © Sally Potter. 
 

 




