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Ludlow English Song Day 

'Hiraeth': Celtic perspectives 
 

Harriet Burns soprano  Adam Walker flute 

Ailish Tynan soprano  Rosalind Ventris viola 

Elgan Llŷr Thomas tenor Ian Tindale piano 

Robin Tritschler tenor 

 

Charles Villiers Stanford  (1852-1924)   Back to Ireland from An Irish Idyll in 6 Miniatures Op. 77 (1901)   
Dorothy Parke  (1904-1990)    Song in Exile (pub. 1939)   
Hamilton Harty  (1879-1941)    Lookin' Back from 6 Songs of Ireland Op. 18 (1908)   

Philip Hammond  (b.1951)    The Blackbird's Poet (2018)   

Dilys Elwyn-Edwards  (1918-2012)   Y Gylfinir (The Curlew) from Caneuon y Tri Aderyn (Songs of 
the Three Birds) (1962)   

Joan Trimble  (1915-2000)    Green Rain (1938)   
Rhian Samuel  (b.1944)    Summer's Leave (2022)  world première 

Francis George Scott  (1880-1958)   Hungry Waters (1925)   
Judith Weir  (b.1954)     From Scotch Minstrelsy (1982)   

Bessie Bell and Mary Gray • 

Lady Isobel and the Elf-Knight  

Francis George Scott       Ay waukin, O (1922)   
Jonathan Nangle  (b.1981)    Snáth (Yarn) from Snáth (Yarn) (2019)   
Dilys Elwyn-Edwards      The Cloths of Heaven (1991)   

Joan Trimble        Girl's Song (1937)   
Francis George Scott       The Wee Man (1931)   
Charles Wood  (1866-1926)    Denny's Daughter (1927)   

Echo (1927)   
Trad/Welsh       Ar Hyd y Nos (All Through the Night)   arranged by Huw Watkins  
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The Welsh ‘hiraeth’ does not translate easily into 

English. It is a word that speaks of homesickness; but 

deeper than that, it is a longing for home that is 

imbued with a sense of loss; of grief for something 

that cannot be re-found or returned. Christopher 

Palmer suggests that this sense of a great loss ‘lies at 

the root of all Celtic mysticism and wonder’. In the 

Celtic lands of Ireland, Wales and Scotland, this is 

perhaps born of the oppressions that have been put 

upon these places and people, notably in Ireland 

where, amongst other things, British rule suppressed 

the Gaelic tongue, leading to the loss of the words of 

many Gaelic songs, words that the surviving tunes 

can only hint at. 

Within these British Isles, many left their Celtic 

homelands in order to move to England for the sake 

of their careers, whether to study or to work; some 

temporarily, some permanently. In their way, they 

became exiles. But in those careers, the influence of 

some of these figures on British music cannot be 

underestimated, both in their own times and after. 

There are few composers of the early 20th Century 

that did not study composition with Charles Stanford 

and harmony and counterpoint with Charles Wood at 

the Royal College of Music (RCM). These two Irishmen 

nurtured the greater part of a generation of British 

composers, including many of the most notable 

names in 20th-century British music. 

Originally from Dublin, Stanford studied at 

Cambridge and in Germany, before returning to 

Cambridge as organist of Trinity College. In 1882, he 

became one of the founding professors of the RCM, 

where he would teach for the rest of his life. In this 

exile, Ireland remained a strong source of inspiration, 

Stanford producing several Irish Rhapsodies for 

orchestra, an ‘Irish’ symphony, and many songs to 

Irish poets and that speak of his home. ‘Back to 

Ireland’ sets words by Moira O’Neill, the pseudonym 

of Agnes Skrine, who started writing poems inspired 

by her native County Antrim when she herself was 

exiled in Canada. Two further settings of O’Neill 

appear elsewhere in this recital: ‘Lookin’ Back’ by 

Hamilton Harty, who left Ireland to pursue a career as 

a conductor, notably of the Hallé orchestra; and 

Charles Wood’s ‘Denny’s Daughter’. We remain in 

Ireland for Dorothy Parke’s ‘Song in Exile’, in which we 

visit the Antrim hills, and for Philip Hammond’s 'The 

Blackbird’s Poet'. Commissioned for the 2018 Ludlow 

Weekend, Hammond sets words by Francis 

Ledwidge, who was killed at Passchendeale in 1917. 

Hammond sought to pay tribute to Ledwidge, to ‘the 

innocently naïve beauty of his poetry, his soft blend of 

Irish nationalism and his fascination with the song of 

the blackbird, all set against the backdrop of the 

political upheaval of Ireland and Europe a hundred 

years ago.’ 

The cry of the curlew has, in poetry - notably in the 

work of WB Yeats - become emblematic of the sense 

of loss that is bound up with hiraeth. Welsh composer 

Dilys Elwyn-Edwards’s song about the curlew, ‘Y 

Gylfinir’, composed in 1962 in answer to a BBC 

commission, perhaps makes some allusion to the 

curlew’s song. 

Like Elwyn-Edwards, Ulster composer Joan Trimble 

studied at the RCM with Herbert Howells - Stanford’s 

declared ‘son in music’. Trimble is notable for having 

been the first composer to be commissioned to write 

an opera for BBC television, in 1957. The two songs in 

this programme were composed in 1937, during her 

studies at the RCM, where she would later teach 

piano. 

Commissioned for the Ludlow English Song 

Weekend, Rhian Samuel’s new ‘Summer’s Leave’ sets 

a poem by Emily Dickinson, which Samuel describes 

as ‘both intense and nostalgic’. She writes, ‘My setting 

employs two related melodies: the first is the viola’s 

and begins the work; it recurs throughout. The 

second is the singer’s and is heard at the words, ‘The 

dusk drew earlier in’, though the viola echoes it later. 

At the close, the poem’s climax, ‘into the Beautiful’, is 

extended as if it may never be let go. 

In the 1920s, there arose something of a Scottish 

renaissance. The major poet of the movement was 

Hugh MacDiarmid, who sought to revive the Scots 

language and reinvigorate the native poetry. At 

school, his English teacher was Francis George Scott, 

a composer who would go on to work with his pupil, 

as an ally in the Scots revival and in setting poems by 

MacDiarmid. In the atmospheric disquietude of Scott 

and MacDiarmid’s ‘Hungry Waters’ we meet the auld 

men of the sea, who are constantly eating away at the 

land’s edges. Scott’s ‘Ay waukin’, O’, setting Robert 

Burns, is a more traditional ballad-like song, while the 

playful ‘The Wee Man’ declares that a small man 

would just never do! 

Judith Weir’s 1982 cycle of adaptations of Scottish 

folk ballads, Scotch Minstrelsy, recounts tales that 

portray ‘violent happenings which take place against 

a background of the Scottish countryside’. Here, 

‘Bessie Bell and Mary Gray’ build themselves a tower 

to avoid an outbreak of plague, but they eventually 

succumb regardless; and in the second, an Elf-knight 

comes to claim the life of a princess, only for her to 

turn his own blade against him. 

In Jonathan Nangle’s setting of poet Nuala Ní 

Chonchúir’s ‘Snáth’ (‘Yarn’), part of a 2019 commission 

for the Irish Language Art Song project, a thread is 

used to guide one who is lost through their ‘dark 

places’ and towards the singer, into the light. The 

threads are woven in Yeats’s ‘The Cloths of Heaven’, 

set by Dilys Elwyn-Edwards. We end with one of those 

two Irish exiles who gave so much to British music, 

Charles Wood, before closing with the Welsh 

folksong, ‘Ar Hyd y Nos’. 
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Stanford, Harty and ‘Denny’s Daughter’ printed with permission from 
the owner of Moira O’Neill’s estate. Nangle printed with permission from 
the author. ‘Girl’s Song’ printed with permission from the Wilfrid Gibson 
Literary Estate.  

 


