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William Shakespeare  (1564-1616)   All the world's a stage from As You Like It    

Ralph Vaughan Williams  (1872-1958)   Infant Joy from 10 Blake Songs (1957)   

Thom Gunn  (1929-2004)    Baby Song    

Franz Schubert  (1797-1828)    Der Vater mit dem Kind D906 (1827)   

Carol Ann Duffy  (b.1955)    A Child's Sleep    

Benjamin Britten  (1913-1976)    Wagtail and baby from Winter Words Op. 52 (1953)   

Robin Robertson  (b.1955)    Keys to the Doors    

Aaron Copland  (1900-1990)    The Little Horses (1952)   

AA Milne  (1882-1956)     The End    

Benjamin Britten   Midnight on the Great Western from Winter Words Op. 52 (1953)   

Paul Henry  (b.1959)     Daylight Robbery    

Benjamin Britten     Black Day from Who are these Children? Op. 84 (1969)   

Cecil Day-Lewis  (1904-1972)    Walking Away    

Franz Schubert     Willkommen und Abschied D767 (1822)   

John Donne  (1572-1631)     The Sun Rising    

Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)    Widmung from Myrthen Op. 25 (1840)   

William Shakespeare     Sonnet 109    

Ralph Vaughan Williams    It Was a Lover and His Lass (1922)   

William Shakespeare     Prologue from Henry V    

George Butterworth  (1885-1916)   The lads in their hundreds from 6 Songs from A Shropshire Lad (1911)   

Francis Poulenc  (1899-1963)    Bleuet (1939)   

Chidiock Tichborne  (1562-1586)    Elegy    

Ralph Vaughan Williams    The Sky above the Roof (1908)   

Gabriel Fauré  (1845-1924)    Prison Op. 83 No. 1 (1894)   

Elizabeth Bishop  (1911-1979)    One Art    

Ralph Vaughan Williams    The vagabond from Songs of Travel (1901-4)   

William Wordsworth  (1770-1850)    Old Man Travelling    

Benjamin Britten     As it is, plenty from On This Island Op. 11 (1937)   

Bai Juyi  (772-846)     On his Baldness    

Johannes Brahms  (1833-1897)    Phänomen Op. 61 No. 3 (1873-4)   

Gwendolyn Brooks  (1917-2000)    The Bean Eaters    

Samuel Barber  (1910-1981)    Bessie Bobtail Op. 2 No. 3 (1934)   

Charles Causley  (1917-2003)    Death of a Poet    

Frank Bridge  (1879-1941)    Journey’s End (1925)   

Raymond Carver  (1938-1988)    Late Fragment    

Henry Purcell  (1659-1695)   Now that the sun hath veiled his light (An Evening Hymn on a Ground) 

Z193 (pub. 1688)   



 

 

In 1623, seven years after William Shakespeare’s 

death, his friends John Heminges and Henry Condell 

published the so-called First Folio containing 36 of 

his plays. The editors implored their audience to 

‘Reade him, therefore; and againe and againe: And if 

then you doe not like him, surely you are in some 

manifest danger, not to understand him.’ Certainly 

Shakespearean thought has come to shape the 

literature – and language – of Britain ever since, and 

tonight’s concert takes its inspiration from the 

famous passage of As You Like It, in which the life of a 

man is divided into seven stages. The vast majority of 

our poets featured here (spoken and sung) are also 

men; but there are words from Elizabeth Bishop and 

Carol Ann Duffy along the way. 

Vaughan Williams was in his mid-eighties when he 

wrote 'Infant Joy', one of ten settings of poems by 

William Blake. It is a touching portrait of a newborn 

who still knows only joy and happiness, and was 

originally composed for voice and oboe: two melodic 

lines weaving and dancing together. Schubert’s 'Der 

Vater mit dem Kind' also paints an idyllic picture of 

fatherhood, a little child falling sweetly asleep in the 

arms of a doting parent who lets fall a tear ‘from the 

bottom of his heart’. 

We hear two songs from Britten’s opus of Hardy 

settings, Winter Words. 'Wagtail and baby' tells of the 

baby learning that man, above all animals, is the most 

terrifying to the natural world - even if he presents as 

‘a perfect gentleman’. The wagtail dips, dives and 

calls in the pianist’s right hand, taking flight in 

raucous fear at the appearance of the man. 'Midnight 

on the Great Western' features an older protagonist in 

the form of a journeying boy. He travels third class 

through the dark to the sound of clacking rail tracks 

and the shrieking train whistle. 

Between these two we hear Aaron Copland’s 'The 

Little Horses', taken from his second volume of Old 
American Songs of 1952. This is a lullaby of a different 

hue from Schubert’s, the elegant simplicity of the 

rocking music contrasted with the pert, cheery clop of 

the many horses the baby is promised when he 

wakes. To close boyhood, we hear a song from 

Britten’s late cycle Who are these Children? – and an 

all too-familiar childish problem. 'Black Day' sees its 

hero roundly told off and earns a series of ‘skelps’ for 

misbehaving. 

In Schubert’s 'Willkommen und Abschied' we are 

greeted with an ardent young man, riding through the 

night to meet a beautiful young woman – he has 

found true love, however secretly he must snatch 

moments with her. Robert Schumann’s 'Widmung' 

begins his wedding cycle Myrthen for Clara Wieck, 

and the speaker defines every aspect of his life in 

terms of his lover, ‘my guardian angel, my better self!’ 

We return to Vaughan Williams and Shakespeare for 

the touching duet 'It Was a Lover and His Lass'. 

After youthful love comes, in Shakespeare’s words, 

‘a soldier, full of strange oaths’. We hear Housman’s 

poem The Lads in their Hundreds realised by George 

Butterworth, himself a soldier who lost his life in the 

Somme in 1916. The music here is simple and 

unclouded: it is Housman’s all-knowing narrator who 

reveals the fate of these innocents. Poulenc’s 'Bleuet' 

– ‘cornflower’, and a reference to the blue-grey 

uniform of a new army recruit – sets an Apollinaire 

text of 1917. In contrast to the touching naïveté of 

Housman’s lads, this young soldier ‘has seen such 

dreadful things’ that his music aches with heartbreak. 

We hear the Shakespearean phase of ‘justice’ in two 

settings of the same poem. In 1873 Paul Verlaine shot 

his lover, Arthur Rimbaud (who was not seriously 

injured) and was subsequently sent to prison, where 

he wrote these words. Fauré’s setting war written first, 

in 1894, the piano’s constant pulsing chords creating 

a sense of time slowed to a muddy crawl, and the bars 

of the poet’s cell. Vaughan Williams set an English 

translation of the same text 12 years later, the focus 

this time entirely on the view beyond Verlaine’s cell in 

the luminous, floating music that rises above the 

prison walls. 

In his last phase of maturity, our hero now becomes 

a wanderer – or, in this case, 'The Vagabond', from 

Vaughan Williams’s Songs of Travel, which is 

subtitled ‘To an air of Schubert.’ Little wonder that the 

macho striding of this figure has prompted 

comparisons with the self-destructive protagonist of 

Winterreise. Perhaps 'As it is, plenty' from Britten’s On 
This Island provides a cause for such determined 

walking away: a relationship failed, to the sound of 

distorted 1930s dance music, the wittiness of word 

and tone failing to conceal the painful tragedy that 

lurks beneath. 

Some hope is offered in Brahms’s duet 'Phänomen' 

of 1873-4. Here, the old man is reassured that he too 

may find love again, in a touching parallel with 

rainbows after rainfall. But Samuel Barber’s 'Bessie 

Bobtail' tells a different story altogether: an old 

woman, alone and obsessive (voice and piano circle 

the same narrow ambit again and again, faltering as 

Bessie ‘wambles’ unsteadily along the road), 

desperate in her circling thoughts. 

And so with Frank Bridge we come to 'Journey’s 

End', a conversation between a mother and a young 

child who cannot comprehend the despair in his 

mother’s voice as she answers his questions. We are 

taken, in other words, to a new dimension of the 

heartache first heard in the earliest songs tracing this 

life, between parent and child. Finally, in Purcell’s 'An 

Evening Hymn on a Ground' we find repose: a sacred 

domestic song published in 1688. The serene, 

descending steps of the repeated bassline quietly lull 

us towards stillness – and into peace and rest at last. 
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Mabel Dearmer, after Paul Verlaine 
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WH Auden 

 

Due to copyright reasons, we are unable to reproduce the text for this 
song. 
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Translation of 'Der Vater mit dem Kind' by Richard Wigmore from 
Schubert – The Complete Song Texts published by Victor Gollancz Ltd. 
'Willkommen und Abschied', Schumann and Brahms by Richard Stokes 
from The Book of Lieder published by Faber & Faber, with thanks to 
George Bird, co-author of The Fischer-Dieskau Book of Lieder, 
published by Victor Gollancz Ltd. Poulenc and Fauré by Richard Stokes 
from A French Song Companion (Johnson/Stokes) published by OUP. 

 


