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by 
 
 

Marcus DeLoach 
 
 

 Vaughan Williams composed the two duets, “The Last invocation” and “The 

Love-song of the Birds” for soprano, baritone, and violin with pianoforte (and string 

quartet ad lib.) in 1904.  This study examines these two works, which were designed to 

be performed together, their origins, and the people and places associated with their 

premiere performances in Reading and London. It also discusses the biographies of the 

singing duo that premiered the work, Arthur Foxton Ferguson and Beatrice Spencer, and 

explores the Wagnerian influences in the music. Walt Whitman’s transcendental poetry, 

its appeal to Vaughan Williams, and the techniques by which the composer adapted and 

manipulated his chosen texts are discussed in detail. Through an examination of the 

various manuscript versions of the “The Love-song of the Birds” (all held in the British 

Library), the author proposes a chronology for the revisions of the work. Following its 

premiere performances, Vaughan Williams, and subsequently his wife Ursula after the 

composer’s death in 1958, suppressed Two Vocal Duets until 1996. This paper explores 

that suppression and argues why the materials, which were premiered in the same year as 

the song cycles The Songs of Travel and The House of Life, should now be published and 

made available to the public.  
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EDITORIAL METHOD 
 
 

 In the summer of 2013 I created my own numbering system for the contents of the 

British Library’s “Vaughan Williams Manuscripts (Second Collection) Vol. XVIII. ff. 1-

52 [shelfmark - Add MS 57282]” which contains the extant manuscripts of Two Vocal 

Duets. This decision was made to facilitate easier reference of individual scores discussed 

in this document. My “Score Key” (see Appendix A) uses a simple numbering system in 

place of folio ranges, which are sometimes difficult to read, and the only means of 

differentiation currently in the folio. 

  All of the musical examples contained in this document are my own 

transcriptions of the duets, which are presented here along side images of the manuscripts 

by kind permission of Hugh Cobbe, Director of the Vaughan Williams Charitable Trust. 

 The second duet of the pair used multiple titles throughout its short performance 

history. For the sake of clarity, I have continued to use “The Love-song of the Birds” as 

its official title, following the preference of scholar Michael Kennedy.1  
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1!Michael Kennedy, e-mail correspondence with the author, October 7, 2013. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 Ralph Vaughan Williams’ Two Vocal Duets had its London premiere in 1904, the same 

year as the song cycles Songs of Travel and The House of Life, but in our time it remains 

virtually unknown. The pieces, his first settings of Walt Whitman, were of an experimental 

nature and received mixed reviews before the composer himself withdrew them from circulation 

at the end of 1904. That Vaughan Williams would become so famously associated with the 

American poet in subsequent works, including Toward the Unknown Region (1907) and A Sea 

Symphony (1909), endows these first settings with exceptional interest.  

 The chief obstacle in the generation of quality research on the Whitman duets has been 

their inaccessibility. Vaughan Williams kept several of the extant scores amongst his papers from 

1904 until his death in 1958. It was only in 1971 that his widow Ursula Vaughan Williams 

bequeathed the manuscripts of the duets to the British Museum (now the British Library) as part 

of the “Vaughan Williams Manuscripts (Second Collection).” The only performances that took 

place in the composer’s lifetime were three concerts in the fall of 1904. Ursula knew of her 

husband’s negative feelings regarding the Whitman duets and, acting as his trustee, respected his 

wishes by exercising caution in granting access to them. As a result, scholarship on Two Vocal 

Duets has been slow to emerge and has come mostly via passing references and a catalogue entry 

with several inaccuracies.1 The two greatest explorations of the material have come by way of 

Philip and Ellen Frohnmayer’s 1990 recording for Centaur Records, The Flowering of English 

Song, and in Andrew Herbert’s 1996 article for the Ralph Vaughan Williams Society Journal: 

“Vaughan Williams’ Two Whitman Duets – sketches for A Sea Symphony”. In the case of the 

recording, Ursula happily gave her blessing, provided the Frohnmayers would make no requests 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

! 1!Michael Kennedy, A Catalogue of the Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), 23-24.!
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to publish the scores. Although the work that went into preparing them did not include a 

thorough study of all the manuscripts pertaining to the duets, the resulting performance was 

fortunately representative of the final version of the trio arrangement (Score 1a & 1b in my 

numbering system; see Appendix A).2 Herbert’s article for the Ralph Vaughan Williams Society 

is thoughtful and provides the most insight into the poetry and musical structure of the duets to 

date, but it is a brief exploration and provides little detail. 

 This document is the first extensive investigation of the history and musical structure of 

Two Vocal Duets. Written for soprano, baritone, violin obligato, pianoforte and string quartet ad 

lib, “The Last Invocation” and “The Love-song of the Birds” are singular works written at a 

crucial period of Vaughan Williams’ compositional development. In 1996, Ursula had a sudden 

change of heart regarding the publication of her husband’s early work and announced her desire 

that all of it should be made available to the public.3 Thanks to diligent efforts by the Ralph 

Vaughan Williams Society and the Vaughan Williams Charitable Trust in recent years, scores 

and scholarship on the early period of the composer’s life have now started to emerge. Among 

this scholarship has been the first edition of the composer’s letters, edited by Hugh Cobbe, a new 

compilation of the composer’s writings on music by David Manning, and the recent Cambridge 

Companion to Vaughan Williams edited by Alain Frogley and Aidan J. Thomson. The Albion 

records release of the composer’s earliest songs, Kissing Her Hair, and the emergence of the lost 

score of Nocturne, another early Whitman setting (now professionally recorded), have also 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2!Professor Philip Frohnmayer, interview with the author, August 11, 2013. 
!

 3 Hugh Cobbe, “Publishing Vaughan Williams: the Copyright Owner’s View,” Ralph Vaughan Williams 
Society Journal, no. 59 (February 2014): 3-4. 
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reflected a newfound interest and energy around Vaughan Williams’ earliest work.4 It is only 

logical that amongst such scholarly activity Vaughan Williams’ first settings of Whitman, a 

critical poet in his development, should be explored as well. 

 In this paper I compile the first detailed history of the musicians, places, and 

circumstances surrounding the genesis of Two Vocal Duets, utilizing the most current resources 

of the British Library’s collection, genealogical databases, historical newspapers, and Vaughan 

Williams scholarship. I additionally make a thorough poetic and musical analysis of the material, 

taking into account all primary sources relating to Two Vocal Duets. Finally, I discuss the six 

relevant scores in the manuscript collection and the revisionary journey to the final trio and 

string quartet versions of the music. 

 Thanks to the preservation of a number of primary sources, including manuscripts, 

concert programs from 1904, and Vaughan Williams’ personal scrapbook, examination and 

analysis of these duets is possible. Through this analysis, I hope to shed light on why these duets 

were left unpublished and why they deserve to be published alongside the composer’s other 

works. Though Vaughan Williams had his doubts about Two Vocal Duets, they are thoughtfully 

written works of art from a transitional period in the composer’s development that deserve to be 

published and performed. 

  

  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 4 Roderick Williams, “Nocturne,” in Vaughan Williams Symphony No. 6 & 8, Etc. Richard Hickox, cond. 
London Symphony Orchestra. Chandos CHSA 5016 CD. 2003. 
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Chapter 1 

A History of Two Vocal Duets 
 
 

 The addresses and annotations found written amongst the manuscripts of Ralph Vaughan 

Williams’ Two Vocal Duets are informative and offer insight into their history. One of them, “77 

Elsham Rd W.”, a leafy green street in Westminster, was the home of the baritone Arthur Foxton 

Ferguson as early as 1900 and is penned in his hand.1 He sang the Reading and London 

premieres of the duets, and one of the surviving manuscripts, the voice part of “The Love-song 

of the Birds” (Score 6), has an inscription in the upper right hand corner that reads “For A.F.F. 

from R.V.W.”. Was it a dedication or merely a direction?2 The use of shorthand may indicate an 

air of familiarity such as Vaughan Williams would employ in letters to his close friends. With or 

without a dedication, the pieces were unquestionably slated for Foxton Ferguson to sing. 

 The baritone Arthur Foxton Ferguson (1866-1920) was a talented and busy singer of 

distinction.3 He had impressive attributes as a soloist, small and large ensemble singer, English 

folk song and folklore expert, German translator, teacher, and all-around beloved personality.4 

Tracing his scholastic pedigree gives a sense of the energy and worldliness of the dynamic man 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
! 1!Arthur Foxton Ferguson’s great grandson Dr. Andrew Higgins, e-mail correspondence with the author, 
August 6, 2013. 
 
! 2!It is debatable whether this annotation should be taken as an official dedication to the baritone, as the 
works were never published and the inscription only appears on the one score (Score 6).   
!
! 3!Dr. Andrew Higgins, e-mail correspondence with the author, August 19, 2013. It is unclear where the 
Foxton surname originated and some members of his family have often dropped it. The baritone used it his entire 
life. 
 
! 4!As part of this research I created a comprehensive biography on Foxton Ferguson as a Wikipedia page in 
the summer of 2013. Many disparate sources from books and journals, British and American newspapers of the day, 
and e-mail correspondence with Dr. Andrew Higgins and others were used.!!!
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and performer who would collaborate with Vaughan Williams several times in the early years of 

the twentieth century. 

Arthur Foxton Ferguson (c. 1910) 

 
 
 

 After attending Coatham and then Leeds Grammar Schools, he transferred to the 

Sedbergh School in 1880.5 Sedbergh’s register reports that as librarian Foxton Ferguson “re-

catalogued the library with [fellow student] E. L. Crawhall”. He went on in 1885 to New 

College, Oxford and then proceeded to secure an Academic Clerkship singing bass at Magdalen 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
! 5!The Sedbergh School is a “public school” (a private fee-paying secondary boarding school for 13-18 year 
olds prior to entering university). Dr. Higgins believes it is likely that Foxton Ferguson, who was middle class, was 
sent there by his parents to improve his chances of getting in to Oxbridge. 
!
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College, Oxford where he matriculated in 1887.6 Foxton Ferguson then received his B.A. in 1890 

with a Pass grade, which was a common occurrence for the busy Clerks of his generation and no 

indication of slacking.7 He was also active in additional musical projects on campus including 

being a member of the “Magdalen Vagabonds” and Dr. John Henry Mee’s Oxford University 

Musical Union. The latter provided opportunities for undergraduate chamber music and, for 

Foxton Ferguson, it was an opportunity to make further musical connections. 

 Once such connection developed when Mee sent Foxton Ferguson to meet a new student, 

Ernest Walker, and invite him to become a member of the Union before Walker arrived at Balliol 

College, Oxford in 1887.8 Walker joined the Oxford University Musical Club instead, but the 

meeting with Foxton Ferguson marked the start of an important musical relationship. Earnest 

Walker (1870-1949) was a pianist, composer of chamber music and songs, and scholar, who 

would become most known for his 1907 book A History of Music in England.9 Walker 

contributed greatly to the scope and reputation of the Sunday Balliol Concerts as assistant to 

music director John Farmer. He then succeeded Farmer in that position in 1901 and attracted 

important singers like Harry Plunket Greene and Steuart Wilson to the series fostering a more 

serious concert going environment than had been the norm. Walker’s efforts led to his 

appointment as Director of Music of Balliol, a post he would hold from 1901 until his 

resignation in 1925, and the eventual establishment of an independent music faculty at the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
! 6!Bernard Wilson, ed., The Sedbergh School Register, 1546 to 1895 (Leeds: Sedbergh School, 1895), 286. 
 
! 7!Robin Darwall-Smith, archivist Magdalen College, Oxford, e-mail correspondence with Dr. Andrew 
Higgins, August 16, 2013. 
 
! 8!Margaret Deneke, Ernest Walker, (London: Oxford University Press, 1951), 48-49. 
!
! 9!“Ernest Walker,” in Musical Lives, ed. Nicholas Kenyon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 76-77.!
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school.10 Foxton Ferguson sang in the solo quartet of Walker’s best-known vocal work Five 

Songs from “England’s Helicon” in 1899 in Steinway Hall and appeared regularly on the Balliol 

Concerts with the composer.11 His cataloguing of the library at Sedbergh School and seeking out 

performance opportunities at multiple colleges at Oxford show early signs of the professional 

industriousness that would characterize Foxton Ferguson’s role in the folk song movement and 

the propagation of modern English music. 

 After Foxton Ferguson graduated from Oxford in 1890, his musical studies took him to 

London, Leipzig, and Frankfurt. In Leipzig, though he was not enrolled at the Königliches 

Konservatorium der Musik zu Leipzig, it is likely that he studied with a teacher who worked 

there.12 In Frankfurt his teacher was the famous German baritone Julius Stockhausen (1826-

1906).13 Though Stockhausen had taught periodically at Dr. Hoch’s Konservatorium, Foxton 

Ferguson’s lessons were likely through the teacher’s own school of singing, founded in 1880. 

Having trained with Manuel Garcia (II), himself a baritone, Stockhausen’s teaching methods had 

their roots in one of the most highly regarded schools of Italianate singing of the day. The future 

trajectory of the young English baritone’s career must certainly have found a practical model in 

the interests, sophistication, and wide repertoire of his German mentor. From 1856 to 1859 

Stockhausen was a member of the Opéra-Comique in Paris. He was also well known as a Lieder 

singer, especially renowned for his interpretation and advancement of Schubert’s large song 

cycles Die Schöne Müllerin and Die Winterreise. Additionally, he was a close friend and regular 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
! 10!Grove Music Online, s.v. “Walker, Ernest,” by Ivor Keys and Duncan J. Barker, accessed August 11, 
2013, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.rice.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/29827.  
 
! 11!“Music in Wales,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (Nov. 1, 1899): 766. 
 
! 12!!Nicole Höppner of the Hochschulbibliothek/Archiv, e-mail correspondence with the author, September 
10, 2013. 
 
! 13!Wilson, 286.!
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collaborator with Johannes Brahms, who wrote the Magelone Lieder, Op. 33 for him and had 

Stockhausen as the baritone soloist for the premiere of Brahms’s groundbreaking Ein deutsches 

Requiem. Of Stockhausen’s singing Sir George Grove wrote,  

 it was the lieder of Schubert and Schumann that most peculiarly suited him, and these 
 he delivered in a truly remarkable way. The rich beauty of the voice, the nobility of the 
 style, the perfect phrasing, the intimate sympathy, and, not least, the intelligible way in 
 which the words were given – in itself one of his greatest claims to distinction – all 
 combined to make his singing of songs a wonderful  event.14 
 
The work with Stockhausen may have served to hone the refined song singing and 

interpretational skill Foxton Ferguson would bring to modern English song.   

 Vaughan Williams may have found a common interest with Foxton Ferguson on the 

subject of Brahms, who had made such an impression on the young composer with his 

Requiem.15 Vaughan Williams admitted that while studying with Hubert Parry (1848-1918) he 

had presented his teacher with many “little songs and anthems” that betrayed a “preoccupation” 

with the German master’s mass.16 It is unclear when and how Vaughan Williams and Foxton 

Ferguson first met, but they collaborated as early as January 10, 1903 when the Eastern Morning 

News announced a forthcoming recital where Foxton Ferguson would sing three arrangements of 

folk song melodies by the composer.17 Later that year on April 16, Foxton Ferguson sang the 

premiere of Vaughan Williams’ setting of Christina Rossetti’s poem “If I were a Queen” at 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 14 Grove Music Online, s.v. "Stockhausen, Julius," by Robert Pascall, accessed August 29, 2013, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.rice.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/26807pg3. 
 
 15 Michael Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1992), 48-49. 
 
 16 Ibid, 15. 
 
! 17 Ibid, 30. 
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Exeter.18 On that same concert, he premiered a duet entitled “Cousin Michael,” which was based 

on a German folk song that he himself had translated into English and had been arranged by 

Vaughan Williams for soprano, baritone, and pianoforte accompaniment. This was one of three 

such duets the composer would set to Foxton Ferguson’s translations, the two others being 

“Adieu” and “Think of Me”.19 Foxton Ferguson sang the London premiere of all three duets in 

Steinway Hall on March 22, 1904 with the soprano Beatrice Spencer and his old Oxford 

colleague Ernest Walker at the piano.20 

 Vaughan Williams began collecting English folk songs on December 4, 1903 and had 

collected over 800 songs and variants by 1913.21 For four years during the same period, Foxton 

Ferguson also collected English folk songs and, like the composer, worked with the folk song 

collector and scholar Lucy Broadwood and her English Folk Dance and Song Society.22 In 1905, 

Foxton Ferguson notated the tune "May Day Carol" (version 2) from the singing of Mr. Charles 

Baldock at Southill, Bedfordshire. When Vaughan Williams edited the 1906 edition of The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 18 Ibid, 53. 
 
 19 In addition to the three Vaughan Williams duets, Foxton Ferguson’s translations include his well-known 
translation of Gottfried Jolsdorf Ottfried’s book Schubert Fantasies, and Charles Macpherson’s carol “The 
Shepherds' Cradle Song” (originally “Des Hirten Wiegenlied” written by Karl Leuner in 1817). His craft and skill in 
converting German into practical and attractive English served Vaughan Williams, who only had a rudimentary 
knowledge of German himself from the time he spent on the continent studying with Max Bruch in 1897. 
 
 20 Kennedy, A Catalogue of the Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 18-19. Unlike its companions, which 
were published in the October 1903 edition of The Vocalist 2/19, the score to “Cousin Michael” was never published 
and the manuscripts of all three are presumed lost. Vaughan Williams had been heavily involved with the trade 
journal and, in 1902, wrote a series of articles on musical topics for it, a process he found helped him clarify his own 
thoughts on music. The Vocalist would serve as an important vessel for the propagation of new British art music and 
Vaughan William’s songs in particular. 
 
 21 Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 29. 
 
 22 The Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, s.v. “Foxton Ferguson,” accessed September 10, 2013, 
http://www.vwml.org/search?qtext=foxton%20ferguson&ts=1379179764366.  
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English Hymnal, he stirred up controversy by adapting folk tunes into hymns.23 Foxton 

Ferguson’s “Southill” tune appeared in the collection as #638 set to the text “Jerusalem, my 

happy home.” It seems likely the folk song scene was the venue though which the two musicians 

met, but there is no conclusive proof of this, and their motivation for collaborating specifically 

on the German duet settings is unknown. Nonetheless, the pieces are in keeping with the 

composer and singer’s mutual interest in folk songs and German art music of the day. Though 

the two seemed to be becoming devoted collaborators, Foxton Ferguson was not the only 

baritone whose work interested Vaughan Williams. 

 The baritone James Campbell McInnes (1874-1945) was an important figure of the era. 

Proud of his working class-roots, McInnes was a fine singer and folk song enthusiast who was a 

very close friend of Lucy Broadwood.24 McInnes was singing Vaughan Williams’ music as early 

as November of 1902, when he premiered “Blackmwore by the Stour” and ”Wither Must I 

Wander?” with Charles A. Lidgey at St. James Hall in London. This performance, which 

followed the publication of the two songs in early editions of The Vocalist, took place several 

months before the composer’s first documented interaction with Foxton Ferguson.25 In the 

following year McInnes would also sing the premiere of Willow-Wood, a cantata based on Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti’s sonnet sequence The House of Life. He later premiered some of the 

composer’s most iconic music for baritone, including A Sea Symphony at the Leeds Festival in 

1910 and Five Mystical Songs at the Three Choirs Festival in 1911. Contributing to McInnes’ 

obituary Vaughan Williams wrote,  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 23 Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 73. 
 
 24 Dorothy De Val, In Search of Song: The Life and Times of Lucy Broadwood (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 81. 
 
 25 Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 30. 
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 The two outstanding characteristics of Campbell McInnes's singing (in addition to 
 his beautiful baritone voice) were his feeling for words and his almost unique sense of the 
 shape of a tune. My most vivid recollections of his singing are connected with that lovely 
 melody (often attributed not surprisingly to J. S. Bach) "Jesu meines glaubens Zier" and 
 the words of Christ in the Gospel according to St. Matthew. It is for these two qualities 
 that the guardians of English folk-song should keep his name in grateful remembrance.26 
 
 Foxton Ferguson and Campbell McInnes were atypical of their time period in the breadth 

and range of their repertoire. Foxton Ferguson’s voice was highly versatile and well regarded by 

the press. Quotations such as “robust and sympathetic baritone voice”27 and “intelligence and 

emotional power” were normal responses to his performances.28 His communication skills were 

singularly successful as well and, throughout his career, he developed into a fluid and highly 

sought-after international singer/ lecturer on English folk song. From rural England to Dallas, 

Texas, Foxton Ferguson brought English folk song to life for new audiences.29 His reputation for 

salesmanship in performance, combined with beauty of tone, most likely stems from his Lieder 

training with Stockhausen. 

 McInnes also had an impressive vocal lineage, having trained with George Henschel, 

William Shakespeare, Sir Charles Santley, Jacques Bouhy, and Jean de Reszke. He was regarded 

as an extraordinary natural talent whose masculinity and good looks fascinated both women and 

men alike. McInnes’ instrument has been described as a superb natural voice with a certain 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 26 “James Campbell McInnes 1874-1945,” Journal of the English Folk Dance and Song Society 4, no. 6 
(December 1945): 254. 
 
 27 “Second Chamber Concert at Reading,” Reading Mercury, December 5, 1903. 
 
 28 “Miss Hamilton’s Recital,” The Times, June 14, 1900. 
 
 29 “Xmas Folk Lore Songs,” The Western Times, December 11, 1908. 
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husky quality. With the financial help of Lucy Broadwood’s Edwardian patrons, he was able to 

cultivate his gifts and become one of the most noteworthy baritones of his generation.30 

 It would seem that Foxton Ferguson could have easily been the baritone to premiere the 

Five Mystical Songs or A Sea Symphony and it can only be speculated why the composer chose a 

particular baritone for any one of his projects. Judging from a survey of the repertoire each of the 

men publicly sang, logic suggests that McInnes and Foxton Ferguson were the same type of 

singer, each with a healthy Verdian volume and easy access to the high range. The bass Francis 

Harford, another of Vaughan Williams’ singers, could not have boasted the latter attribute, 

though he sang a number of the composer’s important premieres in the same era. 

 One possible reason that McInnes superseded Foxton Ferguson’s role in Vaughan 

William’s musical life was his youth. Almost ten years younger than Foxton Ferguson, McInnes’ 

talent developed quickly, and the excitement around it may have eventually eclipsed the elder 

baritone in the composer’s estimation. 31 

 Foxton Ferguson was married to Susanne Delphine Alexandrine Engel (1868-1961), 32 

but the most important woman in his musical life was the soprano Beatrice [Fanny] Spencer 

(1877-1961) and, for almost twenty years, their musical lives were heavily entwined. Oxford 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

 30 De Val, 81. 
 
! 31!Foxton Ferguson was closely involved with the English Folk Dance and Song Society, which was 
constantly engaged in the making sound recordings, so it is both disappointing and surprising that there is no known 
wax cylinder of his singing available. The Gramophone Co. produced a recording of McInnes’ singing in 1915, but 
the recording seems to be lost. That fact combined with the lack of any document of Foxton Ferguson’s voice makes 
aural comparison impossible. McInnes’ recording is documented in John R. Bennett, Voices of the Past: A 
Catalogue of Vocal Recordings (Jedburgh, Roxburghshire, 1955), 274. 
 
! 32!In The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, page 81, Michael Kennedy wrote that Foxton Ferguson and 
Beatrice Spencer were married. However, his obituary in The Times and marriage license show Susanne Delphine 
Alexandrine Engel as his widow. This has been confirmed by Dr. Higgins. Foxton Ferguson married Susanne 
Delphine Alexandrine Engel (1868-1961) at the Parish Church in Pinner, Middlesex on October 26, 1897. A 
German of Bohemian extraction, she had studied as a concert pianist at the Hamburg Konservatorium before moving 
to live in Scarborough, Yorkshire with her aunt, Ida Holt. The location of Ida and her husband’s residence in that 
particular part of Yorkshire may be a clue in tracing Vaughan Williams’ connection to the nearby Danby Farm. 
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periodicals show the two in each other’s orbit as early as 1899, when both were performing with 

Ernest Walker on his Sunday Balliol concerts.33 While the baritone was actively on his 

Academic Clerkship, it seems unlikely that Spencer was a student at Oxford. Women were not 

allowed membership there until 1920, though they were allowed to sit in on lectures and certain 

examinations during the forty preceding years. It seems more likely, considering that her 

working class father was employed in the sanitary office and as a deputy clerk, that Spencer had 

simply been invited to perform by Walker as a result of her exceptional singing talent.34 

 The details of the cultivation of her soprano voice are not very clear, but Spencer was 

performing publicly by 1891 when, at the age of thirteen, she sang a Mozart aria and songs on 

the St. James Hall’s Monday Popular Concerts with the pianist Henry Bird.35 This may have 

occurred during the time she was studying with Bessie Cox, who claims her as a former student 

in the 1915 Who’s Who in Music.36 Shortly before her recital appearance at Oxford, Spencer was 

reviewed in the March 28, 1898 edition of The Athenaeum as a “newcomer” possessing “a 

pleasing light soprano voice, well cultivated.” In 1901, at the age of twenty-four, she appeared in 

London on several recitals to mixed reviews. Critics celebrated her musical intelligence and 

charm but regularly insinuated that she was copying the style and interpretations of her famous 

teacher Blanche Marchesi.37 Interestingly, like Foxton Ferguson, Spencer’s vocal technique can 

be traced back to the teaching of Manuel Garcia (II) through Blanche Marchesi’s mother, 
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 33 “Balliol College Concert,” Jackson’s Oxford Journal, November 4, 1899. Spencer is mistakenly referred 
to as a violinist. 
 
 34 “Alfred Spencer,” England Census 1881 no. 95 folio 98, (London, England), 19.  
 
 35 Oscar Beringer, Fifty Years’ Experience of Pianoforte Teaching and Playing (London: Bosworth & Co., 
1907), 60. 
 
 36 H. Saxe Wyndham and Geoffrey L’Epine, Who’s Who in Music: A Biographical Record of 
Contemporary Musicians (London: Sir Isaac Pitman & Sons. Ltd, 1915), 66. 
 
 37 “Miss Motto’s Concert,” The Times, November 02, 1901. 
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Mathilde Marchesi, a famous teacher in her own right.38 However, the general opinion in 1901 

was that Spencer’s voice was simply not a unique or extraordinary instrument. The singer 

persevered though, in spite of such attacks, and was appearing onstage with Foxton Ferguson in 

recital by 1902.39 

 After several attempts to work with larger voiced sopranos, Foxton Ferguson invited 

Spencer to take the soprano position in his brainchild ensemble The Folk-Song Quartet, for 

which he was the bass. It was his notion that a pre-formed vocal quartet could be practical and 

ready for performances of Beethoven’s Choral Symphony and the large body of vocal quartet 

music.40 Through this well-loved ensemble and their duo concerts together, the two singers 

found an arrangement and niche where both could flourish symbiotically. 

 Foxton Ferguson was almost twelve years older than Spencer and she may have had the 

air of a little sister or protégé onstage to the colossus that was the baritone. Census records 

indicate Spencer might have even still been living in her parent’s home when he first met her, 

though by 1911 she had taken up residence as a lodger in an establishment with other single 

women.41 Foxton Ferguson had worked with Ernest Walker before Spencer did and it was he 

who had invited her to sing on his lecture concerts and then with The Folk-Song Quartet.42  

 While Foxton Ferguson may have had a hand in the establishment of Spencer’s career, 

vocally and artistically the two seemed very well matched to each other. Her voice may have 
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 38 Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, s.v. "Marchesi," by Elizabeth Forbes, accessed September 
16, 2013, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.rice.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/17730pg2. 
 
 39 “District News Crowborough: Concert,” The Courier, December 5, 1902. 
 
 40 “Musical Notes,” The Western Daily Press, June 3, 1901. 
 
 41 “Beatrice Spencer,” Census of England and Wales, 1911, schedule piece 165.  
 
 42 Unlike Foxton Ferguson who receives acknowledgement from the composer on the vocal part (Score 6) 
of “The Love-song of the Birds,” Spencer’s name appears nowhere in the manuscript materials.!
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been light, but from reviews we can assume it was refined and attractive in sound. Both offered 

superior musical intelligence and thoughtfulness to their audiences. In 1906, The Times wrote, 

“Miss Spencer sings with such sincerity and has such a command over various styles that there 

was a constant succession of pleasing things.” And of her songs for children it reported, “each 

was interpreted in such fashion as to be a complete little picture in itself.”43  

 Like Foxton Ferguson, Spencer will be forever associated with the music of Vaughan 

Williams. The relationship came by way of two concerts she sang for him on March 22 and 

December 2, 1904. On the latter, Spencer gave the premiere performance of his first setting of 

Shakespeare’s “Orpheus with His Lute” and Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s “Claribel.”44 Spencer also 

premiered the duet “Think of Me” when the three German folk song duets debuted in London on 

March 22, 1904. 45 

 Although the duo was appearing regularly together at the time, Foxton Ferguson 

appeared alone for the seventh season of the Chamber Concerts series at Reading Town Hall on 

December 1, 1903. He had been previously heard in Reading as the only vocalist on the winter 

concert where he offered songs by Schubert, Purcell, and C. S. Macpherson placed amidst 

instrumental chamber works of Brahms, Boëllmann, Popper, and Schumann.46 His performance 
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 43 “Concerts,” The Times, March 30, 1906. 
 
 44 Neither solo song was conceived with Spencer’s voice in mind, having been written in prior years. 
 
 45 Kennedy, A Catalogue of the Works of Vaughan Williams, 18-19. Spencer did not sing the first 
renditions of Vaughan Williams’ German folk song duets “Adieu” and “Cousin Michael,” which Foxton Ferguson 
had premiered in Exeter with the soprano Kathleen Wood in April of 1903. Based on the progression of events, it 
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the composer may not have written it specifically for Spencer since, like all of the other Vaughan Williams pieces 
she premiered, it bears no dedication to her. 
 
 46 “Second Chamber Concert at Reading,” Reading Mercury, December 5, 1903. 
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was well liked and one year later, on October 24, 1904, he returned to the same series with 

Spencer at his side.  

 Three of the instrumentalists from the previous year also returned: Katharine Eggar, 

Alfred Hobday, and W. E. Whitehouse. The singers offered only duets for the program, again 

placed between instrumental works. These selections included the world premiere of Two Vocal 

Duets and three lighter duets: Vaughan Williams’ “Adieu,” Ernest Walker’s ”My dearest Love 

since thou wilt go,” and H. A. Dyers “In the merry month of May” (the concert for this program 

is reproduced in Appendix D). 

 It seems natural to assume that it was a suggestion of Foxton Ferguson’s that Spencer be 

included in the Reading concert, but how Vaughan Williams came to be involved is a bit of a 

mystery. He could have been asked to write Two Vocal Duets by the baritone, who he had known 

for two years. It is also possible that one of the string players, several of whom were inhabiting 

the circles of the Royal College of Music (RCM) where Vaughan Williams had been a student 

and would eventually teach, could have had a hand in the engagement. There is no evidence that 

the work was commissioned by the chamber series itself, which leaves the inscription to Foxton 

Ferguson on the vocal part as the only proof that the duets grew out of the established 

collaboration of the two. Katharine Eggar ostensibly supports this conclusion in her 1920 

interview in The Music Student: 

 it was due to a Folk-Song enthusiast, Foxton Ferguson, that we came to do a couple of 
 vocal duets with string quartet accompaniment at one of the Reading Chamber 
 Concerts.47  
 
However the collaboration came to be, Vaughan Williams agreed to the project and began 

writing Two Vocal Duets for a premiere in Reading that fall. 
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 Built in 1882, the Concert Hall of The Town Hall, Reading is one of the finest of its type 

and a prime example of Victorian architecture. It is only due to the efforts of the town of 

Reading that it survived demolition threats in the 1970s and was refurbished to its original 

splendor between the years of 1986-2000. The 780-seat horseshoe-shaped hall has a sprung 

wooden dance floor as well as ornate plasterwork with charming cherubs and the heroic figure 

Atlas bearing the world on his shoulders. Those features, as well as glass windows along the 

ceiling, make for an easy and reverberant acoustic. Upon the thrust stage sits the original 1864 

Father Willis organ, which adds an elegant musical backdrop to the intimate space. (see photos 

of the hall in Appendix B). The concert hall is housed in an impressive red and gray-bricked 

structure with a long history of repurposing that has kept it a central fixture of town activity since 

1786.48 

 The Chamber Concerts series was gaining its own legacy in its eighth season and twenty-

fifth concert by the time Spencer and Foxton Ferguson crossed the planks of the Concert Hall. 

Programs, as well as reviews and advertisements in the Reading Mercury, reveal there was not in 

those years an obvious favored string quartet for the series. However, ensembles were drawn 

from a consistent pool of players. The quartet for the concert on October 24, 1904, the world 

premiere of Two Vocal Duets, consisted of extremely well-respected players of the time: Maurice 

Sons, Dorothy Blunt, Alfred Hobday, and W.E. Whitehouse. 

 The respected Dutch violinist Maurice Sons (1857-1942) led the quartet. At the apex of 

his career, Sons began work at the Queen’s Hall Orchestra in London under Henry Wood during 

the same year. He would hold the post of concertmaster there for the next twenty-three years. His 

obituary in The Musical Times reads, “Maurice Sons can be considered the first of the line of 
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modern orchestral leaders whose relations with the conductor are those of a colleague.”49 This 

was slightly contrary to Henry Wood’s description of Sons as “touchy,” although Wood greatly 

admired his “grip and vitality” and enormous tone. The violinist’s tone was certainly aided by 

the 1741 “Vieuxtemps” instrument he played, which was one of the “Violins de Luxe” built by 

the bold and unconventional eighteenth-century violinmaker Joseph del Gesù Guarnerius.50 

 Born in Amsterdam, Sons studied under Jean-Baptiste Colyns and Henryk Wieniawski at 

the Brussels Conservatoire and for two years with Eduard Rappoldi in Dresden.51 In 1885, he 

became the first leader of the Scottish Orchestra. His music making was of a high caliber and a 

recital review in the November 19, 1902 The Edinburgh Evening News spoke of the “purity of 

tone and dignified restraint” which always characterized his playing.52 One can assume Vaughan 

Williams appreciated Sons’ musical intelligence and class combined with his rich sound in the 

extended violin solo that opens “The Last Invocation.” The composer may have even written the 

unusually long introduction with the player in mind, as they likely knew each other through the 

RCM, where Sons, an esteemed professor, began teaching in 1903. 

 Dorothy Blunt (c.1870-c.1935), the second violinist for the Reading premiere, was also a 

violist, concertmaster, conductor, and composer.53 Though there is little biographical information 
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 49 “Maurice Sons,” The Musical Times 83, no. 1197 (November 1942): 352.  
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 51 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Sons, Maurice,” by Christopher Senior, accessed September 14, 2013, 
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 52 “Madame Janson’s Recital,” The Edinburgh Evening News, November 19, 1902. 
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available on her, perhaps because she was a woman, newspapers show she was a regular on the 

Reading series. We can assume she must have been a consummate artist to be invited to work 

with such skilled collaborators as Sons and Alfred Hobday, who was the violist of the quartet. 

 Hailing from the well-known Hobday musical family, Alfred [Charles] Hobday (1871-

1942) was the principal violist of the London Symphony Orchestra (LSO) from 1905-1930 and a 

member of a number of quartets including the Pro Arte Quartet and the Kruse Quartet.54 

Vaughan Williams first came to know him and his respected brother Claude Hobday, the double 

bassist, from the premiere of the composer’s 1903 Quintet in C minor, which was introduced on 

one of the Broadwood Concerts.55 A violist himself, Vaughan Williams must have held him in 

high regard, since it was Hobday who premiered the viola solos in the “Four Hymns” of 1914. 

The violist also appeared regularly at the Bath Quartette Society with his wife, the pianist Ethel 

Hobday, and the cellist William Edward Whitehouse (1860-1935), who completed the string 

quartet for the Reading premiere.  

 W. E. Whitehouse was an important musician who had performed regularly with Joachim 

and was conducted by Wagner in 1877. He was also the founder of the London Trio, wrote 

several standard cello textbooks, and taught at the Royal Academy of Music and the RCM, as did 

Sons.56  Of all the players on the Reading chamber series, Hobday and Whitehouse were the 

most regular with the possible addition of Eveline Fife a well-known violinist who was the series 

organizer.57 
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 57 “Chamber Concert at Reading,” Reading Mercury, December 2, 1899. 
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 Likely pianists for the October 25th premiere might have been Hobday’s wife or Ernest 

Walker, who had also played in Bath with the violist and cellist. But the series had another 

regular collaborator in the pianist Katharine [Emily] Eggar (1874-1961).58 Eggar, in addition to 

playing the piano, was a composer of chamber works and one of the founding members of the 

Society of Women Musicians in 1911. She was well known for her outspokenness on the subject 

of women in music, which was a trait she shared in common with Foxton Ferguson who wrote an 

entire series of articles for The Girl's Own Paper in 1903-1904 entitled “Music as a Profession 

for Girls.”59  

  The 1920 article by Eggar in The Music Student and the original Reading Mercury 

review of the concert are the only known documents that offer any insight into the reception of 

Two Vocal Duets by the players and critics at the time of their first performance. Of the rehearsal 

process, Eggar wrote,  

 It was at the rehearsal of these duets that I first met the future composer of the 
 London Symphony; and I remember doing Sister Anne at the front door of the Fifes’ 
 house, while the enthusiastic singers, Foxton Ferguson and Beatrice Spencer, and the 
 mildly interested and slightly condescending string-players, Elderhorst, [sic] Eveline Fife, 
 [sic] Alfred Hobday, and W. E. Whitehouse, started  a repetition of despair, into the midst 
 of which I ushered, at length, a mud- bespattered and tongue-tied cyclist who had lost his 
 way across country.60 
 
The cyclist was Vaughan Williams, whose habit it was to regularly travel great distances on both 

foot and cycle. It can only be assumed that, sixteen years after the fact, Eggar’s error with the 
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names of the two violinists was due to the high number of concerts she played on the series and 

others. If Sons and Blunt had been later replacements for the violinists she names, there is no 

way to prove it, as the rehearsal in question can’t be dated. Her choice of the word “despair” is 

noteworthy as it suggests that the music wasn’t coming together easily that day. Such a 

recollection would seem strange in regards to the first duet “The Last Invocation,” as it is slow 

and not virtuosic in nature. Players of the caliber of the premiere quartet could have surely sight-

read the constant quarter notes accurately and in tune, even taking into consideration Vaughan 

Williams’ challenging penmanship. It all begs the question if the group rehearsed and performed 

a quartet arrangement of the second and faster Whitman setting, “The Love-song of the Birds” as 

well. Earlier in her article Eggar wrote that the chamber series had marketed the duets to the 

audience as an “unusual combination of voices and string quartet.” And the review of the 

concert, which the thirty-two year old composer attended, reads, 

 Next came an important contribution in the form of a brace of vocal duets by Dr [sic] 
 Vaughan-Williams, [sic] which were for the first time sung in public, the titles being 
 “The Last Invocation,” and “The Birds’ Love-song,” the words of each being by the 
 American poet Walt Whitman. They were fully accompanied by the pianoforte and the 
 string quartet. In the rendition of these the vocalists  (Miss Beatrice Spencer and Mr. 
 Foxton Ferguson) [sic] sang together pleasantly. Miss Hedley [sic] acted as accompanist, 
 and Miss Dorothy Blount [sic] played second violin. Both compositions are musicianly to 
 a degree, but a better opinion  could no doubt be formed on a second hearing: on Monday 
 the instrumentation was certainly in full evidence.61 
 
The two accounts and the program of the concert imply that both duets were scored for quartet, 

which would mean the full quartet score of “The Love-song of the Birds” has gone missing.62 If 

this were the case, the music of the second duet would certainly require louder and more 

virtuosic playing, worthy of the talent on hand. The music of “The Love-song of the Birds” with 
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its rapidly occurring changes of texture and subdivision, similar to the character of the string 

writing in the composer’s The Wasps and opening of On Wenlock Edge, could have been 

difficult to coordinate in those first rehearsals. It is also possible that the extremely live acoustic 

of the Concert Hall at Reading led to the reviewer’s implication that the strings were too loud. 

Nevertheless, the review of the premiere had a generally optimistic mood and gave the composer 

and singers high praise for the presentation of “Adieu,” calling it a “…very charming setting … 

sweetly tuneful and not difficult ‘morceau’ which should prove very popular in drawing rooms… 

”63 Praise indeed, but unfortunately for the piece most similar to the Victorian parlor ballad style 

from which Vaughan Williams was trying to break away. 

 The duets were given their London premiere a month later on November 27, 1904 during 

the South Place Sunday Popular Concerts’ 19th season, in a performance that featured The Folk-

song Quartet.64 It had taken Foxton Ferguson several years from the formation of the group in 

1901 to establish a stable ensemble with a winning blend. After replacing the original mezzo-

soprano and tenor with Florence Christie and Louis Godfrey, respectively, the final element to be 

put in place was Beatrice Spencer. She took over the soprano position that had been previously 

held by two large-voiced sopranos: the famous Austrian Miss Marie Fillunger and the Wagnerian 

Cicely Gleeson-White. With Spencer’s lighter soprano secured in the top part, the ensemble hit 

its stride and gave concerts all over England up until Foxton Ferguson’s untimely death in 

1920.65  
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 For the London premiere of Two Vocal Duets, which was billed as a “Special Vocal 

Concert,” Spencer and Foxton Ferguson reprised their vocal roles, this time with the talented 

Cornish violinist Mr. Spencer Dyke and pianist Dorothy Wood. On the South Place concert the 

duets were presented in their trio version without the added string quartet parts used in the 

premiere. The evening’s program booklet in Vaughan Williams’ scrapbook indicates his 

awareness of the performance and likely attendance (see program in Appendix E).66 The program 

itself was primarily comprised of vocal works and commenced with Schumann’s Spanisches 

Liederspiel, op. 74 performed by The Folk-Song Quartet. Thereafter followed Stewart 

Macpherson’s Concerto (alla Fantasia) in G minor, which was played by Dyke and 

accompanied by the composer, and the Whitman duets. The remainder of the concert featured 

more performances by the vocal quartet and some lighter fare, including Herbert A. Dyer’s duets 

“A Wish” and “In the Merry month of May,” which had become a staple for Spencer and Foxton 

Ferguson.  

 The South Place Sunday Popular Concerts were organized by Alfred J. Clements and put 

on in an independent church turned ethical society in the West End. Despite the venue’s unusual 

location in the business district, it lived up to its name and attracted an audience of mixed class 

who sought out music rather than social occasions masquerading in the guise of concerts. 

Admission was free and a collection was taken midway through each concert. While the South 

Place series consisted primarily of chamber concerts, there were often singers performing 

between movements of chamber works and, as the years went by, it became a series very friendly 
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to new British music and composers.67 Clements, a printer by trade, printed the detailed 

programs himself, which included the song texts and descriptive notes. For the November 

program, the texts of the Whitman duets were printed on fancy blue paper, but with no notes. 

This was perhaps the result of a lack of space in the program due the lengthy poems of 

Schumann’s Liederspiel.  

 All of these factors lead to several conclusions about the London premiere of Two Vocal 

Duets.  Firstly, it may have been a challenge to arrange three extra string players to donate their 

services for just two short pieces, making the quartet version of the duets cost prohibitive. 

However, it does seem difficult to believe that such a strong chamber series couldn’t have 

produced the necessary players, especially with Vaughan Williams’ network and resources. 

Secondly, Foxton Ferguson’s vocal quartet, which had a reputation for offering up entertaining 

concerts, must have been highly regarded by the presenter because he made them the central 

focus of an entire concert. It is additionally possible that the composer and/ or singers simply 

wanted to try out the duets in the trio version after the lukewarm reception of the string quartet 

arrangement in Reading.  

 All indications are that the South Place concert was not covered well in the press, 

though the Glasgour Herald mentioned the “introduction” of the duets and said the whole 

concert was “remarkable for its modern spirit.”68 It is impossible, however, to glean an 

impression of the audience’s reception of the London premiere from such sparse reporting. That 

Vaughan Williams would go on to include Two Vocal Duets on his Bechstein Hall showcase 

program of December 2 suggests that he felt the London crowd had still not given them their 
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due. The composer certainly had other songs in his portfolio that could have substituted for the 

duets, but he did not use them, which indicates that he still regarded the Whitman settings as 

some of his most important and representative work. Unfortunately, the substantial press for the 

December 2nd performance did little to improve the reputation of the pieces as substantive 

compositions and may have eventually served to convince the composer they were not of quality. 

 The program for the Bechstein Hall concert of December 2, 1904 was ostensibly a self-

generated showcase for Vaughan Williams’ and Holst’s original songs (see the program in 

Appendix F). Vaughan Williams received first billing–appropriately, considering he most likely 

paid for the hall rental, which was affordable and available for patrons of all types and talent 

levels in the day. Holst was notoriously short on funds where Vaughan Williams had the security 

of his family money.69 Unfortunately, the surviving ledgers of Bechstein Hall (now Wigmore 

Hall) start only at 1905 (whether due to changing hands, reckless record keeping, or the 

confusions of war), making it impossible to conclusively prove he was the patron.70  

 The concert included the premiere of the composer’s two great song cycles The House of 

Life (a quasi sequel to the Willow-Wood cantata that McInnes had premiered in 1903) sung by 

Edith Clegg, and eight of the Songs of Travel sung by Walter Creighton (the ninth and final song 

was discovered only after the composer’s death). Two Vocal Duets directly followed The House 

of Life on the program, and it was also on this concert that Spencer premiered “Claribel” and 

“Orpheus With His Lute.” Spencer and Foxton Ferguson again sang the Whitman duets in the 

trio version, but with yet another pair of instrumentalists. 
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 The regular change of personnel through the fall of 1904 is interesting to consider. 

Maurice Sons could have easily been prevented from reprising his performance in November 

and/ or December by Henry Wood’s ultimatum to the Queen’s Hall Orchestra earlier that year, 

which stated that no deputies would be accepted under any circumstances.71 That same edict led 

directly to the formation of the London Symphony Orchestra when about half the players walked 

out on Wood. Sons, who had been concertmaster since the early part of 1904, was very loyal and 

stayed on with the orchestra until 1927. But it meant accepting the reality for himself that players 

in Wood’s group could only take outside jobs that didn’t conflict with the orchestra’s schedule, 

something they would often do to supplement the low pay at Queen’s Hall. It is then easy to 

imagine that the very same forces that pushed Sons to play on the Reading premiere in October 

may have also prevented him from playing the subsequent London performances in November 

and December. But this is only speculation.   

 The new violinist for the Bechstein Hall concert was the talented Madame Harriet [Lucy] 

Solly (born c.1873). A graduate of the RCM in 1889, she founded the Solly String Quartet, 

which was called “the best quartette of women to be heard in London,” and which featured 

Rebecca Clarke as its violist.72 Beatrice Spencer appeared with the Solly quartet as a soloist in 

the second decade of the 1900’s, and Clarke would later organize a student ensemble to sing 

Palestrina’s works at the RCM with Vaughan Williams conducting.73 It therefore seems 
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reasonable to conclude that Solly also could have known Vaughan Williams through her 

connections at the RCM. 

 The pianist for all of the Vaughan Williams songs on December 2nd was the highly 

sought-after Irish born accompanist Hamilton Harty (1879-1941). Known for having a witty and 

mercurial personality, Harty was called “the prince of accompanists,” and his multi-faceted 

career had been only partially realized at the time.74 In those same years, the Irishman won 

composition awards for his Trio at the Dublin Feis Cecil in 1901 and for his Piano Quartet, 

which gained him the fifty-guinea Lewis Hill prize, in 1904. Later, he would go on to conduct 

first the LSO and then—his greatest achievement—the Hallé Orchestra from 1920-1933.  

Harty’s extraordinary leadership there is said to have raised the Hallé to be the best orchestra in 

England and, though a sometimes-controversial leader, he used his tenure to promote the works 

of many living British composers.75  Interestingly his commitment did not include the orchestral 

works of Vaughan Williams that John Barbirolli would champion with the Hallé at midcentury. 

There are a number of recordings displaying Harty’s exceptional musicianship both as a 

conductor and pianist that are still available today. Of his piano playing John F. Russell wrote: 

 Anybody who heard Harty in his capacity as accompanist could never forget his 
 extraordinary grasp of every nuance and expressive device. There was no question 
 of a solo with accompaniment: unless the soloist was a very great artist the 
 chances were that he would be submerged by the artistry of the accompanist– the aspect 
 assumed would be pianoforte with violin obbligato. With the right artist, however, the 
 result was always a superlative performance.76 
 
 Like the Concert Hall in Reading, Bechstein Hall was small-scale but modern, having 

been built in 1901 by its namesake the famous piano seller Carl Bechstein. Attached to 
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Bechstein’s piano showroom and studios on Wigmore Street, the hall was an attractive and 

affordable space used by every type of act from ventriloquists to spiritualists as well as a slew of 

debutants of all levels. Bechstein’s network as the top-level piano seller in Europe attracted 

extraordinary talent to his realm and he was thus able to secure Ferruccio Busoni to play on his 

opening concerts in 1901.77 

 Still active today, the hall has a traditional “shoe-box” shape with an unusual barrel vault 

ceiling and seats 548 (466 on the main floor and 78 in the balcony).  Additionally its walls are 

unusually smooth and the hall lacks the diffusion of sound that ornate molding and plaster can 

cause. There is, however, some decor including a frieze of Verona marble and Caribbean 

mahogany paneling throughout. A unique alcove encircles the stage platform and is capped by a 

cupola with an ornate bas-relief that was designed by Gerald Moira depicting the “Genius of 

Harmony” as a ball of fire. It was a comfortable, quiet, and safe venue that showed off its 

modernity with hospital-style heating and ventilation, as well as artists’ rooms adjacent to the 

platform. Designed by the architect Thomas Collcutt, Bechstein Hall was perfectly suited to 

voices and/ or chamber music with its occupied reverberation time of 1.6 seconds.78 

 For the third time, in the fall of 1904 excellent players were assembled in a respected 

venue to offer up Vaughan Williams’ Whitman duets. A flyer for the concert, which performers 

at Bechstein Hall usually produced themselves, (see Appendix G) shows that tickets were sold in 

numerous locations around the city, including Vaughan William’s own residence at 10 Barton St. 
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An audience that one newspaper described as “ultra-smart” included Lord Justice Vaughan 

Williams, the composer’s uncle who had encouraged his music making since his early childhood. 

 Unlike the November 27th concert, the press coverage was substantive and generally 

positive, though Two Vocal Duets failed to attract the praise that the cycles The House of Life 

and Songs of Travel understandably drew. Still, the response to them was not entirely negative. 

The most enthusiastic reaction came from Georgia Pearce in the Clarion on December 9: 

 The best of all were the duets, settings from Walt Whitman, His “Last Invocation” 
 and the “Birds’ Love Song.” Through both runs a most melodious violin part, with the 
 voices sometimes in unison. Unfortunately, the vocal parts of these and the “Songs of 
 Travel” might have been better rendered.79  
 
The South Wales Daily News reported, “Miss Beatrice Spencer and Mr. Foxton Ferguson sang 

two charming duets, also composed by Mr. Vaughan Williams,” while the Glasgow Herald 

echoed Georgia Pearce, saying the whole program needed rehearsing.80 The most thorough 

review came in the Daily News from the well-known critic E. A. B. (Edward Algernon 

Baughan): 

 A couple of duets, “The Last Invocation” and “The Birds’ Love-Song” (the poems from 
 Whitman’s “Sea-drift”), [sic] have the air of experiments, and they  were not well enough 
 performed to give one a very distinct idea of their success.81 
 
The Manchester Courier on December 3rd gave the most glowing review of the concert, praising 

the composer’s musicianship and gift for melody, but failed to even mention the Whitman duets. 

The most damning statement was in The Times: 

 …such single songs as “Orpheus with his lute” and “Blackmwore by the Stour” are as 
 individual as they are masterly in conception. These were sung by Miss Beatrice Spencer 
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 and Mr. Foxton Ferguson, who were heard together in a couple of duets in which the 
 composer’s usual skill in vocal writing is less apparent than elsewhere.82 
 
In this case, the progressive music of Two Vocal Duets is less tuneful and more abstract than the 

songs mentioned, seems to have exceeded the reviewer’s range of comprehension. The Times 

excluded, the press seemed more ready to blame the musical preparation and execution of the 

concert rather than the notes and rhythms of the Whitman settings. Though, with the exception of 

The Clarion and The South Wales Daily News, it must be admitted that even the favorable 

reviews do appear to take pause on the subject of the duets.  

 Whatever the truth was about the performance and reception, Vaughan Williams 

withdrew Two Vocal Duets after the initial performances. Even after his death in 1958, his 

second wife Ursula refused to allow them to be published. On one occasion in the 1990’s she 

permitted a recording of the music to be made, but remained adamant that the songs never be 

published, as was her husband’s wish.83 In her 1920 article for The Music Student, Katharine 

Eggar claimed,  

 I am not allowed to say anything about these duets either, as one is now considered by the 
 composer to be ‘perfectly awful,’ and the other to be an unconscious crib.84 
 
Vaughan Williams made many self-deprecating comments about his own music in his lifetime, 

and Eggar’s recollection sounds typical of his pronouncements.85 Still, it would be ill advised to 

give too much weight to these words. The fact that little of his student work survives would seem 

to suggest that Vaughan Williams discarded scores he regarded as low quality or unusable. That 
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he kept the Whitman duets safely locked away for the remaining fifty-four years of his life 

instills them with added value. It was the composer’s habit to keep some of his early works and 

plunder themes from them, but there is no way to prove if this was his intention for the Whitman 

duets.86     
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Chapter 2 

A Transatlantic Duet 
 
 

  A number of British composers were experimenting with settings of Walt Whitman’s 

poetry prior to Vaughan Williams and Gustav Holst. This began in the early years of the 

twentieth century with Vaughan Williams’ teachers Charles Villiers Stanford and Charles Wood 

as well as the more continental composer Frederick Delius. Byron Adams explains the period: 

 Stanford and Wood influenced the younger generation of English composers by selecting 
 a canon of acceptable Whitman texts. … both composers emphasized “religion or the 
 concept of the universe.” … The “concept of the universe” that attracted Stanford and 
 Wood the most was the ability of the soul to transcend death, and it was this promise of 
 release that would speak also to Vaughan Williams, Gustav Holst (1874-1934), and their 
 colleagues.1 
 
The acceptable texts of which Adams speaks were those that steered clear of homoerotic 

elements. The English position on the poetry of Whitman at the time was confused and 

complicated. The Pre-Raphaelites helped introduce Whitman’s works in England with an edition 

of Leaves of Grass, which was edited by William Michael Rossetti, the brother of Christina and 

Dante Gabriel. The edition, however, removed almost every sexual reference, homosexual or 

otherwise, from the poetry. The trials of Oscar Wilde were fresh in the minds of the English and 

composers reacted to the general mood of fear by setting only a very limited selection of 

Whitman’s poems, usually those with a spiritual or wartime theme. 

 Prior to taking up Whitman, Vaughan Williams had composed approximately two-dozen 

solo songs in the years 1892-1903. The texts were drawn from the works of William 

Shakespeare, Algernon Charles Swinburne, and he made numerous settings of Alfred, Lord 

Tennyson. He then became interested in the dialect poems of William Barnes, Robert Louis 
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Stevenson’s Songs of Travel, and the sonnets of the Pre-Raphaelite poets Dante Gabriel and 

Christina Rossetti, of which he made many settings. With the exception of the folksy Barnes, 

these new poetic interests brought with them a turn toward both mystical texts and those relating 

to the human experience. They were in effect a literary stepping-stone for the composer as he 

moved toward the transcendental poetry of Whitman. Most of Vaughan Williams’ early song 

settings had been based on secular texts, while the texts he chose from Whitman were more 

existential and spiritual in nature. Adams explains the poet’s strong appeal to the composer: 

 Vaughan Williams was clearly elated at having found such a masculine poet as Whitman. 
 Of all the composers of his generation, Vaughan Williams was the most deeply affected 
 by Whitman’s poetry. He especially admired Whitman for the sturdy, out-of-doors 
 quality that seemed to connote radiant, democratic masculinity. But Vaughan Williams’ 
 interest in Whitman was also related to his repudiation of the “aesthetic” Pre-Raphaelite 
 verse of Dante Gabriel Rossetti and Algernon Charles Swinburne that he had found 
 attractive during the 1890s. The reasons for such repudiation can be found in the 
 repressive social environment of Victorian and Edwardian society.2 
 
 Consideration of Vaughan Williams and Whitman as a collaborative pair inevitably 

recalls the cragged Falstaff-like depictions of each respective artist in their latest years. But 

profound similarities lay beneath the surface of those experience-mapped faces. One significant 

connection is that both men had tended to wounded soldiers in wartime. During the American 

Civil War, Whitman was a constant support and companion to the soldiers in the Washington 

hospitals where he spent his spare time visiting, writing letters, and bringing small gifts and 

companionship to the wounded. Later during World War I, though he was past the age of 

enlistment at forty-two, Vaughan Williams successfully volunteered for the R.A.M.C. where, 

due to his flat feet, he was made a wagon orderly.3 In 1916 he wrote to his friend Gustav Holst, 
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“I am ‘Wagon orderly’ and go up the line every night to bring back wounded & sick on a motor 

ambulance –this all takes place at night – except an occasional day journey for urgent cases.”4 

Then in 1917, he became an officer for the Royal Garrison Artillery, the regiment responsible for 

heavy artillery.5 Interestingly, during these years the composer carried a copy of Leaves of Grass 

with him in his pocket, proof he was moved and fascinated by Whitman’s poems as he 

experienced war first hand himself. This connection manifested itself eventually in his 1936 

cantata Dona Nobis Pacem, which included three of Whitman’s poems including the somewhat 

homoerotic “Reconciliation.”6  

 The artists’ mutual support of the troops in each of their respective countries and eras 

speaks to the strong quality of humanitarianism in each man. In the Second World War, Vaughan 

Williams reached out by offering the use of his field to the district council for allotments, 

collecting salvage material for the war, and in 1938 with the novelist E. M. Forster, he set up the 

Dorking and District Refugee Committee.7 Both Vaughan Williams and Whitman also greatly 

enjoyed their interaction and relationships with people and youth in particular. Where Whitman’s 

homoerotic poems are a testimony to his love of young men, there are numerous accounts of 

Vaughan Williams’ interest and flirtations with young female students.8  

 Vaughan Williams and Whitman both also held unconventional religious beliefs. The 

philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), a classmate of Vaughan Williams’ in their 
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undergraduate days at Cambridge, famously described the composer as a "most determined 

atheist.”9 Incidentally, it was Russell who first recommended Whitman’s poems to Vaughan 

Williams.10 However, it was the composer’s great uncle Charles Darwin’s writings on evolution 

that had a heavy influence on the composer’s religious convictions.  

 After the early death of his father in 1875, Vaughan Williams’ mother Margaret took her 

three children to live at her childhood home Leith Hill Place in Surrey, which was owned by her 

relatives, the famous Wedgewood china-making family. Darwin was a regular visitor to the 

house, and even conducted some of his experiments and data collection on the same lawns 

Vaughan Williams would play on. As a child, the composer once asked his mother what The 

Origin of Species meant. She famously responded, “The Bible says that God made the world in 

six days, Great Uncle Charles thinks it took longer: but we need not worry about it, for it is 

equally wonderful either way.”11 The child was put at ease by her answer and his relationship 

with the spiritual world seems to have echoed that stance for the rest of his life. It is often a 

conundrum for admirers of the composer that he could have written and edited so much overtly 

Christian music while not having a model faith for himself. His doubts were not his alone, but a 

reflection of the general social trends and psychology that were permeating Edwardian England. 

Though he never became a devout believer, the composer loved the Christian stories for their 

beauty and dramatic quality, which motivated him to set them to music so often and 

successfully.12  
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 Walt Whitman’s religious beliefs were also shaped by the time and place he lived. New 

religions like Mormonism and Unitarianism were sweeping the United States, as well as many 

new translations of the Bible. His was a time of social and scientific upheaval, and religion was 

reshaping itself as well. The call for new religions also provided an atmosphere where poets 

could be raised to the level of deities, a role that Whitman, a child of Emerson and the 

Transcendentalists, was happy to play. 

 The move away from traditional religious beliefs is a primary point of connection for 

Vaughan Williams and the poetry of Whitman. Byron Adams clarifies it: 

 Vaughan Williams and Holst, both political radicals and agnostics, were looking for 
 symbolic and mystical poetry that was resonant and new, free from the taint of a 
 Christianity that seemed outmoded and intellectually compromised. In Whitman they 
 found a poet at once democratic, mystical, and “evolutionary.”13 
 
The evolution he mentions was more than Darwinian in scope, and speaks to a change in the 

composers’ music as well. Just as his interactions with English folk-song and hymns profoundly 

affected Vaughan Williams’ later writing, his discovery of the poetry of Whitman with its new 

ideas and poetic abstractions would open him to new approaches and possibilities. The composer 

was but twenty years old when Whitman died in March of 1892 and Two Vocal Duets emerged 

just twelve years later. The texts Vaughan Williams chose were transcendental and well aligned 

with his own personal beliefs. 

 All evidence provided by the manuscript materials and concert programs of 1904 indicate 

that Vaughan Williams always planned Two Vocal Duets as an ordered pair, with “The Last 

Invocation” as the first duet and “The Love-song of the Birds” as the second. The numbering of 

the duets in the manuscripts appears in both Roman and Arabic numerals, separately as well as 

combined, although some scores have no number at all. All three concert programs from 1904, 
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the year of the premiere, maintain the order and label the pieces with an “(a)” and “(b)” 

respectively (see Appendix D, E, & F). However alphabetic numbering was typically used in 

programs of the time for groups of all kinds and should not be assumed to be the composer’s 

preferred labeling system.14 In his catalogue, Michael Kennedy retains the correct order and 

elects to adopt the Arabic numbering. He is also the first to have labeled the pair “Two Vocal 

Duets,” a title that seems to have stuck.15 Prior to Kennedy’s catalogue, the pair had been 

alternately called “Vocal Duets” and “Duets (with violin obligato)” in the 1904 concert 

programs, while in the manuscripts the composer had simply titled them “2 Duets.”16 Although it 

is impossible to determine which unique name Vaughan Williams preferred for the pair, the 

order has been consistent in every instance of their performance. 

 Both in text and in music, an obvious musical or dramatic unity outside of Whitman’s 

poetry is seemingly absent in the pair. Each duet is ostensibly a trio with piano accompaniment 

(the composer actually labeled the three solo instruments “trio” on the title page of the string 

quartet arrangement of “The Last Invocation”) (see Appendix H). However, there is no logical 

key relationship binding the two together structurally, the first being in E≤ major and the second 

in G major. The only familiar and discernable musical patterns are temporal and textural, 

following a slow-to-fast model. 

 Study of the two Whitman duets bears consideration of a quote from Vaughan Williams’ 

Musical Autobiography. It is the only documentation of his time at the Danby farm in Yorkshire 
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in the summer of 1904, during which he completed the string quartet score of “The Last 

Invocation.” Referencing those days he wrote: 

 I had not sufficient patience or application to study. I have learnt by trial and error; I 
 have drawers full of these errors–attempts to run, with a fatal stumble almost every other 
 bar. But one bit of study I did undertake. One summer I retired for a month to a Yorkshire 
 farmhouse with several classical scores and the themes of my own ‘compositions.’ These 
 things I proceeded to treat and develop according to my classical models, choosing, of 
 course, themes which more or less corresponded in structure. I found this a wonderful 
 discipline, and I have passed it on to my pupils.17 
 
It can be surmised that Vaughan Williams was composing the duets at his home on 10 Barton 

Street in London before he arrived at Danby and that his adopted writing practices at the farm 

may not be relevant to explaining their structure. There may be, however, some connection to his 

general compositional mindset at the time as both duets can be analyzed as ternary forms. On the 

surface level these basic shapes are difficult to perceive, making the fact that they are present all 

the more noteworthy. 

 Lacking an obvious musical relationship across the pair, the larger structure of Two Vocal 

Duets can alternately be explained by the romantic concept of an extra-musical program. The 

texts and their accompanying musical progression align well with the construct of “death and 

transfiguration.” “The Last Invocation” explores the precious final moments of life in a poignant 

largo sostenuto, while the subsequent “The Love-song of the Birds” bursts out in a bliss-like and 

rapturous allegro ma non troppo.  

 The texts Vaughan Williams drew on for Two Vocal Duets both came from Leaves of 

Grass but not the same section. “The Last Invocation” appears in Whispers of Heavenly Death 

(1868) while “The Love-Song of the Birds,” a title invented by the composer, is a mere excerpt 

of the text “Shine, shine, shine!” from the elegiac “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 17 Ralph Vaughan Williams, “Musical Autobiography,” in Vaughan Williams: A Study, ed. Hubert Foss 
(London: Harrap, 1950), 36. 



! 39!

first poem of Sea-Drift (1860).18 Both texts are relatively short in length, the first by Whitman’s 

design and the second artificially by the composer’s selection. Though they are not related in any 

obvious narrative, a notion of transcendence links the poems thematically. While the first poem 

transcends life into death, the second transcends earthly bounds and gravity itself. 

 Vaughan Williams’ musical debt to the romantics Johannes Brahms and Richard Wagner 

is well accepted and confirmed in some of his own writings.19 In the case of Wagner, Vaughan 

Williams’ plan for Two Vocal Duets may owe its inspiration specifically to the opera Tristan und 

Isolde, which he admired and which also contains the theme of “death and transfiguration.”20 

Vaughan Williams had a lifelong admiration of Wagner’s operas and, upon seeing Die Walküre 

for the first time in Munich in 1890, he said that the music gave him, “rather that strange 

certainty that I have heard it all before. There was a feeling of recognition as of meeting an old 

friend which comes to us all in the face of great artistic experiences.”21 When he then heard 

Mahler’s first performance of Tristan und Isolde in London in 1892, Vaughan Williams said he 

was deeply shaken by it.22 The composer became thoroughly educated on the subject of Wagner, 

his words, and his music, and he lectured on the composer in Cheltenham in 1902.23 That year 

Vaughan Williams also wrote an article for The Vocalist entitled “The Words of Wagner’s Music 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 18 Justin Kaplan, ed., Walt Whitman: Complete Poetry and Collected Prose (New York: The Library of 
America, 1982), 388-394. 
 
 19 Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 9. 
 
 20 U. Vaughan Williams, 34. 
!
! 21!Kennedy, The Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 14. 
!
 22 U. Vaughan Williams, 34. 
 
 23 Cobbe, The Letters of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 41. 
 



! 40!

Dramas,” in which he demonstrated a consummate understanding of the German master’s 

approach and techniques.24  

 Vaughan Williams admitted that his English musical training in composition was too 

“Teutonic” in nature. This was the result of the German idolatry that dominated British music in 

his student days, and which eventually led him to seek out Maurice Ravel’s “French polish.”25 It 

is only logical that imitators of Wagner would not limit themselves to his music alone. Wagner 

wrote his own opera librettos and often incorporated the philosophical teachings of Arthur 

Schopenhaur into them. In the absence of a native English sage, Walt Whitman’s poetry became 

a perfect American transplant for British composers who wanted high quality Schopenhauresque 

transcendental poetry for their own Wagner inspired music. Vaughan Williams’ Two Vocal 

Duets and its transcendental poetry can therefore be seen as a natural outgrowth of the British 

interest in Wagner and his methods. For Vaughan Williams specifically it marked the beginning 

of a long-term relationship with the poetry of Whitman, which provided the non-denominational 

texts of his two seminal works, Toward the Unknown Region (1907) and A Sea Symphony 

(1909). 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 24 David Manning, Vaughan Williams on Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 133-151. 
!
! 25!R. Vaughan Williams, “Musical Autobiography,” 34. 
!



! 41!

Chapter 3 

The Last Invocation 
 
 

 “The Last Invocation” is a poem about the experience of crossing over in death. Whitman 

puts forth imagery of a set of doors opening in the final moments of life mixed with feelings of 

softness, lightness, and a desire that the inevitable be a graceful act. There is a distinctly 

objective Eastern feel to the poem that almost supersedes its other more Western sense of 

mourning and loss. The Eastern religions aligned well with Whitman’s humanist worldview and 

are reflected in his writing.1 In “The Last Invocation,” Whitman addresses the issue of death as 

an individual in a very personal and realistic way rather than romanticizing the supernatural act 

or aligning with a particular religious faith. Without doubt, these aspects of the poem were 

particularly attractive to Vaughan Williams and his own non-traditional religious stance.2 

 The Last Invocation 
 
 At the last, tenderly, 
 From the walls of the powerful fortress'd house, 
 From the clasp of the knitted locks, from the keep of the well-closed doors, 
 Let me be wafted. 
 
 Let me glide noiselessly forth; 
 With the key of softness unlock the locks–with a whisper, 
 Set ope the doors O soul. 
 
 Tenderly–be not impatient,  
 (Strong is your hold O mortal flesh, 
 Strong is your hold O love.)3 
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 The poem is a short free verse work whose three unique stanzas follow the line pattern of 

4, 3, and 3. The non-rhyming individual lines also vary in length, with the ratio of the shortest 

(“Let me be wafted.”) to the longest (“From the clasp of the knitted locks, from the keep of the 

well-closed doors”) being almost 3:1. These qualities are demonstrative of free verse and lie in 

sharp contrast to a poem like Robert Louis Stevenson’s “I will make you broaches,” the eleventh 

poem of Songs of Travel, which Vaughan Williams set in the same era.4 The Stevenson poem 

possesses three rhymed stanzas of four lines each and the composer’s four bar phrases of music 

reflect that symmetry exactly. 

 In the text of “The Last Invocation,” Whitman uses word repetition, such as “From the,” 

“Strong is your hold O,” and simply, “O.” These serve to define, reinforce, clarify, and expand 

the poem that is, in essence, a single moment in time. Vowel and consonant patterns also repeat 

to great effect. The words of the longest line “From the clasp of the knitted locks, from the keep 

of the well-closed doors” literally close the speaker’s mouth as she voices the consonants [k], [l], 

and their combination [kl]. In the line “With the key of softness unlock the locks—with a 

whisper,” the poet’s use of the [s] fricative gradually supersedes the mouth-closing consonants. 

The words “softness” and “whispers” are onomatopoeic, and their arrival brings a feeling of 

breath and lightness. The closing line of the stanza, “Set ope the doors O soul,” also counteracts 

the mouth-closing effect by reshaping the lips in the rounded shape of the vowel [o]. Such a 

rearrangement of the facial muscles visually evokes expressions of surprise, openness, joy, and, 

most interestingly, singing. 

 The final line of the poem is a parenthetical statement: “(Strong is your hold O mortal 

flesh, Strong is your hold O love.)” Whitman regularly used parentheses at the beginnings and 
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endings of poems and sections of poems. The British essayist and journalist Basil de Sélincourt 

(1877-1966) explains the technique: 

 The bracket … secures a peculiar detachment for its contents. … The bracket opening a 
 poem or paragraph gives us, of course, the idea which that whole poem or paragraph 
 presupposes, while the closing bracket gives the idea by which what precedes is to be 
 qualified and tempered.5 
 
 Vaughan Williams’ technique of text setting in “The Last Invocation” is speech-like, and 

successfully supports the poem’s atmosphere and overall effect. Much like the Lieder of Robert 

Schumann, the young English composer evoked a general mood in the accompaniment, rather 

than using more direct techniques of word painting. This was Vaughan Williams’ typical 

approach in his songs and song cycles, and followed in the footsteps of the romantics. 

 Another rhetorical device the composer used was perhaps more theatrical than musical 

and came via his scoring. By setting Whitman’s poem for two voices, a soprano and baritone, 

instead of one lone reader, the composer changed Whitman’s solitary utterance into a collective 

male and female expression. The choice evokes images of archetypal pairings like Adam and 

Eve or, perhaps more importantly, the characters of Tristan and Isolde. The decision was bold 

and demonstrative of the composer’s typical free use of words and poetry as they suited his 

creative needs. Michael Kennedy has explained Vaughan Williams’ reasoning as such: 

 Literature was but the spark which set his imagination alight so that he could 
 transform the literary inspiration into his own musical language. In doing so, he may 
 sometimes have “interpreted” the poet in a manner that seems at variance with the nature 
 of the poetry. That did not trouble him, for it was the composer’s job, as he saw it, to re-
 create the poem as music.6 
 
A more colorful anecdote on Vaughan William’s text handling relates to the composition of the 

song cycle On Wenlock Edge, another vocal chamber work, based on A. E. Housman’s A 
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Shropshire Lad of 1896. In this instance, against the poet’s well-known wishes, the composer 

omitted several lines of text from the third song “Is My Team Ploughing.”7 Of this occurrence 

Ursula Vaughan Williams wrote, 

 Ralph always asserted that any poet who had written such lines as  
 
   The goal stands up, the keeper  
   Stands up to keep the goal,  
 
 should be grateful to have them left out.8 
 
Poetical blasphemy excepted, after Vaughan Williams made his required literary adjustments, he 

would then respond with utmost care to the remaining text. In the case of “The Last Invocation,” 

however, he would still have to find a way for two voices to successfully recite one text with 

clarity and impact. To achieve that goal he cultivated the rhetorical device of repetition. While 

repetition would normally compromise the fundamental structure of a metered poem, in the case 

of Whitman, the composer may have felt it was not a significant concern as the poem in question 

had its own internal repetitions already built in.     

 In contrast and in combination with unison declamation, Vaughan Williams uses two 

modes of text repetition in the first duet: imitation and expanded imitation. In the imitation 

mode, one singer speaks a line before or slightly ahead of the other singer. In the expanded 

imitation mode, the same process applies but with added repeats of the line in both voices. The 

expanded imitation mode begins as early as the first line of text, “At the last, tenderly,” where 

the baritone sings “At the last,” the soprano repeats his text, and then they both declaim the full 

line in unison (see Ex. 1, mm. 19-24).  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 7 Ralph Vaughan Williams, On Wenlock Edge (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1911), 18. 
 
 8 U. Vaughan Williams, 83.!
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Ex. 1 – mm. 10-52 (Score 1a) 
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Ex. 1 – cont. 
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Ex. 1 – cont. 
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Ex. 1 – cont. 
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Then follows a long section of homophonic declamation (Ex. 1, mm. 26-33) until the end of the 

stanza when the expanded imitation mode returns on the line “Let me be wafted.” Which 

particular singer leads a section of imitation doesn’t have much bearing on the overall effect, 

though it should be noted that the composer does alternate between the male and female voice. In 

the second and third stanzas the imitation mode is constantly present with the exception of two 

moments of unison declamation for the words “O soul” and “Strong is your hold O love.” The 

expanded imitation then returns on the text “Set ope the doors” and “Strong is your hold O 

mortal flesh, Strong is your hold O love” (see Ex. 2). The final occurrence of expanded imitation 

is the longest, and is especially noteworthy since it aligns with Whitman’s parenthetical text at 

the conclusion of the poem. Vaughan Williams’ treatment in this instance shows his 

acknowledgment of its significance and brings focus to the text and its added importance via his 

multiple repetitions. His overall use of repetition in the piece supports the poem rhetorically by 

expanding the duration of important lines of text as well as subtly painting the words. In the case 

of the line “Let me be wafted” repetitions in decrescendo sound like actual wafting (Ex. 1, 35-

40). In the case of the parenthetical line, the many repeated declamations resound as primal 

human calls, yearning to understand the intense feelings around death. If Whitman’s parentheses 

in “The Last Invocation” are functioning to reveal a deeper truth of the poem, the composer’s 

interpretation supports the poet’s design aptly. 

 A discussion of the music of Two Vocal Duets must take Vaughan Williams’ quote in 

Katherine Eggar’s 1920 article for The Music Student into consideration. Of the Whitman duets 

she wrote, “one is now considered by the composer to be ‘perfectly awful,’ and the other to be an 

unconscious crib.”9 While Eggar doesn’t clarify which duet is associated  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 9 Eggar, 515. 
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Ex. 2 – mm. 79-86, Expanded Imitation Mode 

 

with each specific judgment, all evidence in the scores suggests that “The Last Invocation” was 

the derivative and “cribbed” piece. This is safely concluded because of the tremendous debt its 

music owes to that of Richard Wagner and the lack of any obvious musical references in “The 

&

&
?

&

?

bbb
bbb

bbb

bbb

bbb

Vln.

S

B

Pno.

79 Jœ œ œ œn œ œ
79 .˙

flesh,

.˙
flesh,

79 œœœœn œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ œœœœ
œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ

˙ œ œ

!
˙ œ œ

(Strong is your

œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ
œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœ œœ

F cresc.

˙ œ

!
.˙

hold

˙ œœœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ
œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ

F
˙b œ œ
˙b œ œ

Strong is your

!

œœb œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ
œœœb œœœ œœœ œœœ œœb œœ

œn œ œ œ œ œ œn œ œ3
3

3

œ œ œ œ œn œ œ
3 3

œ .œ Jœ
hold Oœ .œ Jœ

Strong is your

.˙n œœ ..œœ Jœœ
œœœn œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ œœœ

f

ossia

&

&
?

&

?

bbb

bbb

bbb

bbb

bbb

Vln.

S

B

Pno.

$œ- .œ- Jœ-

84 .˙
love.)œ œ œb
hold O

84 .œ̇œ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ

.˙
œ œ œb

f

f

f
f

appassionato

appassionato

appassionato

appassionato

(ad lib)

H

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ3

œ œ œn œ œn
Strong is your.˙

love.)

œœn œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ œœ
3

œœœœ œœœœ œœœ œœœœ œn œ œn

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ3

.œ Jœ œ œ
hold O mor talœ œ œn œ

(Strong is your

œœ œœ œœ œœœ œœœ œœ œœ3

œn
œœœb œœœ œœ œœœn

-



! 51!

Love-song of the Birds.” Though Vaughan Williams’ words on the subject of the duets are quite 

short, they can be connected to a larger view of influence and “cribbing” that he wrote about on 

two occasions. In his 1935 article “What Have We Learnt from Elgar?” in Music & Letters he 

wrote, 

  I suppose one may say that when one has cribbed from a composer one has learnt 
 from him. Certainly many of my generation and of the next below me have learnt much 
 from Elgar in that way. I am astonished … to find on looking back on my own earlier 
 works how much I cribbed from him, probably when I thought I was being most original.  
  Now a crib is not merely an accidental similarity of outline; thus I do not consider 
 that the opening of my London Symphony is a crib from the beginning of Gerontius, part 
 2; indeed, my friends assure me that it is, as a matter of fact, a compound of Debussy’s 
 La Mer and Charpentier’s Louise. Real cribbing takes place when one composer thinks 
 with the mind of another even when there is no mechanical similarity of phrase. When, as 
 often happens, this vicarious thinking does lead to similarity of phrase the offence is, I 
 think, more venial. In that case one is so impressed by a certain passage in another 
 composer that it becomes part of oneself.10 
 
And in his Musical Autobiography of 1950 he revisited the subject: 
 
 Cribbing is, to my mind, a legitimate and praiseworthy practice, but one ought to know 
 where one has cribbed from. I expect Schubert knew that he cribbed Death and the 
 Maiden from Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, but I doubt whether Wagner realized that 
 he had cribbed the Nibelungen theme from Schubert’s D minor Quartet and the Rhine 
 theme from Mendelssohn’s Melusine. 
  Deliberate cribbing is all right, and the funny thing is that what is most 
 deliberately cribbed sounds the most original; but the more subtle, unconscious cribbing 
 is, I admit, dangerous. I was quite unconscious that I had cribbed from La Mer in the 
 introduction to my London Symphony until Constant Lambert horrified me by calling my 
 attention to it.11  
 
The most exploratory writing on the Whitman duets to date has been Andrew Herbert’s 1996 

article for the Journal of the RVW Society, “Vaughan Williams’ Two Whitman Duets – sketches 

for A Sea Symphony.” While it bears no mention of the Eggar interview, or Vaughan Williams’ 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 10 Ralph Vaughan Williams, “What Have We Learnt from Elgar?” Music and Letters (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, Vol. 16, No. 1 (Jan., 1935), 13-19. 
 
 11 Ralph Vaughan Williams, “Musical Autobiography,” 31-32. 
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own acknowledgement of cribbing, he readily identified Wagner’s music in “The Last 

Invocation.”  

 Whitman does not yet inspire musical revelation, and at the climax, in an effort to express 
 the soul’s transcendence Vaughan Williams reverts to an unmistakably Wagnerian 
 reference. … If we had expected the newness of the New World poet to inspire newness 
 in the English composer, here is disappointment: Tristan and Isolde had been first 
 performed nearly forty years previously, in 1865. However, there is still a freshness in the 
 setting which balances moving lyrical poise with technical proficiency.12   
 
Herbert suggested that there is but one Wagnerian reference in “The Last Invocation” – the 

Tristan chord in m. 65 (see Ex. 3) – and says nothing of its perceptibility to an average listener. 

However, the Wagnerian sensibility that pervades the whole duet is even broader and can be 

attributed to three main musical features: the presence of the “Tristan chord,” properties of 

continuous music, and strong similarities to “Träume” from the Wesendonck Lieder, Wagner’s 

famous sketches for Tristan und Isolde. All of these features must be taken into account when 

evaluating “The Last Invocation” and making sense of Vaughan Williams’ “unconscious crib.” 

The qualities of “freshness” Herbert remarked on in his article must also be considered. 

 The “Tristan chord” first occurs on the downbeat of the second full measure of the 

overture to Tristan und Isolde and subsequently becomes a prominent structure of harmony and 

color for the entire opera. A half-diminished 7th, the chord was bold and notorious in its day as a 

result of its tonal ambiguity and unusual resolution (see Ex. 4). In Vaughan Williams’ duet, an 

appearance of the Tristan chord occurs in m. 65, although it is significantly obscured by its 

voicing, resolution, and surrounding musical structures (see Ex. 3).  

 

 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

 12 Andrew Herbert, “Vaughan Williams’ Two Whitman Duets – sketches for A Sea Symphony,” Journal 
of the RVW Society no. 7 (October 1996): 19.  
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Ex. 3 – Tristan chord in “The Last Invocation” (Score 1a) 
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progression, all four voices move outwards in contrary motion evoking the feel of a German 

augmented sixth chord, whereas in Vaughan Williams’ use, the three pitches above the bass do 

not move at all. 

 

 Ex. 4 – The Tristan Chord in Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde  

 

A three note chromatic fragment from the melodic line that leads into the Tristan chord in 
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unmistakably Wagnerian, surely Vaughan Williams, a Wagner devotee, would have realized so 

in writing it and it is therefore unlikely it was conceived unconsciously.  

 The first duet also evokes the German master by its properties of continuous music. 

During his compositional career Wagner’s vocal works moved progressively away from 

traditional “number form” opera to a synthesized and flowing music where the orchestra was the 

dominant and governing force. Traits of his style include irregular phrase lengths, the 

intensification of tension by suspensions and unresolved dissonance, and recitative-like 

declamation of the voices, which are woven into the orchestral fabric in place of traditional 

melodic lines. Similarly Vaughan Williams’ writing in “The Last Invocation” seems more 

orchestral in its conception than his own earlier vocal accompaniments, which were more 

subservient to the vocal line. The idea that Vaughan Williams was working with an instrumental 

conception in “The Last Invocation” is supported by his use of the word “trio” on the cover page 

of the manuscript of the string quartet version (Score 3) (see Appendix H). His use of the term 

groups the voices together with the violin in an unusual way as if they were all of equal 

importance. In his program notes for the first performance of his major Whitman work A Sea 

Symphony in 1909 Vaughan Williams wrote, “The plan of the work is symphonic rather than 

narrative or dramatic....”13 While there are no musical relationships between the symphony and 

the duets, Herbert wrote on the subject, “…the combination of soprano and baritone soloists and 

the use of Whitman's poetry, hints that they were of the nature of prototypes.”14 

 It is the lyrical melody of the violin line working in combination with a lack of true 

melody in the vocal lines that gives a feeling of continuous music in “The Last Invocation.” The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 13 David Manning, Vaughan Williams on Music (Oxford University Press: New York, 2008), 335-336. 
 
 14 Herbert, 20. 
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violin, along with the simple piano accompaniment of repeated eighth notes, provides the 

bedrock over which the voices declaim their text. The expectation in traditional chamber music 

would be for each player to be given equal responsibilities in the music. But in this case the 

composer, who thought himself bad at writing for piano, 15 clearly chose a rhythmic pattern for 

the accompaniment that would successfully sustain the harmony, provide orchestral power, and 

have the flexibility to offer well-controlled dynamic gradations when required. The piano in the 

first duet therefore acts more like an orchestral reduction than a unique and original contributor 

to the musical dialogue. Its primary role is to provide a harmonic framework for the luxurious 

and Italianate violin line, which is more Elgarian in character than German. Vaughan Williams 

believed the older composer greatly influenced his early writing and the violin melody of “The 

Last Invocation” easily recalls the nobility of Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance march and 

passionate yearning of Sospiri (see Ex. 9). 

 The vocal lines also evoke Wagner’s operas by the quasi-interactive way they ride along 

on top of the music declaiming their text. Here the voices are subservient to the accompaniment 

rather than being the primary source of the music themselves. Occasionally, as in the case of the 

soprano voice in m. 38 (see Ex. 1), the singers are given small melodic fragments of the violin’s 

melody, but this is the exception. In the opening stanza Whitman’s text is chanted almost entirely 

in a homophonic fashion, often with the voices in unison (see Ex. 1, mm. 23-41). In the B section 

the vocal lines are developed a bit more into melodic lines and come to the forefront as the violin 

takes an accompanimental role (Ex. 1, mm. 42-52). It is not until the third stanza at the return of 

the A material that both voices are given melodic lines equal to and unique from that of the 

violin (Ex. 5). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 15 Hugh Cobbe, Letters of Ralph Vaughan Williams, 417-418. 
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Ex. 5 – Equality of the Three Voices (Score 1a) 
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 Vaughan Williams reputation as skilled text setter is only confirmed by his treatment of 

the words of “The Last Invocation.”16 As much as the violin melody dictates the musical 

trajectory of the duet, the structures of Whitman’s poem are still given their due with great 

attention to detail on both the macro and micro level. The three stanzas of the poem align exactly 

with the ternary musical form of the duet, though they are somewhat difficult to perceive because 

of the continuous flow of the harmony. At the same time, the stresses and beats of Whitman’s 

words fit into the musical complex with precision and accuracy. This is well displayed in stanza 

1 where the first three lines of poetry begin with the metrical foot of an anapaest (“At the last”, 

“From the walls”, “From the clasp”) and are followed by one dactyl foot at the start of the fourth 

(“Let me be wafted.”) (see Ex. 1). Vaughan Williams reflects this structure in his writing by 

starting the first vocal lines as either syncopations or on the weaker beat of two. When the dactyl 

stress eventually occurs at the start of the fourth line of the poem in mm. 35-37, the composer 

changes his pattern and places the word “let” on beat one, the strongest beat of any measure. 

Vaughan William’s poetic sensitivity goes even further by way of thoughtful stress within the 

body of each line. For example in mm. 19-21 (see Ex. 1), the first voice to enter is the baritone 

who sings the opening line “At the last” at a  ø on beat two. In his line the word “last,” the 

accented part of the anapaest, falls on beat three, a weak part of the measure. The soprano then 

follows on beat two of the next measure, dovetailing the same pitch as her partner (G). However, 

Vaughan Williams augments the rhythm so that her “last” falls on the downbeat of the next 

measure. The soprano entrance thus clarifies the weaker, non-concrete exposition of the baritone 

creating the overall effect of a “fade-in” for the voices, as if they were emerging out of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 16 Sophie Fuller, “The Songs and Shorter Secular Choral Works,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Vaughan Williams, ed. Alain Frogley and Aidan J. Thomson (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2013), 106-
120. 

!
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orchestral texture. By the closing lines of the A section (see Ex. 1, mm. 35-40), which have the 

dactyl text “let me be wafted,” the singers each sing unique lines in rhythmic imitation with all of 

the stressed words falling on the downbeats of the measures. However, once the baritone and 

soprano have each sung the text in this fashion, Vaughan Williams brings them together again in 

a return of the unison G on which they began (see Ex. 1, mm. 39-40). This last utterance, at 

a  ¬ dynamic, now commences on beat two but keeps the syllable “waft” on the downbeat, 

thus strengthening the main accent of the phrase while evoking the off-beat gesture of the 

opening vocal line. All of these nuances serve not simply to attend to the accurate scansion in the 

setting, but also to create the poem’s same mood of softness and lightness in the music. 

 When considering Vaughan Williams’ belief that he cribbed unconsciously in “The Last 

Invocation,” although the possibilities of sources are potentially infinite, it would seem negligent 

not to give attention to Wagner’s “Träume” from the Wesendonck Lieder. The song bears many 

similarities to Vaughan Williams’ duet in its flat key,  ́√ meter, steady pulsing eighth-notes, and 

similar tempo marking. Both also have long introductions after which the voices enter at a quiet 

dynamic on beat two. But in the case of Vaughan Williams’ piece what seems to be an 

introduction is actually the A section. Ambiguous transitions and subtle stepwise changes of 

harmony via one voice are also traits the two pieces share. Ostensibly, the two vocal works have 

the same musical texture in the accompaniment, although in the Wagner Lied, the vocal line is 

the driving melodic force, as opposed to the violin melody in the “The Last Invocation.” The 

harmonic language of “Träume” is also more chromatic and has a longer text than the Whitman 

duet, though by means of repetition of the poetry Vaughan Williams stretches his composition 

one whole minute longer.   
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Ex. 6 – “Träume” from Wesendonck Lieder 
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 The Wagnerian influences in the “The Last Invocation” are pervasive, but much like the 

Elgarian flavor of the violin’s line, there are additional new and original properties that endow it 

with its English and specifically Vaughan Williams feeling. This freshness, which Herbert 

commented on, is achieved mainly by harmonic means. The composer’s experiences with 

hymns, folk song, and the music of the Tudors, would all eventually impact the development of 

his harmonic language. Though the Whitman duets precede those interactions, the method of 

harmony he used in them foreshadows the direction his personal musical language would take in 

the forthcoming decade. 

 The given key of “The Last Invocation” is the “noble” E≤M, but Vaughan Williams uses 

the Cm chord so often, that the lines between the major key and its parallel minor become quite 

blurred. The composer treats the two keys as if they were one combined key creating a 

major/minor modal complex. This hybrid can also be expressed as a major triad plus a sixth (E≤, 

G, B≤ + C) or its “3rd inversion,” a Cm7 chord (C, E≤, G + B≤). The use of the word “modal” 

should not be misconstrued to imply “church mode” or the modes associated with folk song. It 

merely refers to the major and minor keys that endowed the composition (as well as British 

music starting with Dunstable) with a very diatonic sensibility. However, Vaughan Williams’ 

application of the modal complex anticipates the direction his own harmonic language and 

practices would go in subsequent years.  

 A ternary form lies at the deepest structural level of “The Last Invocation” though it is 

obscured by irregularities in the phrase lengths and harmony. These aspects are another part of 

the practices that give the first duet a feeling of continuous music. The large structure of the “The 

Last Invocation” follows the shape ||: A :|| B – A.  

A                  A′                   B                   A″ 
(mm. 1-20)  (mm. 21-41)  (mm. 42-65)  (mm. 66-95)!
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Vaughan Williams’ resourceful use of the music of A is a surprising and unique feature of the 

form that adds rhetorical power and drama to the piece. In the first incarnation of the A material 

(mm. 1-20) the violin plays alone, then, in an almost direct repeat, the voices are added to the 

texture (see Ex. 1, mm. 21-41). Voices would not be a factor in the typical repeat of A which 

might occur in a classical instrumental sonata, but in Vaughan Williams’ design, the expository 

A material functions as a long introduction for the voices. The resulting effect gives 

extraordinary importance to the vocal entrance, in contrast to a typical introduction of a song that 

might be only two to four bars long. The technique of using the A material as an introduction 

was quite unusual for vocal music of the time and may actually be a practice unique to Vaughan 

Williams, who used a similar technique in 1938 for the instrumental passage that opens his 

Serenade to Music.17 

 The only deviances from the E≤M-Cm complex in the duet appear in sections of 

chromaticism such as the development section (see Ex. 1, mm. 42-65) and for several measures 

in the return of A (Ex. 2 mm. 82-86). These passages take the discussion back to Wagner as they 

contain a chromatic three note descending melodic cell in the violin and baritone that sounds as 

if it came right out of Tristan und Isolde (Ex. 1, mm. 45-46). In “The Last Invocation” this unit 

can be explained as a chromatic variant of a diatonic gesture found in the opening bass line (see 

Ex. 7, mm. 1-2) and m. 18 (see Ex. 1) of the violin’s melody.  

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 17 Ralph Vaughan Williams, Serenade to Music (Oxford University Press, London, 1938), 1-6. 
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Ex. 7 – Opening Measures (Score 1a) 

 

The wistful falling three-note fragment outlines the latent diatonic descent between the tonic 

pitches of E≤ and Cm (E≤ } D } C). It is presented as such in the expository A section and is 

then transformed to a chromatic counterpart, E≤ } D } D≤ in the development (see Ex. 8). 

 
Ex. 8 – The Two Versions of the Cell 
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 Another element of musical language of “The Last Invocation” that sheds light on 

Vaughan Williams’ harmonic language is the maintenance of the consonant intervals of a 3rd, 6th, 

or 10th over the bass, no matter what additional passing tones may be present (see Ex. 7). These 

structures are the true structural counterpoint of the music, within which are framed the passing 

dissonances, be they diatonic or chromatic. Analysis of the patterns of these intervals reveals the 

regular occurrence of quasi-modal and diatonic “planing” as might be found in the works of 

Claude Debussy. Parallel voice leading and harmony is a familiar component of Vaughan 

Williams’ personal style and its presence in “The Last Invocation” is part of what keeps the 

music distinctly his in the midst of such heavy Wagnerian influence. 

 The beginning of the B section (see Ex. 1, mm. 42-65) is clearly perceptible from its 

move to the remote third-related key of C≤M. The section aligns precisely with the second stanza 

of Whitman’s poem and contains highly contrasted developmental properties including: tonal 

instability, textural change, chromatic sequencing, segmentation of the melody, and a reversal of 

leadership roles. Set off from the A section by a comma at the end of m. 41, the common tone 

modulation to C≤M opens the music to a new sound palette. While the constant eighth-note pulse 

continues, it is re-configured as a bass arpeggiation in the left hand that trades off with the 

familiar repeated eights in the right (mm. 42-46). At this point the violin remains silent for two 

and a half measures while the voices take the melodic lead. The melody they sing comes in 

simple gestures connecting it to the fragmented vocal lines of the A section, but now elongated 

and clearly the intended point of focus for the listener. In m. 44 the violin line returns in an 

accompanimental fashion, doubling the baritone, and introducing the descending chromatic 

variant of the three-note diatonic cell of the A section. At rehearsal D (m. 48) the violin’s new 

role becomes clear as it turns its m. 2 melody from the A section into an accompanimental figure 
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later taken over by the piano (mm. 48-58). Tonal instability ensues and accelerates into a passage 

of very rapid chromatic sequencing (mm. 60-63). Each vocal entrance over takes the previous 

one a half step higher until it arrives at the V/ V and then a triumphant V ¥√  chord (with A≤ as 

suspension) in m. 63 (see Ex. 3).  

 The return of A at m. 66 is complicated by several simultaneous changes to the original 

(see Ex. 3). Anticipations, prolongations, register changes, and suspensions blur the return of the 

violin’s melodic role so that its official return on the downbeat of m. 66 is imperceptible until m. 

67. Two short pedal points confirm the return of the A material. The first is made in the violin 

line, which rises to a B≤5 in m. 63 and continues to hold until m. 66 when it smoothly moves 

down to its original melody, now an octave higher. This is done in a step-wise fashion via an A≤ 

appoggiatura on the downbeat of m. 66. The second pedal point that affects the return of A 

begins in the bass line of m. 66 where the diatonic cell prolongs its first note (E≤) for three 

measures (see Ex. 3). The treatment of the bass, combined with internal suspensions in the inner 

voices, creates in effect a re-harmonization of the violin’s melody for three measures. The 

absence of a clean I chord on the downbeat of m. 66 turns a moment that would typically feel 

like an arrival point into yet another suspended harmony needing to be resolved.  

 The voices continue to play a more sustained and active role in the return of the A 

material than they did in the development and even take over the violin’s melody in mm. 84-86 

(see Ex. 5). In this sense the returning A material exhibits developmental properties of its own as 

the B material starts to become incorporated in mm. 81-82 when the violin and soprano re-

introduce the chromatic cell. The baritone then repeats the chromatic cell in diminution while a 

fourth and final appearance of the violin’s original melody (m. 84) is again re-harmonized and 

sequenced. Though the violin, baritone, and soprano (after she descends from her high A≤5) all 
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act to reinforce the structural V of the bass at the end of the development in m. 63 (see Ex. 3), it 

is but a foreshadowing of the V ¥√   that occurs in m. 84. The arrival is paramount as a point of 

harmonic clarification as the eleven measures that constitute the remainder of the journey back to 

I avoid proper resolution at every turn. The avoidance is facilitated by a recapitulation of mm. 

17-20 from the A section, now rhythmically augmented, which resolves to the tonic (E≤) without 

using the dominant V (B≤). 

 Irregular phrase lengths also contribute to the feeling of continuous music in “The Last 

Invocation.” Due to its Wagnerian sensibility, the melodic phrases must be quantified by an 

assessment of the violin’s melody rather than the voices’. The A section, thus, begins with a five 

bar phrase (Ex. 7, mm. 1-5) that is followed by a four bar phrase, another five, and two threes 

(mm. 15-17 & mm. 18-20). The last two phrases share a harmonic progression, a non-traditional 

cadential move in the bass and harmony to the key of Cm. This is set up and anticipated in m. 14 

by a striking V ¥ç  chord (G7), but almost forgotten by the time Cm is reached in m.17 as a result 

of two measures of E≤M harmony that separate the dominant and its resolution. The Cm in m. 17 

and m. 19 is approached with the progression E≤6 } A≤ } Cm, which offers smooth voice-

leading through the common tones of the parallel keys, but without the strong sense of closure of 

a typical V } I cadence. This is followed by another ambiguous sleight of hand in the harmony 

of mm. 19-21 where Vaughan Williams modulates back to E≤M using common tones and 

inversions in place of the expected B≤ dominant chord (see Ex. 1). Throughout the entire piece, 

last minute shifts to unexpected and unstable harmonies are the tools by which the composer 

sustains tension and a continuous flow in the music. 

 Whether or not Vaughan Williams felt that the Wagnerian influences in “The Last 

Invocation” outweighed his own creative contributions does not negate the presence of 
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thoughtful, inventive, and sensitive vocal writing. What is more important than absolute 

originality, and there is cause to argue that “The Last Invocation” is a singular original work, is 

the successful adaption and fusion of the styles of the continental Wagnerian practices with those 

of the native English song. This “experiment,” as it was called by Edward Algernon Baughan, 18 

while virtually unknown to the most informed of Vaughan Williams enthusiasts, may actually be 

a more critical steppingstone on the composer’s journey from the Edwardian parlor to modern 

era than some of his more famous songs. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 18 E. A. B., Daily News, 1904. 
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Chapter 4 

The Love-song of the Birds 
 
 

 It was in 1847 that Walt Whitman changed his opinion about opera. He had previously 

hated the “artifice” of the genre—its dazzling vocal pyrotechnics and the diva-worship 

associated with it. But the great Italian contralto Marietta Alboni and her colleagues with whom 

she toured the United States won over the poet. He was suddenly converted into an opera 

devotee and began constructing his poems to imitate the flow and structure of Italian opera. 

Whitman explained the change saying he finally understood that “art” music could also be 

“heart” music.1 

  Operatic form gave structural organization, variety, and flow to Whitman’s verse. The 

opening lines of his elegy “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” are an isolated group of 

similarly constructed phrases that create a verbal depiction of waves washing over the sand. 

Through the prism of “opera form,” the lines can be viewed as an overture to the piece as a 

whole (see Appendix I). A narrator then follows and, in a recitative-like fashion, sets the scene of 

a Long Island beach in May, calling it by its original Indian name “Paumanok.” He is soon 

interrupted by a rapturous love-song of two mocking birds that have flown up from Alabama. 

Their song, perhaps better called a duet, is a contained unit of text set off from the poet’s 

narrative by italics. 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

! 1 David S. Reynolds, Walt Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography (New York: Vintage, 1995), 188-
189. 
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 Shine! shine! shine! 
 Pour down your warmth, great sun! 
 While we bask, we two together. 
 
 Two together! 
 Winds blow south, or winds blow north,  
 Day come white, or night come black,  
 Home, or rivers and mountains from home,  
 Singing all time, minding no time,  
 While we two keep together.2 
 

In his book Walt Whitman & Opera, Robert D. Faner explains the italicized portion of the text in 

the following way: 

 In the poem a boy, whom the poet identifies as himself, wanders to the seashore on a 
 romantic night and hears a remarkable bird song. He absorbs it and translates it, the 
 translation becoming a central part of the poem. To distinguish it from the descriptive and 
 narrative introduction, it is cast in the form of an aria, and this time, so that there can be 
 no confusing the two styles, it is printed in italics.3  
 
Here Faner points out the autobiographical elements of the poem and labels the birds’ song as 

“an aria”—a set and contained piece of music. He explains the distinctive features of Whitman’s 

arias as follows:  

 The obvious difference between Whitman’s arias and recitatives is that the material of the 
 former is relatively more emotional and more compactly presented. The aria is less 
 wordy, less diffuse than the recitative. Its movement is not rapid and chanting but 
 melodious, with a restrained, relatively low progression, one of the poet’s notable 
 heritages from Italian opera. The effect is achieved by the fact that the relative number of 
 stresses in the line is increased. It could be shown, too, that the aria passages are more 
 regularly metrical than the recitative sections. But this characteristic was undoubtedly not 
 deliberately cultivated by Whitman. It was rather a natural result of his musical 
 intentions.4 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 2 Kaplan, 389. 
 
 3 Robert D. Faner, Walt Whitman & Opera (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1951), 174. 
 
 4 Ibid, 171. 
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In his conclusion Faner goes so far as to say that anyone who doesn’t read and vocalize 

Whitman’s lines with his operatic sensibility of recitative and aria in mind will not truly 

understand them.5 

 Much has been written about “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” and an 

understanding of its rich layers can bring deeper understanding of the excerpt that Vaughan 

Williams chose to set in Two Vocal Duets. In The Cambridge Introduction to Whitman, Jimmie 

Killingsworth explains the italicized text of the birds as a representation of the joy Whitman felt 

from his early successes as a poet.6 Like much of the poet’s work, there is also an inherent sexual 

component to the elegy. Francis Otto Matthiessen has interpreted it:  

In his descriptions of the junction of the sea and the land as ‘the solid marrying the 
liquid,’ he instinctively adopts the sexual symbolism which is nearly always at the root of 
his most living utterance. Whether or not he was conscious of this symbolism–as 
Lawrence or any other poet who had felt the influence of Freud would have been–when 
he called attention to the meaning of the Indian name for Long Island in ‘Starting from 
fish-shape Paumanok where I was born,’ he neglected no opportunity to convey ‘the mad 
pushes of waves upon the land.’ These reinforce the effect of many of the poems about 
his ‘electric self,’ as they compose the undertone for the bird’s song in ‘Out of the cradle 
endlessly rocking,’ which awakened the boy on the beach to the meaning of love.7  

 
While there is no proof that the composer was aware of these sexual aspects of the poetry, there’s 

a good chance that they spoke to him on some level. 

 Recent scholarship on Vaughan Williams and his life has made a concerted effort to 

reframe his image as a stodgy grandfather-like Englishman into the complex and passionate man 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 5 Ibid, 234-235. 
 
 6 M. Jimmie Killingsworth, The Cambridge Introduction to Walt Whitman (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 53. 
 
 7 F. O. Matthiessen, American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1941), 565-566. 
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he really was.8 The adjustment, long overdue, is to correct an impression left by portraits of the 

composer in his later years and in early biographies that focused more on the introduction of his 

music than on offering details of his personal life. This new perspective leaves little doubt that 

the thirty-two year old Vaughan Williams who wrote Two Vocal Duets must have responded on 

some level to the sexual energies in Whitman’s language, which certainly spurred on his 

imagination and creative powers. 

 “The Love-song of the Birds” is a title given by Vaughan Williams to the excerpted text 

from “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking.” Whitman went through a long revisionary process 

with Leaves of Grass before settling on titles for his poems.9 Similarly, Vaughan Williams was 

sometimes indecisive in titling his own works, which is an indication that both men valued their 

creative content more than the specific label put on it. In the majority of the manuscripts and 

concert programs of 1904, the second duet used the title “The Bird’s Love Song.” It was likely 

the preference of the music historian Michael Kennedy that led to the adoption of its current 

title.10 With both titles, the composer was hovering around the same basic idea and content, and 

it might be said that Kennedy elected to use the more elegant of the two.  

 The italicized stanzas of the mocking birds’ song are of unequal proportion, with no 

rhyme scheme. In spite of this, a feeling of four feet per line dominates the song in the metrical 

fashion described by Faner. The only two exceptions are the first lines of each stanza, “Shine! 

shine! shine!” and “Two together!” which ring out in an arresting and declamatory fashion 

contrasting the rhythmic pattern of the other lines. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 8 John Bridcut, The Passions of Vaughan Williams. 
 
 9 Killingsworth, 7. 
 
 10 Michael Kennedy, e-mail correspondence with the author, October 7, 2013. 



! 72!

 There is a large amount of repetition in the excerpt for such a compact text, and almost 

every line introduces or repeats a word, series of words, or phoneme. The final line “While we 

two keep together,” exemplifies many of these qualities. The line is the third utterance of the 

words “two together” and the second time that they are combined with “while we.” That 

combination provides a phonetic construction where the sounds [w], [i], and [tu] are each 

repeated twice. The rapid back and forth of the tongue and lips required for the pronunciation of 

the series of vowels and consonants creates a bird-like configuration of the mouth. Upon 

repetition of the sounds, the articulators of the oral cavity begin to settle in a whistling shape, as 

might be used in imitating bird song. Larger repetitions within the poem add to the overall bird-

like feel by means of their calling nature. This is most true in the opening line “Shine! shine! 

shine!” and the later “Two together!” The opening line originally had only two syllables but, in 

an 1867 revision, Whitman added a third “shine” to make the phrase more onomatopoetic and to 

change the way the reader would inflect the gesture.11  

 Another device that defines the text is Whitman’s use of opposing images. The following 

list of contrasts are all presented in stanza two: south/ north, day/ night, white/ black, home/ 

mountains from home, all time/ no time. The birds’ effusive mutual love, in the course of 

basking with each other, both absorbs and transcends all of the contrasting images, which in their 

sum total encompass life itself. Thus, the energetic and brief episode of the birds’ song holds in it 

a microcosm of Whitman’s greater body/ soul universal.12 

 By excerpting the italicized stanzas from “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” 

Vaughan Williams divorced them from their structural obligations to the larger poem. What is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 11 Faner, 174-175. 
 
 12 Henry Clapp, "Walt Whitman," The New York Saturday Press, May 19, 1860.!
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lost in the process is the development of the birds’ story, the death of the female, and the 

mourning of her male counterpart. Bound to the birds’ motif is also a sonic repetition of three 

syllables, put in motion by their first line “Shine! shine! shine!” which returns in various guises 

throughout the complete poem.13 However, since the italicized stanzas comprise an actual song 

in the drama of the original poem, Vaughan Williams may have had a good argument that they 

could be reasonably excerpted. In his 1941 book Words for Music Victor Clinton Clinton-

Baddeley wrote that the tradition of skilled poets writing poems intended to be sung was lost in 

the two hundred years leading up to the twentieth century.14 He credits Stanford, Parry, and their 

successors Warlock and Vaughan Williams with the revitalization of English music, as well as a 

long absent sympathy for the setting of words.15 Clinton-Baddeley went on to say the following 

about the poetry of the day: 

   There was also a new lyric voice to be heard among the poets. W. B. Yeats, A. E. 
 Housman, Walter de la Mare, Thomas Hardy, John Masefield, R. L. Stevenson and 
 Hilaire Belloc, were writing poetry entirely different form the lyric poetry of the previous 
 generation. Housman had no real appreciation of music: nor had Yeats, though in his later 
 years he was preoccupied with the theory of song: but the others had returned, half 
 unconsciously it is true, to the traditions of an earlier age. Their songs were no longer 
 written as abstract lyrical exercises: they were practical songs, intended to be sung, songs 
 with contemporary association. Their writers were slowly rediscovering the natural rules 
 of song–its epigrammatic nature, the necessary simplicity and incompleteness of its 
 language, the essential interdependence of words and music.16 
 
“Shine! shine! shine!” is indeed a “song” that simply occurs within “Out of the Cradle Endlessly 

Rocking” as songs might occur in the plays of Shakespeare—self sufficient and ready for 

excerption. While Vaughan Williams’ progressiveness in setting the controversial poet is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 13 Faner, 174-175. 
 
 14 V. C. Linton-Baddeley, Words for Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1941), 3-25. 
 
 15 Ibid, 140. 
 
 16 Ibid, 141. 
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praiseworthy, it could also be said that he chose a very conventional portion of the text to use. 

However, the composer did not set Whitman’s aria verbatim, as was his practice with the poems 

he had previously used in songs. Instead Vaughan Williams implemented a freer use of the 

excerpted material, which resulted in an organic and original music that echoed the flowing, 

spontaneous, and wave-like nature of the greater poem. 

 In a technique similar to that of the first duet, Vaughan Williams freely made adjustments 

to Whitman’s words. Specifically, he moved the stanza break one line later, putting it after “Two 

Together,” and also repeated the lines “Winds blow south, or winds blow north, Day come white, 

or night come black,” and “Home, or rivers and mountains from home.” The choice to repeat 

was a practical way of making the comparatively short text last longer at a fast tempo. Even in its 

completed state, the second duet is only one minute forty seconds long, in stark comparison to 

the first, which clocks-in at six minutes. The choice might be considered defensible by some, as 

Whitman himself used repeats in his original text. 

 On the surface level, the music of “The Love-song of the Birds” contrasts with the first 

duet in almost every way. Every characteristic element of texture is transformed, as the steady 

eighth-note chords of the first duet are now arpeggiated amongst trills and tremolos that evoke 

the birds’ vivacious energy. At a fraction of the length of “The Last Invocation,” the quick tempo 

of the “Love-song of the Birds” results in a faster harmonic motion as well. 

 The treatment of the instruments is also transformed. In a move away from the violin- 

dominated Wagnerian music of the first duet, the second is truly a vocal work. The violin steps 

back into the role of commentator, while it maintains its soloistic nature evoking and 

foreshadowing the virtuosic and elegant writing Vaughan Williams would later produce in The 

Lark Ascending (see Ex. 9). 
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Ex. 9 – Opening of “The Love-song of the Birds” (Score 1b) 
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Ex. 9  – cont. 
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Ex. 9 – cont. 
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Ex. 9 – cont.  
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Like the first duet, the vocal lines of “The Love-song of the Birds” are still of a declamatory 

nature, though they are painted in broad strokes that seem more sung than spoken. The result is 

the loss of some of the bird-like nuances of the poem in the vocal lines, though they are 

compensated for by the lively quality of the accompaniment. The soprano and baritone continue 

to deliver text in an imitative way, combined with moments of homophonic declamation (see Ex. 

9). The voices also have a generally more melodic feel than the first duet, though the melodies 

are of a fragmentary nature. The contrast can be seen in a comparison of mm. 3-8 and mm. 9-10, 

in which the first entry is declaimed and the second is quite tuneful (see Ex. 9). The piano, 

though more virtuosic in the second duet, retains its orchestral quality and accompanimental role. 

 Though the surface-level musical features of  “The Love-song of the Birds” stand in high 

contrast to the first duet, they also share several common features on a deeper harmonic and 

structural level that bind the two pieces together. As in “The Last Invocation,” unconventional 

transitions veil an overarching ternary form.17 While the duet opens and closes with an Em7 

harmony and a key signature of one sharp, the piece is actually in the key of GM (see Ex. 9). As 

in the first duet, Vaughan Williams treats the keys of Em and its relative major of G as one 

modal complex. The combination can be thought of as a G major triad plus a sixth (E) or, 

alternately, as an E minor triad plus a m7 (D). Herbert noted these qualities when he wrote, “The 

first section eschews the diatonic harmony of The Last Invocation preferring instead a system of 

slowly shifting triads and more than a hint of modal inflection.”18 However, his assertion that the 

two songs are harmonically dissimilar goes against the common intervallic properties of the 

major/minor modal complex that both duets share.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 17 In his article “Vaughan Williams’ Two Whitman Duets – sketches for A Sea Symphony”, Andrew 
Herbert identified the form of “The Love-song of the Birds” as binary. 
 
 18 Herbert, 19.   
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 Several factors create the ternary form of “The Love-song of the Birds.” The expository 

A section is pitted against a contrasting B section in the remote key of A≤, filled with 

chromaticism, and rapid modulation (mm. 18-33) before the return of A at m. 34 (see Ex. 10). 

Ex. 10 – Transition to the B Section (Score 1b) 
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Various facets of the score confirm the return of the A material and tonic key of GM in m. 34 

(see Ex. 11). In addition to the double bar and reintroduction of the sharp key, the undulating 

neighbor tones of C# and E≤ in the bass line (mm. 34-39) surround the impending arrival of D 

(structural V) in m. 40. The play-out that follows in m. 41 repeats the opening Em7 arpeggios but 

offers no G resolution in the bass, thus lacking a traditional cadential movement. The feeling 

produced is that of a second inversion GM chord with an added 6th, which is reinforced by the 

violin’s final note (D) and the baritone’s final sung G on beat three of m. 41. In combination, 

these features contribute to the feeling of a V } I progression even in the absence of a root 

position GM chord at the end of the duet. The overall effect of diffusion at the final cadence 

rhetorically supports the stratospheric departure of the birds. Its vague sense of non-closure also 

is reminiscent of cadences in “The Last Invocation” and is therefore another trait they share. 
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Ex. 11 – The Return of A and Final Cadence (Score 1b) 
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Ex. 11 – cont. 
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Ex. 11 – cont.  
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 The French feel of the “The Love-song of the Birds” is interesting to consider, knowing 

that Vaughan Williams would study with Maurice Ravel only three years later. Unlike “The Last 

Invocation,” the second duet is filled with accidentals that create harmonies that move beyond 

the confines of the modal complex and create a more adventurous sound palette. Frustrated by 

the overly Teutonic habits instilled in him by his traditionalist teachers Stanford, Parry, and 

others, Vaughan Williams undertook study with Ravel in an attempt to gain some “French 

polish.” He knew he had more to learn as a composer and his decision to study with Ravel, a 

younger man than himself, was considered bold and ill-advised in the eyes of the English 

musical establishment.19 That Vaughan Williams should have done so against their advice is 

demonstrative of the lengths the composer was willing to go to further his development. Though 

the English were familiar with French music of the time, the musical sensibility of “The Love-

song of the Birds” is an anticipation of the “French fever” Vaughan Williams would ultimately 

catch and that would inform his later style.20 

 In both “The Love-Song of the Birds” and “The Last Invocation,” Vaughan Williams 

took a conventional ternary form and pushed and stretched it almost to the point of non-

recognition. Whitman’s words and their free flowing structure, encouraged and allowed him to 

experiment and manipulate his material into a unique and expressive new style of vocal writing 

that he had not previously attempted. The maintaining and melding of traditional form with new 

approaches in text setting is a quality that distinguishes Two Vocal Duets from his earlier songs. 

In the Whitman duets, Vaughan Williams therefore kept one foot anchored in the past as the 

other stepped boldly into the future. 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

! 19 Byron Adams, “Vaughan Williams’s musical apprenticeship,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Vaughan Williams, ed. Alain Frogley and Aiden J. Thomson (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 29-55. 
 
 20 Ibid, 40. 

!
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Chapter 5 

Reading the Manuscripts 
 
 

 The six manuscripts that pertain to the music of Two Vocal Duets contain a number of 

variants and errata among them (for a list of the scores see Appendix A). In “The Last 

Invocation” the differences between the four scores are inconsequential and should be attributed 

to oversights by the copyist, who was Vaughan Williams himself. In “The Love-song of the 

Birds,” however, there are significant differences that impact the musical structure and warrant 

discussion. The most complete and accurate copies of the manuscripts, which were Vaughan 

Williams’ personal scores, are Scores 1a & 1b of the trio version and Score 3, the only score of 

the string quartet arrangement. However, the remaining scores in the collection provide insight 

into the way the music of “The Love-song of the Birds” developed and are therefore worthy of 

study. While the composer’s vision for the first duet seemed to be clear from the start, the 

various measures of the second that are scratched out and pasted in indicate a more difficult path 

to the final version. All of the changes were likely made in 1904; they may stem from the 

difficult rehearsal to which Katherine Eggar referred, or even from reaction to negative 

newspaper reviews.  

 Though none of the four manuscripts of the “The Love-song of the Birds” are dated, the 

revisions contained in them give clues as to the order in which the copies were produced (Scores 

1b, 2b, 5, & 6). Three main revisions to the second duet all served to punctuate and expand its 

dramatic impact. They included a higher vocal flourish for the soprano, an expanded final 

cadence, and the addition of two dramatic bass notes. Scores 5 and 6, which it can be assumed 

were the copies Foxton Ferguson used, appear to be the earliest scores reflecting almost none of 

the changes the composer would eventually make. Score 6, the only extant vocal part, is the 
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earliest of the pair and contains no revisions at all. Vaughan Williams’ first change appears in 

Foxton Ferguson’s piano vocal score (Score 5) which, like his copy of “The Last Invocation” 

(Score 4), has the violin part lightly jotted in wherever it would fit. This violin line was most 

likely added as frame of reference for the singers and is roughly done, perhaps in haste, 

confirming that the score was indeed a part. The only other explanation for its inclusion would 

be that the violin line itself was a revision added between the creation of Score 5 and Score 1b. It 

would seem unlikely that the violin was an afterthought in the second duet considering how 

crucial it is to the structure of “The Last Invocation”.  

 In m. 30 of Score 5, the soprano’s F trill is changed to a soaring eighth note arpeggio 

taking her up a M3 to an A (see Examples 12 & 13). 

 

Ex. 12 – m. 30, Soprano Line Original Version (Score 5) 

 

 

Ex. 13 – m. 30, Soprano Line After Revision (Score 1b) 
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The absence of this correction in the vocal part (Score 6), as well as any of the later changes to 

the duet that would come, prove that Score 6 was the earliest score produced. The presence of 

the change in Vaughan Williams’ trio score (1b) is part of the evidence that his copy is the latest 

and most “finished” version of the duet. The adjustment brings more effusiveness into the 

soprano’s line, provides amplitude to her sound, and adds dramatic effect. It’s difficult to know if 

Vaughan Williams’ reason for the revision was purely musical, or if he was trying to cultivate 

the vocal powers of his soprano Beatrice Spencer, or both. The change required an adjustment in 

the violin as well, which had been playing a more melodic role in the original version (see Ex. 

14).  

Ex. 14 – m. 30, Original Violin Line (Score 2b) 

 

Score 2b exhibits the most clarity with regards to the final version of the violin part of “The 

Love-song of the Birds.” Although it bears Vaughan Williams’ address on its title page, the 

number of measures contained in it matches the part with the earlier version of the duet in 

Foxton Ferguson’s collection (Scores 5 & 6). This makes for a bit of difficulty in deciphering the 

composer’s final plan for the violin in m. 30. The following examples show the two versions of 

m. 30 (see Examples 15 & 16). 

 

 

 

 

&24 œn ˙# œ# Jœ œ# Jœ# .œ œ# œ#3 3 3

jœn ‰ Œ Œ
Œ œ ‰ Jœœb

Home, or

D

f
Œ Œ .œ œ œ

3

..œœb œœb œœb œœ œœ œ œœ
3 3

riv - ers and moun - tains from home,

Jœn ‰ Œ Œ

&29 œ Jœ œ Jœ .œ œ œ#3 3 3

E

F
œ œ œ# œ œ œ œ

3

œ Jœb œb Jœ .œ œ œ3 3 3

& #Ÿ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
32 .˙b œb œb

f
œ# Jœ œ Jœ .œ œ# œ#3 3

3
jœ ‰ Œ Œœ œ œ

While we two

animando

& #35

œ .œ Jœ
keep to -

œœ œœ#b œœn
geth - ther,

œ ..œœ#b Jœœn
keep to

‰ jœ
-! œ

-"
œ#
- œ

- œ-˙̇geth...

f
œ- œ# - œ- œ- œ- œ# -colla voce

& #
Ÿ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ Ÿ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ Ÿ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~.˙F

ƒ

animato

.˙ œ œ# œ ˙ œ# œ .˙ œ œ

& #
#

44 .˙
Ï

brillante œ U̇

$

2
The Love-song of the Birds

[sop.]



! 89!

Ex. 15 – The Original m. 30, Violin Part (Score 2b) Applied to the Vocal Part (Score 6) 

 

 

Ex. 16 – Final Version of m. 30 (Score 1b) 

 

It seems likely that to simply switch the soprano’s trill to the violin in accommodation of her 

new arpeggio was Vaughan Williams’ first and logical instinct. Why the change was not 

included in Score 2b is mysterious and may have been an oversight in copying. It could also 

indicate, along with the presence of Vaughan Williams’ address, that the part is the only 

remaining score from yet another copy of the duets. Whatever the case, Vaughan Williams’ final 

version of full score (1b) keeps the violin in an accompanimental role but changes the pitch of its 

trill from F to A, which results in better voice leading into m. 32. 
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Ex. 17 – Original Version m. 40, (compiled from Scores 5, 6, & 2b) 
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Ex. 18 –Revised Version m. 40, with Expansion (Score 1b) 
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 The second major change to the score was the addition of two measures that serve to 

expand the final cadence and increase its dramatic impact and scale. The first measure was 

inserted to prolong the climax of the vocal lines at m. 40 and the second to extend the final chord 

held by the piano and violin at the end of the piece. These changes were likely made at the same 

time and are only recorded in Vaughan Williams’ trio score (1b), dating it as the latest extant 

version of the second duet. While the final measure might be simply regarded as a composed 

fermata, the insertion at m. 40 was accompanied by significant changes to the piano part as well 

(compare Examples 17 & 18). The impetus of the change to the vocal cadence would seem to 

have come from a desire to prolong the singers’ final word “together” (mm. 39-41). The scratch 

outs and corrections in Score 1b are a bit challenging to decipher and give an impression that 

Vaughan Williams tried out several options before settling on the final (see Ex. 19). The result 

was that the singers would sustain their high notes on the stressed syllable “ge” ([ɡɛ]) before 

dropping an octave to the weak syllable “ther” ([ð$ʳ]). The lengthening of the line gives more 

feeling of expanse, breath, and triumph to the voices that may have sounded “cut short” in the 

original version (see Ex. 17). However, an argument could be made that the original gesture was 

more playful, joyous, and bird-like in character. Either way, the octave drop of the vocal lines in 

the final version (see Ex. 18) eliminated any difficulties for the singers in making a graceful 

release at the end of the phrase. The only change to the violin line at m. 41 was a one-measure 

extension of the D6 it began trilling on in m. 40. 

 The adjustment to the piano part in m. 40 is connected to the last important revisions 

Vaughan Williams made in the duet, the adjustment of the bass line in two places. In Foxton 

Ferguson’s Score 5, the piano had commenced on the downbeat of m. 40 in a direct repeat of the 

cascading arpeggios from the opening measures of the duet (see Examples 17 & 20).  
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Ex. 19 – Manuscript Example, mm. 38-41 (Score 1b) 
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Ex. 20 – Opening Arpeggios (Score 1b) 

 

The new version in Score 1b moves the right hand gesture over one beat and adds a dramatic D 

on the downbeat in the bass, the structural V (see Ex. 18). What results is a more grand arrival 

point that clears the air for the voices to be heard for a moment in relief before the right-hand 

accompaniment rejoins on beat two. A similar punctuation is made earlier in the piece in m. 8 

(Score 1b) where, at the end of the opening music, Vaughan Williams replaced a higher register 

Am7 chord and its subsequent downward arpeggio with a single Am7 chord in the bass clef 

(compare Examples 21 & 22). The new version, so closely voiced and sounding on the offbeat, 

has an orchestral power lacking in the first version. Where the original arpeggio led into a 

simultaneous attack of piano, violin, and voice with the text “pour down your warmth great sun,” 

the new chord in its low registration acts as a springboard for the line of text.  
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Ex. 21 – Original Version m. 8 (Score 1b) 
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Ex. 22 – Revised Version m. 8 (Score 1b) 
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Some additional small changes, or perhaps corrections, in Score 1b add interest and finesse to the 

final version of “The Love-song of the Birds.” A comparison of Examples 21 & 22 shows a 

syncopation Vaughan Williams added to the violin line in m. 7. Examples 23-26 show additional 

changes made to the baritone’s line in m. 19 and mm. 25-27. The change in m. 19 strengthened 

the clarity of the text and eliminated movement in the baritone line during the violin’s response 

whereas the multiple adjustments in mm. 25-27 were for the purpose of voice leading. The 

baritone and soprano voice are fundamentally different in range and nature, which makes tuning 

more challenging than, for example, two women’s voices. The revised version of mm. 25-28 

eliminates the baritone’s leap down of a P5 in m. 26 and keeps the voices closer together in 

range improving the likelihood of a blend in the voices. 

 

Ex. 23 – Original m. 19, “Winds blow south,” (Score 5) 

 

 

Ex. 44 – Revised m. 19, “Winds blow south,” (Score 1b) 
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Ex. 25 – Original Baritone Line mm. 25-28, “Home, or rivers…” (Score 6) 
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Ex. 26 – Revised Baritone Line mm. 25-28, “Home, or rivers…” (Score 1b) 
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 In comparison with the manuscripts of “The Last Invocation,” those pertaining to “The 

Love-song of the Birds” might seem tortured or harried. It is impossible to know all of the facts 

regarding their genesis and the revisions that came after. Though Vaughan Williams may not 

have considered the second duet a success, the final product is an elegant and unique piece of 

music that beautifully captures its subject matter. The manner of change and refinement that led 

to the final version should be considered a natural process of trial and error that any composer 

working with new materials might go through on the journey to the final product. That so many 

extant changes may be gleaned from the manuscripts of “The Love-song of the Birds” provides 

an opportunity to better understand Vaughan Williams’ process of writing and revision in the 

early days of his professional career.  

 Though Vaughan Williams composed both a trio and string quartet version of Two Vocal 

Duets, the manuscript collection of the British Library currently holds only one score pertaining 

to the latter (see Appendix A). The document in question is Vaughan Williams’ full score of 

“The Last Invocation” (Score 3) and, because it is a relatively clean copy, it can be used to derive 

the individual string parts, none of which are in the collection. All of the materials surrounding 

the Reading premiere indicate a pair of duets was played in string quartet arrangement. Vaughan 

Williams’ manuscript copy of the trio version of the second duet (Score 1b) supports this with a 

half scratched out annotation after the double bar which reads, “Note: when all four strings are 

playing the final chord …” (see Ex. 27).  
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Ex. 27 – Annotation in Vaughan Williams’ Manuscript of the Trio Score (Score 1b) 

 

 

 

The annotation confirms that the composer did plan an arrangement for the second duet and its 

presence in a copy of the trio score speaks to the close relationship of the two versions of Two 

Vocal Duets. A side-by-side comparison of the two versions of “The Last Invocation” (Scores 1a 

and 3) reveals that the violin II, viola, and cello parts, which the composer labels “ad lib”, were 

merely added onto the score of the trio version (see Ex. 28 & 29). The “ad lib” indication, and 

the fact that both London concerts in 1904 used the trio version, suggests the added parts were 

created especially for the chamber series premiere in Reading. While the extant string parts are 

elegantly penned, they serve mainly to support and reinforce the music of the trio version and 

add little of their own.  

 The absence of the string quartet version of the “The Love-song of the Birds” is a 

disappointment and it can only be speculated as to its whereabouts. If the numerous changes to 

the trio score of the second duet were indicative of a pattern of difficulty with the piece, which 

continued in the writing of the string quartet arrangement, it is possible that Vaughan Williams 
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himself could have thrown the arrangement in the bin. The presence of so many manuscripts and 

versions of Two Vocal Duets makes it difficult to accept that not even one of the added parts has 

been uncovered. However, it is likely that the several of the extant scores were actually used as 

parts due to their interchangeable nature and it is only the added parts and quartet arrangement of 

the second duet that have fallen by the wayside. 

 

Ex. 28 – Excerpt of Trio Version of “The Last Invocation” mm. 19-24 (Scores 1a) 
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Ex. 29 – Excerpt String Quartet Arrangement of “The Last Invocation” mm. 19-24  
(Score 3) 

 

 

 Considering all of the facts, one possible explanation of the history of the manuscripts 

could be as follows. By the beginning of 1904 Foxton Ferguson asked Vaughan Williams to 

write some duets for him and his recital partner Beatrice Spencer. Vaughan Williams had been 

experimenting with Whitman’s poetry in his early sketches for A Sea Symphony in 1903 and 

produced the first version of the duets (Scores 2a, 2b, 4, 5, and 6) for the duo the next spring. 

Later that spring Foxton Ferguson told the composer that the chamber series he was returning to 

in Reading would present the duets that fall if they were arranged for the string quartet playing 

the concert. Vaughan Williams willingly obliged and penned the optional parts during the 

summer at the Danby Farm in Yorkshire. That fall, tedious rehearsals, disappointed players, and 
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a lukewarm reception in the local press convinced the composer that the trio version was his 

preference. As there are no revisions in the various scores of “The Last Invocation” to compare 

with, it can only be speculated as to whether the added measures in “The Love-song of the 

Birds” came before or after the Reading premiere. 

 While it is frustrating not to have the complete string quartet arrangement of the two 

Whitman duets available, there is reason for hope. Only recently Nocturne for baritone and 

orchestra (another Whitman setting from 1908 based on “Whispers of Heavenly Death”) was 

unearthed after it had gone missing for more than a century. It is reasonable to think that a 

renewed interest in Two Vocal Duets could stir the sedentary waters and produce more 

manuscript material. It should also be considered that the nature of the musical relationship 

between the two versions of Two Vocal Duets, invites reconstruction of the second duet in the 

absence of the original parts. Just as Roy Douglas, Vaughan Williams’ assistant, orchestrated and 

completed several of the composer’s works after his death, a knowledgeable composer could do 

the same for the Whitman duets.1 It is easy to imagine that the missing string parts of “The Love-

song of the Birds” were of a very similar character to the transparent quicksilver writing in the 

opening of the string quartet version of On Wenlock Edge, the composer’s most famous vocal 

chamber work. If such an edition were to be produced, it would provide twice as many 

opportunities for performers to explore the musical material in a chamber recital format.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!Roy Douglas, Working with R.V.W. (London: Oxford University Press, 1972). 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 There comes a point in time when a composer reaches a level of fame and 

reputation that makes his output and, indeed, his life a public property. Vaughan 

Williams’ suppression of Two Vocal Duets after 1904 may have helped to establish and 

clarify his mature composing identity, but those issues are no longer a concern. The 

critical reception of the duets in their day and the composer’s own comments on the 

material also become somewhat irrelevant when determining their value in our time. 

Ursula Vaughan Williams’ decision to release all of her husband’s surviving early work 

in 1996 opened the door for new studies and exploration of a formative period in the 

composer’s life. The availability of those materials, which include the manuscripts of 

Two Vocal Duets, will inform and impact current and future understanding of Vaughan 

Williams and his music. 

 In the same manner, the research and discussions in this document can serve as a 

starting place for other investigations. This compilation of the biographical materials of 

the singers Foxton Ferguson and Beatrice Spencer provides a coherent picture of the 

professional duo and their interactions with Vaughan Williams and the modern and folk 

music world of the Edwardian age. It demonstrates an overlap, between the composer, his 

performers, and the musical genres with which they engaged, that will serve as a point of 

reference when additional related materials are uncovered. The same is true for the 

manuscripts and ancillary materials of Two Vocal Duets. Now that it has been discovered 

that the string quartet arrangement of “The Love-song of the Birds” has gone missing, as 

well as other scores pertaining to the duets (see Appendix A), someone may be inspired 

to look for it. Other topics this research will support include Vaughan Williams’ 
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compositional methods, fusion of styles, his preference for the baritone and soprano 

combination, Wagnerian influence, “French fever,” his spiritual beliefs and, of course, his 

lifelong association with the poetry of Walt Whitman. 

 Both the trio and quartet versions of Vaughan Williams’ Two Vocal Duets should 

be published in a critical edition and made available to musicians, music historians, and 

the public. On a musicological level, the duets are arguably more interesting and relevant 

to the composer’s development than some of his famous songs from the same period. 

Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Vagabond, also set by the composer 1904, has been a very 

popular and successful song since its premiere. But what risks did Vaughan Williams 

take in setting this poem to music? In his Whitman duets, the composer pushed 

boundaries in almost every element of their composition. To quote Whitman’s “The Last 

Invocation,” the composer “Set ope the doors” to a more abstract and flexible use of text 

than he had used in his early songs. The “experiment,” as E. A. Baughan called it, was 

the official stepping off point for a legacy of Whitman settings, which would become a 

defining portion of Vaughan Williams’ output. Some of the same techniques of text 

setting can be observed just five years later in A Sea Symphony, which also made use of 

the soprano and baritone soloist combination. 

 The energy around the recent publications of Vaughan Williams’ early work 

reflects the enthusiasm and interest of his admirers. Access to the early experimental 

works of a composer who bridged time periods is a singular opportunity for teachers, 

students, and enthusiasts alike. Vaughan Williams, a child of the Victorian era, became 

famous as a key player, if not THE key player, in the shepherding of England’s native 

classical music out of the drawing room and into the modern era. In that light, Two Vocal 
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Duets should be regarded as a cutting-edge composition, premiered before its time. Its 

time is now! While they may not be advisable for beginners, more experienced singers 

and players will find the duets are thoughtfully composed, attractive, and rich in 

expressive detail. Whether in the trio version or string quartet arrangement, their 

availability will open new programming opportunities in recital and chamber concerts in 

universities and the concert hall. Audiences who have been fortunate enough to hear live 

performances of the material have responded enthusiastically to the duets, which sound 

fresh and yet are unmistakably in Vaughan Williams’ voice. As the composer himself 

said upon hearing Wagner’s Die Walküre for the first time, new listeners to Two Vocal 

Duets will have “a feeling of recognition as of meeting an old friend which comes to us 

all in the face of great artistic experiences.” 
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Chart&1&(&Numbering&system&for&the&manuscript&collection&relating&&
to&Ralph&Vaughan&Williams’&Two$Vocal$Duets&of&1904&based&on&the&contents&of&the&British&Library’s&
Vaughan$Williams$Manuscripts$(Second$Collection).&Vol.&XVIII.&ff.&1(52.&shelfmark&[Add&MS&57282]&

(current&for&summer&2013)&
&

Arabic!numbers!follow!the!order!of!occurrence!in!the!shelfmark!*!!

and!letters!(“a”!&!“b”)!delineate!multiple!scores!that!are!attached!physically!in!pairs.!

!

The!title!“The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds”!is!used!for!all!scores!and!copies!pertaining!to!the!second!duet!no!

matter!what!version!of!the!title!they!have!written!on!the!manuscript.!

&
Add&MS&57282& Folio&Range& Description&

1a& 1(7& The!Last!Invocation!(full!score!–!trio!version)!

1b& 8(22& The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!(full!score!–!trio!version)!

2a& 23(25& The!Last!Invocation!(violin!part)!

2b& 25(26& The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!(violin!part)!

3& 27(32& The!Last!Invocation!(full!score!D!string!quartet!version)!

4& 33(36& The!Last!Invocation!(piano!vocal!score!w.!penciled!violin!line)!

5& 37(51& The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!(piano!vocal!score!w.!penciled!violin!line)!

6& 52& The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!(voice!part)(both!voices)!

&
Chart&2&(&Hypothetical&chart&for&all&manuscripts&of&Two$Vocal$Duets,&both&found&and&probable$

&
Add&MS&57282& Manuscripts& Music&Found†&

& & &
! Trio&Version& &
1a& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Full!Score! X&
1b& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Violin!Part! X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Vocal!Part!(both!voices)! X&
4& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Piano!Vocal!Score! X&
1b& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Full!Score! X&
2b& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Violin!Part! X&
6& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Vocal!Part!(both!voices)! X&
5& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Piano!Vocal!Score! X&
& String&Quartet&Arrangement! &
3! I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Full!Score& X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Violin!I!Part! X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Violin!II!Part! ! X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Viola!Part! X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Cello!Part! X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Vocal!Part!(both!voices)! X&
& I.!The!Last!Invocation!–!Piano!Part! X&
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Full!Score! &
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Violin!I!Part! X&
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Violin!II!Part! &
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Viola!Part! &
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Cello!Part! &
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Vocal!Part!(both!voices)! X&
& II.!The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds!–!Piano!Part! X&

&
& =&contains&Foxton&Ferguson’s&name&and/&or&address&
& =&contains&Vaughan&Williams’&address&

!

*!There!are!other!scores!in!the!collection!that!do!not!pertain!to!the!Whitman!duets.!

!

†!As!the!Piano,!Violin!I,!and!Voice!parts!of!two!versions!of!“The!Last!Invocation”!are!interchangeable;!it!is!

assumed!that!the!same!pattern!of!composition!applies!to!“The!LoveDsong!of!the!Birds.”!Thus,!only!the!

music!of!the!added!Violin!II,!Viola,!and!Cello!parts!of!the!string!quartet!arrangement!of!the!second!duet!are!

completely!unknown.!
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APPENDIX B – The Concert Hall of Reading Town Hall 
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APPENDIX C – Excerpt from Katharine Eggar’s Article  
for The Music Student 7, no. 9, (June 1920) 
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APPENDIX D – Concert Program for the Reading Town Hall Premiere, 
October 25, 1904 
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APPENDIX E – Concert Program for the London Premiere  
South Place Sunday Popular Concerts, November 27, 1904 
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APPENDIX F – Concert Program for Vaughan Williams’ Concert with Holst 
Bechstein Hall, December 2, 1904 
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APPENDIX G – Concert Flyer for Vaughan Williams’ Concert with Holst 
Bechstein Hall, December 2, 1904 
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APPENDIX H – Title Page of the String Quartet Arrangement of “The Last Invocation” 
(Score 3) 
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APPENDIX I – Excerpt from Walt Whitman’s “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” 
from Sea-Drift  

 
 

 Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking 

OUT of the cradle endlessly rocking, 
Out of the mocking-bird’s throat, the musical shuttle, 
Out of the Ninth-month midnight,  
Over the sterile sands and the fields beyond, where the child 
 leaving his bed wander’d alone, bareheaded, barefoot, 
Down from the shower’d halo,  
Up from the mystic play of shadows twining and twisting as 
 if they were alive, 
Out from the patches of briers and blackberries, 
From the memories of the bird that chanted to me,  
From you memories sad brother, from the fitful risings and 
 fallings I heard, 
From under that yellow half-moon late-risen and swollen as 
 if with tears, 
From those beginning notes of yearning and love there in 
 the mist,  
From the thousand responses of my heart never to cease 
From the myriad thence-arous’d words, 
From the word stronger and more delicious than any, 
From such as now they start the scene revisiting,  
As a flock, twittering, rising, or overhead passing,  
Borne hither, ere all eludes me, hurriedly,  
A man, yet by these tears a little boy again,  
Throwing myself on the sand, confronting the waves, 
I, chanter of pains and joys, uniter of here and hereafter,  
Taking all hints to use them, but swiftly leaping beyond them,  
A reminiscence sing. 
 
Once Paumanok,  
When the lilac-scent was in the air and Fifth-month grass 
 was growing, 
Up this seashore in some briers, 
Two feather’d guests from Alabama, two together, 
And their next, and four light-green eggs spotted with brown, 
And every day the he-bird to and fro near at hand,  
 
And every day the she-bird crouch’d on her nest, silent, with  
 bright eyes, 
And every day I, a curious boy, never too close, never 
 disturbing them, 
Cautiously peering, absorbing, translating. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shine! shine! shine! 
Pour down your warmth, great sun! 
While we bask we two together. 
 
Two together! 
Winds blow south, or winds blow north, 
Day come white, or night come black, 
Home, or rivers and mountains from home, 
Singing all time, minding all time,  
While we two keep together. 
 
Till of a sudden,  
May-be kill’d, unknown to her mate,  
One forenoon the she-bird crouch’d not on the nest,  
Nor return’d that afternoon, nor the next,  
Nor ever appear’d again. 
 
And thenceforward all summer in the sound of the sea,  
And at night under the full of the moon in calmer weather,  
Over the hoarse surging of the sea, 
Or flitting from brier to brier by day,  
I saw, I heard at intervals the remaining, the he-bird, 
The solitary guest from Alabama. 
 
Blow! blow! blow! 
Blow up sea-winds along Paumanok’s shore; 
I wait and I wait till you blow my mate to me. 
 
Yes, when the stars glisten’d, 
All night long on the prong of a moss-scallop’d stake, 
Down almost amid the slapping waves, 
Sat the lone singer wonderful causing tears. 
 
He called on his mate, 
He pour’d forth the meanings which I of all men know. 
 

 



! 117!

APPENDIX J – Chronology of Vaughan Williams’ Settings of Walt Whitman 
 
 

1904 Two Vocal Duets   
 (soprano, baritone, violin, pianoforte, and string quartet ad lib.) 
 
1907 Toward the Unknown Region 
 (song chorus (SATB) and orchestra) 
 
1908  Nocturne (recently discovered) 
 (baritone and orchestra) 
 
1908 Three Nocturnes (fragment) 
 (baritone, semi-chorus, and orchestra) 
 
1908  Aethiopia Saluting the Colours (revisited in 1957-58) 
 (humming chorus, narrator, soprano, and male voice) 
 
1909 A Sea Symphony (No. 1) 
 (soprano, baritone, mixed chorus (SATB), and orchestra) 
 
1925 Three Poems by Walt Whitman 
 (voice and pianoforte) 
 
1925 Darest Thou Now, O Soul 
 (unison song for voice and pianoforte, or strings) 
 
1936 Dona Nobis Pacem 
 (cantata for soprano, baritone, mixed chorus (SATB), and orchestra) 
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