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Mentor: Laurel E. Zeiss, Ph.D. 

The turn of the century in France saw an increased intensity of interest in equating 

the arts of poetry and music. England experienced a similar trend. Debussy and Ravel 

were influenced by the Symbolist poets and their aesthetic of abstract musical expression 

of ideas and outright rejection of Romanticism. John Ireland in England sought to express 

the sense of loss and longing in Victorian poetry through his music, while Joseph 

Holbrooke based his musical forms on direct representation of dramatic and mysterious 

Romantic poetry, especially that of Edgar Allan Poe, through text painting and similar 

techniques. Each of these composers’ music reflects formal aspects, emotional values, 

and rhythmic qualities of the poetry in which they were immersed, as analyses of 

Debussy’s Preludes, Ravel’s Jeux d’eau, Ireland’s Green Ways, and Holbrooke’s 

Nocturnes demonstrate. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

Since the advent of “new musicology” in the past twenty-five years or so, there 

has been an exciting number of studies looking into connections between music and other 

arts such as painting and literature. Seeing how waves of cultural movements throughout 

history manifest in different art forms, and noting parallels between them has long been 

an interest of mine, and I believe there is still a vast amount of material here to be 

researched.  

This thesis is particularly concerned with the ways in which poetic styles, forms, 

and content changed the face of piano music during the early twentieth century. The turn 

of the century in France is an especially significant period for this kind of study. As 

music historians have observed, German Romanticism inspired the rise of programmatic 

musical works with literary inspirations. However, in late nineteenth-century France, this 

practice only seemed to intensify, with poets and musicians finding complex 

philosophical connections between the arts and creating new forms and styles 

symbiotically with each other. 

Poetry and music in France has received a more focused attention in recent years, 

resulting in several insightful books. The Tuning of the Word: The Musico-Literary 

Poetics of the Symbolist Movement by David Michael Hertz focuses on the 

“Correspondence” philosophies initiated by Baudelaire and traces their effects on musical 
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modernism in several composers, not only Debussy, but also Wagner and Schoenberg.1 

While Herz’s publication does not touch on piano music very much, Siglind Bruhn’s 

book Images and Ideas in Modern French Piano Music: The Extra-Musical Subtext in 

Piano Works by Ravel, Debussy, and Messiaen provides some strong literary hermeneutic 

readings of several key piano pieces.2 Pianist and author Paul Roberts has also discussed 

Debussy and Ravel’s literary interests in his eminent monographs on their piano music.3  

This paper attempts to synthesize some of these viewpoints along with some original 

analysis both of the literature and the music.  

However, what has received markedly less attention has been the literary-musical 

connections happening at the same time in England. The frequency of programmatic 

titles and literary epigrams appearing on piano music in England was scarcely less than in 

France. This study investigates the state of poetry and piano music in England, and 

British ideas about connections between the arts. It juxtaposes this picture with that of 

France to provide context as to how these ideas fit in with what we already know about 

piano music in the early twentieth century. Because these countries are close 

geographically, and have had some similar “impressionist” trends in music, yet have very 

different languages and poetic traditions, they are ideal candidates for comparison.  

There has been one recent book discussing literature and music in England, 

Michael Allis’s British Music and Literary Context: Artistic Connections in the Long 

1 David Michael Hertz, The Tuning of the Word: The Musico-Literary Poetics of the Symbolist 
Movement (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1987). 

2 Siglind Bruhn, Images and Ideas in Modern French Piano Music: The Extra-Musical Subtext in 
Piano Works by Ravel, Debussy, and Messiaen (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1997). 

3 Paul Roberts, Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1996). 
and Paul Roberts, Reflections: The Piano Music of Maurice Ravel (Milwaukee, WI: Amadeus Press, 2012). 
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Nineteenth Century.4 It begins to delve into various ways music and literature interacted 

in England through five case studies. It does not discuss piano music though, nor the 

specific composers who are the focus of this study. 

 In order to narrow the focus of the study, I have chosen two representative 

composers from each country. Claude Debussy (1862-1918) and Maurice Ravel (1875-

1937) were the obvious choice for France, since they both are credited with immense 

innovations in pianistic writing and were both immersed in the literary culture of France. 

For England, I have chosen John Ireland (1879-1962), who composed a great deal of 

distinctive piano music, often containing titles or quotes referring to poetry. I have also 

chosen Joseph Holbrooke (1878-1958), who was well known for a time for his highly 

programmatic and literary tone poems, but who also wrote a significant number of piano 

works with literary influences.  

My methodological approach in this study is partly historical and partly 

interpretive. I looked at primary sources for ideas and historical context, including letters 

and treatises by composers and writers. I drew on interdisciplinary ideas as well. I also 

provided some hermeneutic readings of pieces in connection to certain poets and poems. I 

tried to keep my interpretations informed by keeping in mind a composer’s compositional 

philosophies and stated intentions about each piece.  

 This thesis is divided into two main parts, discussing France and England 

respectively. I begin each part with a chapter giving an overview of literature and music 

in the country during the period in question. This is followed by two chapters on each 

composer, the first discussing his specific background in literature, the poets he preferred, 

                                                           
4 Michael Allis, British Music and Literary Context: Artistic Connections in the Long Nineteenth 

Century (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2012). 
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and how his aesthetics and style in general was affected by them. The second chapter is a 

case study which zeroes in on a piece or set of pieces that is particularly noteworthy and 

gives a detailed analysis of its poetic connections. The last chapter of this paper draws 

conclusions about similarities and differences, and other important ideas that arose in 

researching and writing on this topic. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Musical and Literary Context in France 
 
 

 The time leading up to the turn of the twentieth century in France was significant. 

It was fin de siècle, la belle époque. The nineteenth century had been rife with political 

turmoil: revolutions, regimes, and finally, a republic. The arts were changing, with 

various artistic, musical, and literary movements springing up in response to the political 

and cultural climate. For the early part of the century German Romanticism had 

dominated most art forms. Paris was a major cultural center in Europe, yet the musical 

styles followed that of the major Germanic figures of the time: Felix Mendelssohn 

(1809–1847), Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), and especially toward the later part of the 

century, Richard Wagner (1813-1833).  

 The major literary and musical movements in France in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries both grew out of Romanticism and reacted against it. On the one 

hand, the idea that art can and should express the artist’s inner state or deep truths about 

the world was still very prominent. However, French poets and musicians condemned 

what they deemed the excesses into which Romanticism had developed. Part of this 

reaction in music was also a reaction against the German styles and forms that had been 

so prominent throughout Europe.1 France was ready to forge its own path.  

                                                           
1 Mildred Katharine Ellis, “The French Piano Character Piece of the Nineteenth and Early 

Twentieth Centuries” (Ph.D. diss., The University of Michigan, 1969), 98. 
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The main literary movements and individual poets who were influential to the 

French Impressionists, Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel in particular, included both 

contemporaries and those from the previous generation. The movements include 

Parnassism and Symbolism. 

Parnassism, was an early reaction to the sentimentality of Romantic French poetry 

that began around the middle of the nineteenth century. The Parnassists were a group of 

poets who contributed to three anthologies in the 1860s and 1870s called le Parnasse 

contemporain: Recueil de vers nouveaux. The group, which included Théophile Gautier 

(1811-1872), José-Marie de Heredia (1803-1839), and Théodore de Banville (1823-

1891), were named for the Greek Mount Parnassus because of the movement’s neo-

classical elements, including not only the use of ancient Greek imagery and mythology, 

but also aesthetic ideals such as balance, restraint, and clarity. The foundational tenet of 

the movement was the essentiality of “art for art’s sake,” that art and beauty should not 

have to exist in the service of morals, science, politics, or other matters.2 This artistic 

conception was at odds with industrialism and empiricist philosophies currently 

prominent. These contrasting philosophies were epitomized in the ideas of influential 

philosopher Auguste Comte. His strain of philosophy was called “Positivism,” and can be 

defined as “a philosophical system … recognizing only observable phenomena and 

empirically verifiable scientific facts and laws, and rejecting inquiry into ultimate causes 

or origins as belonging to outmoded metaphysical or theological stages of thought.” 

Comte believed that scientific principles should be applied to the moral and social sphere 

2 Robert T. Denomme, Leconte de Lisle (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1973), 25-26. 
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in order to bring about the “good of society.”3 He also maintained that the arts, including 

poetry and music, should have the purpose of moral and social guidance.4 Although the 

Parnassists aimed for perfection and objectivity in their poetry, they did not believe it 

should be written for a social function, but for its own sake. Because of this idealistic 

friction between their ideals and those of popular philosophers such as Comte, one can 

observe a pessimistic strain in numerous Parnassist poets.5 Other characteristics include a 

detached tone, and emphasis on “exactness” as opposed to effusiveness. 6 These neo-

classical ideals were far-reaching, even in music, as early twentieth-century composers 

began writing shorter pieces for smaller ensembles, and drawing on forms of the past.7 

Charles-Marie Leconte de Lisle (1818-1894) was a leading figure in the 

Parnassist movement. He published three collections of poetry during his lifetime. 

Typically his forms are somewhat traditional, using regular meter, rhyme schemes, and 

stanzas. His poems are often short, although he did write some long narrative poems, 

usually in rhymed couplets. He used a significant amount of musical imagery; for 

example, there is a poem titled “Symphonie” in his first volume Poemes Antiques. The 

poem is a pastoral scene full of rustic bliss and references to mythology (particularly 

                                                           
3 Auguste Comte, A General View of Positivism, ed. Ann Greer, trans. J. H. Bridges, (Dubuque, 

IA: Brown Reprints, 1971), 35-39.  
 
4 Comte, A General View of Positivism, 193. 

5 Ibid., 25. 

6 Ibid., 26. 

7 One example is Maurice Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin, the movements of which are derived 
from the movements of a Baroque dance suite. 
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Pan). The only musicians in this “symphony” are a double flutist, a pektis (Ancient Greek 

lute-like instrument) player, and a singer.8 

 Leconte de Lisle’s poetry often weaves together ideas from different time 

periods. On the one hand, he strove to express a “restoration of spontaneity,” but also 

drew on Classical, Biblical, and other ancient or primitive topics.9 According to Robert 

Denomme, a biographer and analyst of Leconte de Lisle, the poet uses these kinds of 

references in order to “[purify] the present by systematic reference to the past, of 

fashioning the ideal from the real by increasing identification with a remote era.”10 

Leconte de Lisle and other Parnassists transitioned poetry out of Romanticism by 

trimming it down, and emphasizing freshness and simplicity. We can see some of these 

ideas in the next generation, the Symbolists. 

The principal Symbolist poets are Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867), Stephane 

Mallarmé (1842-1898), Paul Valéry (1871-1945), Paul-Marie Verlaine (1844-1896), and 

Arthur Rimbaud (1854-1891). Each contributed to the Symbolist movement in unique 

ways, and each became very important to Debussy, Ravel, and other musicians. The 

Symbolists were, like the Parnassists, concerned with pursuing the ideal through poetry. 

They believed, however, that their conceptions of this ideal world could not be 

adequately portrayed through explicit terms. Charles Chadwick defines Symbolism as: 

the art of expressing ideas and emotions not by describing them directly, nor by 
defining them through overt comparisons with concrete images, but by suggesting 

8 Charles-Marie Leconte de Lisle, Poemes Antiques (Paris: Librairie Alphonse Lemerre, 
1881), 241. 

9 Ibid., 16. 

10 Ibid., 15. 
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what these ideas and emotions are, by re-creating them in the mind of the reader 
through the use of unexplained symbols.11 

There are two main strains of Symbolism: human and transcendental. The former 

uses the symbolic methods to express the inner state of the poet himself. Transcendental 

Symbolism has as its goal the evocation of the “ideal world.”12 The ideas of Edgar Allan 

Poe were very attractive to the Symbolists, and like him, they asserted that true “reality” 

was in dreams.13  

Music played a large role in the style and imagery of the Symbolists. The 

Romantic notion that music was the highest art and could provide insight into a spiritual 

or transcendental world was still very prominent. The Symbolists ascribed to this idea, 

and therefore attempted to elevate their poetry to the level of music by using symbols, or 

series of sometimes disconnected images, to evoke these feelings and conceptions in the 

reader. They admired the lack of exactness in music, and they similarly attempted not to 

elucidate their symbolic images.14 This equation of poetry with music was what Stéphane 

Mallarmé referred to as “musicalement.”15 Paul Valéry said the musical aspect of poetry 

is “this constant hovering between sound and sense.”16 

Paul Dukas wrote about some of these poets, “Verlaine, Mallarmé, Laforgue 

brought us new tones, new sounds. They projected heretofore unseen lights onto the 

11 Charles Chadwick, Symbolism, ed. John D. Jump (London: Methuen and Co., 1971), 2-3. 

12 Ibid., 3. 

13 Roberts, Images, 18. 

14 Ibid., 5. 

15 Ibid., 4-5. 

16 Ibid., 6. 
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words; they used methods unknown to their predecessors; they allowed the verbal 

substance to produce effects of a subtlety or power that one would not have thought 

possible. Above all, they conceived their verses or their prose like musicians.”17 This idea 

of musical poetry meant more than just works that had a pleasant sound when read aloud. 

These poets recognized that music evoked powerful images and feelings in the listener 

directly, without having to rely on the intermediary of words. They therefore constructed 

their poetry with a reliance on how the sounds and connotations of words and phrases 

evoked feelings and ideas in the reader.  

Baudelaire was considered the initiator of Symbolism, and lived during the same 

time as Leconte de Lisle. He was the first to propose the idea that “sensations… convey 

thoughts or feelings…and objects … are symbols of ideal forms.”18 Baudelaire frequently 

amasses a variety of images and perceptions from different senses into his poetry, in an 

almost surreal manner. Often, he leaves the reader uncertain as to the “topic” of the poem 

until the end, where he hints at the meaning. Baudelaire preferred using somewhat 

traditional poetic forms of meter and rhyme, and often used the device known as the 

alexandrine, a fourteen-syllable line. He also experimented with the prose poem, which 

he described as “musical though without rhythm and without rhyme.”19 

The following poem, “Le Couvercle” (The Lid), exemplifies many of 

Baudelaire’s qualities.20 It is a Petrachan sonnet with fourteen-syllable (alexandrine) 

17 Siglind Bruhn, Images and Ideas in Modern French Piano Music: The Extra-Musical Subtext in 
Piano Works by Ravel, Debussy, and Messiaen (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1997), xxiv. 

18 Chadwick, Symbolism, 8. 

19 Ibid., 26. 

20 Translation from William Aggeler, The Flowers of Evil (Fresno, CA: Academy Library Guild, 
1954). 



11 
 

lines. The first six lines of the poem present a long list of images describing a wide 

variety of characters and landscapes. The reason for this parade of images is not fully 

revealed until the last line, in which we realize that it illustrates the “vast, imperceptible 

Humanity” which, despite its vastness, is made meaningless by the terrifying infinity 

beyond the sky. The poem also uses words referring to different senses, such as sight 

(blanc, regarde, illuminé), sound (opéra), and touch (flamme, foule). Additionally, the 

poem has some musical elements, such as how the rhythm of images speeds up in line 5  

like an accelerando or diminution. The poem also has a distinctive climactic moment “the 

Sky!” like many pieces of music. 

 
The most prominent Symbolist after Baudelaire, Mallarmé initially explained his 

symbolic images in the second half of his poems, but later he began to do this less,21 

                                                           
21 Ibid., 2. 

En quelque lieu qu'il aille, ou sur mer ou sur 
terre, 
Sous un climat de flamme ou sous un soleil 
blanc, 
Serviteur de Jésus, courtisan de Cythère, 
Mendiant ténébreux ou Crésus rutilant, 
 
Citadin, campagnard, vagabond, sédentaire, 
Que son petit cerveau soit actif ou soit lent, 
Partout l'homme subit la terreur du mystère, 
Et ne regarde en haut qu'avec un oeil tremblant. 
 
En haut, le Ciel! Ce mur de caveau qui 
l'étouffe, 
Plafond illuminé par un opéra bouffe 
Où chaque histrion foule un sol ensanglanté; 
 
Terreur du libertin, espoir du fol ermite; 
Le Ciel! Couvercle noir de la grande marmite 
Où bout l'imperceptible et vaste Humanité. 
 

Wherever he may go, on land or sea, 
Under a blazing sky or a pale sun, 
Servant of Jesus, courtier of Cythera, 
Somber beggar or glittering Croesus, 

City-dweller, rustic, vagabond, stay-at-home, 
Whether his little brain be sluggish or alert, 
Everywhere man feels the terror of mystery 
And looks up at heaven only with frightened 
eyes 

Above, the Sky! that cavern wall that stifles 
him,  
That ceiling lighted by a comic opera  
Where every player treads on blood-stained 
soil; 

Terror of the lecher, hope of the mad recluse:  
The Sky! black cover of the great cauldron  
In which boils vast, imperceptible Humanity. 
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resulting in some very complex poetry that depended less on grammatical clarity and 

more on the overall idea and flow of images. One example is “Sainte,” a four-stanza 

poem which does not have a period until the very end, and before that very few 

punctuation marks.22 The long sentence is composed of many modifiers, appositives, 

prepositional phrases, and participle phrases. Mallarmé tended toward the transcendental 

side of Symbolism, searching for the concealed “ideal world” which was within the void 

of nothingness.23 “Sainte” describes a stained-glass window depicting a saint surrounded 

by musical instruments, and the theme is transubstantiation of the spiritual into art. 

Verlaine, on the other hand, most often wrote in human, not transcendental 

Symbolism. His poems often appear to be portraying a scene, subtly hinting that the 

images he creates are actually symbols.24 His lines are often short and irregular, while the 

grammatical sense flows through them.25 These characteristics can be seen in the poem 

“Les Coquillages” (Seashells), in which Verlaine compares different shells with various 

aspects or moods of his lover.26 The poem imitates the immediacy of emotions and the 

non-specificity of music especially in the last line: “Mais un, entre autres, me troubla” 

(But one, among these, disturbed me). So far, each stanza has drawn a specific 

comparison, but this line stands alone, as if the speaker’s association is too disturbing to 

22 Stéphane Mallarme, Collected Poems, trans. and ed. Henry Weinfield, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994), 43. 

23 Chadwick, Symbolism, 35. 

24 Ibid., 18. 

25 Ibid., 22. 

26 Paul Verlaine, One Hundred and One Poems by Paul Verlaine: A Bilingual Edition, trans. 
Norman R. Shapiro, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 43. 



13 
 

be expressed and he is trying to put it from his mind. In this way, the reader understands 

the troubled feeling without having a specific object or instance to tie it to.  

 Rimbaud was a slightly younger member of the Symbolist movement, and he 

carried its ideas even further, revolutionizing poetic form. He abandoned the concept of 

lines with the same number of syllables, using a wide variety of line lengths, and even 

played with the placement of lines on the page.27 He also thought rhyme was 

unnecessary, and “condemned the whole of French poetry as mere ‘rhymed prose.’”28 

Rimbaud delighted in surprising images and irregular rhythms. In fact, he believed that 

the way a poet provides a connection with the ideal was through “derangement of the 

senses.”29 In other words, a great work of art should transcend its sensory mode, and the 

sensory images should be so melded that they themselves are forgotten in the 

contemplation of the poetic idea. Rimbaud’s poem “Plates-bandes d’amarantes” 

(Flowerbands of amaranths) illustrates this concept.30 The poem flows almost like a 

stream of consciousness, ending lines with ellipsis, beginning others with a dash, and 

several times placing a line of one or two words to the right instead of flush left. The 

images are often sentence fragments, and leap from one to the next, sometimes connected 

by “reminds me of” or “makes me think of.” The resulting “Reunion des scenes infinie” 

(endless joining of scenes) certainly “deranges” the senses of the reader. 

                                                           
27 Ibid., 25. 

28 Ibid., 24. 

29 Ibid., 30. 

30 Arthur Rimbaud, Complete Works, Selected Letters: A Bilingual Edition, trans. Wallace 
Fowlie, revised by Seth Whidden, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 213. 
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The ideas about correspondences between the senses and interconnectedness of 

the arts had a profound effect on French artistic culture in general. If one were to walk 

into Le Chat Noir or another establishment where artists and musicians gathered in turn-

of-the-century Paris, one would find a wide array of painters, poets, composers, and other 

artists. If one were to eavesdrop on their conversations, it might at first be difficult to tell 

which was which. Someone might refer to the “colors” in a piece of music, another to the 

“melody” of a poem. Still another might praise the “harmonious sound” of a visual art 

work. This ideological blending of the arts was woven into the Parisian arts culture. In 

fact, when he took a vacation to Eastbourne, England in 1905, Debussy remarked on that 

location’s remarkable lack of “musicians talking about painting and … painters talking 

about music.”31 

These ideas had their roots in Romanticism. E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776-1822) had 

created the character Kreisler, the melancholy violinist who was prone to spontaneous 

outbursts of writing or musical improvisation. Hoffmann’s prose also tries to evoke 

synesthetic experiences.32 Robert Schumann, of course, is a prime example of an artist 

torn between literary and musical worlds. He also admired E. T. A. Hoffmann and 

resonated with Kreisler so much that he wrote a set of piano pieces called Kreisleriana. 

These kinds of circular inspirations remained common in Debussy’s generation and 

country. For example, Theodore de Banville, a writer intensely fascinated by music, 

31 Roberts, Images, 145. 

32 Ibid., 74. 
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wrote the poem “La Dernière Pensée de Weber,” which was inspired by a waltz written 

by Weber. In turn, Debussy wrote a song setting of the poem.33 

 In France, literature had long had an important role in music, language being 

particularly revered in the society.34 Evidence for this includes the existence of 

L’Academie Française, a regulatory body for the French language that, among other 

tasks, surveyed new works for theater (including opera) to make sure they were 

conformed to standards. Debussy’s music was not unique in this regard, but reflected 

larger trends; vocal and theater works often drew on literary sources and piano pieces 

were often published with poetic titles or epigraphs.35 However, as the century 

progressed, musicians became increasingly interested in incorporating poetic concepts, 

and not just titles, into their character pieces, just as the interconnectedness of all the arts 

became an increasingly vital issue.36 

 Artists postulated that the reason the arts could share similar goals and techniques 

was because they were all aiming toward the same hidden world, a world best revealed 

without concrete terms or exact images. As we have seen, the Symbolist poets aspired to 

this musical quality in their poetry. Baudelaire believed that “the secret and intimate 

relation of things, the correspondences and analogies was what made connections in the 

arts possible, and even necessary, that Perfumes, colors, and sounds answer one to 

                                                           
33Arthur B. Wenk, Claude Debussy and the Poets (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1976), 12-14. 

34 Ibid., 6. 

35 Ellis, “The French Piano Character Piece,” 95 

36 Roberts, Images, 3. 



16 

another.”37 Similarly, painters believed the abstract qualities of their paintings, not the 

actual images presented, were what resonated in the mind to reveal this world.38 

Debussy and Ravel were very much a part of this world, as I will explore in the 

following chapters.

37 Ibid., 73. 

38 Ibid., 43. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Debussy’s Poetic Interests 

Just as the poets Claude Debussy admired were passionate about music, Debussy 

was profoundly interested in poetry. He not only read it, but was on intimate terms with 

the poets and frequented their gathering places, even above those dedicated solely to 

musicians. Some of the places Debussy frequented included the Librarie de l’Art 

Independent and the Taverne Weber.1 He also regularly spent time at at Le Chat Noir, 

and the weekly gatherings at the home of Stephane Mallarmé.2 These were all places 

where the young generation of writers and other artists regularly gathered. Arthur Wenk 

has suggested that he first turned to literary society during his time at the Conservatoire 

because he felt disconnected from the conventional nature of the music school.3 I will 

take this further by arguing that Debussy resonated much more strongly with the aesthetic 

and stylistic values of the Symbolist poets than the contemporary music world, and that 

their ideas proceeded to help shape his growth as a composer as well as providing 

inspiration for individual pieces.  

Debussy’s aesthetic philosophies and musical style incorporated the ideas of his 

poet friends and the style characteristics of their poetry. It is clear that, even at that time, 

1 Siglind Bruhn, Images and Ideas in Modern French Piano Music: The Extra-Musical Subtext in 
Piano Works by Ravel, Debussy, and Messiaen (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1997), xxv. 

2 Rollo Myers, Modern French Music: Its Evolution and Cultural Background from 1900 to the 
Present Day (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1971), 74. 

3 Arthur B. Wenk, Claude Debussy and the Poets (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1976), 1. 
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Debussy was explicitly aligned with the poets, both by himself and by others. His own 

writing style reveals a similar trend of equating particularly insightful language and 

music. For example, he told the story of speaking with Monsieur Croche4 about what 

music ought to be like, and he stated, “It seemed that his very words were like some 

strange music.”5 About fifteen years after the composer’s death, the French pianist Alfred 

Cortot, remarked that the Suite Bergamasque is “tinged softly with the hue of Verlaine.”6 

This fascinating comparison of the music and the poetry drawn through a reference to the 

visual arts illustrates that from very early on, it was assumed that there was an intimate 

relationship between Debussy’s music and poetry. 

Debussy particularly aligned with the values of preserving a “French” art, and this 

particularly manifest itself through breaking with Romanticism and returning to the traits 

of clarity and naturalness. He expressed this desire, saying: 

It seems to me there is an opportunity of reverting not to a too narrow and 
contemporary French tradition, but to the real one which one can place 
immediately after Rameau – just when it was beginning to be lost! Shall we have 
the courage? Shall we dare to extricate from the depths which have gradually 
been engulfing it the true French clarity?7 

Just as Charles-Marie Leconte de Lisle hearkened to the clearer tones of classical poetry, 

so did Debussy suggest that music should now progress from the classical style of Jean-

Phillippe Rameau (1683-1764), before the effusive and affected Romantic style rose to 

prominence.  

4 A fictional character Debussy created to provide narrative to his ideas. 

5 Francois Lesure, ed., Debussy on Music, trans. and ed. Richard Langham Smith (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1977), 48. 

6 Alfred Cortot, French Piano Music (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), 6. 

7 Myers, Modern French Music, 98. 
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 In addition to Rameau, Debussy was enamored with another musical figure from 

the past: Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750). He praised Bach’s music for the skillful 

way in which the “curve” of the melody and the “parallel movement of several lines 

whose fusion stirs our emotions” and “fill[s our] imaginations with pictures.”8 He 

defended it against those who would label it “unnatural and artificial,” saying, “well, it is 

a good deal more ‘natural’ than all that silly wailing you find in opera.”9 Essentially, 

Debussy admired the qualities in Bach’s music that in themselves evoke thoughts and 

feelings in the listener without having to rely on explication or exaggeration.  

 In a similar vein to this unabashed critique of opera, Debussy also commented on 

another work he had recently seen performed, an opera10 by Alfred Bruneau (1857-1934) 

with libretto by Émile Zola (1840-1902), remarking that it was “full of symbols. I must 

say I don’t understand this excessive need for symbols. They seem to have forgotten that 

it is still music that is supreme in its beauty.”11 At first glance, this statement might seem 

to contradict the notion that Debussy agreed with the philosophies and techniques of the 

Symbolists, seeing that he denounces the use of symbols. However, these are different 

kinds of symbols. The symbols the Symbolist poets used were images meant to naturally 

evoke a sense in the reader, and not recurring objects or words that stood for other, 

explicitly indicated concepts or objects. The latter is similar to the concept of the 

leitmotif, which was employed by Bruneau. Thus, Debussy is aligning himself with the 

                                                           
8 Lesure, Debussy on Music, 27. 

9 Ibid. 

10 This opera was most likely Messidor. 

11 Ibid., 36. 
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belief that music itself has the power to evoke certain states in the listener, and that 

concrete associations are unnecessary, and indeed detract from music’s inherent beauty 

and value. 

While it is evident from his critique of “artificial” conventions in opera that 

Debussy valued nature and naturalness in music, he again followed the Symbolists in 

asserting that it was the vague and dreamlike, not the specific and concrete, that truly 

touched the reality of nature. He said that music was “a dream from which the veils have 

been lifted.”12 He also stated that it was dreamlike qualities he valued and resonated with 

in poetry, particularly for song settings: “I need a text by a poet who, resorting to discreet 

suggestion rather than to full statement, will enable me to graft my dream upon his 

dream.”13 It is easy to recognize the concept of  “discreet suggestion” in the many 

subtleties in Debussy’s music. While he does use a wide dynamic range, louder dynamic 

markings are rarely in place for an extended period of time. In fact, he is much more 

likely to write a pp followed by a crescendo to another pp.14 His music can rarely be 

described as “driving.” Even in passages with fast, repeated patterns, such as in the eighth 

piano Prelude from Book II, the effect is one of a shimmering surface, rather than a 

rhythm of individual notes. Additionally, his use of parallel chords, or “planing,” 

diminished harmonies, and whole- tone scales, which have no leading tone or pull toward 

a functional harmonic end, add to the vague and dreamlike aspect.  

12 Paul Roberts, Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1996), 
23. 

13 Myers, Modern French Music, 78. 

14 See Preludes, Book I No. 7, mm. 15 for example. In this passage, the crescendos provide subtle 
swells, yet always revert to the pianissimo dynamic level. 
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 Paul Roberts, a renowned Debussy scholar, has made a compelling argument for 

Symbolism’s effect on his choice of the piano as a preferred instrument. He states that the 

“neutrality of piano sound … makes it the ideal Symbolist medium.”15 He discusses the 

“Reflets dans l’eau” from Images, and “La Cathédrale engloutie” from Preludes Book I 

as examples. He particularly focuses on Debussy’s use of the pedal to create subtle 

suggestions of harmonic overtones, which is comparable to how the poets used 

suggestive images that would “resonate” the intended effect in the mind. He also 

mentions how the moods of the pieces reflect the dreamlike, and somewhat dark quality 

of many Symbolist poems. Roberts interprets the water images as “symbol[s] of interior 

experience, of the subconscious (submerged) impressions of a dream.”16 This 

interpretation is consistent with the way Symbolist poems often attempt to portray the 

poet’s inner state.  

 Even though Debussy attempted to express certain states or truths, or was inspired 

by scenes or stories, he made it clear that he did not feel restricted by this, but rather 

inspired: “I wanted music to have a freedom that was perhaps more inherent than any 

other art, for it is not limited to a more or less exact representation of nature, but rather to 

the mysterious affinity that exists between Nature and the Imagination.”17 He believed, as 

did Baudelaire, that a great artist exhibits a special openness in the imagination that 

allows him to reach the ideal reality.18 He should experience sensations, allowing them to 

                                                           
15 Roberts, Images, 30. 

16 See Roberts, Images, 25-31. 

17 Ibid., 118. 

18 Wenk, Claude Debussy and the Poets, 65. 
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mingle in the imagination, and from this produce the poem or piece of music.19 One can 

hear in Debussy’s music an unique imagination with regards to the use of instruments, 

not only in the orchestra, but for the piano itself.20  

Part of how Debussy’s imagination manifested itself was in a conscious breaking 

away from tradition. Following in the footsteps of the new poetic movements, Debussy 

attempted to free himself from the constraints of his Romantic forbears and 

contemporaries. The rejection of academia and embrace of individual artistic ideas was 

widespread among the “radical” artists of the time.21 Debussy expressed his struggle with 

doing so in the following well-known quote, which comes from his account of his 

conversation with Monsieur Croche, who accused musicians of being too formulaic and 

not hearing “the music of nature herself.” He says, “I dared to point out to him that in 

poetry and painting alike (and I managed to think of a couple of musicians as well) men 

had tried to shake away the dust of tradition, but that it had only earned them the labels of 

‘symbolists’ or ‘impressionists’ – useful terms of abuse.”22 Debussy’s goal was not to 

conform to a new “school” or “movement” exactly, but simply to free himself to express 

nature. As posterity has shown, he did not avoid being labelled with one of these “useful 

terms of abuse.” However, it is important to remember that although Debussy did derive 

some of his philosophical beliefs and artistic inspirations from the Symbolist poets, he 

19 Ibid., 68. 

20 Myers, Modern French Music, 95. 

21 Roberts, Images, 121. 

22 Lesure, Debussy on Music, 48. 
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would not have called himself a “Symbolist,” nor did he wish to be confined by any such 

term.  

 Some of Debussy’s innovations have already been mentioned, including his 

signature “planing”23 and his use of diminished chords and whole-tone scales. Another 

way in which he broke with tradition is through how each piece dictates its own form 

instead of always using conventional forms such as ternary or sonata.24 In this way, he 

can be compared to Rimbaud, who abandoned the use of regular meter and rhyme. 

Debussy’s music also often displays quick texture or register changes, and fragmented 

ideas placed together. See for example, “Reflets dans l'eau” from Images for piano. This 

piece begins with a short motif which is repeated at higher octaves, and also includes 

rapid texture changes from chordal passages and slow arpeggios, to planing in contrary 

motion, to fast, flowing arpeggiated figures high on the keyboard. These kinds of 

techniques are very reminiscent of the Symbolist method of juxtaposing several different 

images to point toward one feeling or idea. 

 If one reviews the catalogue of Debussy’s works, it becomes clear that there are a 

significant number of vocal works (songs, song cycles, operas, as well as a few choral 

works) compared especially to orchestral and chamber pieces. This speaks to Debussy’s 

love of poetry, his conviction that music and poetry could complement each other, and 

that his musical imagination was often inspired by poetry. He also wrote his own poetry 

for the song cycles Proses lyriques and Nuits blanches. 

                                                           
23 A technique in which chords of the same or similar quality (e.g. major triads, or minor seventh 

chords) are played in parallel motion without following traditional root movement of functional harmony. 

24 Myers, Modern French Music, 88. 
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Debussy certainly believed that music and poetry could mutually support each 

other. However, he did not set out to dramatize the text or word paint. Nor did he simply 

wish to create an emotional backdrop.25 The music in his songs is an active contributor to 

the meaning of the text, and often comments on and creates subtle emphases that would 

not otherwise be present. Additionally, the piano plays a significant role in creating 

meaning. Sometimes, the piano even contains the main musical interest, such as in the 

song Colloque sentimental, with text by Paul Verlaine.26 

The direct influence of poetry on Debussy’s music is also evident in the frequent 

poetic titles that appear in the instrumental works. One notable example is his set for 

piano four hands called Six épigraphes antiques. There are six pieces in the set, each with 

a title referring to a poem from the collection The Songs of Bilitis by Pierre Louÿs (1870-

1925). Instead of using the whole title of each poem to name each piece, the composer 

places the word “pour,” meaning “for” in front of each one. This indicates that the pieces 

are meant as musical epigraphs for the poems, turning on its head the common practice of 

using poems as epigraphs for pieces of music. This designation of epigraphs reveals 

Debussy’s intended method of relation between the two works. Indeed, he did not attempt 

to follow along each line of the poem in the music, but to represent the idea of the poem 

in music and to add new meaning and perspective to the poem through his musical 

commentary. This is similar to his designation of the famous “Prelude to the afternoon of 

a faun” as a “prelude” to the poem “Afternoon of a Faun” by Mallarme, and not as 

incidental or program music. 

25 Wenk, Claude Debussy and the Poets, 6. 

26 Myers, Modern French Music, 94. 
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Even some of the titles that are not directly taken from a poem are written to seem 

as if they were. One such is the piano piece “Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut” 

from the second set of Images. Debussy seems to have invented this line. He told his 

publisher that he specifically wrote it as a “perfect alexandrine,” an obvious allusion to 

Charles Baudelaire, for whom that was a favorite type of line.27 Additionally, the fact that 

the title begins with “et” (and), delightfully suggests that the line come from the middle 

of a poem.  

Even while discussing the instrumental works that have clear poetic titles or 

references, it is important to remember that these titles are merely a starting point for the 

music. They are there to add to the meaning of the music, not to be the meaning of the 

music. In fact, they act as the ending of a Baudelaire poem, with a small hint that begins 

to explain the images and symbols that made up the rest of the poem. This comparison is 

particularly apt in the Preludes for piano, which have the titles at the end. In the next 

section I will turn to a selection from the Preludes to discuss some further connections.

                                                           
27 Roberts, Images, 170. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Case Study from Debussy’s Preludes 

Debussy’s two books of Preludes for piano are some of his finest, most mature, 

and most poetic works. The books were completed between 1909 and 1913, less than a 

decade before the end of Debussy’s life. It has been noted that the prelude was especially 

advantageous for Debussy, whose natural poetic instincts often drew him to shorter 

forms, in which he could be concise, saying much in a small amount of time.1 

Additionally, it allowed him to develop his music in a free form. 

Poetic titles, unsurprisingly therefore, appear often in these pieces. Furthermore, 

several of the poems inspiring these preludes had previously been set as songs by 

Debussy. The fact that he did so suggests he knew these poems intimately and found 

them to be worthy of multiple musical treatments. The preludes with texts previously set 

as songs include “La fille aux cheveaux de lin,” “Les sons et les parfums tournent dans 

l’aire du soir,” “Le vent dans la plaine,” and “Des pas su la neige.”2  

One of the most significant characteristics of the titles for Debussy’s preludes is 

that they are placed at the end of each piece, and even then in parentheses and preceded 

by an ellipsis. This approach only adds to the previous assertion that the titles are there to 

1 Alfred Cortot, French Piano Music (London: Oxford University Press, 1932), 23. 

2 Nicholas Routley, “Debussy and Baudelarie’s Harmonie du Soir” Musicology Australia 15 
(1992): 77.  
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provide a hint as to the idea of the prelude. Siglind Bruhn, a musicologist specializing in 

extra-musical techniques, indicates that: 

In that position, the titles are reminiscent of descriptive labels attached to 
paintings or printed underneath illustrations. Captions typically invite the 
viewer/reader into a circular process of reception: in approaching the work, the 
entire impression is usually taken in, if only cursorily, before the ‘meaning’ 
proposed by the artist is known. Once the verbal explanation is read, this reading 
is inflected and enriched by the impressions gained beforehand. In turn, the 
enriched understanding of the artist’s intention stimulates and focuses the 
viewer’s next, longer look at the work of art.3 

Circular processes permeate he fourth prelude from Book I, “Les sons et les 

parfums tournent dans l’aire du soir.” Translated as “Sounds and scents turn on the 

evening air,” this line comes from a poem by Charles Baudelaire called “Harmonie du 

soir” (Evening Harmony), from his collection Fleurs du Mal (the flowers of evil), 

published first in 1857. Even though the title is taken from the third line of the poem, and 

not the title, many people would certainly have recognized the reference, as “Harmonie 

du Soir” was a well-known poem. This is exemplified by the fact that Debussy used the 

lines in a humorous way in a review of military band music, a publication meant for the 

3 Siglind Bruhn, Images and Ideas in Modern French Piano Music: The Extra-Musical Subtext in 
Piano Works by Ravel, Debussy, and Messiaen (Stuyvesant, NY: Pendragon Press, 1997), xix. 
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general public and musicians, and not specifically literature specialists.4 In order to get a 

clear picture of the poem, I will reproduce it here, along with an English translation.5 

This poetic form is called a pantun. The second and fourth lines of each stanza are 

repeated as the first and third lines of the next stanza. Only the first and third lines of the 

first stanza and the second and fourth lines of the last stanza are unique. Because of this, 

each line appears in multiple contexts, both image-wise and grammatically. For example, 

the line “Un coeur tendre, qui hait le néant vaste et noir” (A tender heart that hates the 

vast, black void) first appears in the third stanza as an appositive of the “coeur” 

4 The quote is an altered version of the first two lines of the poem: “The time has come when, 
trembling on its stem, All military music will evaporate, as from a censer … Apologies to Baudelaire!” 
Francois Lesure, ed., Debussy on Music Trans. and ed. Richard Langham Smith, (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1977), 40. 

5 “Harmonie du soir,” Charles Baudelaire’s Fleurs du mal, accessed August 1, 2016, 
http://fleursdumal.org/poem/142. 

Voici venir les temps où vibrant sur sa tige 
Chaque fleur s'évapore ainsi qu'un encensoir; 
Les sons et les parfums tournent dans l'air du soir; 
Valse mélancolique et langoureux vertige! 

Chaque fleur s'évapore ainsi qu'un encensoir; 
Le violon frémit comme un coeur qu'on afflige; 
Valse mélancolique et langoureux vertige! 
Le ciel est triste et beau comme un gran reposoir. 

Le violon frémit comme un coeur qu'on  afflige, 
Un coeur tendre, qui hait le néant vaste et noir! 
Le ciel est triste et beau comme un grand reposoir; 
Le soleil s'est noyé dans son sang qui se fige. 

Un coeur tendre, qui hait le néant vaste et noir, 
Du passé lumineux recueille tout vestige! 
Le soleil s'est noyé dans son sang qui se fige... 
Ton souvenir en moi luit comme un ostensoir! 

The season is at hand when swaying on its stem 
Every flower exhales perfume like a censer;  
Sounds and perfumes turn in the evening air;  
Melancholy waltz and languid vertigo! 

Every flower exhales perfume like a censer;  
The violin quivers like a tormented heart;  
Melancholy waltz and languid vertigo!  
The sky is sad and beautiful like an immense altar. 

The violin quivers like a tormented heart, 
A tender heart, that hates the vast, black void! 
The sky is sad and beautiful like an immense altar; 
The sun has drowned in his blood which congeals. 

A tender heart that hates the vast, black void 
Gathers up every shred of the luminous past!  
The sun has drowned in his blood whichcongeals... 
Your memory in me glitters like a monstrance! 
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mentioned in the previous line. When it reappears in the fourth stanza, it is the subject, 

and its predicate follows in the next line.  

The pantun is a fairly old poetic form, but Baudelaire repurposes it with his own 

signature touches. First, he uses his characteristic alexandrine. Secondly, he uses a variety 

of images, encompassing all five senses, which are unexplained until the very end. These 

images include visual (flower, beautiful sky, black void, the sun, glitter, luminous), touch 

or movement (swaying, turn, languid vertigo, quivers, congeals), sound, particularly 

music (harmony, sounds, melancholy waltz, violin), and smell (perfume, censer, scents). 

This gathering of images with similar qualities from different senses is a quintessential 

example of Baudelaire’s theory of correspondance. It has been equated to “synaesthesia” 

or “sense transference” by several scholars.6 The form as well as the multiplicity of 

disconnected images give the reader a sense of disorientation, almost a physical 

dizziness. This feeling is compounded by words such as “vibrant,” “tournent,” “vertige,” 

and even “valse.” These effects are particularly embodied in the line that Debussy chose 

for his prelude, where sounds and smells turn, or swirl together. 

An additional idea that is more subtly, yet still centrally present, is the concept of 

time and memory. In fact, the poem opens with “voici venir,” “now comes the time.” The 

first stanza also references the evening, and the sunset is implied in the third stanza with 

the image of the sun. The evening has a connotation of reflection, looking back on the 

day. Additionally, the very form constantly employs the memory, bringing back lines that 

have happened before, although now altered by the passage of time. Chadwick also notes 

6 Charles Chadwick, Symbolism, ed. John D. Jump, (London: Methuen and Co., 1971), 14. And 
Routley, “Debussy and Baudelarie’s Harmonie du Soir,” 78. 
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that the images share in common “the notion of something beautiful that has passed 

away.”7 These hints become confirmed in the last stanza where the tender heart “gathers 

up every shred of the luminous past.” The speaker is definitely reminiscing. And what is 

this memory? “Your memory in me glitters like a monstrance!”8 At last we can 

understand that it is the memory, and hence loss, of someone that is causing these 

feelings.  

Baudelaire also depends on only two end rhymes in this poem, -ige and –oir. The 

former is used with sensory images, while the latter often corresponds with religious 

references (censer, altar, monstrance).9 Arthur Wenk believes the last line combines these 

opposing categories in a “transubstantiation” of sorts.10  

Finally, the sound of the poem particularly lends itself to musical association. The 

repetition is a surface factor that does so because music often depends on repetition and 

variation.11 But further than that, the sounds of the words suggest a certain character. For 

instance the abundance of “v” and “f” sounds create a soft swishing or vibrating. Other 

consonants include “r” and other vocalized consonants, which add to the smooth flow of 

the sound. The rhythm of the poem is also slow and murmuring.12  

7 Chadwick, Symbolism, 9-10. 

8 Monstrance/Ostensoir: a vessel used to display a relic or other sacred object 

9 Routley, “Debussy and Baudelaire,” 77. 

10 Arthur B. Wenk, Claude Debussy and the Poets (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1976), 84. 

11 Chadwick, Symbolism, 15. 

12 Paul Roberts, Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1996), 
74.
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The form and feeling of the poem are reflected in Debussy’s musical setting, as 

well as Baudelaire’s theory of correspondance. Even though Debussy did not refer to the 

entire poem through the title, but rather one single line, it is evident that his familiarity 

with that poem, and possibly even other surrounding poems from Fleurs du Mal informed 

his imaginative choices.  

 One immediately recognizable aspect of the prelude is the fact that it is formed of 

disconnected musical “images” or motives all with different textures, melodies, and 

rhythmic patterns. These images, similar to those in the poem, appear and reappear in 

different combinations, like images from a dream or a memory. Again, as in the poem, 

these ideas often have different “grammatical” functions in the music. The opening 

phrase is an excellent example. As seen in example 4.1, it first appears in measures one 

and two in 5/4 meter, starting with a low A (tonic) on the downbeat. Fragments of this 

phrase appear several times in the middle of the piece, when the key has been changed to 

A-flat, in measures twenty-five through thirty-five. The metric placement is shifted, and 

the fragments are combined with different musical gestures.  

 
Example 4.1. Claude Debussy, Preludes Book I No. IV, mm. 1-2.13 

 

 

                                                           
13 Claude Debussy, Preludes, vol. I (Miami: Kalmus, 2000).  
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Toward the end of the piece in measure forty-five, the phrase returns again, 

directly after a passage using a pentatonic scale pattern. This time, however, the phrase 

does not begin on the downbeat, but as the end of the scalar phrase. The scalar pattern is 

intertwined in between the two parts of the phrase as well. Example 4.2 shows this 

placement. 

In fact, Nicholas Routley notes that just as there are four lines in the poem that are 

unique, there are four musical “cells” that are not repeated elsewhere.14 Even though the 

various fragments do not attempt to follow the structure of Baudelaire’s poem line for 

line, it is evident that this fragmentary nature of the poem provided a structural model for 

the prelude. 

Example 4.2. Claude Debussy, Preludes Book I No. IV, mm. 43-47. 

14 Routley, “Debussy and Baudelaire,” 80. These cells occur in measure numbers 9-12, 18-23, 41-
44, 50-53. 
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The structure also aids in the prelude’s evocation of other senses. Even though 

music is inescapably about sound, Debussy makes a remarkable effort to reflect the 

multi-sensational aspect of Baudelaire’s poem. The waltz element is very prominent in 

the piece. The opening phrase, although it is lopsided in 5/4, mimics the pattern of a 

waltz. Later on, in measures 16 through 23 in a more rhythmic section in triple meter, the 

melody is reminiscent of a waltz or other dance as well. There are physical connotations 

to this kind of rhythm, especially for someone who is familiar with the dance steps. 

Additionally, the sense of “languorous” movement or “vertigo” is literally felt by the 

performer in certain places, including the opening, where the physical movements of 

playing requires her to sway back and forth between the low and high registers. This 

technique is also present in the pentatonic scale passage mentioned earlier (measures 42-

44). 

The sense of smell is also arguably evoked through the ephemeral and floating 

sounds produced. Measure 15 is one such place (see example 4.3). The line does not 

particularly act as a musical melody, but quickly floats past, diminishing like a wisp of 

scent.  

 
Example 4.3. Claude Debussy, Preludes Book I No. IV mm. 14-16.15 

 

 
 
 

                                                           
15 Claude Debussy, Preludes, vol. I (Miami: Kalmus, 2000). 
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Roberts also suggests that the pentatonic scale section, which is reminiscent of 

pitch groups used by Asian music, is a reference to scent because the poem following 

“Harmonie du soir” in the collection is “The Scent Bottle,” which contains substantial 

references to the Eastern part of the world.16 

As I have discussed, Debussy effectively drew on the idea of “correspondence” 

between the senses that Baudelaire expressed in this poem.  He did this by using musical 

elements to conjure multisensory images, such as the literal movement experienced by 

the performer in sections moving up and down the keyboard, and the ephemeral qualities 

of smell evoked by an evaporating line. The piece also evokes the fragmented pantun 

form of the poem through its presentation and recombination of phrases and motives.

16 Roberts, Images, 79-80. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Maurice Ravel’s Poetic Influences 
 
 

Despite Maurice Ravel’s uniqueness as a musician and an individual in his own 

right, he is inevitably and continuously compared to Debussy. This is almost unavoidable 

in a discussion of poetic influence on music in France because the two artists lived in a 

similar literary atmosphere, and had many common interests. Just as it was for Debussy, 

literature, especially poetry, was fundamental in Ravel’s development as a composer. 

However, while they both admired poets such as Charles Baudelaire, Stephane Mallarmé, 

Léon-Paul Fargue (1876-1947), Paul-Marie Verlaine, Paul Valéry, and Edgar Allan Poe 

(1809-1849), the aspects of these poets that each composer specifically admired were 

often different, as were the aesthetic values and musical topics derived from them. This 

section will explore Ravel’s relationship with poetry and how its forms and poets’ ideas 

found their way into his musical style. 

Ravel’s interests in literature and the other arts began in his youth. He and his 

friend Ricardo Viñes (1875-1943) first became infatuated with Baudelaire and Poe, later 

expanding their interests to other writers.1 In his twenties, Ravel was a prominent 

member of a society known as “Apaches,” which was comprised of young, cutting-edge 

poets, musicians, painters, and critics. The group met regularly at a member’s home to 

                                                           
1 Stephen Zank, Irony and Sound: The Music of Maurice Ravel (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell and 

Brewer, 2009), 234. 
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share their creations and provide artistic stimulation and support.2 It is evident that, for 

Ravel and his friends, artists in different disciplines were inherently similar and could be 

mutually beneficial. Ravel wrote a large number of songs throughout his career, many 

based on texts by his poet friends. He himself wrote texts for only three songs, his Opus 

69, Three Songs for Unaccompanied Mixed Choir, but his love of both the musical and 

verbal art forms is evident. 

As I have discussed in the section on Debussy, the concept of the arts being 

closely connected was very widespread in Paris. Not only did Ravel absorb this concept 

from the artistic climate around him, but he also read some of the most influential writers 

on the subject, including Étienne Bonnot de Condillac (1714-1780), who was indebted to 

Friedrich Schlegel, E. T. A. Hoffmann, and other Romantic writers.3 He was also very 

familiar with Baudelaire, whose theory of “Correspondances” outlined the fundamental 

connection of all things and was so important to the Symbolists.4 Ravel’s way of thinking 

about music and musical content was indebted to these ideas. In fact, he once said to the 

poet Jules Renard, “I think and I feel in music and I would like to think and feel the same 

things as you,” showing that he believed the kinds of ideas revealed in poetry could also 

be said through music.5 

Ravel seems to have shared a desire to break away from the establishment and 

create a new artistic vision with the literati he read and associated with. Because he was 

2 Paul Roberts, Reflections: The Piano Music of Maurice Ravel (Milwaukee, WI: Amadeus Press, 
2012), 48. 

3 Zank, Irony and Sound, 225. 

4 Ibid., 223. 

5 Roberts, Reflections, 4. 
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dissatisfied with the unnecessary restrictions of the current music societies and schools in 

Paris, he helped to found the Société Musicale Indépendante, a music society that would 

promote all kinds of music, regardless of form.6 Additionally, he not only admired 

experimental poets such as Mallarmé, but also unique and forward-thinking musicians, 

such as Erik Satie (1866-1925).7 Ravel had a complicated relationship with Debussy, on 

the one hand having a great respect for him, but on the other wishing to assert his 

independence from him.8 

 Ironically, considering how indebted Debussy himself was to the Symbolists, one 

of the ways in which Ravel attempted to distance himself from Debussy’s 

“Impressionism” was to refer to himself as “a petit Symbolard.”9 Ravel’s aesthetics and 

opinions on how to judge music share some similarities to Symbolist ideas. The 

Symbolists valued their content, the insight their poems gave into an emotion or a hidden 

truth. They used series of images or symbols, not for their own sake, but as a means of 

revealing the content. In a lecture given in 1928 in Houston, Texas, Ravel expressed 

ideas regarding music that reflects those values. He said that the rules for judging music 

continually change because they focus on “superficial and obvious elements” rather than 

the content. He followed by saying, “we should always remember that the sensibility and 

emotion represent the real content of a work of art.” He suggested that unconventional 

                                                           
6 Barbara L. Kelly, “History and Homage” in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah 

Mawer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 9. 

7 Ibid., 7. 

8 Steven Huebner, “Ravel’s Poetics: Literary Currents, Classical Takes,” in Unmasking Ravel: 
New Perspectives on the Music, ed. Peter Kaminsky (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2011), 
9. 

9 Zank, Irony and Sound, 231. 
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techniques such as atonality should not be criticized in themselves because they are mere 

means to an end. He also stressed that a “true artist” will have an individual voice and 

will create his own “laws.”10 

In that lecture, Ravel also discussed how an artist’s style cannot be disconnected 

from his national heritage, stating, “Most often the first source of inspiration of the 

creative artist is the national consciousness.”11 Ravel was interested in enumerating 

qualities that were “typically French,” such as “refinement of precision.”12 These 

qualities were common between poetry and music. However, nationalistic qualities in 

poetry were often tied to the treatment of the French language. Ravel held Mallarmé in 

the highest regard as a French poet because of his use of language: 

Useless to explain…. The poetry speaks to you or it does not. It is very obscure, 
and if once it seizes you – marvelous! I consider Mallarmé not merely the greatest 
French poet, but the only French poet, since he made the French language, not 
designed for poetry, poetical. It is a feat in which he stands alone. Others, even 
that exquisite singer Verlaine, compromised with the rules and the boundaries of a 
most precise and formal medium. Mallarmé exorcised that language, magician 
that he was. He released winged thoughts subconscious reveries, from their 
prisons.13 

Interestingly, one of the most influential poets for Ravel and other French artists 

was not French. Valéry said that Mallarmé’s “Afternoon of a Faun,” one of his most 

successful poems, “alone in France had realized the ideal aesthetic of Poe.”14 Poe was a 

10 Marguerite Long, At the Piano with Ravel, ed. Pierre Laumonier, trans. Olive Senior-Ellis 
(London: J.M. Dent, 1973), 65-69. 

11 Ibid., 71. 

12 Ibid. 

13 Arbie Orenstein, ed., A Ravel Reader: Correspondence, Articles, Interviews (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1990), 450. 

14 Zank, Irony and Sound, 233. 
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Romantic American author and poet who lived in the first half of the nineteenth century, 

yet his dark, mysterious style had a wide and lasting appeal, not least among the French 

Symbolists and their colleagues. He wrote an influential essay about poetic style and 

aesthetics called Philosophy of Composition.15 Ravel himself held Poe in high regard, and 

even considered him one of his “teachers,” saying, “Now, my third teacher was an 

American whom we in France were quicker to understand than you. I speak of the great 

Edgar Poe, whose esthetic, indeed has been extremely close and sympathetic with that of 

modern French art. Very French is the quality of ‘The Raven’ and much else of his verse, 

and also his essay on the principles of poetry.”16 One of the elements Poe wrote about 

that Ravel especially considered “French” was concision, because it was best for “the 

elevation of the soul.”17 

 Another quality Ravel considered essential to the French aesthetic was 

“classicism.” Ravel is often considered a “neoclassical” composer as opposed to 

Debussy’s “impressionism,” yet Debussy to some extent agreed that classicism was 

elemental to the French style, as did many other musicians and writers.18 Ravel, however, 

took this idea further, and saw himself as in the middle of an artistic reaction against 

romanticism and even impressionism toward the more refined and subdued aesthetic of 

the eighteenth century.19 He felt that this was a return to the roots of the French spirit. 

                                                           
15 Edgar Allan Poe, Essays and Reviews,  ed. G. R. Thompson (New York: Literary Classics of the 

United States, 1984). 

16 Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 450.  

17 Kelly, “History and Homage,” 16. 

18 Ibid., 18. 

19 Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 451.  
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Steven Huebner has argued that Ravel’s literary interests seemed to gravitate toward a 

more classical spectrum, listing Fargue, Tristan Klingsor (1874-1966), and Henri de 

Régnier (1864-1936) as particular examples.20 One of the ways Ravel can be considered 

classical and essentially French is in the way he used models for his pieces, yet 

manipulated them so much that the models were not evident.21 Neoclassicism, because of 

its veneration of the past, often results in a return to or reinterpretation of old styles or 

forms. In Le Tombeau de Couperin, he borrowed from the Baroque dance suite form and 

paid homage to the Baroque composer Francois Couperin, yet his modern harmonic 

language and pianistic writing could not be mistaken for Couperin or indeed any other 

composer.  

Actually, it was a strict awareness of form that Ravel claimed set him apart from 

Debussy the most. He said of Debussy, “I started the reaction against him in favor of the 

classics because I craved more will and intellect than his music contained.”22 Debussy, 

inspired by those poets pushing the boundaries of poetic form, allowed each piece to 

naturally flow into its own form. Conversely, Ravel consciously constructed his forms. 

He was sometimes inspired by poetic forms. Like Debussy’s prelude Harmonie du soir, 

Ravel’s music often displays the influence of pantun form, although this is integrated into 

his style as a whole and not restricted to one piece. Roy Howat has explored how Ravel’s 

music exploits “ambiguities between antecedent and consequent to build up large-scale 

20 Steven Huebner, “Ravel’s Poetics: Literary Currents, Classical Takes,” in Unmasking Ravel: 
New Perspectives on the Music, ed. Peter Kaminsky (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 2011), 
12.  

21 Ibid., 11.  

22 Kelly, “History and Homage,” 14-15. 
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forms,” as well as his use of “mirrored gestures” which relate to that poetic form.23 Some 

of the examples he uses include “the major seventh clash that starts and ends Jeux d’eau 

or the figurations that start and close ‘Ondine’ or ‘Le gibet’, even the identical start and 

close of the Rigaudon … and the finale of the Concerto in g.”24 

 Related to the concepts of classicism and form is that of control in artistic 

production. One of Ravel’s most often-used quotes came from Baudelaire: “Inspiration is 

decidedly the sister of daily work.”25 He believed that an artist cannot simply produce a 

work from spontaneous inspiration, but must actively control every aspect. As Paul 

Roberts puts it, “he wanted to be an artisan.”26 Because of this, he resonated with Poe’s 

essay on poetry, which laid out the manner in which one should write a poem in an 

orderly fashion.27 His philosophy is related to that of the Symbolists, who believed an 

artistic mind must act as a lens to translate the inspiration into art, yet he downplayed the 

role of freshness and spontaneity that must have contributed to Debussy’s 

“impressionism” label. Ravel said, “An artist cannot be sincere … When one allows 

oneself spontaneity, one babbles and that’s all …The truth is, one can never have enough 

control. Moreover, since we cannot express ourselves without exploiting and thus 

                                                           
23 Roy Howat, The Art of French Piano Music: Debussy, Ravel, Faure, Chabrier (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2009), 175-176. 

24 Ibid., 175. 

25 Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 389 footnote 3. 

26 Roberts, Reflections, 17.  

27 Huebner, “Ravel’s Poetics,” 11.  
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transforming our emotion, isn’t it better at least to be fully aware and acknowledge that 

art is the supreme imposture?”28  

One way in which Ravel’s literary interests are more concretely represented in his 

music is in the topics he chose for his pieces. He mentioned that Poe and Mallarmé often 

wrote of “illimitable visions but of precise design enclosed in a mystery of somber 

abstractions.”29 Like Poe’s stories and poems, Ravel’s pieces often embrace mysterious 

or grotesque ideas, which are poignantly expressed through the music. Some examples 

include the early work “Sérénade Grotesque,” and pieces dealing with death such as 

“Pavane pour une infante défunte” (Pavane for a Dead Princess) and “Le Tombeau de 

Couperin.”  

Additionally, the melancholic poetry of fellow Apache Léon-Paul Fargue had a 

great influence on Ravel, especially on the piano cycle Miroirs, the first piece of which 

was dedicated to the poet. Roberts describes Fargue as “a bridge between the nineteenth 

century and modernism, between Symbolism and the Surrealists. …[H]is themes are 

unrequited desire, memories of childhood, unease and longing, caught in his reactions to 

the night and its emptiness. His language, verging on the fragile unrealities of Surrealism, 

is interwoven with references to Parisian songs, to melodies lurking in the air … to 

moments of dreamlike stillness in which ‘a piano slowly ponders…’”30 These ideas are 

evident throughout Miroirs, from the dark nighttime setting of “Noctuelles,” to the 

snippets of Spanish melody (perhaps inspired by the composer’s childhood) drifting 

28 Roberts, Reflections, 18. 

29 Long, At the Piano with Ravel, 71. 

30 Roberts, Reflections, 49.  
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through “Alborada del gracioso,” to the uneasy pianistic pondering of “Oiseaux tristes,” 

and the strange image of “La vallée des cloches.”  

 Ravel derived not only topics and moods from his poetic influences, but also, in 

contrast to Debussy, frequently used titles drawn from poetry or even quotes or entire 

poems printed as epigrams at the beginnings of his pieces. For example, the second 

movement of his piano trio in A minor is titled “pantoum,” which is another word for the 

poetic form pantun. Additionally, the piece “Noctuelles” draws its unusual name from a 

Fargue poem.31 The piece “Une barque sur l’ocean” may also be inspired by a Fargue 

poem because of the poetic and archaic term for “boat.”32 The most well-known 

examples of poetic epigrams are Jeux d’eau and Gaspard de la nuit. In the next chapter, I 

will examine the former in more detail.

                                                           
31 Ibid., 49. 

32 Ibid., 60-61. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Case Study: Ravel’s Jeux d’eau 

One of the most innovative and influential piano works of the early twentieth 

century was Jeux d’eau by Maurice Ravel. It was written fairly early in Ravel’s career, 

and he considered it to have been the beginning of all his compositional originality for 

piano.1 Surprisingly, this piece predated most of Claude Debussy’s “impressionistic” 

output, and anticipates many of his stylistic innovations, including unconventional 

harmonies, non-traditional scales, and idiomatic, flowing pianism. Contemporaries of 

Ravel mistakenly claimed that the piece followed in Debussy’s footsteps, to which Ravel 

was quick to respond that it was actually the other way around.2 Jeux d’eau was well-

received by the Apaches, Gabriel Fauré, and Debussy, but initially deemed “cacophonous 

and too complicated” by critics and the public.3  

Because the piece was so important to Ravel and influential to many others, it is 

even more significant that it was tied to poetry. The title comes from a poem by Henri de 

Régnier, Fête d’eau, which translates roughly to “water feast” or “play of water.” 

Additionally, Ravel included a quote from the poem at the beginning of the score: “Dieu 

fluvial riant de l’eau qui le chatouille…” (The god of the rivers laughing at the waters 

1 Paul Roberts, Reflections: The Piano Music of Maurice Ravel (Milwaukee, WI: Amadeus Press, 
2012), 22. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Richard Dowling, preface to Jeux d'eau for Solo Piano by Maurice Ravel (Boca Raton, FL: 
Masters Music Publications, 2004), ii. 
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which tickle him). The quote was written on the manuscript of the piece before the poem 

was actually published, which indicates Ravel must have known Régnier, or obtained a 

copy of the poem beforehand.4 

Although it is tenuous to claim with certainty that Ravel was directly inspired by 

the poem to write Jeux d’eau, he certainly considered it to be integrally connected to his 

conception of the piece. In fact, he insisted upon its inclusion in the first published 

version of the piece. He also asked for it to be printed in the program during the first 

performance of the work, and referred to the quote when teaching the piece to his 

students as an aid to interpretation.5 

The poem is from Régnier’s collection La Cité des Eaux (the city of waters), 

which is about Versailles. The collection was published in 1902, the same year as Ravel’s 

Jeux d’eau was published. Many of the poems are fairly short, and follow a traditional 

forms such as sonnet form, or simple stanzas in an ABBA rhyme scheme. The first 

section, from which the poem in question comes, is called “greetings to Versailles.” Each 

poem in this section describes an aspect one would notice upon arriving at Versailles (e.g. 

the façade, the smell, the green pond). 6 

4 Roberts, Reflections, 27. 

5 Paul Roberts, Reflections: The Piano Music of Maurice Ravel (Milwaukee, WI: Amadeus Press, 
2012), 24. 

6 Rolfe-Peter Wille, “Régnier’s ‘Water Feast’ (Fête d’eau),” accessed August 3, 2016, 
http://regnierravel.blogspot.com/. Translation by Rolfe-Peter Wille. 

http://regnierravel.blogspot.com/
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This specific poem describes a famous fountain at Versailles, which includes 

three basins surrounded by frog figures and topped by a statue of a goddess. It was 

inspired by the story of Latona (or Leto), who while traveling with her children Apollo 

and Aphrodite, turned villagers into frogs when they refused to let her drink from a lake. 

The poem is in Petrarchan sonnet form, although the rhyme scheme of the final sestet is a 

little unusual: CCDEDE. Even though the poem uses a strict and traditional form, its 

imagery is fresh and its language musical. The poem does not refer to the mythological 

story, but presents the experience of looking at the fountain itself. Throughout the poem, 

the eyes flit from one aspect to another, the frogs, the water droplets, Leto, the basins, the 

spouts, and so on, as if the movement of the fountain’s jets continually attract the 

viewer’s gaze.  

The poem also describes the emotion the fountain creates, and even attributes that 

emotion to the goddess herself: she “laughs” as the water “teases” her in the first stanza, 

while in the third stanza “delight” and “joy” are depicted as qualities of the water. The 

Le dauphin, le triton et l’obèse grenouille 
Diamantant d’écume et d’or Latone nue, 
Divinité marine au dos de la tortue, 
Dieu fluvial riant de l’eau qui le chatouille ; 

La vasque qui retombe ou la gerbe qui mouille, 
La nappe qui décroît, se gonfle ou diminue, 
Et la poussière humide irisant la statue 
Dont s’emperle la mousse ou s’avive la 
rouille ; 

Toute la fête d’eau, de cristal et de joie 
Qui s’entrecroise, rit, s’éparpille et poudroie, 
Dans le parc enchanté s’est tue avec le soir ; 

Et parmi le silence on voit jaillir, auprès 
Du tranquille bassin redevenu miroir, 
La fontaine de l’if et le jet du cyprès. 

The dolphin, the triton and toadfrog obese, 
With diamond gold-spume nude Leto bedeck, 
Deity of oceans on tortoise’s back, 
River god laughing at watery tease; 

The bowl which now hollows as layers decrease, 
The moistening spout, now swelling now slack, 
And watery dust dyes the monument’s neck 
Where foams cast their pearls or the rusting 
release. 

All water delight, all of crystal and joy, 
Which laces, laughs, scatters its powdery toy, 
Fell silent at dusk in the magical green; 

And there in the silence a spouting, you see 
Around the calm basin’s now mirror-like sheen 
The fountains of yew and of cypress tree.
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tone of the poem is exuberant at first as it describes the motion of the water literally and 

also through the rapid sequence of images, and then grows calm and serene with the final 

sestet, which describes the cessation of motion and the subsequent reflection of objects in 

the pool.  

A remarkable quality of this poem is the way that art and nature reflect and 

imitate each other. The fountain depicts living animals such as frogs and a tortoise in 

sculpture form. Additionally, Latona is the goddess of water, such as the ocean or rivers, 

and here she is being sprayed by an artificial (or artistic) body of water. At the end of the 

poem, nature even seems to imitate art, as the Cyprus trees reflected in the basin seem to 

be jets of the fountain itself. This image could also be seen as a kind of metamorphosis, 

an idea latent in the poem as well because of the fountain’s association with the myth. 

Finally, the poem itself, a verbal art form, is describing a fountain, which is a 

mechanical/visual/spatial art form. The dialogue between art forms illustrates the idea of 

“correspondence” so valued by the Symbolists. Correspondence is also drawn upon in the 

use of imagery from different senses. Much of the poem describes the visual qualities of 

the fountain, but sound is evoked through laughter and silence, and touch through 

description of the water’s texture. This artistic and sensory crossing is a perfect invitation 

for another such crossing into the musical artistic world. 

Jeux d’eau is undoubtedly a description of water. Ravel himself said the piece 

was “inspired by the noise of water and by the musical sounds made by fountains, 

waterfalls and streams.”7 The sounds, but perhaps even more likely the feeling of 

                                                           
7 The title is basically untranslatable, but is roughly “water games” or “play of water.” Roger 

Nichols, preface to Jeux d’eau (New York: Edition Peters, 1994), 4. 
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perceiving water, are very evident in the piece. The constant sixteenth-note arpeggio 

figures that rise and fall seem to describe the shape of a fountain’s arc, with the insertion 

of short thirty-second note runs in the opening theme (measure 1 and following) 

suggesting an especially energetic spurt that catches the light. Another particularly 

fountain-like image occurs in measures 48 through 50, where a fff tremolo high on the 

keyboard is followed by a glissando cascading down to the low register, where it melts 

into a quieter pool of low sounds. These measures are shown in example 6.1. 

Example 6.1. Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau, mm. 48-50.8 

The piece is harmonically quite adventurous, using extended chords (7ths and 

9ths) and even bitonal passages. The dissonances create a vivid picture of the “sparkle 

and touch of water droplets.”9 Much of the piece uses the very high register of the piano 

and has very fast passagework, which gives the sensation of an almost continuous flow of 

8 Maurice Ravel, Jeux d’eau (Mineola: Dover, 1986), 7. 

9 Roberts, Reflections, 30. 
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notes (or a stream of water) instead of discrete tones. This is accentuated by the use of 

pedal. Ricardo Viñes, who premiered the piece, said that “Ravel asked for the sustaining 

pedal to be used for the higher passages so as to produce, not so much clear notes, as the 

fluid impression of vibrations in the air.”10  

Even though Jeux d’eau is so unusual harmonically and texturally from much 

music written before it, characteristic of Ravel, its form is not: it is in a modified sonata-

allegro form. It has a primary and secondary theme, a development, and a clear 

recapitulation, although there is not the same move to the dominant that occurs in a 

classical sonata. Marguerite Long (1874-1966), a student of Ravel, remarked “This is 

pure impressionism, with these reservations – the melodic line remains incisive and the 

structure is of a sonata allegro with two ideas, with development and recapitulation. 

Within this classical frame the wildest audacities are to be found.”11 This formal 

conservatism combined with a very individual style is reminiscent of Ravel’s poetic 

interests, and his aesthetic ideas on the supremacy of form derived from them. It also 

reflects the Régnier poem, which is in a very old sonnet form, while also incorporating a 

more modern, symbolist style.  

The ending of the piece is also remarkable, as Ravel clearly indicated the 

performer should not slow down. Instead, the fast pianissimo figurations suddenly cease, 

with the sonority prolonged by the sustain pedal. Henriette Faure, another of Ravel’s 

students, said, “Ravel wanted the music to be halted by nuance: a kind of question 

10 Nichols, preface to Jeux d’eau, 4. 

11 Marguerite Long, At the Piano with Ravel ed. Pierre Laumonier, trans. Olive Senior-Ellis, 
(London: J.M. Dent, 1973), 81. 
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mark.”12 This sudden cessation of motion is similar to the end of the Régnier poem, and 

the sustained echo presents almost a reflection of the fountains that were just present.  

Ravel himself referred to the poem’s joyous tone as a clue to the emotional 

interpretation of his piece. He said to Henriette Faure13 after she had played it too slowly, 

“Your fountains are sad … Anyone would think you hadn‘t read the subtitle … by Henri 

de Régnier, ‘Laughing river god tickled by the water’.”14 After this, she said she began 

“thinking happy thoughts, so as to turn what I had previously thought was a meditation 

into a sparkling divertissement.”15 Due to its untraditional tonality, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that she misinterpreted the piece – the dissonances and use of strange scales 

such as pentatonic, chromatic, and whole-tone throughout the piece do not tend toward 

what the previous century might have thought of as “happy” harmonies. However, with 

the correct interpretive playing the exuberant energy of the poem is certainly present. 

Furthermore, those tonally adventurous elements serve to accentuate the otherworldliness 

or supernatural quality of the goddess’s laughter which is described in the poem. Because 

it is a deity who is laughing, it is fitting that the laughter has a different accent than the 

traditional major harmonies of human mirth.

12 Nichols, preface to Jeux d’eau, 4. 

13 No relation to Gabriel Fauré. 

14 Roberts, Reflections, 8. 

15 Nichols, preface to Jeux d’eau, 4. 



51 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Musical and Literary Context in England 
 
 

For a long time, music history studies have largely overlooked music originating 

in England during the nineteenth century, and even extending into the period 

contemporaneous with Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel. There are several reasons 

behind the dismissal of nineteenth-century Britain as “the land without music,” meaning 

a country which did not produce any worthwhile compositions or performers.  However, 

during the first half of the twentieth century, at least, there were several composers who 

have been unfairly overlooked in favor of their American and continental contemporaries. 

Two of these are John Ireland and Joseph Holbrooke, composers who, like Debussy and 

Ravel, were influenced by poetry. 

 One reason native English music did not thrive during the Romantic period was 

that it was in fashion to listen to foreign music.1 Professional concerts in Britain were 

almost always composed of music by Ludwig van Beethoven, Johannes Brahms, or other 

composers from the rest of Europe, if not also performed by visiting players from those 

countries. While the fad for piano virtuosos also reached England, they were not 

interested in producing their own, but eagerly attended concerts by Sigismond Thalberg 

(1812-1871) and other pianists who toured England.2  

                                                           
1 Joseph Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers (Edinburgh: Riverside Press, 1925), 2-3. 

2 Nicholas Temperley, ed. The Romantic Age 1800-1914, The Althone History of Music in Britain, 
ed. Ian Spink, vol. 5. (London: Athlone Press, 1981), 424. 
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For much of the eighteenth century, too, England did not seem to have its own 

distinct national style, unlike some of the continental European countries. Because of the 

rise of the middle class, who wanted to imitate aristocratic culture, the nineteenth century 

saw a huge spike in the production of sheet music produced for drawing-room 

entertainment.3 Most of the music produced by English composers was of this nature.4 

Often these pieces were for piano solo, piano with light instrumental accompaniment, or 

songs for voice and piano. Composers attempted to imitate continental style, and songs 

often used poetic, archaic language in order to sound more sophisticated. However, these 

pieces also had to be easy enough for amateurs to play.5 Also, because drawing-room 

music was mostly meant for female performers, social restrictions surrounding propriety 

for women dictated that the music should “charm but in no way disturb or challenge their 

listeners.”6 Clearly, then, English music, especially English piano music, did not seem to 

be as “artistic” in comparison to other countries according to the German Romantic 

values that dominated the period in Europe, and have since dominated the study of music 

history. It was for these reasons that Joseph Holbrooke, English music critic and 

composer, lamented in 1925, “Our countrymen are usually indifferent to art, and 

uncultured in music.”7 

3 Ibid., 116. 

4 Ibid., 424. 

5 Ibid., 117-118. 

6 Ibid., 120. 

7 Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers, 1. 
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 Toward the end of the nineteenth century, however, English musicians and poets 

began to take a similar turn to that of the Parnassists and Symbolists in France. They 

began to value art for its own sake, rejecting the idea that it ought to serve a function 

within popular society, and recognizing an inherent conflict between society and art.8 

Around the turn of the twentieth century, Britain began to gain confidence in its own 

music, spearheaded by Edward Elgar (1857-1934) and others.9 Attempting to break away 

from the tendency to emulate Johannes Brahms and other Germanic models, English 

composers for the piano began taking inspiration from the pianistic innovations 

happening in France, especially valuing the possibilities of sound and color.10 

 Along with philosophical changes that led to England’s more prominent musical 

activity in the early twentieth century, there also arose an interest in cultivating a national 

musical voice. Musicians and writers increasingly claimed that true art must arise from 

the elements in its own country.11 Some, like Joseph Holbrooke, would have agreed with 

Ravel (see chapter five) that a national consciousness ought to be innate within a musical 

style.12 Others consciously tried to make their music sound more English by 

incorporating folk songs. The first folk revival in England began with Cecil Sharp (1859-

1924) and his collecting folk tunes and pushing for their use in education. Ralph Vaughan 

                                                           
8 Temperley, The Romantic Age, 28.  

9 Stephen Banfield, ed., The Twentieth Century, The Blackwell History of Music in Britain, ed. Ian 
Spink, vol. 6 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1995), 12. 

10 Ibid., 265.  

11 Ibid., 15. 

12 Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers, 15 – 18. 
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Williams (1872-1958) was also a major player in this area. Several piano composers also 

turned to this technique, including Percy Grainger (1882-1961).13 

Perhaps the reason that much English music in the early twentieth century has 

been overlooked is because of its apparent conservative style compared to the avant garde 

styles appearing in other countries at the time. In fact, Elgar was praised for “showing 

what new adventure and discovery lay in the old ways” and acting “as a bulwark against 

the too ready influx of modernism.”14 It is true that much of British music of the period 

was essentially tonal and often lyrical. On the other hand, Vaughan Williams said Gustav 

Holst (1874-1934) was modern because he had a modern mind, if not necessarily style, 

“distinguishing between late romanticism as an escapist, decadent phenomenon and 

modernity as sane and socially responsible.”15 

The late nineteenth century saw a marked change in poetic style and aesthetics as 

well. The Romantic poets, such as William Blake, William Wordsworth, and John Keats, 

and who thrived from the end of the eighteenth century through around 1850, idealized 

nature, beauty, and spontaneous inspiration arising from the emotions. A contrasting 

movement began to arise during the Victorian period (1837-1901). Victorian poets such 

as Matthew Arnold (1822-1888) and Christina Rossetti (1830-1894), turned toward a 

more pessimistic, ironic, and detached perspective. While they sometimes used natural 

13 Temperley, The Romantic Age, 430. 

14 Banfield, The Twentieth Century, 12 

15 Ibid., 14. 
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imagery and settings, it was not looked to as an escape, but with an awareness of the 

great divide between pastoral and poetic idealism and the harsh industrial reality.16 

Often Victorian poets used highly detailed descriptions of scenes or objects, but 

not to provide a connection, but rather an ironic disconnect and an impartial observer’s 

perspective.17 This kind of “aesthetic withdrawal” was characteristic of many Victorian 

poets and authors, from Matthew Arnold and D. G. Rossetti (1828-1882) to Arthur 

Symons (1865-1945) and Oscar Wilde (1854-1900).18 Like the Romantic poets, they 

cultivated an individual voice, yet unlike them, they had to create this voice themselves 

rather than “finding” it within themselves.19 Often this results in a wry awareness of their 

own voices, and a sense that they are impersonating themselves.20 

There were three main schools within the Victorian poets. Some, like Lord Alfred 

Tennyson (1809-1892) and Gerard Manly Hopkins (1844-1889), adopted a more positive 

attitude, and avoided engaging with the fin de siècle atmosphere dominating the era. The 

“pessimists” included Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) and A. E. Housman (1859-1936), who 

expressed the bleak reality they observed in the world. The “decadents” or “fleshly 

school of poetry” included Symons, William Butler Yeats, and Algernon Charles 

                                                           
16 Michael O’Neill, ed., The Cambridge History of English Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2010), 578. 

17 Ibid., 588. 

18 Barbara Docherty, “The Murdered Self: John Ireland and English Song 1903-13,” Tempo 171 
(1989): 22, accessed December 6, 2016, http://www.jstor.org/stable/945238. 

19 O’Neill, The Cambridge History of English Poetry, 577. 

20 Ibid., 584. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/945238
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Swinburne who celebrated “sin” and dark pleasures. Both of these divisions actively 

engaged with the spirit of the age, the “sense of decline.”21 

While England did not seem to have as overwhelming a commitment to 

connection between the arts as France did, this still was a common theme in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Works of aesthetic philosophy were dominated 

by analogies between music and other arts as expressions of emotion.22 Composers at the 

turn of the century such as Edward Elgar and Charles Villiers Stanford (1852-1924) had a 

keen interest in literature, and often wrote programmatic works or vocal settings based on 

poetry or fiction.23 Critics and artists also had no reservations about drawing parallels 

between certain composers and certain poets, as Vaughan Williams did of Stanford and 

Tennyson.24  

However, the English artistic atmosphere does not seem to have considered there 

to be such a deep metaphysical connection between poetry and music as France did with 

Baudelaire’s Theory of Correspondences. Instead, the connections often stemmed from a 

shared expression of emotion, but the differences between the definite and indefinite 

expressions in literature and music were recognized. Some artists cultivated multiple 

media, such as D. G. Rossetti, who wrote poetry and also painted.25 Painters often 

illustrated famous poems or were inspired by them, an example of which is John William 

21 Ibid., 689. 

22 Temperley, The Romantic Age, 455-456. 

23 Michael Allis, British Music and Literary Context: Artistic Connections in the Long Nineteenth 
Century (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2012), 6.  

24 Ibid., 63. 

25 Additionally, some of his paintings and poems refer to music. 
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Waterhouse’s “The Lady of Shalott,” a painting illustrating a scene from the eponymous 

poem by Tennyson. Additionally, while many composers included poetic inscriptions or 

titles in their pieces, often this was the result of the ubiquity of poetry in English society, 

and the commercial demand for it. Novels often began with poetic quotes. Even Joseph 

Holbrooke’s book Contemporary British Composers includes several poetic decorations 

at the beginning, after the introduction, and at the head of several composers’ 

biographies.26 

Another way in which connections between poetry and music were manifest was 

in the rise of the English art song. It was inspired in part by a general appetite for poetry, 

a revival of Elizabethan poetry, and the folk music revivals.27 Although composers such 

as Vaughan Williams began writing symphonies and other larger works, the miniature 

forms still held a significant weight in the English repertory. Songs were often in a 

declamatory style, with the rhythms and melodic line easily following the poetry, while 

the piano parts had a more interpretive role.28 Song composers often favored romantic 

poetry, including love songs and songs expressing the beauty of nature.29 They also 

frequently set poems in simple, stanza forms with clear meter and rhyme schemes. 

It was in this ideological atmosphere that two important British composers who 

loved both literature and music lived and worked: John Ireland and Joseph Holbrooke. In 

                                                           
26 Joseph Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers, (Edinburgh: Riverside Press, 1925). 

27 Ibid., 465. 

28 Ibid., 472. 

29 Ibid., 466. 
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the following chapters I will discuss how their literary interests shaped their musical 

philosophies and styles, particularly in their piano writing.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

John Ireland’s Poetic Influences 

John Ireland was one of the more prominent English composers of the early 

twentieth century. While his organ music, art songs, and some sacred music remains in 

the repertoire, he is largely ignored in surveys of twentieth century music. This is most 

likely because he did not write any symphonies, and thus is overshadowed by Vaughan 

Williams, Britten, and others who did so. Instead, his production primarily consisted of 

keyboard music and songs, with some chamber and orchestral works as well.  

Ireland was born in 1879 in Cheshire, England. He encountered music first 

through his mother, who was an amateur pianist and a professional literary scholar.1 He 

decided at the age of thirteen that he wanted to dedicate his life to music and become a 

concert pianist. When he was fifteen, he turned to composition instead of piano 

performance.2 By this time, both his parents had died, and he was at school in London.3 

He studied composition with Stanford while there. He obtained a position as organist and 

choir director at St. Luke’s church in Chelsea, a post he held until 1926. From 1924 until 

his retirement in 1953, Ireland also taught at the Royal College of Music. Because of his 

paid appointments, Ireland was financially secure enough not to have to depend on 

composition to support himself. Thus, he was free to write what he wished, not restricted 

1 Muriel V. Searle, John Ireland The Man and His Music (Turnbridge Wells, UK: Midas Books, 
1973), 8. 

2 Ibid., 12, 19. 

3 Peter Crossley-Holland, “John Ireland,” ed. Lewis Foreman, Manchester Sounds, 7 
(2007-2008): 10. 
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by the demands of the public.4 However, much of his work, including the violin concerto, 

became very successful. 

Some have commented on the impressionistic aspects of Ireland’s piano writing, 

and it is clear that he was familiar with music of Debussy and Ravel. He often uses 

flowing arpeggiations and unusual or parallel harmonies such as those Debussy used, but 

they are more often used in a tonal context or to create areas of stasis. The heart of his 

music is more robust and rhythmically vigorous than that of Debussy.5 He himself said 

that he was “probably more influenced by Ravel.”6 Indeed, his forms are typically more 

sectional and deliberate than those usually associated with Debussy. It is possible as well 

to recognize textures similar to those of Jeux d’eau in some of his pieces, for example 

“Scarlet Ceremonies.”7 

The influence of literature on John Ireland’s music is undeniable. Because both of 

his parents were literary critics, he grew up surrounded by poetry and men of letters.8 His 

life in Chelsea too undoubtedly proved inspirational, as its vibrant artistic community has 

been compared to that of Paris.9 His love of poetry and literature remained constant 

throughout his life. In fact, one of his students described his home (in a windmill) to 

4 Searle, John Ireland, 23. 

5 Colin Scott-Sutherland, “John Ireland: A Life in Music,” in The John Ireland Companion 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2011), 11.  

6 Murray Schafer, “Interview with John Ireland,” in The John Ireland Companion (Rochester, NY: 
Boydell Press, 2011), 60. 

7 Edwin Hamilton Light, “Ravel’s Jeux D’eau” (Phd diss. Boston University School for the Arts, 
1983), accessed October 11, 2016, http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com 
/docview/303287798?accountid=701, 2. 

8 Searle, John Ireland, 6.  

9 Scott-Sutherland, “John Ireland: A Life in Music,” 4.

http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/303287798?accountid=701
http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/303287798?accountid=701


61 

which he had retired containing “much loved books of poetry and writings of Arthur 

Machen” as well as other “objects [which] conveyed an atmosphere of something pagan 

and magical – feelings often found in his music.”10 Ireland’s music also provided 

inspiration for writers: he played his piece “Month’s Mind” for the author Jocelyn 

Brooke, who was so entranced that he described it in both a book and a poem.”11 

An examination of Ireland’s musical output reveals how closely related his music 

was to literature, especially poetry. His largest category of works is his songs, setting 

poetry ranging from Shakespeare to W. B. Yeats. The song settings treat the poetry with 

respect, with the rhythms and melodic contour following the natural recitation of the 

text.12 The songs are followed closely by piano works, of which twelve appeared in 

publication with a poetic quote at the top, and several more with titles related to works of 

literature. These quotes all come from poets Ireland turned to again and again both to 

read and also to set as songs.  

Were all of these piano pieces inspired by the poems? When he was asked about 

the profusion of poetic epigrams and evocative titles, he said, “At the time many of my 

works were published, publishers liked titles. The titles don’t imply a programme, they 

just give some idea of the emotions involved.” He went on to say he doesn’t object to his 

music being listened to programmatically, but that music should be complete on its 

10 Alan Rowlands, “Meeting John Ireland: An Interview,” in The John Ireland Companion 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2011), 27. 

11 Ibid., 26. 

12 Roderick Williams, “John Ireland and Poetry: A Singer's Experience,” in The John Ireland 
Companion (Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2011), 298.  
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own.13 Even though all of these pieces may not have been written with a particular 

concept or poem in mind, it is evident from this statement that Ireland chose the titles and 

inscriptions carefully so as to correspond the kinds of emotions expressed by both. 

However, Ireland did imply that he was sometimes inspired by nature, poetry, or 

people. He does not seem to have wanted to dwell on the philosophical implications 

behind inspiration though, stating that he cannot explain how nature influenced his music, 

except that his experiences caused an emotional response, which then started his mind 

thinking of different musical ideas.14 Sometimes his titles or epigrams not only provide a 

clue into the music, but also into his personal life. Fiona Richards, a leading Ireland 

scholar, has argued that often an enigmatic quote paired with a piece of a specific 

emotional nature can reveal a hidden connection with events, places, or people in 

Ireland’s life, particularly relating to his homosexuality.15  

The greatest literary influence on Ireland was certainly Arthur Machen (1863-

1947). Although he was not mainly known as a poet, he still deserves mention here for 

the profound impact he had on Ireland’s creative output. Ireland was twenty-five years 

old when he happened to pick up a copy of Machen’s compilation of four novellas, The 

House of Souls at a train station book shop and was immediately fascinated by it. The 

tales are full of mystery, horror, references to the occult, and a pagan Celtic aura. 

Machen’s style has been described as “mystical, macabre, romantic” and “strange tales of 

13 Schafer, “Interview with John Ireland,” 60-61. 

14 Ibid., 61. 

15 Fiona Richards, “John Ireland's Personal World,” in The John Ireland Companion (Rochester, 
NY: Boydell Press, 2011), 42. 
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mystics of the silent hills.”16 John Ireland scholar John Foreman has drawn an analogy 

between the author and the composer, saying, “As Vincent Starrett remarks … ‘Machen 

is a novelist of the soul. He writes of a strange borderland, lying somewhere between 

Dreams and Death.’ And there, I would suggest, is where the essence of John Ireland’s 

music lies.”17 

 It was certainly evident that Ireland’s more individual, modern style reached its 

fruition after discovering Machen.18 Even his contemporary, Holbrooke, was of the 

opinion that his great works began after the age of twenty-nine. His first works after 

reading the book were the orchestral work, “The Forgotten Rite” and the piano cycle, 

“Decorations” (The Island Spell, Moonglades, The Scarlet Ceremonies), the titles and 

emotional subject matter of which definitely derive from the dark mysticism of Machen. 

These pieces contain elements that became characteristic of Ireland’s work, including 

modal inflections, a “drop of a fifth at the end of a phrase,” a pedal dominant 6/4 which 

“evokes a strange pagan symbolism,” and the specific melodic fragment that opens “The 

Forgotten Rite.”19  

 One of Ireland’s most loved poets was A. E. Housman (1859-1936). Housman 

also inspired countless song settings by other English composers besides Ireland, similar 

                                                           
16 Searle, John Ireland, 29-30. 

17 Foreman, The John Ireland Companion, xxi.  

18 Searle, John Ireland, 29-30.  

19 Colin Scott-Sutherland, “Arthur Machen and John Ireland” in The John Ireland Companion, 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2011), 127-128. 
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to Paul Verlaine in France.20 He was primarily a scholar of classical literature and culture, 

but he wrote poetry on the side. The classical influence is evident in his poetry because of 

its simplicity and order.21 As Ireland described, his poetry is often terse and economical, 

using simple vocabulary, but to a profound effect. When discussing his favorite poets, he 

mentioned those whom he considered succinct:  

I have the greatest admiration for A. E. Housman because he managed to say so 
much in such a condensed way. I mean, when you think of Wordsworth or 
Tennyson, they turned out such a tremendous lot of stuff, some good, some not so 
good; but Housman has such a small output and yet he has said everything. 
Swinburne was a great master of words and I used to admire him too.22 

The qualities of succinctness and terseness are also often associated with Ireland’s 

music.23 Most of his works are short piano pieces or songs that present a vivid impression 

in an economical way. Holbrooke, in his book on contemporary composers, praised 

Ireland for his originality and quality, but exclaimed that he eagerly awaited a symphony 

by Ireland (which he was never to receive), having said “If an artist can produce only a 

quartet, or small piano pieces, he is of less importance…”24 It is ironic, then, that when 

asked what composer he thought was unfairly overlooked, Ireland said “I think 

Holbrooke’s neglect is unfortunate because he was a very clever composer, but as apt to 

write for very large combinations of instruments and wanted things in an orchestra that 

weren’t usually there, concertinas and saxophones and things like that.” However, he 

20 Stephen Cary, “A. E. Housman and the Renaissance of English Song,” Nats Journal 49, no. 1 
(September/October 1992): 19. 

21 Ibid. 

22 Schafer, “Interview with John Ireland,” 55-56. 

23 Scott-Sutherland, “John Ireland: A Life in Music,” 10. 

24 Joseph Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers (Edinburgh: Riverside Press, 1925), 16. 
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went on to express that their ideas were somewhat opposed on this matter, saying, “Well, 

my idea is that you ought to try and get the utmost out of the least.”25 Ireland also wrote a 

letter in which he said he does not agree that to be a great artist one must write long and 

complex symphonies.26  

Houseman’s famous collection of poems A Shropshire Lad used many pastoral 

images and ingenuous rhymes, yet the emotions and ideas expressed are those of despair 

and loss of innocence.27 Like that of many Victorian poets, the forms and style of 

Houseman’s poetry were not significantly different from that of the previous generations. 

He did not actively abandon the lyric poem or the emphasis on emotion so characteristic 

of the Romantics. Instead, he used these aspects alongside shocking or dark images to 

convey the lost idealism of Romanticism. In general, Ireland seems to have favored 

“pessimistic” poets, whether they expressed pain openly or within a framework of 

pleasantry.28 

This kind of conservative framework housing darker aspects is reflected in 

Ireland’s style. He admits that his predecessors working in the Romantic tonal tradition, 

such as Brahms, were more successful in expressing emotion and creating meaningful 

music than his contemporaries, such as the serialists.29 Unlike Debussy, Ireland did not 

                                                           
25 Schafer, “Interview with John Ireland,” 57. 

26 Bruce Phillips, “John Ireland: A Personal Discovery,” in The John Ireland Companion 
(Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2011), 21. 

27 Ibid. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Serialism: a musical system based on tone rows, or ordering of the twelve pitches of the scale, 
and their permutations rather than on tonality and functional harmony. Schafer, “Interview with John 
Ireland,” 57. 
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feel the need to create a new musical language. Yet, while his music tends toward 

lyricism and contains a buoyant, even exuberant quality at times, this is balanced by 

moments of harshness and even depression.30 Additionally, while his harmonies often 

move according to tonal relations, they are often colored with added tones, borrowed 

inflections, and passing tones blurred in with chordal arpeggiations.31 His tonal 

frameworks often contain moments of wandering, in which a figuration or even 

progression seems detached from a known tonal destination. 

Ireland seemed to have derived some of his aesthetic views from Housman as 

well. Housman gave a speech, which was later published, on “The Name and Nature of 

Poetry.” He describes its production as passive inspiration by an emotion, which is then 

covered with a secretion, like a pearl.32 Thus, even though the original emotion might be 

negative, the poem itself is pleasurable to read. He believed the purpose of poetry was “to 

transfuse emotion – not to transmit thought but to set up in the reader’s sense a vibration 

corresponding to what was felt by the writer.”33 Ireland’s philosophies on music are 

somewhat similar. As previously stated, he described being inspired not as a conscious 

effort to depict the object or poem, but as a passive reaction to the emotions produced by 

it. He also claimed: “I think music ought to express some kind of emotion.”34 While this 

30 Scott-Sutherland, “John Ireland: A Life in Music,” 8. 

31 Ibid., 10. 

32 A. E. Housman, The Name and Nature of Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1935), 48. 

33 Ibid., 12. 

34 Schafer, “Interview with John Ireland,” 57. 
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statement is somewhat vague compared to the theories of “Correspondence” espoused by 

Debussy and the Symbolists, it does reveal that Ireland believed different arts could 

express the same kinds of things, i.e. emotions. In contrast to the often detached 

perspectives of his French contemporaries, Foreman has ascribed a “directness of 

emotional appeal” to Ireland’s music.35  

 In the next chapter, I will examine in more detail a set of three piano pieces to see 

how Ireland’s ideas about poetic concision and his literary interests affected his music.

                                                           
35 Scott-Sutherland, “John Ireland: A Life in Music,” 7-8.  
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CHAPTER NINE 

Case Study: Ireland’s Green Ways 

 Green Ways is a cycle of three piano pieces by John Ireland, and is one of his 

most unique and varied sets, partly because it is one of two full piano cycles that has 

poetic epigrams at the head of each piece. Written in 1937, the set was published in 1938, 

and was among the last pieces for piano Ireland wrote. The year after they were published 

was the outbreak of World War II, the horrors of which could hardly fail to affect 

Ireland’s later composition.1 

Ireland was writing these piano pieces around the same time as the song cycle 

Five Sixteenth-Century Poems, as well as “These Things Shall Be” for chorus and 

orchestra which set a text by John Addington Symonds, a well-known critic of 

Renaissance literature. His recent exploration of these authors of the past may account for 

his inclusion of two inscriptions by sixteenth-century poets.  

The first piece of the set is called “The Cherry Tree,” and includes a quote from 

an A. E. Housman poem, “Loveliest of Trees” from his book A Shropshire Lad, first 

published in 1887. The excerpt quoted at the top of the score is the third stanza, but for 

purpose of analysis, I have included the whole poem. 

Loveliest of trees, the cherry now 
Is hung with bloom along the bough, 
And stands about the woodland ride 
Wearing white for Eastertide.   

1 Muriel V. Searle, John Ireland The Man and His Music (Turnbridge Wells, UK: Midas Books, 
1973), 89. 
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Now, of my threescore years and ten,           
Twenty will not come again,   
And take from seventy springs a score,   
It only leaves me fifty more.   
   
And since to look at things in bloom   
Fifty springs are little room,    
About the woodlands I will go   
To see the cherry hung with snow.2 
 
Like many of Housman’s poems, this is a short, lyrical poem with a simple meter 

and rhyme scheme. Additionally, while it presents an outward frame of contemplating the 

beauty of nature, the sentiment turns out to be worry about the limited span of life. The 

first stanza seems innocent, yet even the images displayed are ones with connotations of 

temporariness: spring and flowers only stay for a short while, Easter is followed by 

Christ’s leaving the earth, and a white dress only invites marring, especially in the muddy 

spring.  

The second stanza contrasts this bucolic beauty with cold calculations and 

numbers, adding and subtracting, trying to count up as many days as possible before the 

inevitability of death. The last stanza, following this recollection, seems almost like 

resignation to duty, that the speaker must go and see the cherry blossoms. Even though 

the poem was written before the turn of the century, for Ireland, living in the aftermath of 

World War I, the poem must have taken on a new significance with the immediacy of 

death and the desire to once again find joy in innocent nature. 

 For someone unfamiliar with this whole poem and only seeing at the last stanza, it 

is difficult to realize the full despair of it. Thus, someone hearing Ireland’s piece “Cherry 

Tree” might wonder why such a strange piece could be about lovely and innocent cherry 

                                                           
2 A.E. Housman, A Shropshire Lad, (New York : Woodstock Books, 1994). 
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blossoms. While the piece has some bursts of brilliance and beauty, almost from the very 

first measure, Ireland includes sharp dissonances which seem out of place, but heard 

through the lens of the poem serve to heighten the pain of the inevitability of death. 

The piece is reminiscent of a pastorale, which is evoked by its compound meter, 

moderate tempo, pentatonic melody in triplets, and other simple melodic gestures. The 

pastoral connotations are apt, both for the natural imagery of the poem, and for the title of 

the cycle. Example 9.1 shows the pleasantly meandering line of the first measure, which 

is quickly interrupted by a jarring dissonance on beat four of measure two, signaling that 

the quiet contemplation of nature cannot escape being marred by the thought of death. 

Example 9.1. John Ireland, “The Cherry Tree,” mm. 1-2.3 

Another way the morbid undertone of the piece is emphasized is through the 

constant use of a stepwise (mainly chromatic) descending bass against almost plodding 

repeated notes in the right hand. This is shown in example 9.2. Starting in measure four, 

for example, this chromatic descent is reminiscent of the lament bassline found in many 

pieces from the Baroque era and beyond.4 This somewhat archaic musical trope may be 

3 John Ireland, The Collected Piano Works, vol. 4 (London: Stainer & Bell, 1976), 4. 

4 Ellen Rosand, "The Descending Tetrachord: An Emblem of Lament" The Musical Quarterly 65, 
no. 3 (1979): 346-59, accessed January 29, 2017, http://www.jstor.org/stable/741489. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/741489
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reminiscent of the older poems Ireland referenced for the other two pieces of the set, 

tying them together. The lament figure is the explicit reminder of death, while the 

repeated notes suggest “counting.” As these two patterns move up in sequence to a 

crescendo marking, the intensity of the music increases, representing a rising panic at 

impending death. 

Example 9.2. “The Cherry Tree,” mm 3-5.5 

The ending is also unusual, erupting and ending on a strange cluster chord 

followed by a short rest, before quietly moving to the tonic D chord on an offbeat of the 

measure and repeating a syncopated F#. This is not a very satisfying ending, suggesting 

that something else will follow. It provides a tie-in to the next piece of the cycle. And, 

just as the piece predicts, death comes. 

The second piece of the set, “Cypress,” is headed by a quote from William 

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, “Come away, come away death, And in sad cypress let me 

be laid.” The quote comes from the first two lines of a song sung by the court jester in 

Act II, scene 4 of the play, in which the Duke and Viola, disguised as the boy Cesario, are 

listening to music in the palace, and talking of love, while they are both secretly in love 

with the other. The Duke requests the following “old and antique song” from his clown: 

5 John Ireland, The Collected Piano Works, vol. 4 (London: Stainer & Bell, 1976), 5. 
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     Come away, come away, death. 
  And in sad cypress let me be laid; 
    Fly away, fly away, breath; 
  I am slain by a fair cruel maid. 
  My shroud of white, stuck all with yew, 
       O, prepare it! 
  My part of death no one so true 
      Did share it. 

   Not a flower, not a flower sweet, 
 On my black coffin let there be strown: 
   Not a friend, not a friend greet 
 My poor corpse where my bones shall be thrown: 
 A thousand thousand sighs to save, 
       Lay me, O, where 
 Sad true lover never find my grave, 
       To weep there!6 

Though focusing on the subject of death, this song is a contrast to the previous 

Housman poem. Instead of expressing existential dread, the speaker in this poem equates 

his heartbreak over being rejected by a “fair cruel maid” to death. The penultimate line 

suggests that his lover may have been untrue, as he states that a “sad true lover” will not 

weep at his grave. Many of the sentences in the song are imperative; the speaker 

commands death to come, his breath to fly. He asks for a shroud to be prepared and for 

his grave site to be isolated and barren of flowers. These commands suggest the speaker 

accepts, even desires death to come, as he feels his life is over now that his love is gone. 

Ireland may have been particularly drawn to this play, and this poem from it, because of 

his complicated love life which involved unrequited love for other men. 

The piano piece is enigmatic, even for Ireland. It is written in an unusual time 

signature of 5/4, yet the many rests on the first beat of the measure, and the phrase 

markings crossing bar lines serve to obscure any sense of regular meter. The key 

6 “Twelfth Night; or, What You Will,” Project Gutenberg, accessed February 10, 2017, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/1526/pg1526.html. 
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signature is F minor, yet again this is almost irrelevant because the piece contains nearly 

as many accidentals as notes that fit within the key signature. From the first measure, the 

sense of atonality is established, which can be seen in Example 9.3. The motif played in 

the bass in the opening measure begins on the note C, which moves to D-flat, quickly 

introducing an accidental with G-flat, moving to F, and finally E-natural. The line does 

not suggest any tonal direction, or even a key. However, its range of a tritone, the 

diminished chord outlined by the first, third, and fifth notes, and the chromatic descent of 

the last three notes serve to give this motif a depressive, detached character. It reflects the 

poem’s sad-unto-death expression. The lack of tonal center also suggests the loss of the 

loved one, who seemed to be the speaker’s reason for living. 

Example 9.3. John Ireland, “Cypress,” mm. 1-3.7 

This pattern of five notes appears many times throughout the piece, with almost 

obsessive recurrence. Even when it is transposed, obscured in inner voices, or 

rhythmically diminished or displaced, each occurrence is marked with a slur, drawing 

attention to it and indicating it should be brought out by the performer. This forceful 

repetition reflects the constant commands of the poem which reiterate the reality of death. 

7 John Ireland, The Collected Piano Works, vol. 4 (London: Stainer & Bell, 1976), 11. 
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The piece is also very slow and frequently uses low registers, contributing to the 

dirge-like feeling. Even more so than “The Cherry Tree,” it uses a lot of chromatically 

descending lines reminiscent of a lament. There is also a plethora of harsh dissonances 

throughout, emphasizing the pain expressed in the poem. Like the previous piece, it also 

has a strange ending, with the last chord occurring with a ppp dynamic on an offbeat. The 

last chord consists of the notes A-flat, B-flat, C, D, F, C, a very dissonant cluster. 

The third and final piece of this set is called “The Palm and May.” The quote at 

the beginning of this piece (the first line of the third stanza) comes from the poem 

“Spring, the Sweet Spring” by Thomas Nashe (1567-1601): 

Spring, the sweet spring, is the year’s pleasant king,  
Then blooms each thing, then maids dance in a ring, 
Cold doth not sting, the pretty birds do sing:  
      Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo! 

The palm and may make country houses gay,  
Lambs frisk and play, the shepherds pipe all day, 
And we hear aye birds tune this merry lay:  
      Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-woo! 

The fields breathe sweet, the daisies kiss our feet, 
Young lovers meet, old wives a-sunning sit,  
In every street these tunes our ears do greet:  
      Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to witta-woo! 

 Spring, the sweet spring!8 

This is a more ecstatic and jubilant poem than many Ireland seemed to prefer. It 

seems to be an unironic celebration of spring and the life, sounds, smells, and feelings 

that accompany it. The piece’s tone is correspondingly joyful. It includes some sections 

of stasis, such as the opening, where a repeated motif switches back and forth in between 

8 “Spring, the sweet spring,” Poetry Foundation, accessed November 26, 2016, 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/44817. 
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two chords, while the rushing arpeggios give a feeling of wind rushing through the trees. 

It is a pause where the listener (perhaps viewer) can stop and simply enjoy the sounds. 

A significant feature is the nonsense refrain, here meant to imitate the sounds of 

different kind of birds heralding the spring. This is characteristic of many early English 

poems or songs, such as those in Shakespeare, suggesting folk-like songs. Ireland claims 

that he never tried to incorporate folk songs into his music, but admits his knowledge of 

them may have unconsciously seeped into it.9 “The Palm and May” uses the gapped 

pentatonic scale throughout the piece both melodically and harmonically, and this creates 

a folk-like feel. The long-short rhythmic patterns predominating also are reminiscent of 

“’typical English tunes’ – sturdy, swinging, healthy.”10 These musical connotations 

suggest the “simpler time” of the past, as well as imagery of the countryside. 

Similarly, a specific rhythm from the poem can be found in the piece as well. The 

“to-witta-woo” of the refrain is strikingly similar to the configuration shown in measure 

eleven of example 9.4, the three sixteenth notes followed by a dotted-eighth note. This 

rhythm returns multiple times. 

Another feature of the poem is that each stanza is composed of short phrases and 

very repetitious rhymes. Each line is a compound line, the first four syllables (two feet), 

and the last six syllables (three feet), each ending in a rhyme. Thus, the rhymes appear six 

times in one short stanza. Traces of this poetic form can be recognized in the repetition of 

9 Murray Schafer, “Interview with John Ireland” in The John Ireland Companion, (Rochester, NY: 
Boydell Press, 2011), 59. 

10 Ernest Walker, “Folk Music” in A History of Music in England 3rd ed, (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1952), 371. 
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short musical motives in the piece rather than a long, lyrical melody. The example above 

includes an instance of this. 

Example 9.4. John Ireland, “The Palm and May,” mm. 8-13. Note the right hand “to-
witta-woo” rhythm in measure 11, the short, motivic phrases in measures 10-13, and the tonal 
wandering in measures 8-9.11 

Like many of Ireland’s pieces, “The Palm and May” has some instances of tonal 

wandering, here serving to temper for a moment the ecstatic flow of the piece. The first 

seven measures of the piece could be seen as an extension of a dominant pedal with some 

harmonic decorations. Measure eight (seen in example 9.3 as well) is essentially bitonal, 

with a chord consisting of B-flat, C-sharp, F-sharp, and A in the right hand, and an 

arpeggiated half-diminished E chord in the left hand. After this, the hands alternate 

moving and suspending, as if striving to return to harmony with the other, before finally 

settling back into a more functional progression in measure ten. This brief passage is 

reminiscent of the almost atonal wandering exhibited in “Cypress.” 

11 John Ireland, The Collected Piano Works, vol. 4 (London: Stainer & Bell, 1976), 11. 
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Finally, I believe this cycle was intended to be played as a unit, and that the unity 

of the set is poetic as well. The titles, of course provide an indication: “Green Ways” has 

connotations of nature, which is reinforced by the fact that each piece is titled with the 

name of a tree. Another reason is the lack of a satisfying ending until the third piece, as 

the first two pieces end very quietly without a recognizable cadence, and then are 

followed by rests with fermatas over them (suggesting a moment to pause in between 

each movement). There are also motivic links between the three pieces, tying them 

together. The main one is a falling octave followed by a smaller upward leap (in “The 

Cherry Tree” this is a fifth, while in the other two it is a third).12 

Not only does each piece correspond to various elements in each poem, but the 

whole set seems to draw inspiration from the initial Housman poem quoted with “The 

Cherry Tree.” The poem consists of three stanzas, the first is simple and beautiful, the 

second a morbid thought of death, and the third a resolution to view nature in the face of 

death. Similarly, the piano set consists of three pieces, one whose beauty is marred by 

occasional reminders of impending death, one a deathlike dirge, and the last an exuberant 

celebration of nature and life. Ireland chose to present a hopeful frame in his musical 

interpretation of these poems: the thought of death may always be present, but one will 

always be able to find joy in the Green Ways. 

It is evident that Ireland chose the titles and poetic epigrams carefully for this set 

of three piano pieces, if not actually considering them during the compositional process. 

Through the examples discussed in this section, I have shown that a knowledge of the 

                                                           
12 For example: “The Cherry Tree” measure one, right hand entrance, D-D-A. “Cypress” measure 

three, right hand entrance, C-C-E. “The Palm and May” anacrusis through the downbeat of measure one, 
right hand, E-E-G#. 
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poems can not only enhance understanding of the emotional content of these works, but 

also of the cycle’s significance as a whole.  Similarly, a knowledge of the music can 

provide insight into the poems as well.
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CHAPTER TEN 

 
Joseph Holbrooke’s Poetic Influences 

 
 

 Joseph Holbrooke lived from 1878 to 1958. Although he was born merely one 

year before John Ireland, his musical style and literary tastes were much more overtly 

Romantic. He enjoyed some success and fame in the early couple of decades of the 

twentieth century, but grew out of fashion for a variety of reasons, not least of which may 

be the impracticality of his massive orchestrations, as well as his own caustic 

personality.1 However, his music is certainly interesting and unique. He finds a place in 

this study not only because he at one time held an important role in English music, but 

also because of the widespread and overt literary connections in his music. 

 Holbrooke grew up around music, as both of his parents were travelling musicians 

who performed in music halls. Although his mother died when he was barely more than 

an infant, he learned music from his father, who ran a music school, and from his time as 

a choir boy.2 He later entered a music academy where he studied piano and composition. 

His teacher, Frederick Corder, who followed in the footsteps of the “programmatic” side 

of the Romantic division, exemplified by Richard Wagner (1813-1883) and Franz Liszt 

(1811-1886), undoubtedly affected the young Holbrooke, who went on to write almost 

                                                           
1 Rob Barnett, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Life in Outline,” in Joseph Holbrooke: Composer, Critic, 

and Musical Patriot (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015), 9. 

2 Ibid., 10. 
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exclusively programmatic works.3 This contrasts with Ireland, whose teacher Charles 

Villiers Stanford was more in the tradition of Johannes Brahms.4 

Holbrooke began his career as a piano performer, where he played music by 

composers such as Sigismond Thalberg, Liszt, Frederick Chopin, and Robert Schumann.5 

His first breakthrough as a composer happened in 1899, when his tone poem The Raven 

was accepted for performance by August Manns (1825-1907), a famous conductor and 

music director at London’s Crystal Palace. The young Holbrooke was sought after for 

festival commissions and had several London premiers in the decade that followed.6 It 

speaks to his popular success that one of his pieces, The Bells, was premiered alongside 

Edward Elgar’s The Kingdom.7 There are many music journal articles from the years 

around 1907 and 1908 lauding Holbrooke as a rising star in English music. One critic, 

Alain Nicholson, wrote of the young Holbrooke, “he … has taken the step from 

hopefulness to certainty, and now his future stretches wide before him, and we wait with 

hope writ large to see our faith in him further fulfilled.”8 

3 J. D. Webb, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Study of the Published and Unpublished Solo and Chamber 
Works for Clarinet with an Annotated Bibliography” (PhD diss. University of North Texas, 2009), accessed 
July 23, 2016, http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/ 
docview/304963837?accountid=7014, 9. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Barnett, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Life in Outline,” 11. 

6 Ibid. 

7 Ibid., 12. 

8 Alain Nicholson, “Joseph Holbrooke” The Cremona: With Which is Incorporated the Violinist, a 
Record of the String World 1, no. 9 (1907):  94 accessed Auguest 11, 2016, http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/ 
login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/7317561?accountid=7014, 94. 

http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/7317561?accountid=7014
http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/7317561?accountid=7014
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 In 1908, Holbrooke was introduced to Thomas Evelyn Ellis (1859-1899), also 

known as Lord Howard de Walden, a wealthy man who dedicated his life to patronizing 

the arts and promoting Welsh culture.9 Ellis was also a poet himself, and he and 

Holbrooke enjoyed many collaborations, including an opera trilogy for which Ellis wrote 

the libretti. This relationship was very fortunate for Holbrooke, both creatively and 

financially, for, as Holbrooke biographer Barnett says, “In a world without government 

subsidies, artists were dependent on the influence of the wealthy and on their checkbook 

patronage.”10 The relationship also furthered the composer’s interest in the countryside of 

Wales, where he spent time in the company of other artists and enjoyed the “bohemian 

atmosphere.”11 

Later in life, however, Holbrooke’s popularity declined in the eyes of the public. 

Critics expressed disappointment that he had not fulfilled their expectations so hopefully 

conveyed by earlier reviews.12 Additionally, some current authors have suggested that his 

contemporaries dismissed him because of his eccentric character.13 He spared no feelings 

in expressing negative opinions about other composers, British or not, and relentlessly 

advertised his own works and that of other composers he thought “English” enough. This 

                                                           
9 Barnett, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Life in Outline,” 15. 

10 Ibid., 16.  

11 Anne-Marie Forbes, "’Out of Old Mythologies’: Joseph Holbrooke and Thomas Evelyn Ellis” in 
Joseph Holbrooke: Composer, Critic, and Musical Patriot (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015), 
55. 

12 Paul Watt and Anne-Marie Forbes, eds., Joseph Holbrooke: Composer, Critic, and Musical 
Patriot (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015), 1. 

13 Watt, Joseph Holbrooke, 2-3. 
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ironically may have had a reverse effect: “It was said of him that his music might make 

more progress in the world when he was no longer around to promote it.”14  

One of the most remarkable aspects of Joseph Holbrooke’s music is what amounts 

to almost an obsession with creating settings and renditions of the works of Edgar Allan 

Poe. While Poe has always been renowned and loved, and has inspired many musical 

treatments, no one composer has created Poe-inspired works to the extent of Holbrooke, 

who wrote thirty-five such pieces.15 The composer’s affinity for the poet was recognized 

by his contemporaries; a reviewer of the tone poem The Raven said “We feel that, in 

some sub-conscious manner, these two creative minds of different ages meet on the same 

spiritual plane in a manner that is both inevitable and wonderful. The work of the one 

artist seems to complete that of the other so as to form a subtle link between literature and 

music.”16 

Poe was an American Romantic poet who lived during the first half of the 

nineteenth century. Most of his works are melancholy poetry and strange and scary short 

stories. He also acted as an editor for several literary journals throughout his career, and 

was known for scathing criticisms of established poets. Because of Poe’s outspokenness, 

his alcohol abuse, and his many personal scandals, he was a somewhat notorious figure in 

14 Barnett, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Life in Outline,” 9. 

15 Ibid., 11. 

16 Michael Allis “Holbrooke and Poe Revisited: Refiguring The Raven as the Musical Uncanny,” 
in Joseph Holbrooke: Composer, Critic, and Musical Patriot (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 
2015), 117. 
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England. However, his poems and stories were extremely successful there, perhaps even 

more so than in his own native country.17 He was also very well known in France. 

 Poe wrote predominantly lyric poetry, which means it was meant to express 

emotions rather than telling a story or exploring obvious moral or philosophical ideas. 

This was the dominant style of the nineteenth century. He wanted his poems above all to 

be beautiful, through the images produced, but also through the sound of the words.18 In 

his essay “Philosophy of Composition,” Poe stated that “Beauty is the sole legitimate 

province of the poem. … that intense and pure elevation of soul.”19 He discusses how in 

his process of writing The Raven, he chose the vowel and consonant sounds he wanted in 

the refrain based on the kind of emotional effect he wanted to have, and from there chose 

the word “nevermore.”20 This shows that he was keenly aware of not only the explicit 

meanings, but also the sounds of his poems. In other words, he conceived of his poetry 

very musically.21 

 One of Poe’s most distinctive (and most musical) poetic qualities is his treatment 

of rhythm and repetition. Poe was fascinated with scansion, and wrote several essays on 

the subject in attempts to formulate a quantitative system for it.22 He also invented 

increasingly more intricate metrical forms for his poetry, forming stanzas out of lines 

                                                           
17 Ibid., 121. 

18 Thomas Ollive Mabbott, ed., The Poems of Edgar Allan Poe (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 
1980), ix. 

19 Edgar Allan Poe, Essays and Reviews, ed. G. R. Thompson (New York: Literary Classics of the 
United States, 1984), 16. 

20 Ibid., 18.  

21 Mabbot agrees with this assessment The Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, xvi. 

22 Ibid., xi.  



84 

with multiple kinds and numbers of feet. He also tended to use alliteration, and repetition 

of words or even whole lines in close proximity.23 Poe also used refrains in a number of 

poems, but most of the time he was not content to merely repeat a line or a word. He used 

the refrains in different contexts each time to vary the meaning, while retaining the sonic 

effect created by the repetitive refrain.24 

As far as vocabulary, Poe used a somewhat small number of words, and only 

coined a few, mostly names, preferring to keep his poems more speech-like.25 However, 

he was not opposed to using the occasional obscure term for “vague effect.”26 He claimed 

that it was complexity of ideas and suggestion that separated poetry from prose.27 As can 

be seen in most of his poems, Poe believed that sadness was the poetic emotion best 

suited to the expression of beauty: “Melancholy is thus the most legitimate of all the 

poetical tones.”28 He also placed a high importance on originality and sincerity. 

Poe’s essay “Philosophy of Composition” is a fascinating insight into the poet’s 

methods and aesthetics. In it, he denies the “spontaneous inspiration” trope espoused by 

many English Romantic poets. He says that a poet should begin, not with a subject, but 

with an intended “effect,” and from there systematically decide how best to produce it.29 

After deciding the main features, he states that he always writes the climax of the poem 

23 Ibid., x. 

24 Poe, Essays and Reviews, 17. 

25 Mabbott, The Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, x. 

26 Ibid., ix.  

27 Poe, Essays and Reviews, 24. 

28 Ibid., 17. 

29 Ibid., 13. 
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first, letting that determine the meter, rhyme, and such for the rest of the poem, instead of 

trying to force the most important moment into a predetermined form.30 

The second most prominent literary figure in Holbrooke’s musical world is T. E. 

Ellis, his patron. Ellis’s writing falls under the trend of Celticism that was sweeping the 

nation, through movements such as the Irish literary revival and the English folk music 

revival. Some of the ideas that motivated these revivals were increasing sense of 

nationalism, romantic “attraction to the wild and lonely places of Britain,” and a longing 

for “simpler times” in the face of industrialism.31 While many musicians who did not 

share the heritage were nonetheless drawn to Irish and Scottish subjects either as 

exoticism or as a “constructed past,” Holbrooke was unique in his use of Welsh 

subjects.32 Ellis himself was of Welsh heritage, and was concerned with the protection 

and preservation of the region, as well as inspired by its landscape and legends.  

Although Ellis personally was a writer, he was interested in and supportive of all 

of the arts; furthermore, he had a special interest in the marriage of multiple arts such as 

poetry and music. He wrote a poem, “Song of Gwyn ap Nudd,” specifically to 

accompany Holbrooke’s piano concerto.33 He and Holbrooke also collaborated on the 

aforementioned trilogy of operas based on Welsh mythology. Most of Ellis’s subject 

matter stemmed from the distant past of Wales and Britain, drawing inspiration from 

30 Ibid., 19. 

31 Forbes, “Out of Old Mythologies,” 41. 

32 Ibid., 42. 

33 Ibid., 43. 
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medieval poems, songs, and Arthurian legend.34 While Ellis’s style is quite different from 

Poe’s, there are some similarities between the two that may have attracted Holbrooke: 

“The macabre and fantastic elements that had attracted Holbrooke to the poetry of Poe 

were now to be rediscovered in mythology.”35 

Ellis’s poems are often narrative, or written in the form of a ballad or song. He 

often used longer stanza forms with a regular meter and rhyme scheme, but sometimes 

substituted alliterative figures instead of rhyme, which is reminiscent of Middle English 

poetry.36 Similarly, his style often includes “archaic” expressions and word orders.37 His 

longer, more complex sentences often “elide” from line to line, so that grammatical 

pauses do not always coincide with line endings.  

Holbrooke also admired Longfellow, and wrote the symphonic poem The Viking 

after him. It is also an uncanny poem with a mythical topic. Holbrooke’s other preferred 

poets, according to amount of musical treatments they received, are all of the English 

Romantic tradition – mainly Keats and Byron. 

Literature, especially poetry, and music evidently were very closely tied in 

Holbrooke’s imagination. In his book Contemporary British Composers, he can hardly 

help inscribing poetic quotes at the beginning (and sometimes within the text) of several 

chapters about certain composers.38 More tellingly, much of his music not only contains 

34 Ibid., 45 

35 Ibid., 46. 

36 Ibid., 45. 

37 Ibid. 

38 For example, he chose a quote from John Keats’s “Ode to Psyche” as an epigraph for John 
Ireland’s chapter. Joseph Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers (Edinburgh: Riverside Press, 1925), 
72.
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literary titles, but in fact was written specifically with a poem or other work of literature 

in mind. Of the three composers addressed by this study, Holbrooke is the most overtly 

programmatic. While Ireland’s titles and inscriptions are often meant to indicate an 

emotional parallel, and Debussy’s works made no attempt to follow the pacing of the 

poem, but rather to go beyond the words to the deeper meaning, Holbrooke’s pieces are 

structured according to the sequence of images and events in each poem, and attempt to 

specifically illustrate certain lines.  

Some of Holbrooke’s major works are symphonic poems inspired by actual 

poems. In the scores, he always printed the full poem at the beginning, often italicizing 

certain lines to indicate their importance. He then placed lines at various points in the 

music to show which sections of music illustrated which sections of the poem. He 

reflected the text through various means, both through text-painting and through melodies 

and motives representing ideas from the poem and which are developed in meaningful 

ways as the piece progresses. 

One of his first collaborations with a living poet, Apollo and the Seaman was 

based on a long poem by Herbert Trench. Holbrooke and Trench clearly thought that the 

poem and piece were so intrinsically combined, that at the premiere, they projected each 

stanza of the poem onto a screen to be read while the orchestra played the accompanying 

music. These stage directions were also indicated on the score, but were later edited to be 

optional as apparently the premiere did not go very well.39   

39 Barnett, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Life in Outline,” 13-14. 
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Holbrooke’s first symphonic poem, and his first piece of “Poeana” was The 

Raven. According to Holbrooke, he composed the climax of the piece first, suggesting 

familiarity with Poe’s “Philosophy of Composition.”40 He seems to agree with Poe, too, 

that melancholy is the most poetic emotion, for many of his pieces evoke dark moods. 

Holbrooke’s philosophy appears to have been that music and poetry can express similar 

things, or can enhance each other, and that both ought to aim for beauty.  

Although Poe died almost a generation before Holbrooke was even born, the 

composer ironically considered him to be “the most modern of all modern poets.”41 This 

judgement seems to be based on Poe’s peculiar musicality: “he appeals to me as the most 

strongly musical and powerfully rhythmical of all the poets who have written in the 

English language. The remarkable thing is that, so far as I am aware, Poe had no special 

knowledge of music. … a true poet is really a musician himself, though his medium of 

expression is different.”42 Trench, the poet who collaborated with Holbrooke on Apollo 

and the Seaman, wrote in the preface to his published edition of the poem: “In alliance 

between the arts of Poetry and Music, and in the philosophic ideas they may together 

convey, lies, I believe, much of promise for our civilisation.’”43 In effect, then, 

Holbrooke believed that the art of the future of England would combine poetry and 

music, and that Poe had paved the way for those collaborations.  

40 Allis, “Holbrooke and Poe,” 142-143.  

41 Ibid., 118. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Barnett, “Joseph Holbrooke: A Life in Outline,” 13. 
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Like Poe, Holbrooke also prized originality. In fact, he touted his own “original 

imagination” as something English music needed.44 This too, on the surface, might seem 

like a paradox since Holbrooke was still writing in the late Romantic tradition, while his 

contemporaries moved on to more “modern” styles such as restrained neoclassicism or 

dissonant Avant Garde. However, within the parameters of the Romantic tradition, which 

prized originality and creativity, it is clear that Holbrooke was fairly original, particularly 

in his creative forms which either defied the expectations of classical forms or abandoned 

them altogether. Holbrooke’s valuing of originality and sincerity is also tied to his strong 

nationalism. From his days as a schoolboy, he argued for a greater place in concert 

programs for original English works as opposed to foreign ones.45 In fact, his book on 

British composers was in part an attempt to recognize certain composers for being 

authentically English, while calling for a more coherent definition of the English style.46  

Holbrooke’s style has often been compared to the late Romantics Wagner and 

Richard Strauss (1864-1949) because of his lush harmonies, focus on mythical themes, 

and overtly programmatic works.47 A contemporary critic of Holbrooke called him “old 

fashioned” and also the “English Berlioz.”48 His harmonies are definitely tonal, but also 

44 Allis, “Holbrooke and Poe,” 125. 

45 R. Bennett, “Joseph Holbrooke” The Bookman 60, no. 355 (1921): 41-42, accessed August 23, 
2016, http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview 
/3214517?accountid=7014. 

46 For example, in the introduction he stated, “In a work of this nature a selection must be made. I 
submit that those whose names are omitted have not contributed in any way to our national pride in music. 
Quantity cannot be confused with quality.” Joseph Holbrooke, Contemporary British Composers 
(Edinburgh: The Riverside Press, 1925), vii.  

47 Watt, Joseph Holbrooke, 3-4. 

48 Bayliss, S. A. “Joseph Holbrooke” The Musical Mirror and Fanfare: Music, Radio and the 
Gramophone 11, no. 1 (1931): 23, accessed January 4, 2017, 

http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/3214517?accountid=7014
http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/3214517?accountid=7014
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highly chromatic, making use of diminished and augmented chords, seventh chords, 

deceptive cadences, and the whole range of late Romantic tonal language. Holbrooke’s 

proclivity for effusive, emotional, Romantic English poets rather than the more ironic 

poets of his own day seems in parallel with his more emotional writing.  

Holbrooke’s music is a mix between motivic and melodic. His slow, lyrical 

sections can sound almost cinematic. A line of melody typically makes use of a range of 

note values, including syncopations and various tuplets. It is possible that Holbrooke’s 

admiration for Poe’s unique poetic rhythms seeped over into his melodic patterns. 

Additionally, he often includes ties across the barline or uses other methods of metric 

displacement such as occasional insertions of a bar in another meter. There are two 

possible poetic sources for this quality. Firstly, it was a favored technique of Poe and 

other poets in multi-stanza poems that at dramatic moments, the stanza form could by 

altered by insertion of a line or extra syllables, temporarily suspending the sense of stanza 

rhythm.49 Secondly, T. E. Ellis’s poems, and those of older poets contain sentences that 

flow through the form without pausing at the end of lines, just as Holbrooke’s melodies 

flow through the bar lines.  

Although Holbrooke sometimes wrote pieces called “sonata” or “concerto,” he 

preferred to create his own forms for pieces. He also claimed that the preponderance of 

orchestral works called “tone poem” and the like were modernist way of searching for 

http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/7435608?acco
untid=7014. 

49 For example, in the poem “Annabel Lee,” in the last stanza, Poe repeats (in slightly altered 
form) each of the last two lines, setting it apart from the form of the other stanzas. 
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new musical forms.50 Even in the sonata form pieces, he actively disrupted the expected 

arrangement, often to create an unsettled feeling. The tone poems most clearly get their 

ideas from poetry since he created structure following that of a poem. Often his pieces 

have a narrative-like unfolding, with varied textures and tempos, reflecting the oscillating 

emotions of much of Poe’s poetry.  

Holbrooke was a pianist and wrote a significant amount of music for piano, but 

his preferred medium was the orchestra, where he had many options for instrumental 

color at his disposal. His pieces call for huge orchestras, often with added instruments 

like saxophone.51 On the piano, Holbrooke created colorful effects using register, 

doublings, tremolo and other effects, and biting dissonances. Holbrooke’s color was 

inspired by the imagery in poetry; he said that “‘modern poetry’ contained ‘more imagery 

than that of the dead and gone poets.’”52 In The Raven, for example, some of the different 

effects used are solo double bass representing the narrator’s solitary state and dark mood 

at the beginning, staccato strings which represent the sound of tapping heard in the poem, 

chromatic clarinets, lots of bass sounds evoking the shadows, and a brass chorale 

representing the repeated “nevermore.”53 

It was Holbrooke’s use of effects and constant changing musical landscapes that 

received some of the most criticism from his contemporaries. Some said he created 

50 Allis, “Holbrooke and Poe,” 135-136. 

51 It is possible this also led to his music being performed less, as smaller ensembles were more 
feasible, especially in the interwar period. 

52 Allis, “Holbrooke and Poe,” 133-134. 

53 Ibid. 
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beautiful melodies and could develop them in interesting ways, but his orchestration 

created unpleasant effects.54 Of course, since many of the poems Holbrooke represented 

in music were portraying negative emotions and had frightening or disturbing imagery, to 

faithfully represent these ideas Holbrooke was compelled to write passages which were 

not necessarily “pleasant.” However, his text painting was also criticized for trying to 

depict specific details rather than capturing the underlying ideas in music. The critic Peter 

Pirie said, “In his orchestral works Holbrooke bumps along with many jerky changes of 

harmony and rhythm, and a general sense of distracted restlessness.”55 Even his songs 

were criticized for lack of continuity of mood.56 This is related to the way he developed 

the forms of his pieces by attempting to faithfully follow the order of images and feelings 

evoked in the poems rather than creating an overall impression or commentary on them 

like Debussy did.  

In the following chapter, some of these qualities will be discussed in more detail 

regarding some of Holbrooke’s piano pieces. 

54 Ibid., 123-124. 

55 Webb, “Joseph Holbrooke Works for Clarinet,” 9. 

56 C. R., “Mr. Joseph Holbrooke as a Song-Writer” Musical Standard 31, no. 788 (1909): 90 
accessed January 2, 2017, http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy. 
baylor.edu/docview/7630896?accountid=7014. 

http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/7630896?accountid=7014
http://ezproxy.baylor.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/7630896?accountid=7014
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 

Case Study: Nocturnes 
 
 

 Joseph Holbrooke wrote a set of eight Nocturnes (Opus 121) for solo piano, 

which were published in 1937 by Holbrooke’s own publishing company Modern Music 

Library. These short pieces all have programmatic titles, most of which refer to literary 

characters. Most of them also borrow material from some of his earlier works, typically a 

melody which is reworked in the nocturne. Two of the nocturnes refer to Edgar Allan Poe 

poems, “Bridal Ballad” and “Ulalume.” These will be discussed in further detail. A brief 

description of the other six nocturnes follows. 

 Nocturne one is titled “Gulnare (Byron).” Gulnare is the main female character 

from Lord Byron’s poetic tale “The Corsair.” She is saved by the Byronic hero Conrad, 

and in turn saves him later in the story. Although they both live, the story ends with 

everyone being miserable. Interestingly, although Holbrooke never wrote another piece 

based on this story, the nocturne borrows material from his orchestral work The Viking, 

which is derived from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem “The Skeleton in Armor.” 

In this somewhat lengthy poem, the narrator listens to the spectre of a Viking tell the tale 

of his life at sea and his wooing of a fair maiden. The forms and stories of “The Skeleton 

in Armor” and “The Corsair” differ, yet they both deal with love and pirates, and have an 

epic tone. Holbrooke evidently thought his musical material could be expressive of both 

subjects. Although this is a short nocturne, it contains much drama, with extreme 

dynamics, sharp dissonances, and chromatically descending lines. 
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Nocturne two, “Donegal” is based on music from the Piano Quartet No. 1, and 

alone does not seem to be a literary reference, but a reference to the county Donegal in 

Ireland. It is a slow, melancholy piece with a folk-like melody, and uses Holbrooke’s 

signature repetition of a motive in different registers.  

The third piece, “Juliet” refers to the famous Juliet from Shakespeare’s play. This 

nocturne borrows the melody from the beginning of the slow movement of Holbrooke’s 

tone poem Queen Mab. The poetic material Queen Mab is based on actually comes from 

Romeo and Juliet, as the character is described as the fairies’ midwife. The piano piece is 

lyrical, using complex rhythms and metrical displacement such as beginning with an 

eighth rest, and phrases beginning and ending in the middle of measures, reflecting 

Shakespeare’s often complex syntax. 

Nocturne five, “Elan” uses music from Holbrooke’s opera Dylan, which he wrote 

with T. E. Ellis. Elan is a character from that opera, one of the children of Don. The sixth 

nocturne is called “Bronwen (Ellis)” and fittingly is based on a theme from the opera 

Bronwen.  

“Ariel,” the sixth nocturne, is the only piece out of the eight that doesn’t appear to 

borrow material from a previous work. Although there are no verbal hints as to the 

identity of “Ariel,” the musical character suggests Ariel, the air sprite from Shakespeare’s 

Tempest. The allegretto grazioso tempo and 5/8 meter suggest the playful capriciousness 

of the breeze, as well as the various tempo changes through the piece. Additionally, the 

slower, more serious melody is constantly interrupted by faster, staccato figures in a high 

register.  
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 The first of the two Holbrooke Nocturnes based on a Poe subject is number five, 

which is called “Bridal Ballad (Edgar Poe).”1 It borrows a melody from the third 

movement of Holbrooke’s chamber suite Eldorado (Op. 102b). Each of the three 

movements of the suite is inspired by a Poe poem: Dreamland, Eldorado, and Bridal 

Ballad. The latter poem, from which the title of this nocturne comes, is as follows: 

The ring is on my hand, 
And the wreath is on my brow; 
Satin and jewels grand 
Are all at my command, 
And I am happy now. 
 
And my lord he loves me well; 
But, when first he breathed his vow, 
I felt my bosom swell- 
For the words rang as a knell, 
And the voice seemed his who fell 
In the battle down the dell, 
And who is happy now. 
 
But he spoke to re-assure me, 
And he kissed my pallid brow, 
While a reverie came o'er me, 
And to the church-yard bore me, 
And I sighed to him before me, 
Thinking him dead D'Elormie, 
"Oh, I am happy now!" 
 
And thus the words were spoken, 
And this the plighted vow, 
And, though my faith be broken, 
And, though my heart be broken, 
Here is a ring, as token 
That I am happy now! 
 
Would God I could awaken! 
For I dream I know not how! 
And my soul is sorely shaken 
Lest an evil step be taken,- 

                                                           
1 Holbrooke frequently referred to the poet as “Edgar Poe” instead of the full name we are 

accustomed to hearing today. 
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Lest the dead who is forsaken 
May not be happy now.2 

“Bridal Ballad” is unique in Poe’s collection because it is from the viewpoint of a 

woman. Like “The Raven,” the structure depends on a refrain at the end of each stanza. 

Also like that poem, the refrain line changes a little bit each time, but keeps the words 

“happy now.” The first stanza seems to start at the end of the story, in what seems like a 

happy ending full of love and wealth. However, the second and third stanzas go back in 

time, revealing that the woman loved a man named D’Elormie, who died in battle, and 

afterwards was in such a bewildered state that she married another man thinking he was 

her dead love. The fourth stanza reveals the full irony of the “happy now” refrain by 

contrasting it with lines expressing her broken faith and heart. If this revelation is not 

shocking enough, all solace is destroyed in the last stanza, where she worries that she 

may not have only destroyed her own happiness, but that of her lover beyond the grave. 

As usual with Poe, the form is noteworthy. The meter is iambic trimeter, with 

most lines adding an additional unstressed syllable at the beginning or end. The rhyme 

scheme is abaaab. It is not in any traditional “ballad” form, but is reminiscent of Burns’s 

aaabab ballad form. However, Poe subtly changes the form by adding or subtracting 

lines. The first stanza has only five lines, whereas the second and third stanzas have 

seven. The fourth stanza emphasizes the climactic moment with the repetition of 

“broken” as the last word of two lines. The repetition of the refrain is a mockery once the 

tragedy is revealed. It also stimulates the memory by its continual return, making the 

2 “Bridal Ballad – Poem by Edgar Allan Poe,” Poem Hunter, December 31, 2002, accessed 
December 15, 2016, https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/bridal-ballad/. 
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contrast of the happy past even more harsh with the present that is supposed to be happy 

but is not. 

 Holbrooke’s nocturne “Bridal Ballad” is one of the more sweet and lyrical of the 

pieces in this set. The main melody is characterized by a variety of rhythmic values over 

a fairly steady quarter-note pulse which rises and falls each measure in the left hand. The 

melody sounds very romantic and even ecstatic at times, particularly because of several 

upward leaps of a fifth such as in measures four and six. The melody appears three times 

throughout the piece, each time in a different register. In between the second and third 

iteration, there is an interlude of meandering eighth notes. The end of the piece consists 

of a dramatic build up with a sequence rising higher with a crescendo, then a somewhat 

metrically free section with arpeggiations that has extreme dynamic contrasts.  

 Like most of the other pieces in this collection, Holbrooke here has deviated from 

what has traditionally been considered to be the form of a nocturne. Typically, nocturnes 

include a lyrical melody over a consistent accompaniment pattern, often arpeggios, and 

are written in an ABA1 form. Holbrooke has kept the feeling of a nocturne through the 

use of a repeated bass pattern through most of the piece and a lyrical melody, yet the 

more fantasia-like form, with its five distinct sections, is unique. Holbrooke’s variation of 

the nocturne form can be seen as a parallel to Poe’s approximation of ballad form in his 

poem. 

 On the surface, the sweet character of the piece does not seem to reflect the 

despair of the poem, nor does it seem to follow its dramatic pacing. It seems to be more 

of a free improvisation on a melody. However, some of the rhythms and repetitions recall 

those in the poem. The meter of 6/4 could correspond to the iambic trimeter in the poem. 
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Also, just as each stanza of the poem is lengthened or shortened, and the refrain used in a 

slightly different context, each time Holbrooke repeats the melody, the endings motives 

are lengthened or shortened, and the amount of interlude between each statement varies. 

The climactic point of the melody occurs first in measure seven, and then starts to 

move down in measure eight (shown in example 11.1). The rhythmic motive quarter-

dotted quarter-eighth occurs three times. When the corresponding section comes back in 

measures fifteen through seventeen, the lower neighbor figure is repeated an octave 

higher, followed by the descending figure repeated twice at the high octave before 

moving down in measure seventeen (example 11.2). Thus the rhythmic motive occurs 

five times. In the final iteration of the melody, measures twenty-seven through twenty-

nine, the entire measure is repeated before moving down (example 11.3). Again, the 

rhythmic pattern occurs five times, but each time in a different context.  

Example 11.1. Joseph Holbrooke, “Bridal Ballad,” mm. 1-8.3 

3 Joseph Holbrooke, Eight Nocturnes for the Pianoforte (London: Modern Music Library, 
1939), 8. 
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Example 11.2. Joseph Holbrooke, “Bridal Ballad,” mm. 15-17.4 

  

 
Example 11.3. Joseph Holbrooke, “Bridal Ballad,” mm. 27-29.5 

 

 
 Similarly, the melody ends with a downward leap of a fifth, which can be seen at 

the end of measure eight in example 1. This leap is repeated a total of four times at the 

end of the first melody. The second time the melody occurs, the leap is omitted 

altogether, the music flowing straight into the wandering eighth note section. The third 

time, the leap is played only twice. These variants in the length of the melody and 

repetitions are reminiscent of the way Poe manipulates the stanza forms in this poem. 

 Even though the character of the music does not seem to reflect the depth of irony 

in the poem, the piece does seem to have five clear sections, the textures of which can 

correspond to the five stanzas of the poem. The dramatic pacing of the poem is still 

followed to some extent, although it is concealed under the “happy” character of the 

                                                           
4 Ibid. 
 
5 Ibid., 9. 
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piece seeming to reflect what is expected of a “bridal ballad.” The first two simple 

iterations of the melody (beginning in measures two and ten) reflect the first two stanzas, 

where the speaker is describing her happiness during her wedding. The third stanza, 

where she describes her swoon, is represented by the wandering eighth note passage in 

measures seventeen through twenty-one. The third iteration of the melody (measures 

twenty-two through twenty-nine) is the dramatic high point of the piece, with the melody 

in octaves and forte dynamic indications. The fourth stanza of the poem is also climactic, 

as the speaker proclaims her heart broken. In the final stanza, the speaker’s emotional 

distress continues, and the pretense of happiness completely breaks down, just as in the 

final section of the piece, the theme is nowhere to be found, replaced by changing 

textures and wildly varying dynamics. 

Holbrooke turned to another iconic Poe poem as inspiration for the final and 

longest nocturne in the set, “Ulalume.” Its main theme comes from Holbrooke’s tone 

poem by the same name. This particular theme does not occur at the beginning of the 

orchestral work, but about two-thirds of the way through, above which is written the line 

from the poem: “This is nothing but dreaming, Let us on by this tremulous light!” This is 

a more gentle and serene section of the work. 

I will not reproduce the entire poem here, because it is fairly long, but I will 

include the stanza from which the line is taken for a sense of the language and structure: 

I replied—"This is nothing but dreaming: 
      Let us on by this tremulous light! 
      Let us bathe in this crystalline light! 
Its Sybilic splendor is beaming  
      With Hope and in Beauty to-night:—  
      See!—it flickers up the sky through the night! 
Ah, we safely may trust to its gleaming, 
      And be sure it will lead us aright— 
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We safely may trust to a gleaming  
      That cannot but guide us aright,  
      Since it flickers up to Heaven through the night."6 
 

 “Ulalume” is one of Poe’s most famous, and often considered one of his finest 

poems. It tells the story of a man wandering through a creepy forest on Halloween, 

accompanied by his soul (Psyche). He sees Venus shining brightly, and despite Psyche’s 

warnings, decides to follow it. However, what he finds is the grave of his dead love, 

Ulalume, and he has a terrifying sense of déjà vu, as he suddenly realizes where he is and 

how he came to that place exactly one year ago.  

Poe has created a very complex stanza form for this poem, dependent on 

repetition of not only end rhymes, but often end words. Additionally, he often uses 

anaphora at the beginnings of lines, such as in lines two and three of the above stanza. 

Some phrases and words are repeated strategically in multiple stanzas as well. For 

example, the first stanza ends by referring to the location as “Auber” and “Weir,” and the 

last stanza, the one in which he remembers that he has been there before, also ends with 

the same words, creating a sense of déjà vu within the poem itself.  

 This poem’s musicality has often been commented upon. Thomas Mabbott, 

collector and editor of Poe’s poetry, says of it, “The vocal music by itself conveys one 

emotion after another, like the lapping of a river against a shore – steady, quiet, and 

resistless. It must be read aloud or sounded to the ‘inner ear’, and indeed it was composed 

                                                           
6 Thomas Ollive Mabbott, ed., The Poems of Edgar Allan Poe (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 

1980), 414. 
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for recitation.”7 The poem was commissioned by a teacher of elocution, specifically for 

him to read aloud.8  

The main theme of the Holbrooke nocturne, which is derived from the tone poem, 

is hardly more than a descending scale with a repeated upper neighbor figure at the end. 

However, its complex rhythm which obscures the bar lines provides interest. Example 

11.4 contains the first occurrence of the main theme. It begins on beat four of measure 

five, yet it does not seem to be an upbeat because of the tenuto mark. As it progresses, it 

ties over the bar line, and dotted rhythms create syncopations. Furthermore, the melody 

does not have a definite ending or strong cadence, but leads back into another repetition 

of itself.  

The halting sensation caused by the dotted note’s delay of our expectations 

reminds one of the complex metrical form of the poem, particularly the lines that are 

completely or partially repeated. Because Poe continually changes the pattern of his 

stanzas, the location of repeated lines can come as a surprise to the reader, and the 

repetition can be read as a delay. 

Although, like “Bridal Ballad,” this nocturne is more similar to a fantasia on a 

theme, this piece does seem to capture some of the emotions of the poem. It begins with a 

restless arpeggio figures in the bass (with no melody, which seems expectant), interrupted 

three times by dissonant chords in the treble, like a foreboding chill. This is similar to the 

7 Mabbott, The Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, 409. 

8 Ibid., 410. 
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mood at the beginning of the poem, which continually hints that something is going to 

happen, and especially to the cries of Psyche not to follow the light.9  

It is also interesting to note that of all the Nocturnes, “Ulalume” is the only one 

which explicitly refers to a night-time subject. Holbrooke plays on our expectations of 

this form by beginning the piece with a flowing arpeggiated pattern in the left hand (see 

example 11.4 measures 1-5), which is reminiscent of typical nocturne accompaniments. 

Even though this pattern does not continue throughout, it signals to us that the setting for 

this piece is nocturnal. 

 
Example 11.4. Joseph Holbrooke, “Ulalume” from Nocturnes, mm. 1-13.10 

 
 

                                                           
9 For example, from lines 54-58 of the poem, “’Ah, hasten! – ah, let us not linger! Ah, fly! – let us 

fly! – for we must.’ In terror she spoke…In agony sobbed.” 
 
10 Holbrooke, Eight Nocturnes for the Pianoforte, 14. 
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The main theme’s simplicity, and its warm drone-like accompaniment lulls us into 

a sense of trust, just as the star does with the narrator. However, the piece becomes more 

frenzied with lots of chromaticism and flurries of notes, particularly in measures twenty-

nine through forty-seven, just as the poem does as it approaches the end. 

The nocturne refers to the tone poem and the rhythm of the poem in another way 

as well. In one section of the tone poem, Holbrooke writes the “Ulalume” rhythm in the 

woodwinds, and indicates this by writing the name next to the notes (see example 11.5). 

Example 11.5. Joseph Holbrooke, Ulalume Symphonic Poem, bassoons.11 

This rhythm also subtly appears toward the end of the nocturne. The meter 

changes to 5/4, and the busy triplet accompaniment and octave melody drop out, 

showcasing the same rhythm (although different notes) in the right hand, while the left 

hand plays a few simple notes in the bass and treble (shown in example 11.6) 

Example 11.6: Joseph Holbrooke, “Ulalume” from Nocturnes, mm. 63-65.12 

11 Joseph Holbrooke, Ulalume, Op. 35 (Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1909), 30. 

12 Holbrooke, Eight Nocturnes for the Pianoforte, 16. 
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 As I have shown, Holbrooke’s Eight Nocturnes are excellent examples of the 

composer’s love for literature and its incorporation into his music.  While he took a 

somewhat liberal treatment of the nocturne form, he used its connotations as a tool for 

poetic expression, especially in “Ulalume.” These pieces reveal Holbrooke’s particular 

approach to representing a poem through music, such as in the dramatic unfolding of 

“Bridal Ballad” to follow the narrative course of the poem, and the use of textures, 

harmonies, and rhythms providing direct associations with the poems.
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

Conclusions 

This chapter will review the discoveries from the previous chapters and draw 

some parallels and distinctions between the countries and composers discussed. 

One of the most significant and somewhat unexpected discoveries from this study 

is that Edgar Allan Poe, an American poet, was so influential to the course of music in 

England, France, and beyond. The Symbolist poets who were so important to Claude 

Debussy, including Charles Baudelaire, Stephane Mallarmé, and Paul Valéry, greatly 

admired Poe and acknowledged their debt to him.1 Debussy himself was also familiar 

with his work. Ravel listed him among his most formative “teachers.” Joseph Holbrooke, 

of course, centered his identity as an artist around Poe’s principles and aesthetics and the 

representation of his poetry though music. Even John Ireland could not escape the 

ubiquity of Poe’s appeal, setting his poem “Annabel Lee” as a melodrama for piano and 

reciter.  

Perhaps this appeal lies partly in the fact that Poe embodied some of the general 

aesthetic ideals that permeated Western artistic culture during the long nineteenth 

century, such as his insistence on beauty in form and expression, art for its own sake, and 

an emphasis on melancholy and unsettling emotions. However, his uniquely musical style 

with careful rhythmic patterns and repetitions undoubtedly had a great appeal to the 

1 Joseph Chiari, Symbolisme from Poe to Mallarmé: The Growth of a Myth (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1956), 161. 
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Symbolists who aimed to make their poetry musical, not to mention actual musicians 

themselves.  

Ravel and Holbrooke both took very seriously Poe’s treatise on composition, and 

as a result we can observe a special intentionality to their formal plans. Debussy seems to 

have had a more “spontaneous” view of artistic creation. We can also see the effects of 

Poe’s emphasis on melancholy, death, and the macabre in the music of Ravel and 

Holbrooke, as both composers have an affinity for dark topics and moods.  

 Apart from the shared love for Poe, the poetry admired by the four composers had 

some very distinct qualities that have corresponding parallels in their music. Firstly, the 

Symbolists purposely attempted to abandon the principles of Romanticism and to change 

the way poetry functioned. Similarly, Debussy and Ravel experimented with new 

harmonic languages, scales, chords, textures, and motions. Ravel’s Jeux d’eau was 

incredibly innovative and influential, its flowing figurations inspired by Regnier’s poetic 

description of a fountain. Debussy’s “Les sons et les parfums tournent dans l’aire du soir” 

has a unique form inspired by the fragmentation of Baudelaire’s “Harmonie du soir.”  

Across the channel, the English Victorian poets did not so much react against the 

Romantics, but used many of the same poetic forms to express instead a sense of loss of 

innocence, faith, and connection. Even though both Ireland and Holbrooke had distinct 

and original styles, they both expressed their preference for older composers. Ireland 

worked in a fundamentally tonal framework, yet has passages of almost atonal 

“wandering” throughout his pieces (see page 75). The middle piece from his set Green 

Ways is dissonant and almost atonal, balancing out the joyous outer movements, and 

recalling the ubiquity of death described in the A. E. Housman poem “Loveliest of 
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Trees.” While Holbrooke had a much more traditional late-Romantic harmonic language, 

he also did not shy away from strange dissonances and the occasional wandering passage 

if it was called for. 

Ideas about the nature of the connections between the arts also differ between the 

two countries. French artists embraced the concepts of inherent correspondences between 

the senses, and on music’s inexplicable power to express the essence of a poem. They 

attempted to make poetry more like music by avoiding reliance on the specificity of 

words. The ideas they believed could be expressed by poetry and music were very 

abstract, and resisted being pinned down by words. Their philosophies were indebted to 

Baudelaire’s theory of correspondences, which claimed that the same feelings and ideas 

could be grasped through different senses.  

The English poets were not as concerned with patterning their verses after music, 

although they held music in high regard. The English artists believed that poetry and 

music both could express emotion, yet their beliefs did not seem to be grounded in a 

mysteriously complex philosophical theory. Thus, Debussy and Ravel attempted to 

directly reflect the content of the poems, while the English composers’ reflections tend 

more toward the surface aspects of the poems such as rhythm, imagery, and narration. 

Holbrooke, especially, was very connected to the words of the poem and used text 

painting techniques, such as using a rhythm that reflects the rhythm of the word 

“Ulalume” in his tone poem and nocturne of that name. Ireland also seemed to consider 

that his music expressed similar emotional content to certain poems, but was content to 

rely on passive inspiration without delving into complex philosophies about it.  
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 In this paper I have discussed the varying roles that poetic influence played in the 

music of four composers who lived in the early twentieth century. Some of this was 

deliberately appropriated by the composers, and some was more unconsciously absorbed. 

It often involved aesthetic principles learned from favorite poets, but just as often 

involved elements from specific poems finding musical expression in their pieces. I hope 

that my work will inspire continued research into connections between the arts, 

particularly in geographical areas less commonly studied such as England, and also 

further investigation of the influence of Edgar Allan Poe on the history of music.  
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