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distinguish the remainder of the stanza's text. Measure 11 provides yet another creative 

display of subtle text painting. The initiation of "Bloom" in four successive voices on 

consecutive eighth notes cleverly alludes to the image of budding flowers (Example 16). 

W h c r e m _ _ are those star - ry woods?— 

fPP _ r-; y " • ' i 

Example 15. "Nightingales" Measures 5-6 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

U, f. Calando 

81oora___the_y<>ar long! 

Bloom the year long! 
dim. ' 3 1 

hea-ven-ly air Bloom 
dim. 

thf: year long! 

the yt'ar long! 

Example 16. "Nightingales" Measures 11-12 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Section II, demarcated by metric space, opens with another homophonic 

statement. However, in this instance only the lower four voices are used. The first 

sopranos join the throng to establish IIA-2 and continue in a predominantly homophonic 
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manner, setting lines 8-10. Subsection IIB is marked by a first soprano entrance that 

anticipates the supporting voices, effectively drawing the listener's attention to the next 

poetic thought (Example 17). IIB continues without the bass as the middle three voices 

support the first soprano's melody through the resourceful alternation of voice pairing 

and homophony. 

dim, for-bid-dea hopes pro-found, 

Example 17. "Nightingales" Measures 19-20 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Section III opens with an extended unaccompanied tenor solo; a singular 

occurrence in the entirety of Op. 17. This is clearly another instance of word painting. 

Finzi employs a single voice to set a phrase beginning with the word "Alone" only to be 

joined by the alto and bass on the word "We." IIIB is characterized by a return to the 

style of freely imitative polyphony that dominates "I Praise the Tender Flower," "I Have 

Loved Flowers That Fade," and "Clear and Gentle Stream." "The additive textural 

character of the final musical phrase of stanza III is not only clearly indicative of'the 
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innumerable choir of day' but it also imparts a sense of cumulative rhythmic drive crucial 

to the arrival of the final cadence."26 

Haste on, My Joys! 

1 Haste on, my joys! your treasure lies 
2 In swift, unceasing flight. 
3 O haste: for while your beauty flies 
4 I seize your full delight. 
5 Lo! I have seen the scented flower, 
6 Whose tender stems I cull, 
7 For her brief date and meted hour 
8 Appear more beautiful. 

9 O youth, O strength, O most divine 
10 For that so short ye prove; 
11 Were but your rare gifts longer mine, 
12 Ye scarce would win my love. 
13 Nay, life itself the heart would spurn, 
14 Did once the days restore 
15 The days, that once enjoyed return, 

16 Return - ah! nevermore.27 

Poetic Form 

"Haste on, My Joys!," the sixth poem in Shorter Poems, Book III marks a return 

to the symmetrical stanzaic formulae of songs one through four. Its two stanzas contain 

eight lines that in turn consist of an alternating 8-6 syllabic scansion. Bridges' 

symmetrical poetic structure is further established as each stanza contains two distinct 

quatrains, the first of which being equally divisible. Major textual punctuation points 

delineate these subsections. Table 3.12 highlights this poetic scheme. Thus each stanza 

contains three complete poetic thoughts; a formula supported and clarified through 

Finzi's use of textural variation. 

'Ibid., 106. 

'Milford, 269. 
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Table 3.12. "Haste on, My Joys!" Poetic Structure 
Line 
1/9 

2/10 
3/11 
4/12 
5/13 
6/14 
7/15 
8/16 

Syllabic Count 
8 
6 
8 
6 
8 
6 
8 
6 

Rhyme Scheme 
A 
B 
A 
B 
C 
D 
C 
D 

Musical Form and Texture 

For the sixth selection of Op. 17 Finzi again employs the five-voice format of 

"Nightingales." In this setting Bridges' poetic structure is clearly maintained and 

articulated through multiple homophonic voice combinations and three, four, and five-

part counterpoint differentiated by an assortment of voice pairings. Table 3.13 clarifies 

this structure, labeling major sections, subsections, corresponding measure numbers and 

poetic lines, and the dominant texture used to delineate each subsection. 

Table 3.13. "Haste on, My Joys!" Musical Form 
Section 

I 

II 

Subsections 
A-l 

m. 1-4 
Lines 1-2 

3-Part Imitation 

A-l 
m. 20-25 

Lines 9-10 
5-Part Homophony 

A-2 
m. 8-9 

Lines 3-4 
4-Part Imitation 

A-2 
m. 26-31 

Lines 11-12 
5-Part Imitation 

B 
m. 10-19 
Lines 5-8 

5-Part Homophony 

B 
m. 32-48 

Lines 13-16 
2-Part Voice Pairing/Homophony 

The piece opens with a flurry of excitement and activity. For his setting of 

Subsection IA-1 Finzi employs all five voices in an imitative, three-part polyphonic 

texture: first sopranos, followed by two distinct voice pairings of second soprano/alto and 

tenor/bass. Subsection IA-2 functions in a nearly identical manner. Yet in this instance 
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the polyphonic texture contains four distinct parts: second soprano, an alto/tenor voice 

pairing, first soprano, and bass. Subsection IB is distinguished by the metric space in 

measure nine and the establishment of the work's first appearance of homophony 

(Example 18). This subsection, while principally homophonic, temporarily breaks into a 

moment of imitative counterpoint at the line, "Whose tender stems I cull." 

— - ^ ^ i r - r t I 

I hsvp teen fh* xcrnt ~ rd flower. VC'hOSC tell - d c r Stems 

Example 18. "Haste on, My Joys!" Measures 10-13 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Subsection IIA-1 maintains the chordal texture of the previous section's closing. 

The ascending octave leap associated with "O youth" and "O strength" constitutes 

another compositional element taken from Section I (Example 19). The same interval is 

used as the fundamental melodic unit of both Subsection IA-1 and IA-2. In this instance, 

however, the octave leap is used to convey the words "Haste on" and "O haste." This 

relationship provides musical continuity between major sections and strengthens the 

poetic association of haste, youth, and strength, reflecting the poet's, and Finzi's, 

perspective on the transient nature of life. Subsection IIA-2 marks a drastic textural 

change as densely scored, five-part imitative counterpoint conveys the passionate pleas of 

lines eleven and twelve. The final subsection is distinguished by a shift towards two-part 
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voice pairing: tenor/bass followed by first soprano/second soprano/alto (Example 20). At 

measure 37 the two voice pairings converge, establishing the predominantly chordal 

texture of the final twelve measures. 

O youth, O strength, O 

Example 19. "Haste on, My Joys!" Measures 17-21 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

love, May,„ life it-self the heart would spurn , -

A tempo 

Example 20. "Haste on, My Joys!" Measures 31-33 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Wherefore To-Night So Full of Care 

1 Wherefore to-night so full of care, 
2 My soul, revolving hopeless strife, 
3 Pointing at hindrance, and the bare 
4 Painful escapes of fitful life? 
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5 Shaping the doom that may befall 
6 By precedent of terror past: 
7 By love dishonoured, and the call 
8 Of friendship slighted at the last? 

9 By treasured names, the little store 
10 That memory out of wreck could save 
11 Of loving hearts, that gone before 
12 Call their old comrade to the grave? 

13 0 soul, be patient: thou shalt find 
14 A little matter mend all this; 
15 Some strain of music to thy mind, 
16 Some praise for skill not spent amiss. 

17 Again shall pleasure overflow 
18 Thy cup with sweetness, thou shalt taste 
19 Nothing but sweetness, and shalt grow 
20 Half sad for sweetness run to waste. 

21 O happy life! I hear thee sing, 
22 O rare delight of mortal stuff! 
23 I praise my days for all they bring, 

24 Yet are they only not enough.28 

Poetic Form 

"Dejection," Bridges' title for the eleventh poem in Shorter Poems, Book II serves 

as a fitting conclusion to Op. 17. "In choosing the poem as the final one of the set, Finzi 

strengthens the sense of impermanence associated with joy and gloom, youth and beauty, 

love and rejection, fear and trust." The symmetry of its poetic construction is also 

indicative of Finzi's textual choices. "Wherefore To-Night So Full of Care" is set in six 

stanzas. Each contains a single quatrain with eight syllables per line. Its poetic structure is 

detailed in Table 3.14. 

Ibid., 260-261. 

'McCoy, 122. 
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Table 3.14. "Wherefore To-night So Full of Care" Poetic Structure 
Line 

1/5/9/13/17/21 
2/6/10/14/18/22 
3/7/11/15/19/23 
4/8/12/16/20/24 

Syllabic Count 
8 
8 
8 
8 

Rhyme Scheme 
A 
B 
A 
B 

Stanzas four, five, and six serve as a reflection upon the first three, creating a two-

part structure naturally derived from the poem's meaning. Bridges provides further poetic 

balance through additional phrase divisions by inserting major textual punctuation points 

following line two in stanzas two, four, and six. These divisions, shown in Table 3.15, 

clearly influenced Finzi's setting and provide a final example of his subtle yet effective 

use of textural variation to highlight poetic form. 

Table 3.15. "Wherefore To-night So Full of Care" Poetic Phrasing 
Stanza I 
1 Phrase 

Lines 
1-4 

Stanza II 
2 Phrases 

Lines 
5-6 7-8 

Stanza III 
1 Phrase 
Lines 
9-12 

Stanza IV 
2 Phrases 

Lines 
13-14 15-16 

Stanza V 
1 Phrase 

Lines 
17-20 

Stanza VI 
2 Phrases 

Lines 
21-22 23-24 

Musical Form and Texture 

"Wherefore To-Night So Full of Care," the seventh and final selection of Op. 17 

is set using the four-voice ensemble of songs one through four. Once again Finzi's 

musical form adheres to the prescribed structure established by Bridges. Table 3.16 

provides a musical/poetic outline that includes major sections, subsections, corresponding 

measure numbers, and poetic lines. "The entire work is set homophonically except for 

brief passages associated with words or phrases indicative of motion: "wrecked," "strain 

of music" and "run to waste"."30 Phrases of this nature contain an implicit sense of 

'Ibid., 136. 
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discord and are treated accordingly: either through passing moments of four-part 

imitation or two-part voice pairing. 

Table 3.16. "Wherefore To-night So Full of Care" Musical Form 
Section 

I 

II 

Subsections 
A 

m. 1-8 
Lines 1-4 

A-l 
m. 22-25 

Lines 13-14 
A-2 

m. 26-29 
Lines 15-16 

B-l 
m. 9-11 

Lines 5-6 
B-2 

m. 12-15 
Lines 7-8 

B 
m. 30-35 

Lines 17-20 

C 
m. 16-21 

Lines 9-12 

C-l 
m. 36-38 

Lines 21-22 
C-2 

m. 39-41 
Lines 23-24 

Section I opens with a three-voice homophonic texture distinguished by a 

recurring triplet motive. Subsection IB-1 maintains the homophonic texture and triplet 

motive from the opening. Texturally, it is only delineated by the metric space of measure 

eight. IB-2 marks the first of the imitative passages used to designate text of a particularly 

discordant nature (Example 21). 

past: By Jove 41s - bon-oured, and the c»H Of friend • ship slight-

Example 21. "Wherefore To-Night So Full of Care" Measures 11-13 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 
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Here Finzi sets the upper three voices in a flash of canonic imitation. Each voice enters 

on successive eighth notes, while the bass proceeds, unaffected, along a stepwise 

descending octave. At Subsection IC Finzi briefly returns to a principally chordal texture 

before embarking on an imitative flourish reminiscent of the previous subsection. In this 

instance, however, two consecutive statements, "That memory out of wreck could save" 

and "Of loving hearts, that gone before," are set polyphonically before returning to 

homophony for the final two measures. 

Section II begins in the same homophonic manner as Section I. Again the soprano 

is conspicuously absent, this time for the entirety of Subsection IIA-1. Two-part voice 

pairing (soprano/alto and tenor/bass), coupled with metric space distinguish the opening 

of Subsection IIA-2 (Example 22). 

Somestrtunof mu-sic to thy mind, Some 

all. this,-_ Some strain of mu-sic to thy mind, 

mend all this;.. Some stminof mu-sic to thy mind, 

mat-terraendall this,'„ Somestrainof mu-sic to thy mind, 

Example 22. "Wherefore To-Night So Full of Care" Measures 25-27 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Subsection IIB marks a significant turning point, both poetic and musical. It is 

only at line 17 that one begins to believe the poet's newfound sense of hope that the 

"Dejection" of Bridges' title can be overcome; that truly, "thou shalt taste nothing but 

sweetness." A key change coupled with the resolute return of homophony confirms 
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Finzi's response (Example 23). Subsection IIC-1 continues this chordal texture following 

a brief imitative interlude on the text "sweetness run to waste" at the conclusion of IIB. 

The final subsection marks the third appearance of the texture used at the work's 

opening. Finzi sets line 23 using only the lower three voices. For the final line they are 

joined by the sopranos, providing a dramatic conclusion to the entire set. 

spcat a - ram.. A - gain iiuH pleas-are o - v e r - f l o w Thy cup 

gain shall pleas-ure o - ver-f low Thy cup 

Example 23. "Wherefore To-Night So Full of Care" Measures 29-30 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 
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CHAPTER IV 

FIVE FLOWER SONGS, OP. 47 

As the score's dedication attests, Benjamin Britten composed Five Flower Songs 

in the early months of 1950 to celebrate the twenty-fifth wedding anniversary of Leonard 

and Dorothy Elmhirst, longtime friends and financial benefactors. According to Britten 

the work was "written about flowers because they [the Elmhirsts] are both amateur 

botanists."1 The set contains five unaccompanied four-part settings of works by three 

English poets: Robert Herrick, George Crabbe, and John Clare. 

Academically the set has been virtually ignored throughout the half century since 

its composition. This may be due, in part, to the perception that "these songs do not 

convey much of the quintessential Britten." However several sources offer strikingly 

different opinions. Vicki Stroeher asserts, "Five Flower Songs captures at once the 

essence of English part song, the flexibility of young voices, and the joy of singing 

beautiful, poignant melodies and rollicking ballads. Each setting is wholly fitting to its 

subject and sensibility."3 A review from 1951, the year the set was first published, stated, 

"They deserve the highest praise for their never-failing imagination and vitality, shown 

not only in the melodic and rhythmic subtleties of the vocal lines but also in harmony and 

scoring." Finally, in The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten Ralph Woodward 

declares, "The Five Flower Songs are almost universally undervalued; as demonstrations 

'Carpenter, 249. 

2Evans, 431. 

3Vicki Stroeher, "Benjamin Britten: Sacred and Profance, A.M.D.G., Five Flower Songs, Old 
French Carols, Choral Dances from Gloriana," The Choral Journal Vol. 43, No. 10 (May 2003), 59. 

4E. J., review of Five Flower Songs, by Gerald Finzi, Music and Letters Vol. 32, No. 4 (October 
1951), 387. 
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of how to write twentieth-century madrigals they could scarcely be bettered, particularly 

in the diversity of their choral textures."5 Yet none of these sources offer significant 

analysis to support these claims. Therefore a thorough investigation of the relationship 

linking its poetry, textures, and compositional structure is long overdue. 

Throughout Five Flower Songs Britten used textural variation as a means of 

articulating each poem's internal construction as well as illuminating its meaning. 

Although the set rarely uses more than four voices, Britten's imagination, ingenuity, and 

technical mastery are ever-present in a myriad of textural variations including 

homophony, voice pairing, canon, fugato, and instrumentally derived 

melody/accompaniment figures.6 

To Daffodils 

1 Fair daffodils, we weep to see 
2 You haste away so soon; 
3 As yet the early-rising sun 
4 Has not attain'd his noon. 
5 Stay, stay 
6 Until the hasting day 
7 Has run 
8 But to evensong; 
9 And, having pray'd together, we 
10 Will go with you along. 

11 We have short time to stay, as you, 
12 We have as short a spring; 
13 As quick a growth to meet decay, 
14 As you, or anything. 
15 We die 
16 As your hours do, and dry 
17 Away 
18 Like to the summer's rain; 

5Mervyn Cooke, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Benjamin Britten (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 268. 

6Only The Ballad of Green Broom calls for four-part divisi. 
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19 Or as the pearls of morning's dew; 
20 Ne'er to be found again.7 

Poetic Form 

The first two songs, "To Daffodils" and "The Succession of the Four Sweet 

Months," employ poems by Robert Herrick, a prolific 17th century English poet who 

wrote over 1,400 works. Apart from a few insignificant changes such as the 

modernization of spelling, capitalization, and punctuation, Britten's settings of the poems 

are unaltered from their original state. 

Although "To Daffodils" is not representative of a standard poetic scheme, in it 

Herrick established a highly refined organizational structure. Analysis reveals a 

symmetrical two-stanza structure consisting often lines each. Each stanza contains two 

complete thoughts in which the second statement functions as a comment upon or 

continuation of the first statement. Thus each stanza includes two distinct quatrains 

interrupted by a single rhymed couplet. Table 4.1 highlights this poetic structure. 

Table 4.1. "To Daffodils" Poetic Structure 
Line 
1/11 
2/12 
3/13 
4/14 
5/15 
6/16 
7/17 
8/18 
9/19 
10/20 

Syllabic Count 
8 
6 
8 
6 
2 
6 
2 
5 
8 
6 

Rhyme Scheme 
A 
B 
C 
B 
D 
D 
C 
E 
A 
E 

Final Word 
see/you 

soon/spring 
sun/decay 

noon/anything 
stay/die 
day/dry 

run/away 
evensong/rain 

we/dew 
along/again 

Boris Ford, ed., Benjamin Britten's Poets: The poetry he set to music, 157. 



67 

Musical Form and Texture 

Britten sets each stanza as an independent section comprised of two distinct 

musical phrases that align with major textual punctuation points. In this manner Britten's 

setting mirrors Herrick's two-part structure both within each stanza and in the broader 

context of the entire poem. Both sections also close with a coda reminiscent of the 

opening phrase providing textural continuity throughout the entire work. Table 4.2 

displays this structure, labeling sections, subsections, and their corresponding measure 

numbers and poetic lines. 

Table 4.2. "To Daffodils" Musical Form 
Section 

I 
m. 1-39 

II 
m. 40-77 

Subsections 
A-l 

m. 1-8 
Lines 1-2 

A-2 
m. 9-16 

Lines 3-4 
A 

m. 40-56 
Lines 11-14 

B-l 
m. 17-23 
Lines 5-8 

B-2 
m. 24-32 

Lines 9-10 
B 

m. 57-69 
Lines 15-19 

Coda-I 
m. 33-39 

Free repetition 
of Line 10 

Coda-II 
m. 70-77 
Line 20 

Section I features strict two-part voice pairing. This technique is utilized 

throughout Five Flower Songs and is indicative of Britten's attempt to distinguish this set 

from his previous work as belonging to the British part-song tradition of earlier 

generations. The two voice pairings, soprano/bass and alto/tenor, interact through 

imitative counterpoint, creating a rhythmic conflict that characterizes the entirety of 

Section I and both codas (Example 24). 
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This texture is described in further detail in Peter Evans' The Music of Benjamin Britten. 

At least three sources of tension are operating simultaneously: the 
derivation of every line from a single four-note shape, the drag of the 
middle two parts behind the outer two, and the ostinato-like bass's 
resistance to the downward, then upward, movement of the rhythmically 
identical soprano part.8 

Allegro impetuoso 

[l Fair daf- fo - dila 
Allea-ro imoetuoso 

we weep to see You haste.. 

Example 24. "To Daffodils" Measures 1-4 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

In stanza two the poem's subject turns to the brevity of the daffodil's, and 

metaphorically, our life. Britten articulates this poetic shift through textural variety. In 

Section II he abandons two-part voice pairing in favor of three-part homophony in the 

upper voices offset by an independent bass line constructed of fragmented phrases that 

imitate the melodic and rhythmic content used in the opening section and both codas 

(Example 25). These "snatches of homophony" are highlighted by staccato articulation 

and serve to further illustrate Herrick's commentary on the transient nature of life.9 

8Evans, 430. 

9Ibid.,431. 
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ja>.-,._ 

We 

-.ML. 

3$EE£EE3EEE$E EEEE5 il have short time to stay, 

have short time to stay, 

PPsotto voce 

Example 25. "To Daffodils" Measures 40-42 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

The Succession of the Four Sweet Months 

1 First, April, she with mellow showers 
2 Opens the way for early flowers; 
3 Then after her comes smiling May, 
4 In a more rich and sweet array; 
5 Next enters June, and brings us more 
6 Gems, than those two, that went before: 
7 Then (lastly) July comes, and she 
8 More wealth brings in, than all those three. 10 

Poetic Form 

Although more simply constructed than "To Daffodils," "The Succession of the 

Four Sweet Months" is also structured in a clear, systematized manner. Its single stanza 

contains four rhymed couplets of iambic tetrameter.11 This creates a perfectly 

symmetrical structure; eight lines each containing eight syllables. Table 4.3 illustrates 

this structure. 

10Ford, 157-8. 

uIn poetic analysis, the metrical foot is the basic metric unit used to group together stressed and 
unstressed syllables. The term iamb refers to a metrical foot consisting of an unstressed syllable followed 
by a stressed syllable. Therefore, iambic tetrameter refers to a line of poetry containing four iambic 
metrical feet. 
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Table 4.3. "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" Poetic Structure 
Line 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Syllabic Count 
8 
8 
8 
8 
8 
8 
8 
8 

Rhyme Scheme 
A 
A 
B 
B 
C 
C 
D 
D 

Musical Form and Texture 

In "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" Britten implements a 

straightforward binary structure, mirroring Herrick's forthright poetic form. Table 4.4 

clarifies the following formal analysis. 

Table 4.4. "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" Musical Form 
Section 

I 
m. 1-19 

II 
m. 20-29 

Coda 
m. 30-33 

Subsections 
A 

m. 1-4 
Lines 1-2 
Soprano 

B 
m. 5-10 

Lines 3-4 
Alto 

C 
m. 11-14 
Lines 5-6 

Tenor 

D 
m. 15-19 
Lines 7-8 

Bass 
m. 20-29 

Soprano/Tenor/Alto/Bass 
m. 30-33 

Soprano/Alto/Tenor/Bass 

In Section I the four voices enter separately in a fugal manner. Each voice 

represents one of the four months described in the poem. The sopranos begin, followed 

by the altos who establish the fugato with a real answer of the first four pitches in the 

soprano subject (Example 26). The tenors and basses continue this pattern, beginning in 

measures 11 and 15 respectively. In accordance with their designation as a representation 

of distinct months each voice develops a unique melodic/rhythmic character following 

the initial four pitches. After their initial statement each voice remains in the texture to 
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support the newly added voices yet retaining its distinctive character through various 

mutations of its melodic and poetic content. Only the bass, which enters last and makes 

one complete poetic statement, does not engage in the phrase mutation technique used in 

the upper three voices. 

Andante legato 

Example 26. "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" Measures 1-6 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Section II contains a full flowering of the four voices. Britten employs a variety of 

phrase mutations in all four voices before closing with a short coda in which each voice 

simply states the name of its representative month (Example 27). Britten's use of a two-

part binary form delineated by textural intensity illustrates a subtle reiteration of 

Herrick's poetic intent. "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" describes the natural 

progression of spring from April showers to the wealth of a beautiful July afternoon. 
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Each month carries its own distinct characteristics but is intrinsically linked to those that 

came before. Although Section II does not function as a carrier of new text it is needed to 

convey the duality Herrick's purpose. 

I Ju - ly! 

Example 27. "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" Measures 30-33 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Marsh Flowers 

1 Here the strong mallow strikes her slimy root, 
2 Here the dull nightshade hangs her deadly fruit: 
3 On hills of dust the henbane's faded green, 
4 And pencil'd flower of sickly scent is seen; 
5 Here on its wiry stem, in rigid bloom, 
6 Grows the salt lavender that lacks perfume; 
7 At the wall's base the fiery nettle springs, 
8 With fruit globose and fierce with poison'd stings; 
9 In ev'ry chink delights the fern to grow, 
10 With glossy leaf and tawny bloom below; 
11 The few dull flowers that o'er the place are spread 
12 Partake the nature of their fenny bed; 
13 These, with our sea-weeds, rolling up and down, 
14 Form the contracted Flora of our town.12 

Poetic Form 

12Ibid., 158. 
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In "Marsh Flowers" Britten created a new poetic composition by extracting and 

combining lines from two pre-existing works by George Crabbe: "Letter XVIII, The Poor 

and their Dwellings" from The Borough (1810) and "Tale X, The Lover's Journey" from 

i -l 

7a/es (1812). The result is an English sonnet: seven rhymed couplets of iambic 

pentameter.14 Table 4.5 highlights this poetic form. 

Table 4.5. "Marsh Flowers" Poetic Structure 
Line 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

Syllabic Count 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 
10 

Rhyme Scheme 
A 
A 
B 
B 
C 
C 
D 
D 
E 
E 
F 
F 
G 
G 

The unique quality of this setting lies in the liberties taken by Britten when 

rearranging the extracted lines within the context of a newly constructed poem. Lines 4, 7, 

and 8 of "Marsh Flowers" occur consecutively in their original setting. However, in Britten's 

newly constructed poem they are interrupted by lines 5 and 6, extracted from "The Lover's 

Journey". Conversely, Britten eliminates the two lines that separate lines 8 and 9 in "The 

Poor and their Dwellings". In addition Britten altered the word "the" in line 14 to "our". 

George Crabbe was born in Britten's hometown of Aldeburgh, Suffolk. His poetry is known for 
its realistic description of life in an early 19 century English village. 

14[ Pentameter refers to a line of verse containing five metrical feet. Therefore, iambic pentameter 
simply indicates that a poem contains of five iambic feet per line. 
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As innocuous as this alteration may seem, it changes the entire perspective from which the 

poet tells his story. Prior to this modification, an anonymous narrator portrays the poem's 

description of the region's unsightly plant life. Yet when the first person plural pronoun 

"our" is introduced, the poem takes on an unexpected personal character. Perhaps Britten 

sought to heighten the regional connection between the poet and himself and, in doing so, 

invited the performer and listener into the landscape of his beloved Aldeburgh. Example 28 

presents all fourteen lines in their original context. 

1 Here the strong mallow strikes her slimy root, 
2 Here the dull night-shade hangs her deadly fruit; 
3 On hills of dust the henbane's faded green, 
4 And pencil'd flower of sickly scent is seen: 
7 At the wall's base the fiery nettle springs, 
8 With fruit globose and fierce with poison'd stings; 

Above (the growth of many a year) is spread 
The yellow level of the stone-crop's bed; 

9 In every chink delights the fern to grow, 
10 With glossy leaf and tawny bloom below: 
13 These, with our sea-weeds, rolling up and down, 
14 Form the contracted Flora of the town. 

11 The few dull flowers that o'er the place are spread 
12 Partake the nature of their fenny bed; 
5 Here on its wiry stem, in rigid bloom, 
6 Grows the salt lavender that lacks perfume;15 

Example 28. Selections from "The Poor and their Dwellings" and "The Lover's Journey" 

In this manner Britten succeeded in designing a unique artistic creation divorced 

from the poet's creative participation. As a result, "Marsh Flowers" exists more as an 

expression of Britten's artistic persona than that of Crabbe. 

15Ford, 158-9. 

16 Numbers refer to the line's place in Britten's composite poem, Marsh Flowers. 
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Musical Form and Texture 

Britten's setting contains four distinct sections delineated by textural variation. 

These musical sections align with major textual punctuation points and highlight the 

poem's unique composite structure. The first and last textural changes (m. 17, 31) occur 

after the insertion of lines from The Lover's Journey discussed above. The second 

textural change (m. 21) follows the deletion of two lines from The Poor and their 

Dwellings. Again Britten's formal design is influenced by and adheres to the poetic 

structure of his chosen text. However, in this instance it was a structure he helped to 

create. Table 4.6 illustrates this structure. 

Table 4.6. "Marsh Flowers" Musical Form 
Section 

I 
m. 1-16 

II 
m. 17-21 

III 
m. 21/22-30 

rv 
m. 31-38 

Subsection 
A-l 

m. 1-3 
Line 1 

A-2 
m. 4-6 
Line 2 

A 
m. 17-18 

Line 7 

A-3 
m. 7-11 

Lines 3-4 

A-4 
m. 12-16 
Lines 5-6 

B 
m. 18/19-21 

Line 8 
m. 21/22-30 
Lines 9-12 

A 
m. 31-34 
Line 13 

B 
m. 35-38 
Line 14 

Section I features four distinct subsections set with strict voice pairing: 

soprano/tenor and alto/bass. Subsections IA-1 and IA-2 set a single line of text in 

harmonically sparse homophonic octaves accompanied by a one-measure drone on the 

opening pitch (Example 29). Line one is carried by the alto/bass while line two is sung by 

soprano/tenor. Subsections IA-3 and IA-4 begin in the same vain yet Britten prolongs 

each phrase by reintroducing the drone voices as an independent melodic line that carries 

the following line of text. In Subsection IA-3 the introductory voice pair (alto/bass) 
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retains its own poetic line throughout. However, this technique is abandoned in 

Subsection IA-4. Once the introductory voice pair (soprano/tenor) makes their poetic 

statement (line 5) they join the alto/bass, closing Section I with a brief moment of 

musical and poetic homophony. 

| Here the strong mal - low strikes her sli - ray root, her sii - my 

Example 29. "Marsh Flowers" Measures 1-2 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

The closing moments of Section I serve as an appropriate transition to the four-

part homophony of Section II. Textually, this section contains only lines 7-8, which are 

set as two distinct phrases. Both phrases begin on a G minor triad set in a low register 

before culminating in an upward octave glissando on the final word of the phrase 

(Example 30). Britten expands Subsection IIB with an extended melisma on the word 

"poison'd." This is the first melisma in the entire piece and the only moment of rhythmic 

variance in Section II. By applying these techniques so judiciously Britten draws the 

listener's attention to the text's inherent expressive potential. 
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as£ 
PPr ~Z_ 

At the walla base the fie - ry net - t ie spring's... With fruit glo-
^ E ^ E = P ^ 

h At the wall's base the fie ~ ry net - t ie springs. With fruit gjo-

Example 30. "Marsh Flowers" Measures 17-18 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

In Section III Britten divides the four voices into the two-voice pairs of Section I. 

Each pair functions as an independent cannon set apart by a single measure (Example 

31). The resulting double cannon creates a highly complex musical texture and serves as 

another illustration of Britten's facility in seamlessly incorporating a variety of 

contrapuntal techniques. 

E f E ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 3E 
With gios - sy leaf and Uw - ny bloom be-low, The few dull 

Example 31. "Marsh Flowers" Measures 23-24 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

The final section of "Marsh Flowers" contains an amalgamation of techniques 

used throughout Sections I and II. Section IV begins with a truncated reiteration of the 
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technique used in the opening section in which the soprano/tenor voice pair begins the 

melodic phrase but is interrupted by the alto/bass, who restate the same text. Both pairs 

continue with a homo-rhythmic triplet gesture recalling the melismatic passage of Section 

II. In this instance Britten simultaneously applies the octave doubling of each voice pair 

used in Section I (Example 32). The final phrase begins with the four-part homophony of 

Section II only to conclude using the two-voice pairs of Section I; soprano/tenor followed 

by alto/bass, once again set in octaves. 

roll - iny UP a»d down up and down,. 

I sea-weeds ro l l - ing up . . . and down up and down,... 

Example 32. "Marsh Flowers" Measures 32-33 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

The Evening Primrose 

1 When once the sun sinks in the west, 
2 And dewdrops pearl the evening's breast; 
3 Almost as pale as moonbeams are, 
4 Or its companionable star, 
5 The evening primrose opes anew 
6 Its delicate blossoms to the dew; 
7 And, hermit-like, shunning the light, 
8 Wastes its fair bloom upon the night, 
9 Who, blindfold to its fond caresses, 
10 Knows not the beauty he possesses; 
11 Thus it blooms on while night is by; 
12 When day looks out with open eye, 
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13 Bashed at the gaze it cannot shun, 

14 It faints and withers and is gone.17 

Poetic Form 

Despite Britten's manipulation of Crabbe's poetry in his creation of "Marsh 

Flowers," the greatest confusion associated with Five Flower Songs concerns the 

composer's setting of John Clare's "Evening Primrose". Clare is remembered as one of 

the most significant pastoral English poets of the 19th century. Although "The Evening 

Primrose" fits no standard poetic form its fourteen lines, made up of seven rhymed 

couplets, harkens once again to the English sonnet. It is the general use of iambic 

tetrameter, rather than iambic pentameter, which distinguishes this poem from the typical 

sonnet. Table 4.7 illustrates this structure. 

Table 4.7. "The Evening Primrose" Poetic Structure 
Line 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

Syllabic Count 
8 
8 
8 
8 
8 
9 
8 
8 
9 
9 
8 
8 
8 
8 

Rhyme Scheme 
A 
A 
B 
B 
C 
C 
D 
D 
E 
E 
F 
F 
G 
G 

At first glance Britten's setting appears to contain several poetic alterations of 

Clare's original text. These changes are highlighted in the article Words and Music: 

Ibid., 160-1. 
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Benjamin Britten's "Evening Primrose ", which appeared in the August 2004 issue of The 

Choral Journal. The author, Chester Alwes, asserts, 

...in the "Evening Primrose," interesting liberties are taken with Clare's 
original poem...Discounting some inconsequential differences of 
punctuation, Britten's text contains two outright word changes—"till" 
becomes "while" and the final word is changed from Clare's "done" to 
"gone" in the final four lines of the poem. But the most radical change is 
the rearrangement of line 7. Clare's original, "And shunning, hermit-like, 
the light," becomes "And hermit-like, shunning the light".18 

However, further investigation revealed surprising results. At least four handwritten 

manuscripts and five published editions of "Evening Primrose" survive. Each contains 

variations in spelling, punctuation, word choice, and phrase structure. The edition sited in 

Alwes' article, presented as Example 33, appears in the book The Poems of John Clare, 

first published in 1935 and re-issued in 1953. 

1 When once the sun sinks in the west, 
2 And dew drops pearl the evening's breast, 
3 Almost as pale as moonbeams are, 
4 Or its companionable star, 
5 The evening primrose opes anew 
6 Its delicate blossoms to the dew; 
7 And shunning, hermit-like, the light, 
8 Wastes its fair bloom upon the night; 
9 Who, blindfold to its fond caresses, 
10 Knows not the beauty he possesses. 
11 Thus it blooms on till night is by; 
12 When day looks out with open eye, 
13 'Bashed at the gaze it cannot shun, 
14 It faints and withers and is done. 

Example 33. "Evening Primrose" from The Poems of John Clare, p. 517 (1953) 

The first published edition of "Evening Primrose" appeared in The Rural Muse, a 

collection of Clare's poetry published in 1835. This version, listed as Example 34, pre-

18Chester Alwes, "Words and Music: Benjamin Britten's Evening Primrose," The Choral Journal 
Vol. 45, No. 1 (August 2004): 27-28. 
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dates the edition sited in the article by 118 years and contains all the supposed 

"interesting liberties" proffered by Alwes. 

1 When once the sun sinks in the west, 
2 And dew-drops pearl the Evening's breast; 
3 Almost as pale as moonbeams are, 
4 Or its companionable star, 
5 The Evening Primrose opes anew 
6 Its delicate blossoms to the dew; 
7 And hermit-like, shunning the light, 
8 Wastes its fair bloom upon the Night; 
9 Who, blindfold to its fond caresses, 
10 Knows not the beauty he possesses. 
11 Thus it blooms on while Night is by; 
12 When Day looks out with open eye, 
13 'Bashed at the gaze it cannot shun, 
14 It faints, and withers, and is gone. 

Example 34. "Evening Primrose" from The Rural Muse, p. 137 (1835) 

It seems highly unlikely that Britten, composing "The Evening Primrose" in 1950, 

would enact poetic alterations to an edition published in 1953 as purported by Alwes. It is 

equally improbable that these alterations would exactly mirror the first edition, published 

in 1835. While the existence of this edition does not discredit the entire article, for it 

contains an interesting assessment of Britten's use of texture as a formal determinant, it 

does call into question our perceptions regarding Britten's willingness to alter phrase 

structure within an individual poem selected for musical setting. 

Musical Form and Texture 

In Britten's setting texture is again used to articulate Clare's poetic form at 

multiple levels. "The Evening Primrose" is divided into three primary sections, setting 

lines 1-6 (mm. 1-11), 7-10 (mm. 12-19), and 11-14 (mm. 20-31) respectively. Based on 

the assumption that Britten was aware of and working from the 1835 edition discussed 
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above these structural divisions align with major textual punctuation points and support 

the notion that Britten's compositional form is directly related to the poetic form 

established by Clare. Table 4.8 clarifies this structure. 

Table 4.8. "The Evening Primrose" Musical Form 
Section 

I 
m.1-11 

II 
m. 12-19 

III 
m. 20-31 

Subsection 
A-l 

m. 1-4 
Lines 1-2 

A-2 
m. 5-7 

Lines 3-4 
A 

m. 12-15 
Lines 7-8 

A 
m. 20-25 

Lines 11-13 

B-l 
m. 8-9 
Line 5 

B-2 
m. 10-11 

Line 6 
B 

m. 16-19 
Lines 9-10 

B 
m. 26-31 
Line 14 

Each section follows a common textural pattern: four-part homophony followed 

by an imitative passage typically utilizing three or fewer voices. Britten departs from this 

scheme only once. Section I differs from following sections in that it sets six lines of 

poetry rather than four. He compensates by inserting an additional textural division 

labeled Subsection IB. This subsection is initiated using the standard four-part 

homophony that begins each textural division but abandons the formula in measure 10, 

setting the tenor as a non-imitative melodic voice amidst a three-part (SAB) homophonic 

texture that prolongs the harmony sung in measure 9 (Example 35). "The use of the same 

bipartite texture for all three sections of 'Evening Primrose' demonstrate a consciously, 

planned musical structure, clearly aligned with and derived from the form of the poem." J 

'Alwes, 29. 
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opes a - new Its bios - soms... 

opes a - new Its bios-soms... 

opes a - new Its blos-soms... 

Example 35. "The Evening Primrose" Measures 9-11 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Despite Britten's adherence to the homophonic/imitative structure he avoids 

monotony by differentiating each imitative section through a variety of voice 

combinations. The first imitative section, labeled Subsection IA-2, pairs the soprano and 

alto voices. As we have already seen, Subsection IB-2 sets the tenor against a three-part 

homophonic texture. The third instance, IIB, begins by returning to the two-part 

soprano/alto texture found in Subsection IA-2 but is interrupted by the bass, which enters 

on the final beat of measure 17 (Example 36). The final subsection incorporates all four 

voices yet each is paired (soprano/tenor and bass/alto), creating a tightly controlled 

double cannon that serves as an exact repetition of the melodic content sung by the 

soprano and alto voices in measures 5-7 (Example 37). By adhering to a consistent 

musical format and reincorporating material from Section I Britten applies both melodic 

and textural connections that reinforce Clare's poetic structure and increase the listener's 

potential for textual understanding. 



Knows not the beauty.... he pos-ses-ses. 

Example 36. "The Evening Primrose" Measures 17-19 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

It faints and wi - thers and is gone... 

It faints and wi - thtjfs and is gone,.. 

Example 37. "The Evening Primrose" Measures 27-28 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

The Ballad of Green Broom 
Anonymous 

1 There was an old man lived out in the wood, 
2 His trade was a-cutting of Broom, green Broom; 
3 He had but one son without thrift, without good, 
4 Who lay in his bed till 'twas noon, bright noon. 

5 The old man awoke, one morning and spoke, 
6 He swore he would fire the room, that room, 
7 If his John would not rise and open his eyes, 
8 And away to the wood to cut Broom, green Broom. 
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9 So Johnny arose, and he slipped on his clothes, 
10 And away to the wood to cut Broom, green Broom, 
11 He sharpened his knives, for once he contrives 
12 To cut a great bundle of Broom, green Broom. 

13 When Johnny passed under a lady's fine house, 
14 Passed under a lady's fine room, fine room, 
15 She called to her maid, 'Go fetch me', she said, 
16 'Go fetch me the boy that sells Broom, green Broom.' 

17 When Johnny came in to the lady's fine house, 
18 And stood in the lady's fine room, fine room; 
19 'Young Johnny,' she said, 'Will you give up your trade, 
20 And marry a lady in bloom, full bloom?' 

21 Johnny gave his consent, and to church they both went, 
22 And he wedded the lady in bloom, full bloom, 
23 At market and fair, all folks do declare, 

24 There's none like the Boy that sold Broom, green Broom.20 

Poetic Form 

Although Britten's composite poem "Marsh Flowers" is identified as an English 

sonnet, "The Ballad of Green Broom" is the only unaltered poem used in Five Flower 

Songs that fits a preexisting poetic scheme; the ballad. Ballads are typically plot-driven, 

involving one or more characters in a fast-paced, farcical adventure that culminates in a 

dramatic conclusion. Ballads are often structured with successive four line stanzas, or 

quatrains, in which the second and fourth lines rhyme. Curiously, in "The Ballad of 

Green Broom," the rhyme scheme is maintained not only within each stanza, but also 

throughout the entire poem; the final word in lines two and four of each stanza utilize the 

"oo" or [•] vowel sound. It is worth noting, however, that the individual lines of a 

typical ballad are much shorter than those found in "The Ballad of Green Broom." 

Musical Form and Texture 

'Ford, 161. 
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In terms of texture "The Ballad of Green Broom" provides a surprising conclusion 

to Five Flower Songs. Throughout the set Britten displays his mastery of a variety of 

textural devices. Not once does he repeat or duplicate a chosen textural pattern in 

successive stanzas or poetic sections. However, in "The Ballad of Green Broom" Britten 

uses a modified strophic form to link the six stanzas of the longest poem chosen for the 

set. 

Britten's setting consists of seven distinctive sections again delineated by textural 

variation. Sections I-V each carry a single stanza of text. The final two sections share the 

concluding stanza, each setting two lines. Table 4.9 illustrates this structure, including 

major sections, subsections, and corresponding measure numbers and poetic lines. 

Table 4.9. "The Ballad of Green Broom" Musical Form 
Section 

I 
m.1-18 

II 
m. 19-35 

III 
m. 36-53 

rv 
m. 54-66 

V 
m. 67-79 

VI 
m. 80-87 

VII 
m. 87/88-103 

Subsection 
Stanza 1: 
Lines 1-4 
Stanza 2: 
Lines 5-8 
Stanza 3: 

Lines 9-12 
Stanza 4: 

Lines 13-16 
A 

m. 67-72 
Lines 17-18 

B 
m. 73-79 

Lines 19-20 
Lines 21-22 

Lines 23-24 

In the first four sections Britten sets a single melodic voice against an 

instrumentally derived three-part accompaniment (Example 38). This 

melody/accompaniment technique, conspicuously missing throughout Five Flower 
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Songs, is distinctive because it represents a direct link to Britten's typical style in his a 

cappella choral settings, most notably Hymn to St. Cecilia and Advance Democracy. Here 

Britten applies the technique as an efficient means of setting a lengthy text and as a clever 

gesture of text painting that carries dual significance. Douglas L. Jones describes it as "an 

incessant rhythmic drive which imitates the sweeping motion of a broom,"21 while Peter 

Evans assigns another meaning altogether. "The indiscriminately alternating tonics and 

dominants of the ballad-singer's guitar strum in the accompanying voices of the first two 

verses; thereafter their texture is disintegrated progressively so that each voice acquires 

more independence until the imitative writing of verse 5." 

././!. »_?™fi£i 

lay in his bed till twas noon, bright noon, bright noon, bright noon; 

cresc. 

en JBroorn, 

Example 38. "The Ballad of Green Broom" Measures 14-16 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Britten also guides the listener's understanding of the poem's story format by 

carefully selecting which melodic voice carries each successive stanza. The tenor 

functions as the anonymous narrator of the first stanza set in Section I. Section II turns to 

the bass who serves the role of the "old man" in stanza two. Stanza three, again the 

21 Jones, 119. 

2Evans, 430. 
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anonymous narrator, is sung by the sopranos while stanza four, which introduces the 

"lady in full bloom" is aptly sung by the alto, the more "mature" female voice. 

In Section V Britten abandons the melody/accompaniment texture of previous 

sections in favor of two-part canonic imitation, first the bass and tenor followed by the 

alto and soprano (Examples 39 and 40). 

Vu the La-dys; Hue 

Example 39. "The Ballad of Green Broom" Measures 67-69 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Here again Britten uses textural variation to direct the listener's attention to plot 

development. It is no coincidence that the subject of marriage, initiated in stanza five, is 

accompanied by the sudden joining of voices in a musical altercation in which the female 

voices have the last word. Britten is also careful to save the female canon for the second 

half of stanza five in which the "lady in full bloom" speaks directly. 
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"Young John - ny" she said, Will you 

Young John - ny" she said, Will you give up your 

f\ room 

Example 40. "The Ballad of Green Broom" Measures 73-75 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

The final two sections share stanza six, beginning with a variation on the 

melody/accompaniment texture used in the opening. This time, however, the melody is 

carried by the alto and bass in octaves while the soprano and tenor serve as 

accompanying voices on alternating block chords (Example 41). This "marriage" of the 

alto and bass voices accurately symbolizes the text as Johnny gives his consent and 

marries the lady thus forfeiting his youth and adopting a newfound "maturity" as a bass. 

In Section VII all four voices unite for a homophonic accelerando finale distinguishing 

the final two poetic lines' return to the voice of the narrator and serving as a summation 

of the entire poem. 

La - dy in full bloom?" John - ny gave his con-sent, 

John - ny gave his con-sent. 

Example 41. "The Ballad of Green Broom" Measures 79-81 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Throughout this study I have sought to elucidate a heretofore-unexplored 

commonality in the text setting practices of Gerald Finzi and Benjamin Britten. Both are 

generally regarded as two of the finest composers of English vocal music in the twentieth 

century. Yet nearly all scholarly analysis of their works avoids, if not altogether refutes, 

their inherent stylistic similarities. Most writing that comments on both composers 

instead focuses upon their differences. In certain ways this makes perfect sense for in 

their own time Finzi's contribution, like many other contemporary British composers, 

was overshadowed by Britten's "imaginative precision" and "fluent technique," thus 

distinguishing him as "the first British composer to capture and hold the attention of 

musicians and their audiences the world over, as well as at home."1 Additionally, both 

men held strong, often critical, opinions concerning the other's music. After attending a 

Newbury String Players concert in 1942, Britten wrote to Peter Pears describing the 

event. "Sophy [Wyss] sang with an amateur (and how) orchestra under Finzi" and 

caricatured Finzi's attitude stating, '"I prefer this to those horrible professionals' sort of 

thing - ugh!"2 Similarly, upon hearing a December 1951 broadcast of Britten's Billy Bud, 

Finzi called the music "almost worthless."3 

Despite their mutual distain for each other's work both men shared several values 

that, had they been more aware, could have fostered a shared personal respect if not a 

'Evans, 1-2. 

2Donald Mitchell, ed., Letters from a Life: The Selected Letters and Diaries of Benjamin Britten, 
1913-1976, Volume Two, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 1056. 

3McVeagh, Gerald Finzi: His Life and Music, 201. 
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meaningful friendship. "[T]hey were at one - did they but realize it - in their passionate 

sympathy with minorities and victims of prejudice, in their pacific outlook, their love of 

England, and of English poetry."4 It is McVeagh's final supposition, their shared love of 

English poetry, that I believe unconsciously led them to an analogous musical response in 

which poetic structure functions as the primary determinant of musical form. This 

similarity in Gerald Finzi and Benjamin Britten's vocal music exists as a shared response 

to their love of poetry on its own merit. 

The poetry chosen for Op. 17 and Op. 47 reflects both the poetic sensibility of 

their authors and the circumstances in which they were composed. Seven Poems of 

Robert Bridges was not originally created as a unified set. As was his custom when 

seeking publication, Finzi collected a number of settings that he felt reflected a common 

poetic design. Thus any concern for the presentation of these songs as a set came as an 

afterthought. He never considered the circumstances of performing these works such as 

the musicians' limitations or the tastes of the audience. Finzi himself admitted his 

indifference towards the set's complexity. "These at least have the merit of being too 

difficult to be sung except by expert choirs!"5 As a result the set lacks both musical and 

poetic variety. Although these settings were written over several years they reveal a 

surprisingly consistent representation of Finzi's general attitude concerning life and 

death. As discussed Chapter II the early loss of his father, brothers, and musical mentor 

profoundly influenced his perspective concerning the transience of life. These songs 

consequently offer a unique glimpse into Finzi's mind and perhaps bring us closer to 

knowing his true personality. 

4Ibid., 146. 

5Banfield, Gerald Finzi: An English Composer, 190. 
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Conversely, the poems used in Five Flower Songs reveal very little concerning 

the emotional state of Benjamin Britten. They instead demonstrate the practical nature of 

the vast majority of his compositions. Britten rarely composed music simply to express 

his innermost feelings. He considered himself, first and foremost, a professional 

composer. Therefore most of his works were either commissioned or stem from a 

specific, purpose-driven inspiration. Britten rarely wrote new music without taking into 

account the circumstances of its first scheduled performance. Thus a realistic 

consideration of the musicians' abilities, the acoustics of the performance venue, and the 

artistic expectations of the listener always governed his compositional procedure. Five 

Flower Songs is no exception. Britten composed the set as a gift to commemorate the 

twenty-fifth wedding anniversary of Leonard and Dorothy Elmhurst. The poems he 

chose, while clearly representative of his personal tastes, primarily serve as a response to 

his knowledge of the Elmhurst's fondness for all types of flowers. A student choir led by 

Imogen Hoist premiered the work in an outdoor concert on July 23, 1950. "Britten almost 

certainly knew of the outdoor arrangements and the inherent difficulties they would 

present, and the potential limitations of the student vocalists."6 Although Five Flower 

Songs presents many challenges to the performer they are never outside the reach of a 

competent amateur choir. Like the majority of Britten's music, Op. 47 fulfills the needs 

of its compositional genesis. "Singers will undoubtedly find that Britten's settings can 

be...securely mastered, and that they always 'sound' well."7 

Both Finzi and Britten felt compelled to express their understanding of a poem's 

meaning through a musical/poetic partnership meant, "to embellish, underscore, and 

6Stroeher, 59. 

7Evans, 432. 
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reflect the poetry so that it would touch the heart and soul of the listener." While each 

developed a distinctive musical language, both maintained a musical/poetic relationship 

in which "the composer should court his text, designing a musical structure compliant to 

his purpose while according the words the care of the poet whose art they first were."9 

According to Britten, "The music stems directly from the words, deriving from the 

poem's color and rhythm as well as from its meaning. The result is certainly a new entity 

with its own individual life, but in no way replacing the poem in its naked form."10 In the 

words of Howard Ferguson, Finzi's longtime friend and musical associate, "He didn't do 

things because he thought them out, he did them because he felt them,"11 a sentiment that 

I feel is equally applicable to Britten. 

This is not to say, however, that their musical response was purely emotional or 

unplanned. Each composer developed highly organized methods of text setting employed 

in response to "feelings" elicited by the text. As discussed in Chapters III and IV Finzi 

and Britten sought to articulate each piece's musical/poetic form through distinctive 

implementation of textural variation. Throughout Seven Poems of Robert Bridges Finzi 

employed rhythmic differentiation, metric space, and variation in the number and 

grouping of voice parts to distinguish the overall rhythmic character and initiation of each 

successive poetic thought. In Five Flower Songs Britten's textural variation is 

distinguished by the implementation of a variety of standard polyphonic techniques 

8McCoy, 191. 

'Barbara Docherty, "Sentence Into Cadence: The word-setting of Tippett and Britten," Tempo 166 
(September 1988): 2. 

10Jones, 148. 

"Edward Cline, "The Composer's Use of Words: The language and music of Gerald Finzi," 
British Music Vol. XIV (1992): 18. 
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including canon, fugato, and instrumentally derived melody/accompaniment figures. 

Additionally, Finzi adhered to an entirely syllabic approach in which each word is recited 

only once in each voice part; a technique completely avoided in Five Flower Songs. 

"Britten...is a composer in the Purcell mould - he is not interested in Wolfs Poetic 

Supremacy Act, no matching of one note to one syllable unless that is the best way to do 

it.' ,12 

Yet each set's greatest weakness lies in its composer's distinctive style. 

According to his proponents, Britten's primary strength is the fluency with which he 

employs all manner of compositional techniques. Five Flower Songs is no exception. In 

each song Britten's use of polyphony dictates the setting of its text. "The Succession of 

the Four Sweet Months" features a fugato that requires Britten to manipulate the text in 

order to support the entrance of each successive voice (Example 42). 

^ * « digL. 

Example 42. "The Succession of the Four Sweet Months" Measures 10-12 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Once initiated this musical construct forces the composer to alter the poem's original 

form thus increasing the potential for a muddled or confused rendering of the text. 

12Christopher Palmer, The Britten Companion, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 
274. 
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"The Ballad of Green Broom" provides another fine illustration (Example 43). Britten's 

setting of the fifth stanza includes two distinct two-voice cannons in which the second 

voice is delayed by only one beat. Although the text is left unaltered this technique 

obscures its meaning and provides another instance in which compositional procedure 

supersedes poetic considerations. 

house, Aud stood in. the La.- dys fine room, fine room, fine room, fine 

Example 43. "The Ballad of Green Broom" Measures 70-72 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

These techniques also influence Britten's ability to control syllabic and word 

stress within individual poetic phrases. The closing section of "The Evening Primrose" 

features a double cannon derived from the melodic content of measures 5-7 (Example 

44). In this instance Britten's desire to develop and expand previously introduced 

melodies clearly overrides his concern for expressive text declamation. Additionally, the 

implementation of such a wide variety of polyphonic techniques weakens the set's overall 

cohesion. Other than the general poetic theme of flowers there seems to be no element of 

musical connectivity between movements. As a result Britten provides the listener with a 

fine collection of twentieth-century part-songs rather than a unified aesthetic experience. 
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Example 44. "The Evening Primrose" Measures 29-31 
FIVE FLOWER SONGS by Benjamin Britten 

Copyright 1951 Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

Likewise, Seven Poems of Robert Bridges is not beyond reproach. In all seven 

songs Finzi meticulously sets each word and syllable being careful not to disturb the 

poet's original intentions. It is his devotion to entirely syllabic word setting, however, 

that presents the collection's greatest flaw. Although Op. 17 provides the aesthetic unity 

lacking in Five Flower Songs it typically fails to capture the listener's imagination when 

presented as a complete set. Since all seven songs employ the same techniques they run 

the risk of becoming monotonous. This is due, in part, to the consistent use of imitative 

polyphony derived from a single recitation of each poetic phrase. Finzi's own restrictions 

regarding text setting caged his musical imagination, leaving moments of poetic rapture 

feeling stunted and musical concepts underdeveloped. He himself later referred to them 

as "old-maidish" and "finicky".13 

Finzi's setting of the final line of "Nightingales" serves as a prime example 

(Example 45). How would Britten have set this phrase? We can never know for sure but 

it seems certain that Finzi's treatment could be vastly improved had he but allowed 

McVeagh, Gerald Finzi: His Life and Music, 77. 
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himself the freedom to further explore his musical imagination without such a narrow 

view concerning the declamation of text. 

while „ (he tn-num-er-a-ble choir of day Wei-come the dawn,. 

while the in-num-er-a-ble choir of day Wul-come the d a w n . _ _ 

Example 45. "Nightingales" Measures 31-35 
SEVEN UNACCOMPANIED PART SONGS ON POEMS OF ROBERT BRIDGES by Gerald Finzi 

Copyright 1939 Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

However, it is not the individual techniques employed but the identification of a 

similar methodology in which textural variety is used to articulate musical/poetic form 

that distinguishes this particular study. Regardless of their differences both Gerald Finzi 

and Benjamin Britten took great care to preserve poetic form in Seven Poems of Robert 

Bridges and Five Flower Songs. Both men felt a distinct responsibility when setting the 
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words of others. As a result these part-songs, while representative of each composer's 

unique perspective, reflect a common artistic impulse. In the words of Finzi himself, 

"The first and last thing is that a composer is (presumably) moved by a poem and wishes 

to identify himself with it and share it."14 Their music is, therefore, highly successful. In 

both instances the musical structure of each part-song is inextricably linked to the words 

they set and effectively communicate the poem's form and meaning. 

"Bright is the ring of words when the right man rings them."15 These words, 

known by musicians primarily through Ralph Vaughan Williams' Songs of Travel seem 

to perfectly capture the essence of both Finzi and Britten's compositional gift. Theirs is a 

music that consistently meets the needs of its chosen text. More often than not their 

vocal music carries a certain sense of inevitability in which the composer's setting seems 

the only plausible musical response. In the end I feel the aesthetic purpose of their music 

can be expressed in a single word: communication. To Finzi, "the question of idiom or 

style was of secondary value. He was more concerned with what was to be expressed 

than with the means of expression."16 Britten's philosophy was nearly indistinguishable. 

"It doesn't matter what style a composer chooses to write in, as long as he has something 

definite to say and says it clearly." The following passage serves as a fitting conclusion 

for although it was written in regard to Britten it eloquently conveys the artistic message 

of both composers. "[H]e writes music which it is easy to enjoy. He is not ambitious to 

compose great works or to say what never has been said before. He simply puts down the 

14McCoy, 16. 

15Robert Louis Stevenson's Songs of Travel and Other Verses, 1896. 

16McCoy, 10. 

l7Imogen Hoist, Britten, (London: Faber and Faber, 1966), 34-35. 
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ideas by which his mind is moved, and they happen to find response because they are 

sincerely human. His message is for everybody."18 

David Ewen, ed., The Book of Modern Composers, (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1950), 522. 
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