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PROGRAM NOTES

Song of Liberty: A Blake Cantata
Peter Child (2010)

My first serious encounter with the poetry of William Blake was when I 
was a teenager in the late 60s/early 70s. In those days a blend of political 
revolution, sexual revolution, and mysticism was very much in the air, 
and to many of us who were part of that rebellious culture Blake seemed 
astoundingly prescient. The seeds of this piece were sown at that time. My 
‘Blake piece’ was a long time coming: the opportunity to write this cantata 
for the MIT Concert Choir was the catalyst that finally brought it out. 

Song of Liberty is bookended with Blake in his most thunderous, prophetic 
voice, with poems taken from the beginning and end of The Marriage of 
Heaven and Hell. Chorus, strings, and loud percussion embody in sound the 
righteous rage of “Rintrah roars & shakes his fires in the burden’d air” and 
“Let the Priests of the Raven of dawn, no longer in deadly black, with hoarse 
note curse the sons of joy.” The last stance, however, is one of celebration, 
“For every thing that lives is Holy.” Blake entitles this line ‘chorus,’ and it 
drives the piece to a Handelian climax, almost the last thing that you hear. 
At the mid-point of the piece is Blake in his voice of Innocence: The Birds 
is a deceptively simple poem, and the music, for a cappella chorus, takes its 
tone from the lyric directness and charm of the text. 

Interspersed between the three choral movements are sets for the soloists. 
Soprano, mezzo-soprano, tenor and baritone address Blake’s pair of questions 
and answers to one another: “What is it men in women do require? / The 
lineaments of gratified desire. / What is it women do in men require? / The 
lineaments of gratified desire.” The tenor, in the fourth movement, takes 
a contemplative tone in what is probably Blake’s most famous mystical 
quatrain: “To see the world in a grain of sand, / And a heaven in a wild 
flower; / Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, / And eternity in an hour.”

I am indebted to the MIT Concert Choir and music director William Cutter 
for the commission that brought this piece into being, and it is dedicated 
gratefully to them. 

—Peter Child



Dona nobis pacem 
Ralph Vaughan Williams, (1936)
for soprano and baritone soloists, choir, and orchestra (or strings and 
piano)

“All a poet can do today is warn,” wrote Wilfred Owen, the preeminent war 
poet of the English language, from the front lines in France during World 
War I. Elsewhere in France, a middle-aged composer named Ralph Vaughan 
Williams, by then in his early forties, served his country as a member of 
the ambulance corps, then later as an artillery officer. While Wilfred Owen 
died just days before the end of the war, Ralph Vaughan Williams survived, 
although he bore the scars of the war—both physical and mental—to the 
end of his life in 1958: the concussive forces of the cannons started the slow 
erosion of his hearing, and many of his closest friends and colleagues died 
in the war.

Vaughan Williams would memorialize his experiences in World War I, as 
well as his thoughts on the French countryside savaged by the combat, 
in his A Pastoral Symphony (1922). However, this was not to be his final 
statement on the subject of war. As the the threat of war stretched once more 
over Europe (as Ferdinand Foch, marshal of the French army, described it, 
the Treaty of Paris was not a treaty, but “a twenty-year truce”), Vaughan 
Williams grew ever more pessimistic about the future. Following Italy’s 
invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, the composer brought forth Dona nobis 
pacem, an anti-war cantata whose origins lie in the pre-war years when 
Vaughan Williams’s career was just beginning.

Dona nobis pacem is a classic example of the “anthology work,” a specialty 
of British composers in the first half of the twentieth century: a series of 
texts contemplating or reacting to a theme. Vaughan Williams was not 
the first to write an anthology work about World War I: Sir Arthur Bliss’s 
Morning Heroes, setting the Iliad, Wilfred Owen, and Li Po (among 
others), premiered four years before Dona nobis pacem.  Likewise, Dona 
nobis pacem was not the most famous contribution to the genre (that honor 
goes obviously to Benjamin Britten’s War Requiem). However, Vaughan 
Williams manages to avoid the bombastic and melodramatic excesses of 
the former work while avoiding the intellectual reserve and sterility of the 
latter. In spite of, or perhaps because of, the rather unusual choice in texts—
sections of the Ordinary of the Catholic Mass and a passage drawn from 
half a dozen books of the Bible flank three settings by Walt Whitman and a 



speech to Parliament—Vaughan Williams creates a work that is both timely 
and timeless.

The opening of Dona nobis pacem ("grant us peace"), for solo soprano, is a 
setting of the final line of the Ordinary of the Catholic mass. The soprano’s 
first phrase includes the quintessential Vaughan Williams motif: the five-
note sequence outlining a rising, then falling third. The stark accompaniment 
is often as beseeching as the soloist. The chorus’s first, tentative “Dona” is 
followed by a crescendo in the orchestra leading to a despairing, dissonant 
series of tutti cries. This alteration of yearning prayer and despondent cry 
is repeated not only in the second half of this movement, but throughout 
the remainder of the cantata. (Although the cantata is nominally in six 
movements, the movements are all linked with attaccas, creating a single, 
uninterrupted thirty-five-minute span.)

The second movement, “Beat! beat! drums!”, is the first of three consecutive 
Walt Whitman settings that form the center of the work. In its savage intensity, 
this movement has been compared to the “Dies irae” from Verdi’s Requiem: 
an apt comparison, as the two movements share a number of motifs, as 
well as similar relationships in modulating between keys. However, while 
Verdi depicts the Last Judgment, the imagery of “Beat! beat! drums!” is 
much more earthbound; one might even call the text banal, as it lists the 
rather mundane daily activities attempted by non-combatants trying, and 
failing, to survive in the midst of war. The bugle calls mentioned in the text 
and mirrored in the orchestra are hardly melodic—at times they threaten to 
degenerate into cacophony. A brief “respite” from the tumult is provided at 
“Mind not,” but even then peace is nowhere to be found; the choral writing 
is highly chromatic, and almost painful to hear, as it torturously slithers its 
way to the coda.

In a surprising transition, a melancholy interlude, with prominent violin solo, 
emerges from the ruins of “Beat! beat! drums!” The ensuing movement, 
“Reconciliation,” presents the poet in his guise as a nurse during the Civil 
War. By far the most intimate section of the work, poet and composer pull off 
the daunting task of humanizing the enemy. (Whitman describes the fallen 
soldier as “a man divine as myself”; how the “cheerful agnostic” Vaughan 
Williams interpreted this verse is unclear.) The baritone’s solo is an arioso—
not quite recitative, not quite song—that beautifully captures the spirit of 
Whitman’s verse. (Vaughan Williams can certainly be forgiven for indulging 
in a little word-painting for the grinding dissonance we hear whenever the 



word “war” is sung in this movement.) The choral contributions are two 
elaborations on the soloist’s first verse: the first is merely a harmonization of 
the opening melody, while the second, with even richer harmonies from the 
chorus, now in six parts, is a cappella. The soprano soloist returns briefly, 
with a variant of the “quiet” Dona nobis pacem.

A slow march acts as a prelude to “Dirge for Two Veterans,” the most 
extended section of the work. This was also the first movement of the work 
to be composed, dating to early 1914 (just months before the beginning of 
WWI). During this first phase of Vaughan Williams’s composing career—
following his study with Maurice Ravel—numerous settings of Whitman 
flowed from his pen, including “Toward the unknown region,” Three 
Nocturnes for baritone, and A Sea Symphony. Amazingly, the composer was 
able to seamlessly include the entire movement unabridged and unedited 
with the remaining movements composed at two decades’ remove.

With its kaleidoscopically shifting moods and overt musical imagery, the 
“Dirge” draws some of the best of Vaughan Williams’s early writing. While 
the composer gathers his forces quite impressively in the tutti passages—
such as “I hear the great drums pounding”—the most profound and touching 
moments are the quiet, nocturne-like passages contemplating the moon, and 
the stuttering choral passage mourning the fallen veterans “son and father, 
dropt together.” It is here that we can most readily detect the influence of 
Vaughan Williams’s study with Ravel: there is a sensuousness and sensitivity 
in these passages, and yet a cool, understated sense of detachment as well. 
The remoteness of these contemplations stand out even further when 
contrasted with the extroverted character of the setting of lines such as “and 
the strong dead march enwraps me.” When reaching the final stanza, we 
expect a quiet, peaceful close to the movement; however, Vaughan Williams 
denies us this final comfort, ending with an unresolved chord on the word 
“love,” as the march tune returns as a postlude, reminding us that the 
mourning is not limited to one night only, but instead lasts as long as war 
itself is allowed to persist.  

Using the same basic pulse as the ending of the “Dirge for two veterans,” 
the bipartite finale begins with an ominous baritone solo, “The Angel of 
Death.” Setting extracts from a speech delivered by the politician and orator 
John Bright in opposition to the Crimean War, the music is deconstructed 
to the barest of textures, with only the baritone’s declamation of the text 
and a bass line underneath. The chilling imagery—with its Old Testament 



overtones—leads to a reprise of the cries from the first movement, followed 
by a grotesque round, setting words from the Lamentations of Jeremiah 
depicting the suffering of the survivors. At the end of this passage, the low 
strings plunge downward, briefly suspended before modulating downward 
one final time, landing on a new key to start the second part of the finale. 

The baritone enters for the final time to offer a benediction: “O man, greatly 
beloved,” punctuated by chorale-like chords in the orchestra. Out of the 
soloist’s final words, “and in this place will I give peace,” arises music 
such as we have not heard before in this work: a song of promise and hope, 
announced first by the strings, and then taken up by the chorus. A brief 
militaristic tinge is acquired at “Let all the nations,” before the paean resumes 
even more ecstatically than before, building to the climax of the entire 
cantata: the setting of the opening line of the Gloria, “Glory to God in the 
highest,” with the chorus thrillingly soaring over full orchestra. Before long, 
however, this final, radiant vision is spent and dissolves into nothingness; 
in the mid-1930s, there was justifiably little room for optimism. Instead, 
Vaughan Williams leaves us with a quiet, a cappella choral statement of 
“Dona nobis pacem,” with the final “pacem” entrusted to the soprano as a 
final plea—or perhaps a final warning.

Ultimately, in spite of the countless warnings, war proved inescapable. 
However, when the war came to England via the Blitz, Vaughan Williams 
did not follow the example of the many artists—such as W. H. Auden and 
Britten—who fled Britain. Instead, he opened up his estate to refugees 
and converting his lands into farming allotments to support the war effort. 
Perhaps from this we can draw the most important message Vaughan 
Williams tried to convey in Dona nobis pacem: we are all dependent upon 
one another, to survive the “deeds of carnage” brought about by war, and to 
usher in “on earth peace, goodwill towards man.”

—Ahmed E. Ismail



TEXTS

SONG OF LIBERTY: Five Choruses after Blake

I.  from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: The Argument

Rintrah roars & shakes his fires in the burden’d air;
Hungry clouds swag on the deep
Once meek, and in a perilous path,
The just man kept his course along
The vale of death.
Roses are planted where thorns grow.
And on the barren heath
Sing the honey bees.
Then the perilous path was planted:
And a river, and a spring
On every cliff and tomb;
And on the bleached bones
Red clay brought forth.
Till the villain left the paths of ease,
To walk in perilous paths, and drive
The just man into barren climes.
Now the sneaking serpent walks
In mild humility.
And the just man rages in the wilds
Where lions roam.
Rintrah roars & shakes his fires in the burden’d air;
Hungry clouds swag on the deep.

II. Fragment

What is it men in women do require?
The lineaments of gratified desire.
What is it women do in men require?
The lineaments of gratified desire.



III. The Birds
		       HE 

Where thou dwellest, in what Grove,
Tell me, Fair one, tell me, love;
Where thou thy charming Nest dost build.
O thou pride of every field!

		       SHE

Yonder stands a lonely tree,
There I live and mourn for thee;
Morning drinks my silent tear,
And evening winds my sorrow bear.

		       HE

O thou summer’s harmony,
I have liv’d and mourn’d for thee;
Each day I mourn along the wood,
And night hath heard my sorrows loud.

		       SHE

Dost though truly long for me?
And am I thus sweet to thee?
Sorrow now is at an end,
O my lover and my Friend!

		       HE

Come on wings of joy we’ll fly
To where my bower hangs on high;
Come, and make thy calm retreat	
Among green leaves and blossoms sweet.

IV. from Auguries of Innocence

To see a world in a grain of sand,
 And a heaven in a wild flower,



Hold infinity in the palm of your hand,
  And eternity in an hour.

V. from Song of Liberty

Let the Priests of the Raven of dawn no longer, in deadly black, with hoarse 
note curse the sons of joy! Nor his accepted brethren — whom, tyrant, he 
calls free — lay the bound or build the roof! Nor pale religious letchery call 
that virginity that wishes but acts not!

For everything that lives is Holy.

Dona nobis pacem

I.	 Agnus Dei

Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi, dona nobis pacem.
(Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, grant us peace.)
—from the Ordinary of the Catholic Mass

II. Beat! beat! drums!

Beat! beat! drums!—Blow! bugles! blow!
Through the windows—through the doors—burst like a ruthless force,
Into the solemn church, and scatter the congregation;
Into the school where the scholar is studying;
Leave not the bridegroom quiet—no happiness must he have now with his 	
	 bride;
Nor the peaceful farmer any peace, plowing his field or gathering in his 		
	 grain;
So fierce you whirr and pound, you drums—so shrill you bugles blow.
Beat! beat! drums!—Blow! bugles! blow!
Over the traffic of cities—over the rumble of wheels in the streets:
Are beds prepared for the sleepers at night in the houses? No sleepers
	 must sleep in those beds;
No bargainers’ bargains by day—[no brokers or speculators]*—Would 		
	 they continue?
Would the talkers be talking? would the singer attempt to sing?
[Would the lawyer rise in the court to state his case before the judge?]*
Then rattle quicker, heavier drums—you bugles wilder blow.



Beat! beat! drums!—Blow! bugles! blow!
Make no parley—stop for no expostulation;
Mind not the timid—mind not the weeper or prayer;
Mind not the old man beseeching the young man;
Let not the child’s voice be heard, nor the mother’s entreaties;
Make even the trestles to shake the dead, where they lie awaiting the 		
	 hearses,
So strong you thump, O terrible drums—so loud you bugles blow.
—Walt Whitman, from Drum-Taps
(*omitted by RVW)

III.	 Reconciliation

Word over all, beautiful as the sky,
Beautiful that war and all its deeds of carnage must in time be utterly lost,
That the hands of the sisters Death and Night incessantly softly wash 

again, and ever again, this soil’d world;

For my enemy is dead, a man divine as myself is dead,
I look where he lies white-faced and still in the coffin—I draw near,
Bend down and touch lightly with my lips the white face in the coffin.
—Walt Whitman, from Drum-Taps

Dona nobis pacem.

IV.  Dirge for two veterans

The last sunbeam
Lightly falls from the finish’d Sabbath,
On the pavement here—and there beyond, it is looking,
Down a new-made double grave.

Lo! the moon ascending!
Up from the east, the silvery round moon;
Beautiful over the house tops, ghastly phantom moon;
Immense and silent moon.

I see a sad procession,
And I hear the sound of coming full-key’d bugles;
All the channels of the city streets they’re flooding,



As with voices and with tears.

I hear the great drums pounding,
And the small drums steady whirring;
And every blow of the great convulsive drums,
Strikes me through and through.

For the son is brought with the father;
(In the foremost ranks of the fierce assault they fell;
Two veterans, son and father, dropped together,
And the double grave awaits them.)

Now nearer blow the bugles,
And the drums strike more convulsive;
And the day-light o’er the pavement quite has faded,
And the strong dead-march enwraps me.

In the eastern sky up-buoying,
The sorrowful vast phantom moves illumin’d;
(‘Tis some mother’s large, transparent face,
In heaven brighter growing.)

O strong dead-march, you please me!
O moon immense, with your silvery face you soothe me!
O my soldiers twain! O my veterans, passing to burial!
What I have I also give you.

The moon gives you light,
And the bugles and the drums give you music;
And my heart, O my soldiers, my veterans,
My heart gives you love.
—Walt Whitman, from Drum-Taps

V.

The Angel of Death has been abroad throughout the land; you may almost 
hear the beating of his wings.  There is no one as of old . . . to sprinkle 
with blood the lintel and the two side-posts of our doors, that he may spare 
and pass on.  
—John Bright, 1854 speech to Parliament



Dona nobis pacem.

We looked for peace, but no good came; and for a time of health, and 
behold trouble!  The snorting of his horses was heard from Dan; the whole 
land trembled at the sound of the neighing of his strong ones; for they are 
come, and have devoured the land, and those that dwell therein.

The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved?
Is there no balm in Gilead?; is there no physician there?  
Why then is not the health of the daughter of my people recovered? 
—Jeremiah 8:15-22

VI.

O man greatly beloved, fear not, peace be unto thee, be strong, yea, be 
strong. 
—Daniel 10:19

The glory of this latter house shall be greater than of the former, and in 
this place will I give peace.  
—Haggai 2:9

Nation shall not lift up a sword against nation, neither shall they learn war 		
	 any more.  
And none shall make them afraid, neither shall the sword go through their 		
	 land.  
Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed 		
	 each other.  
Truth shall spring out of the earth, and righteousness shall look down from 	
	 heaven.  
Open to me the gates of righteousness, I will go into them.
Let all the nations be gathered together, and let the people be assembled; 		
	 and let them hear, and say, it is the truth.
And it shall come, that I will gather all nations and tongues.
And they shall come and see my glory.  
And I will set a sign among them, and they shall declare my glory among 		
	 the nations.
For as the new heavens and the new earth, which I will make, shall remain 
before me, so shall your seed and your name remain for ever.
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Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good-will toward men.
—Adapted from Micah 4:3, Leviticus 26:6, Psalms 85:10 and 118:19, 
Isaiah 43:9 and 66:18-22, and Luke 2:14)

Dona nobis pacem.
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