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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This document contributes significantly to the meager list of sources that discuss 

Dominick Argento’s cycle for high voice, clarinet, and piano, “To Be Sung Upon The Water.” 

Argento is well known for his song literature and a number of his vocal works have received 

much attention; the cycle From the Diary of Virginia Woolf was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 

1975.  Through theoretical analysis of the work as well as suggestions for performance practice, 

this document will provide both a practical and scholarly source that will expand our 

understanding of the cycle and promote more well-deserved study of this lesser performed work. 

Patrice Michaels, who made a professional recording of the cycle with pianist Bettie 

Buccheri and clarinetist Larry Combs in 1996, contributed an interview. Dominick Argento’s 

autobiographical work, Catalogue Raisonné As Memoir: A Composer’s Life contains behind-the-

scenes information about his compositions. Dr. Kevin Chance gave insightful information and 

was very helpful in coaching this work by helping to coordinate tempi, influencing stylistic 

choices, and uncovering some wonderful nuances and the tributes to other composers, sometimes 

in the form of musical quotations, that Argento implied in the work. 

Further chapters provide insight into practical difficulties, which presented many 

obstacles in rehearsal.  For instance, no singer cues are included in the clarinet edition of the 

score. Also, the singer’s edition of the score includes the untransposed clarinet parts which were 

helpful when I rehearsed alone, but in ensemble rehearsal left fewer ways to communicate about 

wrong notes or entrances. 
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This document provides a resource for future performers of this work in the form of 

poetical and theoretical analyses, as well as helpful stylistic information. The poetic and musical 

richness within this lesser performed work by Dominick Argento can be discovered with the help 

of the sources interviewed and performance experience. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I was introduced to Dominick Argento’s song cycle To Be Sung Upon The Water by 

clarinetist Michael Abrams, whom I met on the first day of graduate school at the University of 

Alabama. He mentioned that he had always wanted to perform this particular cycle, so I started 

researching it. I was disappointed to find little in the realm of scholarly articles and information 

on the work. In the six months that it took Michael Abrams, pianist Tracy Chang, and I to put 

together the cycle for a chamber recital, we had little outside help or expertise provided towards 

our performance. We each worked hard to find musical meaning in the work, and used the 

Cedille Records recording made by soprano Patrice Michaels, pianist Elizabeth Buccheri, and 

clarinetist Larry Combs as a stylistic guide.  

While working towards my master’s degree in music (awarded 2013), I was privileged to 

work with Dr. Bettie Buccheri, assistant conductor of the Chicago Lyric Opera and coach and 

professor at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. When I noticed her name on the 

recording of this cycle, I contacted her in order to get more information about her stylistic 

approach to this difficult work. She advised me to contact the soprano on the recording, Patrice 

Michaels, whom Dr. Buccheri deemed a “smart singer.” My e-mail interview with Ms. Michaels, 

made possible through Bettie Buccheri, is in an appendix following this document. 

Drs. Kevin Chance, Susan Fleming and Osiris Molina at the University of Alabama were 

helpful guides in the nuances and synthesizing of this work. Their comments and insights into 



 
 

2 
  

musical meaning are also included throughout the analyses and performance suggestions for each 

song. 

Some of contemporary American song composer Dominick Argento’s song cycles  

contain somewhat unusual prose text. For instance, his song cycle Miss Manners on Music 

(1998) contains songs set to the 20th century newspaper columnist Judith Martin’s (“Miss 

Manners”) responses to various fans’ inquiries. Based on the diary of the suicidal writer, the 

song cycle for medium voice and piano From the Diary of Virginia Woolf won him the Pulitzer 

Prize in 1975. He mostly chooses not to set the classic Romantic poets, or even modern 

American ones. Instead, the texts he chooses are based on personal preference for word flow and 

ideas able to create a dramatic scene.1  

It is necessary to study Argento’s reasons for composing to fully understand his 

intentions behind this lesser performed cycle, To Be Sung Upon The Water. He had a specific 

singer in mind for both his successful From the Diary of Virginia Woolf (1975) and To Be Sung 

Upon The Water (1973). For the former, his task was to compose a cycle for a recital for mezzo-

soprano Janet Baker, to be given in 1975. The original headliner for this performance was Jessye 

Norman. Argento said, “I had searched for and found a suitable text to fit her unique talents 

(excerpts from Sappho).”2 When Norman cancelled her appearance, Argento again searched for a 

text appropriate for her replacement, Beverly Sills. He did not believe Sappho’s fragments to be 

appropriate for Sills, whom he called “actressy,”3 and decided that the stories of a great 

Shakespearean heroine such as Ophelia or Cleopatra would be more suiting. When Sills too 

cancelled and Baker stepped in, a colleague of Argento’s at the University of Minnesota 

                                                
1 Palmer, Composer Survey, 633. 
2 Argento, Catalogue Raisonné As Memoir, 82. 
3 Argento, Catalogue Raisonné As Memoir, 82. 
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suggested material from Virginia Woolf’s The Waves. In researching Woolf’s diaries to get to 

know her better, he found the emotional situations of her diary entries more interesting, and in 

turn used them as the basis for a song cycle.  

To Be Sung Upon The Water, a cycle of eight songs for high voice, clarinet/bass clarinet 

and piano, was also composed with a specific singer in mind. Though it was composed two years 

before From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, they share similar strategies of pre-composition. Tenor 

Mallory Walker (1935-2014) premiered the title role in Argento’s Civil War opera Colonel 

Jonathan the Saint in 1961, and asked the composer to write him a song cycle about ten years 

later. Little information about his search for texts appropriate for Walker is noted in Argento’s 

autobiographical Catalogue Raisonné As Memoir: A Composer’s Life, but Argento has stated 

that his song writing process is well guided and purposeful. “Once I know I have a particular 

performer…in mind, it automatically starts to narrow down the possible subjects.”4 When 

writing for voices, Argento has said that his first task is to consider “humanity.”5 His own 

experience as a pianist and clarinetist gave him a respect for singers, whose brains have to 

process pitches, whereas instrumentalists press keys. In an interview for The Choral Journal he 

remarked, “…there’s such a built-in opportunity for failure in singing. Singers take a risk 

instrumentalists don’t, and I love the idea that they’re taking a risk to do what it is they do.”6 His 

high regard for singers, especially ones with excellent ear training and linguistic skills, comes 

across in the care he takes to compose for a pre-determined voice and personality.  

As in research for previous song cycles, the composer delved through texts looking for 

inspiration for a song cycle for Walker. Argento has said that if he had not become a composer, 

                                                
4 Douma, Building a Well-Made House, 32. 
5 Douma, Building a Well-Made House, 31. 
6 Douma, Building a Well-Made House, 31. 
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he would have become a writer.7 His musical abilities and textual sensitivity as a composer, his 

respect and admiration for singers, and a passion for creative texts make him an ideal song 

composer. In the same interview for The Choral Journal, he said, “I choose texts which attract 

me by their suitability to the kind of music I am able to write. I have no special preference 

regarding writers or poets, but I tend to avoid ‘modern’ ones because the complexity of language 

or image makes my task all the more difficult or makes it redundant.”8 Ms. Michaels further 

commented on Argento’s excellence as a song composer: “I believe that excellent composers - 

Argento a shining example - gravitate to stories and texts that they feel they can help 

illuminate.  They wish to honor the intention of the poet. Inevitably, as they bring their own 

materials to the ‘stewpot,’ the flavors mingle, the dish takes on its own characteristics, and 

becomes something both expressive of the original material and wholly original.”9 

His choice of English Romantic poet William Wordsworth (1770-1850) does not fit with 

his aforementioned tendencies in regards to setting Classical poetry, and the form and rhyme 

schemes of said poet placed some restrictions on his usual creative output when it came to a 

preference for prose. “Most poetry has its own rhythm, and you have to fight against it, which is 

bad. You can nudge a bit here and there to get emphases across, but you can’t really stray away 

from it…if it’s in a meter, I’m a bit stuck.”10 He has also confessed he has no favorite poets, so 

his inspiration comes from previously known works, or suggestions from friends or colleagues. 

In an informal interview, Ms. Michaels, a former student in Argento’s opera history class at the 

University of Minnesota, further commented, “I find Argento to have an extremely discerning 

ear for poetry that works well with his musical language.  Particularly remarkable is his ability to 

                                                
7 Douma, Building a Well-Made House, 29. 
8 Palmer, Composer Survey, 633. 
9 Michaels, Interview. 
10 Douma, Building a Well-Made House, 32. 
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set text with an obviously British lilt, and yet retain his recognizably American compositional 

voice.  I credit this unusual sensibility to Argento’s own study and appreciation of opera  

history…his intelligence; and his deep consideration of the meaning of words.”11 

Argento’s own study of the clarinet influenced the instrumentation for this cycle. In his 

first year of study at Peabody Conservatory, Argento’s intention of becoming a pianist was 

dispelled due to more interest in composition. After changing majors, the choice for a secondary 

instrument as a requirement for his degree fell upon the clarinet because he was left-handed. His 

teacher, Sidney Forrest, was impressed and encouraged by Argento’s ability and sensitivity on 

the instrument, and even recommended that he become a professional clarinetist. Argento’s true 

passion remained composition, and without regret he returned his rented clarinet to the music 

store after graduating.12  

The need for both B-flat clarinet and bass clarinet requires the clarinetist who performs 

this cycle to be technically skilled on both instruments. The clarinetist must begin the cycle with 

the bass clarinet, and switches instruments for certain songs, as shown in the list of 

instrumentation below: 

I. Prologue: Shadow And Substance – for high voice, bass clarinet and piano 
II. The Lake At Evening – for high voice, clarinet and piano 
III. Music On The Water – for high voice, clarinet and piano 
IV. Fair Is The Swan – for high voice, bass clarinet and piano 
V. In Remembrance Of Schubert – for high voice and piano, clarinet tacit 
VI. Hymn Near The Rapids – for high voice, bass clarinet and piano 
VII. The Lake At Night – for high voice, clarinet and piano 
VIII. Epilogue: De Profundis – for high voice, bass clarinet and piano 

 

The clarinet’s/bass clarinet’s role in this cycle is not one of accompaniment. Argento’s own 

proficiency on the instrument proves that in this cycle, the clarinet/bass clarinet is as much a solo 

                                                
11 Michaels, Interview. 
12 Argento, Catalogue Raisonné As Memoir, 76-77. 
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instrument as the voice. Argento displayed the clarinet as a virtuoso instrument in this work and 

Capriccio for Clarinet and Orchestra (1985).  

The official instrumentation for the work reads “for high voice, piano and clarinet.” As it 

was intended to be a special composition for tenor and friend Mallory Walker, Argento was 

disappointed when his publisher encouraged him to publish the score of To Be Sung Upon The 

Water thus, rather than for tenor voice, clarinet, and piano. The publisher’s job to create a market 

for works drove Argento to give up his intentions that this cycle be for male high voice only. Ms. 

Michaels said in her interview, “I did call Dominick to ask his permission to record the work, as 

I knew he preferred tenor for this cycle, and the voicing/octave displacement issues might 

preclude his blessing. I had previously recorded his Six Elizabethan Songs and received strong 

reviews, and he had heard me sing the offstage soprano part in his Voyage of Edgar Allen 

Poe with Milwaukee Symphony, so I imagine both of those factors may have been helpful.”13 

On the top of the first page of the full score Argento labeled the cycle as “Nocturnes and 

Barcarolles,” evoking a dreamy evening boat ride. This theme encompasses the entire cycle as 

Argento leads his protagonist through a mental journey evoked by the eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century ideals of pastoral, idyllic, and natural settings. The composer uses the clarinet 

and piano as vehicles to imitate droplets of water, ripples and currents, wind and storms. 

There is an arch over the symmetry of these eight songs. Parallels can be seen in the 

textual references and themes in songs one and eight, two and seven, and three and five. The 

fourth song is perhaps the most unique in the set, offering playful gimmicks between the high 

voice and bass clarinet that is a refreshing high point of the cycle. Argento’s creation of 

                                                
13 Michaels, Interview. 
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symmetry with regards to poetic themes and musical moods affords the performers of the work a 

well-rounded journey. 

Argento offers a prologue and an epilogue in the titles to frame the work. Though this  

cycle was put together from poems Wordsworth had written in various settings, emotional states, 

and points in his life, Argento succeeded in creating a story line and a dramatic arch that can be 

easily followed by the audience.  

 Through study of these pieces I hope to provide help to future performers of this lesser-

known cycle with regards to performance practice and understanding Argento’s musical 

language as inspired by the texts. Dr. Susan Fleming expressed to me that the March 1, 2014 

performance of this cycle was quite possibly the first given of this work in Alabama. To Be Sung 

Upon The Water has gone largely unnoticed in Argento’s collections of songs, but deserves 

dedicated study and performance as it is part of this great song composer’s output. I have striven 

to provide helpful hints and suggestions as to the expressiveness of diction, musical and textual 

references in the piano and clarinet parts, and clues to understanding Argento’s settings of 

Wordsworth’s poetry. This document is intended primarily as a performance-based resource, 

rather than one with in-depth theoretical analyses. 

With regards to Wordsworth’s poetry, brackets have been placed around text that 

Argento chose not to set. Parentheses are provided around texts which Argento created or 

substituted into the poetry that are not Wordsworth’s words. In some cases in which Argento set 

but a few lines of a lengthy Wordsworth poem, line numbers are provided. There are instances in 

which the entire poem has been provided, though Argento may have only set part of it, as this 

will provide performers with a broader context for the piece. After researching and rehearsing 



 
 

8 
  

this piece in great detail, I included what I feel is relevant for the singer and performers to know, 

to give a well-rounded performance.  

Throughout the commentary I will reference measure numbers, though the vocal and 

clarinet scores do not provide them. As will be discussed in chapter three, this is one of the very 

inconvenient oversights in the production of the Boosey & Hawkes score. The section markers 

indicated by numbers within boxes are helpful only to a point, whereas most musicians would 

prefer to rehearse by measure numbers. Our trio had to do many hours of tedious copying and 

editing to prepare our scores for rehearsals and performance. Further details about this and other 

problems and suggestions for modifying the Boosey & Hawkes score for more convenient 

rehearsing and performing are in chapter three.  
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CHAPTER 2 

ANALYSES AND PERFORMANCE SUGGESTIONS 

I. Prologue: Shadow And Substance 

From Wordsworth’s Prelude: Four (1805-1806), lines 247-264 

IV. As one who hangs, down-bending from the side 
Of a slow-moving Boat, upon the breast 
Of a still water, solacing himself 
With such discoveries as his eye can make, 
Beneath him, in the bottom of the deep[s], 
Sees many beauteous sights, weeds, fishes, flowers, 
Grots, pebbles, roots of trees, and fancies more; 
Yet often is perplex’d, and cannot part 
The shadow from the substance, rocks and sky, 
Mountains and clouds, [from that which is indeed] (reflected in the depth 
Of the clear flood, from) [The region,] things which there abide 
In their true dwelling; now is cross’d by gleam 
Of his own image, by a sun-beam now 
And (wav’ring) motions [that are] sent he knows not whence, 
Impediments that make his task more sweet. 
--Such pleasant office have [we] (I) long pursued, 
Incumbent o’er the surface of past time 
[With like success.] 

 

As an introduction to the cycle, marked by the title, “Prologue,” this first piece of the 

cycle begins with the piano rising in dotted eighth-note figures that represent slow, undulating 

ripples. Though the entire piece never strays from the beat of common time, the meter feels 

ambiguous at first because of the irregularity of the rhythms, at least on the first page. The bass 

clarinet enters quasi eco (like an echo) when the piano’s accompaniment style changes to a 

spread-out cluster of C, D, E, and F. The bass clarinet’s melody foreshadows the voice’s melody. 
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The marking at the singer’s entrance a few measures later is quasi recit. ma legatissimo (like a 

recitative, but very smoothly), encouraging that the singer’s inflection of the words should direct 

the exact value of the following eighth notes.  

Example 1, measures 6-8: 

 

The piano accompaniment ceases before the singer enters, and the clarinet and singer are left in 

note-against-note counterpoint. Argento gives a clear indication to slow down at the end of 

measure eight. The clarinet has an eighth rest at the end of the measure, the piano is tacit, and 

there is “tratt…” marked above the singer’s word “boat,” to indicate taking time. I slowed in the 

second half of this measure, and put a fermata over “boat” in my score, to allow for a brief pause 

before beginning with the pickup to measure 9. 

The singer and bass clarinet find a true balance at measure 11 at the word “discoveries” – 

the singer sustains eighth notes on an E as the bass clarinet has descending eighth note ripples in 

succession. The singer’s mark affrettando is helped by the crescendo marking and indicates that 

this rhythmic equality between singer and instrumentalist can allow for a pushing of the tempo, 

as shown in Example 2. 

 



 
 

11 
 

 Example 2, measures 10-13: 

 

The right hand of the piano takes over the bass clarinet’s buoyant eighth note pattern at measure 

12 at the word “beneath”, while the bass clarinet sustains a trilled whole note, suggesting 

agitation in the water below. When the left hand of the piano reenters in measure 13, Argento’s 

previous marking of affrettando now becomes calmando. The “beauteous sights” that the 

protagonist sees are now reflected in calm waters as the ripples subside. Argento marks the next 

section cantabile. The singer is instructed to sing mezza voce as the right hand of the piano 

continues the slow moving ripples. As shown in Example 3, the bass clarinet becomes a rising 

figure, ascending in half notes, perhaps reflecting the protagonist’s words as he looks out at 

various sights – weeds, fishes, flowers, grots (grottos/caves).  
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 Example 3, measures 15-16: 

 

The first cantabile section ends for the singer, but the bass clarinet continues on quasi eco 

(like an echo) in measure twenty. The musical figures displayed here are a foreshadowing of the 

singer’s melody echoing Pan’s flute from the next song, “The Lake At Evening.” Argento marks 

an accelerando (speed up) in measure 22 that leads back to Tempo I in measure 24. Here the 

original melody from the opening accompaniment returns in the voice. The text is about the 

perplexed protagonist, and the singer finally sings the title of the song, “and cannot part the 

shadow from the substance.” Argento again marks this section quasi recit. (like a recitative) as at 

the beginning. The fourth beat of measure 28 is one of the trickiest parts in the score to 

accomplish, should the singer wish to breathe after “perplexed.” I chose to breath there, in order 

to sustain the upcoming three measures all in one breath. As shown in Example 4, coordinating 

the sixteenth notes together with the pianist and bass clarinetist was a challenge due to the 

singer’s breath, but, in my opinion, it is more fitting to the text that it be done this way. 

Argento’s marked crescendo in measure 24 encourages the singer not to breathe after “shadow.” 
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Example 4, measures 23-24: 

 

The second cantabile section mirrors the first and begins at square four. The protagonist 

enters piano, again naming things he sees in the reflection of the calm water. The piano’s right 

hand again depicts soft movements in the water with eighth notes. The bass clarinet’s line 

remains the same rhythmically as the first cantabile section, but this time the half notes are in a 

descending pattern.  

Example 5, measure 27: 
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The protagonist’s view dips back down to the nearness of his surroundings, and he sees his own 

reflection in measure 33. The piano’s right hand ceases the waving motions, but they continue in 

the left hand. The bass clarinet ceases playing after “his own image” and re-enters after two 

silent measures under the voice’s sustained high F-sharp. The bass clarinet melody echoes the 

singer’s when the protagonist was naming the items he saw in the reflection of the water. 

Example 6, measures 37-39: 

 

As shown on the following page, the listener and protagonist are brought back to reality 

in measure 40 (Example 7). The diminution of the previously consistent eighth-note patterns in 

the piano and bass clarinet now become akin to the piano’s original melody at the beginning of 

the piece. These patterns now become rising dotted quarter-note figures, and slow to a fermata at 

measure 43. The bass clarinet enters and leaps from E to D-flat, sustaining an ominous chord 

along with the piano. The singer enters on “such,” also marked by a fermata, before continuing 

in the quasi recit. (like a recitative) style from previous sections. The bass clarinet accompanies 

the singer, is joined by the piano at the end of the next measure, and they both slow to the end of 

measure 46. The bass clarinet’s solo pianissimo notes of A and a sustained G-sharp act as the 
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singer’s only accompaniment for the last time, sung quasi parlato (like speech). Argento 

indicates that the singing should be in spoken rhythmic patterns, and then indicates a rallentando 

(slowing down) and a possible breath mark after “surface.” This should be taken to give more 

affect to the slower following words: “of past time.” 
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Example 7, measures 40-48: 
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II. The Lake At Evening 

From Wordsworth’s “Composed By The Side Of Grasmere Lake” (1806) 

Clouds, lingering yet, extend in solid bars 
Through the grey west; and lo! these waters, steeled 
By breezeless air to smoothest polish, yield 
A vivid repetition of the stars; 
Jove, Venus, and the ruddy crest of Mars 
Amid his fellows beauteously revealed 
At happy distance from earth's groaning field, 
Where ruthless mortals wage incessant wars. 
Is it a mirror? or the nether Sphere 
Opening to view the abyss in which she feeds  
Her own calm fires? But list(en)! a voice is near; 
Great Pan himself low-whispering through the reeds, 
"Be thankful, thou; for, if unholy deeds 
Ravage the world, tranquility is here!" 

 

 Argento sets Wordsworth’s poem “Composed By The Side of Grasmere Lake” with no 

textual alterations except to complete the English abbreviation of “list” into “listen,” helping the 

older English word to fit in its modern musical setting for today’s audience. 

After the previous song, the instrumentation switches to the B-flat clarinet, which 

represents the flute of the Greek god, Pan. The clarinetist gets to relax for the first half of this 

piece, while the piano has many roles to play. 

 The piece begins with an A major chord in first inversion in the right hand, which plays 

in treble clef for the beginning of the piece. The timbre of the notes above the staff of the piano 

accompaniment was not in the listener’s ear in the previous song, so this entrance brings a new 

color to the cycle. Ensemble at the opening of this piece is dependent upon the pianist watching 

the singer’s opening breath. The singer enters on the second beat of the piece, immediately after 

the piano’s opening chord, so the singer’s initial breath can cue the pianist to play the first chord. 

Argento marked the character of this song by calling the tempo andante serioso (serious walking 
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tempo). The protagonist’s view has gone from cloudy and uncertain to focused. The pianist 

should observe carefully the dynamic markings for each chord to be played, as they are strikingly 

different. Each half-note chord tied over the bar lines requires a different amount of volume. The 

singer’s text remarks on the lingering clouds, perhaps of different shapes and sizes, and the 

pianist’s chords must express those differences.  

 Like the previous song, this one is also in common time, and the steadiness of the beat 

comes from the piano, which from the beginning, chimes in on every half beat creating a stable 

ground for the singer’s various melodies and rhythms. 

 The vocal line finds a consistent rising pattern of eighth notes in measure 6 as the pianist 

is marked to accompany colla voce (with the voice). Argento further marked that this measure 

should be creeping forward, poco a poco incalzando (little by little creeping). This is brought to 

a climax on a G-sharp for the singer at a mezzo forte with a crescendo to forte on “stars.” The 

piano’s accompaniment style changes to grand rolled chords, marking the brilliant shimmering 

of the constellations above. The protagonist names the ones he sees: Jove, the king of the gods, 

who makes thunder, Venus, the goddess of love, and Mars, the god of war.  
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 Example 8, measures 7-11: 

 

This triumphant section ends at measure 11 at the word “fellows” when the 

accompaniment and singing style changes. The pianist’s right hand still contains forte rolled 

chords, while the left hand contains a walking eighth-note pattern to bring the protagonist back 

down to earth. The protagonist sings of the distance of the stars from the earth, and then attacks 

humanity by saying that the earth is full of nothing but wasteful, war-minded peoples. As a pick 

up to the singer’s sustained high A on “wars,” the pianist has three accented thirty-second notes 

up to the next bar, reminiscent of a blaring horn call to war. The singer must take care to sustain 

the rhythmic integrity of measures 14 and 15, as the piano’s horn calls and following sustained 

notes can cause one to lose count. Measures 15 and 16 contain successive rests rising up from the 
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piano part, indicating that every two beats the subsequent bottom note of the piano is to be 

released. Dr. Kevin Chance, piano professor at the University of Alabama, compared this to 

Robert Schumann’s “dropping out” technique. This calls for careful execution by the pianist, and 

it allows the texture to become clearer. The singer must not lose count leading up to the entrance 

on beat two of measure 18. The warring attitude has ceased, and the protagonist is taken by the 

reflection of the stars in the water.  

Example 9, measures 12-19: 
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A surprising vocal leap from a G to an F-sharp occurs appropriately on the words “nether 

Sphere” to begin the next section. The singer descends down from that high F-sharp to be at 

middle C for “abyss” in measure 21. This large span of notes indicates how far away the starry 

nether sphere is from the deep abyss of the dark lake.  

The protagonist encounters a pleasant distraction at square one. This entire time the 

clarinet has been tacit, and enters playfully at measure 24. The sixteenth-note entrance is marked 

lontano (far away) and semplice (simple). The piano then sustains four octaves of A for four 

measures, while the clarinet plays the most virtuosic passage it has had in the cycle thus far. The 

singer’s expression should show excitement at the realization that s/he is no longer alone, as s/he 

enters piano in measure 25 and announces the arrival of Pan’s flute.  

Example 10, measures 23-28: 
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The singer recognizes Pan’s presence in measure 26, claiming that he is among the reeds of the 

water. A charming call and response occurs beginning at measure 28, where the piano has a 

period of tacit measures. Pan enters through the voice of the B-flat clarinet with a simple four-

note melody marked pianissimo, and the singer imitates it exactly a half a measure later, 

transposed up a minor sixth. The singer is translating what Pan’s flute tones communicate. 

Wordsworth’s words speak Pan’s advice for the protagonist: “Be thankful, thou; for, if unholy 

deeds ravage the world, tranquility is here!” 

  



 
 

23 
 

 Example 11, measures 29-37: 

 



 
 

24 
 

Argento chose to repeat the last three words, which further enhance the calm state of mind the 

protagonist has found after the stormy middle section of this song. The last statement of 

“tranquility is here” is marked pianissimo. The clarinetist and pianist should take care to watch 

the singer at the end of the antepenultimate measure, as the sixteenth-note rest is expanded by 

Argento’s marking of dim. e rall. (softening and slowing down) for the singer’s breath. I treated 

the slur over the high F-sharp down to the A whole note below in measure thirty-six like one of 

Rossini’s slurs and added a portamento, as Ms. Michaels did in her recording. This portamento 

adds a delicate settlement to the final note of the piece. The piano has answered Pan’s advice in 

this last phrase by sustaining its tied half-note chords simply, not dramatically rolled as before. 

The final chord is a new height for the piano, an F-sharp major chord to be played an octave up 

from the ledger lines where it sits just above the treble clef staff. This ends the piece in the same 

register in which it began. 
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III. Music On The Water 

From Wordsworth’s Descriptive Sketches (1790-1792) 

[Whence] lutes and voices down the enchanted woods    134 
Steal, and compose the oar-forgotten floods;   135 
While Evening's solemn bird melodious weeps,   136 
Heard, by star-spotted bays, beneath the steeps;   137 
Slow glides the sail along th' illumin'd shore,   112 
And steals into the shade the lazy oar.    113 
Soft bosoms breathe around contagious sighs,   114 
And amourous music on the water dies.    115 

 Journeying across the Alps in 1790 inspired this next text from “Descriptive Sketches.” 

He and friend Robert Jones took a walking tour through France, Switzerland, Northern Italy, and 

finally down the Rhine. Their last stop on this tour included the shores of Lake Como, where 

lines 80 to the end (670 lines in total) were written. Above, the numbers at the end of each line 

show that Argento chose to excerpt two differing sets of four lines, and did not choose to set 

them in chronological order. 

 There is no transition of instruments for the clarinetist between songs two and three. The 

pianist and singer begin the piece. Finding rhythmic balance is difficult in this song. Argento’s 

tempo marking of adagio languido (slow and languid) is notated to be twenty clicks slower on 

the metronome than the metronome marking for the previous song’s andante serioso (serious 

walking tempo). Each piece in this cycle is given a metronome marking with a feeling built in. 

This is useful, but the time signature of 5/4 further complicates the rhythmic order which the 

singer and pianist must find. The sextuplet and quintuplet sixteenth-note figures were quite 

challenging. This piece required the most teamwork yet in the cycle. 

 The delicacy of Wordsworth’s text is a joy to articulate, as in the first two songs as well, 

but special attention has to be paid to certain parts of this song for the audience’s ears. The 

rhythms allow for expressive communication of the text, and the wide range of notes provide for 
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different colors of the voice to enhance the text. In her discussion of the style of this song, Ms. 

Michaels adds, “My concerns are typically to make the words as intelligible as possible, given 

whatever tessitura or pattern work that’s required.   Once I feel confident in my knowledge of the 

melodic (and in this case, bitonal writing) as well as my own rhythmic security, I can start to 

really enjoy hearing the musical ‘puzzle’ as it comes into aural focus.  I have so much enjoyed 

hearing the many layers of meaning reflected in Argento’s writing.”14 

Argento’s suggested breath mark in parentheses between the first and second measures is 

unnecessary, and might be better placed after the word “woods,” before the separation of a line 

of poetry to “Steal.” The articulation of the ending consonant of “woods” and the first two 

consonants of “Steal” are better made when the singer chooses to breathe therein, but that might 

further confuse the pianist, as the singer is to reenter on “Steal” in the middle of a beat. The 

singer is probably giving the best rhythmic information to the pianist by making “woods” the 

duration of a quarter note, with a rhythmic eighth note breath before “Steal.” 

Example 12, measures 1-2: 

 

                                                
14 Michaels, Interview. 
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 Pianist Tracy Chang was advised by her piano teacher, Dr. Kevin Chance, not to sustain 

the pedal for all notes, but solely for the first note of each measure. Less use of pedal provided 

clarity in the accompaniment, whereas for the first few read-throughs the notes were muddy and 

less distinguishable. The easiest way we found for both of us to get through this song was to 

draw a pencil line from every one of her sextuplet or quintuplet notes that lined up with a word 

of mine. This allowed for the rhythmic integrity of the text to lead the almost improvised, harp-

like sounding accompaniment. She and I were relieved to know that if one of us had sped or 

slowed too much, she could find me again, thanks to those helpful vertical lines we had written 

in the score.  

This piano accompaniment in the beginning is languid as Argento has indicated in his 

tempo marking, and mimics a lute or guitar as accompaniment. It also is reminiscent of ripples, 

as has been portrayed in previous songs. The accompaniment seems ambiguous of time 

signature, which can either be helped or discouraged by the singer’s duple rhythms. There is no 

stability in rhythm here, as was provided by the straight eighth-note rhythms in the singer’s 

melody in the first song. “Music On The Water” requires the most concentration on the musical 

score so far from all three performers, yet to the listener it sounds free and almost improvised. 

 The clarinet’s first entrance at the pickup to measure 6 is a melodical echo of the singer’s 

first phrase. As any clarinetist might, Mr. Abrams had difficulty resting for almost six measures 

in a vague-sounding 5/4 time, amidst varying sextuple and quintuple rhythms in the piano 

accompaniment, and knowing when his entrance came. As mentioned in the introduction, it 

would have been helpful to have more performers give their input before Boosey & Hawkes 

published their compilation of the vocal/piano and the clarinet score. As explained further in 

chapter three, measure 6 of this song is a prime example of how Mr. Abrams and I had to take 
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time during many rehearsal sessions to write portions of the text in his clarinet score. Especially 

in this case, he listened intently for the word “weeps” in its triplet eighth-note form, afterwards 

landing on the B-natural quarter note. He entered on the second half of that beat, the last half-

beat of measure 6. Careful counting and listening for textual clues assisted the deficiencies of the 

layout of the clarinet score. 

 Example 13, measures 5-6: 

 

 One of the first instances of rhythmic synchronicity comes at measure nine at “Slow 

glides the sail…” The piano accompaniment changes to a steady rhythm, over which the singer 

has plain eighth notes passing through the higher register. This passage only lasts three measures, 

and in measure twelve the piano accompaniment returns to the rising sextuplet figures under the 

second measure of the singer’s word “oar.” The clarinetist must count carefully again as he 

enters on beat three with an echo of the first phrase. 
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 Example 14, measures 9-12: 

 

 Another place to reassure synchronization for the performers is in measure 17, when the 

singer and clarinetist are left alone, note-against-note. The singer must take into consideration 

that there is a breath mark at the end of the measure, but the clarinet does not have one. Both the 

singer’s and the clarinetist’s final instruction is perdendosi (to die away). In order to achieve this, 

the voice must not take the time for the breath too liberally, as the clarinetist’s affect might 

suffer, though the voice does sustain the final B-flat in the middle of the staff for two measures. 

In measure 19 the voice and piano remain, and the piano repeats the accompaniment style from  
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measure 9, bringing rhythmic regularity and interest to the final bars of the piece.  

Example 15, measures 17-22: 
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IV. Fair Is The Swan 

From Wordsworth’s Dion* (1816) 

(See Plutarch) 

I. 
Fair is the Swan, whose majesty, prevailing 
O’er breezeless water, on Locarno’s lake, 
Bears him on while proudly sailing  
He leaves behind a moon-illumined wake: 
[Behold! the mantling spirit of reserve  
Fashions his neck into a godly curve; 
An arch thrown back between luxuriant wings 
Of whitest garniture, like fir-tree boughs 
To which, on some unruffled morning, clings 
A flaky weight of winter’s purest snows!] 
– Behold! – as with a gushing impulse heaves 
That downy prow, and softly cleaves 
The mirror of the crystal flood, 
Vanish inverted hill, and shadowy wood, 
And pendent rocks, where’er, in gliding state 
Winds the mute Creature without visible Mate 
Or Rival, save the Queen of Night 
Showering down a silver light, 
From heaven, upon her chosen favourite! 

 
 This particular text was the most difficult to find. In searching online and in more modern 

books for Wordsworth’s poetry, I came across nothing. Not until I searched the 1911 edition of 

Henry Reed’s compilation The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth did I find this 

poem in a collection entitled “Dion,” which references Plutarch. This poem is the first of seven 

under the title “Dion.” At the bottom of the page the editor made the following note: 

*[in the later editions, the opening stanza (down to the 20th line) has 
been removed to the notes, with the following explanation from the 
author: - “This poem began with the following stanza which has been 
displaced on account of its detaining the reader too long from the 
subject, and as rather precluding, than preparing for, the due effect of the 
allusion to the genius of Plato.” It is a remarkable instance of the 
comparative sacrifice of a passage of great beauty to the Poet’s dutiful 
regard for the principles of his Art. – H. R.]15 

                                                
15 Reed, The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, 391. 
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Reed, the editor of the compilation of Wordsworth’s complete texts, chose to place this entire 

poem in the notes section of later editions of his compilation of Wordsworth’s complete texts. 

This fact made the text difficult to track down, and because “Fair Is The Swan” is not the title of 

the poem, searches for it on the internet only turned up references to it as a poem by Wordsworth 

used by Argento for this song cycle.  

Alcides Rodriguez, clarinetist/bass clarinetist for the Atlanta Symphony, held a master 

class at the University of Alabama in the winter of 2013 on which Mr. Abrams and I performed 

“Fair Is The Swan,” the fourth song of the cycle. His helpful suggestions are mentioned 

throughout the analysis of this song. 

 The proximity of the bass clarinetist and the singer is crucial for this song. The bass 

clarinet begins the piece in a tempo marked leggero e scherzando (light and jokingly). Here 

Argento has given another characterization, followed by a strict tempo marking of a dotted 

quarter note equals 88 on the metronome. This tempo marking means that the singer will not 

have sufficient time enough to breathe if he waits for the bass clarinetist to begin. The bass 

clarinetist should enter once he deems that the singer has begun to inhale.  

Example 16, measures 1-2: 
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The bass clarinet’s and the singer’s melodies are the same and in canon by the rhythm of 

a dotted quarter note, or one beat if one is counting the 6/8 time in two. The piano is tacit until 

the last six bars of the piece, so the pianist gets a well-deserved rest while the other two have a 

conversation. Alcides Rodriguez’s advice below was monumentally helpful, since I did not take 

all of the bass clarinetist’s problems and nuances into consideration at first. Upon further 

examination of the score, Mr. Rodriguez pointed out that even the singer’s and bass clarinetist’s 

dynamic markings rise and fall in opposition of each other, providing a wave effect of dynamics 

that happens first for the bass clarinet, then for the singer. He called the hemiolas “Latin 

hemiolas,” as many of them tie over the bar line and throw off the sense of rhythm that mostly 

translates into straight eighth notes. 

 The singer and the bass clarinetist are to echo and mimic each other. The rhythmic 

integrity of the entire piece must remain, and the singer must refrain from taking any liberties 

with note values. If this piece is to be successful, the bass clarinetist must be tied to the strict 

rhythms. The dynamic ebbs and flows are what keep the piece interesting, along with the quirky 

melody.  

 The first big red flag occurs at square two, where it is possible that the whole piece can 

be thrown off if the performers are not careful. The audience is already struck by the fact that the 

main idea has not been finished like before at “Fair is the –.” Argento’s marking of tronco means 

“cut off,” his indication that the phrase is to feel clipped and stopped suddenly. This is achieved 

through the word “the” being sung as a staccato eighth note, not sustained and sung more than its 

written value. Though it is not marked by the composer, it felt appropriate to take more time than 

a quarter rest between that phrase and “Behold!” This, of course, threw off Mr. Abram’s 

counting, and he had to readjust to the new entrance, continuing the same tempo from before. 
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Redefining this new part of the piece took many tries, and it all depended on my diction. Mr. 

Abrams knew he was to enter on my word “a,” which I gave a slight glottal to distinguish it from 

“with.” From then on we were in sync and back where we needed to be. Mr. Rodriguez advised 

that Mr. Abrams use a technique called “clip-tonguing” for his first two notes after square two. 

This helped to make the note staccato without cutting off his air to put space in between the 

notes. This is the articulation Argento has suggested in the score, and advice I would not have 

come across otherwise. 

 Example 17, measures 12-15: 

 

 If either performer has gotten lost in the piece, square four is a good place to synchronize. 

Here is the first time in the piece where the performer’s melodies are not slightly off of each 

other for mirroring affect. The gliding swan smoothly breaks the glassy mirror of the lake’s 

surface, and the dialogue between singer and bass clarinetist finds unity.  

 Example 18, measures 22-26: 
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 There is a full measure and a half of rest before the clarinet enters again, akin to the 

beginning of the piece. If the empty measure and the clarinet’s entrance remain in strict time then 

the singer will have no trouble predicting the entrance and be able to plan the breath for the next 

entrance of “While proudly sailing…” This theme returns again near the end, and an example of 

that passage is shown on the next page of this chapter. 

 Measures 40 to 41 can be difficult to coordinate because of the meter change three 

measures before the recurrence of the main theme at square seven. The meter changes to 7/8 and 

the bass clarinet has furious sixteenth-note runs underneath the singer’s falling eighth notes. I let 

Mr. Abrams take the lead in these few bars, and began my breath as soon as I heard him restate 

the original theme in the bass clarinet, at the 3/8 measure which picks up into square seven. 

Argento’s masterful text painting here is shown by the bass clarinet and the voice in different 

ways. This magical effect is created not by unison or harmonies in descending thirds, but by the 

bass clarinet’s bubbling rhythm underneath the singer’s gliding melody. 

 Example 19, measures 41-44: 

 

 As in a previous entrance, there is a measure of rest between bars 48 and 49 before the 

bass clarinet’s final entrance on the main melody. The singer again sings “While proudly 

sailing…” This leads into three final statements of “Fair is the Swan!” These should be 

successively softer, and Argento indicates that the bass clarinet’s and singer’s final notes should 
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die away. It is at square nine as they come to this unity that the piano enters, creating a 

shimmering rise of eighth notes with both hands playing in treble clef. This is striking for the 

listener because of the lack of piano in this song from the beginning. As the singer and bass 

clarinet sustain their last notes, it is now the pianist’s job to keep rhythmic interest underneath 

the other two performers as the song comes to a close. If the singer and bass clarinetist sustain 

the notes all the way to the release as marked by Argento, the piano takes over their notes with 

unison F’s sustained for two measures. 

Example 20, measures 53-61: 
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V. In Remembrance Of Schubert 

From Wordsworth’s “Remembrance of Collins” (1789) 

[Glide gently, thus for ever glide,  
O Thames! that other bards may see  
As lovely visions by thy side  
As now, fair river! come to me.] 

O glide, fair stream! for ever so,  
Thy quiet soul on all bestowing,  
Till all our minds for ever flow  
As thy deep waters now are flowing.  
 
Vain thought!--Yet be as now thou art,  
That in thy waters may be seen  
The image of a poet's heart,  
How bright, how solemn, how serene!  
[Such as did once the Poet bless,  
Who murmuring here a later ditty,  
Could find no refuge from distress  
But in the milder grief of pity.] 
 
Now let us, as we float along,  
For 'him' suspend the dashing oar;  
And pray that never child of song  
May know that Poet's sorrows more.  
How calm! how still! the only sound,  
The dripping of the oar suspended!  
[--The evening darkness gathers round  
By virtue's holiest Powers attended.] 

 

 I chose to include in this document the full poem by Wordsworth, with brackets that 

show which lines Argento chose not to set. It is interesting to see how Argento chose to excerpt 

the second half of the first stanza and the first half of the second stanza. He left out the last two 

lines of the poem, as the darkness of evening does not fit with the prayerful mood he created.  

 The original title of this poem is “Remembrance of Collins,” an ode to Wordsworth’s 

friend with whom he sat on the Thames near Richmond, where this poem was composed. It is an 

ode to Collins’s own poem Ode Occasion’d by the Death of Mr Thomson. Both poems are 
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homages to the love between friends. Collins’s poem was written a year after the death of his 

friend Thomson, and Wordsworth’s poem sets death in a lighter tone by imagining that the spirits 

of the deceased dwell happily close by surrounded by idyllic nature.16 

 The playfulness of the singer and bass clarinet marks a true change of pace for the whole 

cycle, and certainly from the chaos of the previous battle between bass clarinet and singer in 

“Fair Is The Swan.” There is no clarinet part in the fifth song, and the pianist’s liquid lines serve 

as the accompaniment to the hymn-like tune. The beginning is marked tranquillo assai (very 

quiet). The piano has undulating eighth notes, above which floats a high C-sharp at the end of 

every third measure, signifying a drop landing on the water from an oar at rest on the boat’s bow. 

Argento’s first and third stanzas are set to this tune, while a differing B section separates the 

tranquility of the two. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
16 Wu, The Earliest Wordsworth Poems, 127. 



 
 

39 
 

Example 21, measures 1-12: 

 

 Argento’s title pays homage to one of his own inspirations, Schubert, whom he admires 

greatly. There is a direct quote of a famous Schubert Lied “Auf dem Wasser zu singen” (To sing 

upon the water) in measure 20. The previous measures contain new accompaniment material 

alluding to Viennese waltzes, as Dr. Chance advised us in our coachings. These are shown on the 

next page by a lower-placed eighth note preceding a quarter to which it is tied.  

 The accompaniment style reverts back to the original in measure 25 as the singer sustains 

“serene!” on a G at the top of the staff. This fades into the final stanza in the original tune. 
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Example 22, measures 17-27: 
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The water droplets falling off the resting oar return again in the accompaniment in a 

fashion not seen in the first verse. To best coordinate the singer’s breath with the pianist’s 

sixteenth-note figure, one must suspend time for a moment and breathe after “oar” in measure 

30, and the pianist’s sixteenth notes can begin on the inhale of the singer’s breath before “And.”  

Example 23, measures 29-30: 

 

 The serenity of this piece is welcome after the chaos of the previous one. There is a 

reminiscence of the swan’s swaying tail feathers as he glides across the lake in the 

accompanimental figures that begin in measure 35. They continue in the right hand of the piano 

through the end of the piece. Throughout the piece the voice and piano have been in separate key 

signatures, and here a third is added. The piano’s right hand is B major, while the left hand is in 

the original key of E-flat major. These somehow seem to create seamless beauty with the voice’s 

consistent key of G major. It is odd to look at the page and see three different key signatures on 

one stave of music, but it does not at all sound disturbing or unmelodic.  
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Example 24, measures 36-38: 

 

 There are few traps in this piece that could cause concern in rehearsals or performance. 

The fluidity and constancy of the tempos in this piece is a welcome change from some of the 

would-be pitfalls in the previous songs. There is a familiar marking of poco tratt. (a little held 

back) at measure 40, which indicates that the final restatements of “How calm! how still!” should 

slow even more. The piece winds down with a rallentando (slowing down) at measure 43. The 

singer should acknowledge Argento’s Rossini-esque marking of a portamento over the octave 

leap on “How calm!” It is also appropriate to do the same on the final interval of “how still!” 

 Example 25, measures 44-47: 
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VI. Hymn Near The Rapids 

From Wordsworth’s “Hymn (For the boatmen, as they approach the rapids under The 
Castle of Heidelberg),” from Memorials Of A Tour On The Continent, no. 10 (1820) 
 
JESU! bless our slender Boat,  
By the current swept along;  
Loud its threatenings--let them not  
Drown the music of a song  
Breathed thy mercy to implore,  
Where these troubled waters roar!  
 
Saviour, for our warning, seen  
Bleeding on that precious Rood;  
If, while through the meadows green  
Gently wound the peaceful flood,  
We forgot Thee, do not Thou  
Disregard thy Suppliants now!  
 
Hither, like yon ancient Tower  
Watching o'er the River's bed,  
Fling the shadow of thy power,  
Else we sleep among the dead;  
Thou who trod'st the billowy sea,  
Shield us in our jeopardy!  
 
Guide our Bark among the waves;  
Through the rocks our passage smooth;  
Where the whirlpool frets and raves  
Let thy love its anger soothe:  
All our hope is placed in Thee;  
'Miserere Domine!'  

 Wordsworth compares the stormy waves beneath Heidelberg castle to the Biblical 

account of Jesus calming the waters of Galilee to the amazement of his disciples. These four 

stanzas are left as is by Argento, and he creates a furious, rushing ride amongst the rapids for all 

three instrumentalists via the changing tempi and accompaniment styles. 

 The singer’s final pitch from the previous song is a G, resting above the pianist’s final 

chord of E-flat major. It is important for the singer to imagine the F a whole step lower for the 

entrance of the next piece. The singer enters alone on an F and sets the tempo for the first stanza. 
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Argento’s tempo marking of allegro impetuoso (impetuously cheerful) and the further instruction 

that it should be sung con passione (with passion) combine to allow the singer a full-bodied 

entrance at the dynamic of forte. It is important that the singer be strict with the tempo, because 

of the varying rhythmic qualities of the accompaniments underneath during the high sustained 

notes. 

 Example 26, measures 1-7: 

 

 There is a risk of over-singing in this piece because the accompaniment styles of the 

piano and bass clarinet are thick and seemingly always loud and rushing. The singer must have 

solid breath management in order to have a long, legato line that can sustain powerful, full  
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singing without force for the duration of this piece.  

 Argento’s “Hymn” is composed of strophes set to the same tune, and the accompaniment 

style underneath each varies. Each verse has its challenges with rhythmic accuracy, due to the 

solid foundation by the voice’s tune. Argento creates difficult passages for the bass clarinetist 

and pianist to carry out under the familiar melody of the tune. The singer’s melody does not 

vary, and the playfulness shows itself by the variances in accompaniment throughout.  

 Verse two begins at measure 31, where the bass clarinet’s accompaniment is a constant 

trill between notes, as noted below.  

 Example 27, measures 31-34: 

 

The singer’s melody is one beat off from its usual place, and the right hand of the piano enters 

two measures later with the same. I found it easiest for the bass clarinetist to conduct this verse 

with small head movements so Ms. Chang and I could remain off the beat and feel secure. Ms. 

Michaels gave some advice in our interview that I heard also in coachings with Dr. Kevin 

Chance, and in years of experience working with both pianists and instrumentalists: “the non-

singing musicians typically need to learn that the vowel is where the beat starts, and any 

consonant in the word is typically intended to be sung ahead of the beat.  Once that rule is 
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established, things become much simpler.”17 This advice rang true, as quick consonants gave the 

instrumentalists the information they needed to be rhythmically precise.  

 The accompaniment of the third verse resembles waves in the bass clarinet’s part. The 

affirmative bass note at the beginning of every measure in the piano accompaniment provides the 

foundation for this verse. The singer’s steady melody soars over the accompaniment more easily 

in this verse because of the range of the two instrumentalist’s parts.  

Example 28, measures 59-63: 

 

 Argento finds several interesting ways to depict the calamity of the passengers in the 

boat. Rocking waves personify the fourth verse, which are depicted by rolling sextuplet eighth 

notes rising, first in every measure in the left hand of the piano, followed in the second half of 

                                                
17 Michaels, Interview. 
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every measure by the bass clarinet. These provide a heaving motion that is to be taken slower, 

marked by the composer as allegro maestoso (majestically cheerful). 

 Example 29, measures 87-88: 

 

 The storm seems to come to an end with a sudden calm on the words “All our hope is 

placed in Thee.” The words suggest that the storm is not over, but that the doomed sailors have 

given their worry into God’s hands. Their prayers are heard, and the singer sustains a long B-flat 

on the word “Thee,” while an echo of the original melody is heard in the bass clarinet’s part. 

Example 30, measures 107-109: 
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The final words of the song are the only foreign language words sung in this English cycle: 

“Miserere Domine!” (Lord have mercy). Since the bass clarinetist has been sustaining his final 

notes since the entrance in measure 107, we coordinated the ending without too much ritard, 

allowing him to lead the final release in measure 115. 

 Example 31, measures 112-115: 

 

 Ms. Michaels’s comments about the prayer language are helpful when considering the 

gradual slowing and calming of this piece: “The predictable rhyming of the hymn itself helps the 

listener cope with the stormy soundscape as well as the canonic writing.  The tempo change at 

Rehearsal 9 is the first of three successively slower statements, the last of which formally closes 

the prayer in formal church language.”18 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
18 Michaels, Interview. 
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VII. The Lake At Night 

From Wordsworth’s “An Evening Walk, Addressed to a Young Lady” (1787-1789) 

Sweet are the sounds that mingle from afar,   279 
Heard by calm lakes, as peeps the folding star,  280 
Where the duck dabbles 'mid the rustling sedge,  281 
And feeding pike starts from the water's edge,  282 
Or the swan stirs the reeds, his neck and bill   283 
Wetting, that drip upon the water still;   284 
And now, on every side, the surface breaks   118 
Into blue spots, and slowly lengthening streaks;  119 
Here, plots of sparkling water tremble bright  120 
With thousand thousand twinkling points of light;  121 
And now the whole wide lake in deep repose  124 
Is hushed, and like a burnished mirror glows,  125 

 As shown above, Argento chose certain lines of this poem, and did not put them in 

Wordsworth’s chronological order. These twelve lines go well together, but are far apart in the 

poetry. Argento sought to bring these like subjects together to create one harmonious scene on 

the familiar calm, glassy lake. 

“The Lake At Night” mirrors the second song of the cycle in mood and style. As shown 

in Example 32, the B-flat clarinet enters alone, gently caressing a sixteenth note pattern that 

accelerates like the night wind or a leaf caught in it, marked by accel. molto (much acceleration).  

Example 32, measures 1-3: 
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The clarinetist and pianist play a game with each other – one is restless, the other calm. This 

continues for the first ten measures until the singer enters at square two on the word “sweet.”  

Example 33, measures 4-9: 

 

The singer’s words describe what Argento has just painted: “Sweet are the sounds that mingle 

from afar, heard by calm lakes.” Argento has meticulously marked the singer’s first entrance 

with helpful hints: dolcissimo e rubato, tratt., and pianissimo. (sweetly and stretched, held back, 

and very soft). These encourage the singer to glide over the melody, almost as if the 

instrumentalist’s job underneath is sustaining chords as for a recitative. His clear marking of a 
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tempo encourages the singer to settle on rhythmic integrity because of the new entrance of the 

clarinet’s active flutters. 

Example 34, measures 11-15:  

 

 A style change comes at measure 19, where Argento (or the publisher) decided to put a 

dotted line through the middle of the bar for clarity. The composer’s marking of poco più mosso 

(a little more motion) falls on beat three with a new idea in the clarinet’s part. This change of 

tempo has to fall precisely on beat three, and is helped by this marking.  
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Example 35, measures 19-20: 

 

Just two measures later all three performers must gear up for another tempo change that can be 

quite troublesome. Argento writes an allargando (broadening) to take place on the beat just 

before this change at square four, which was also difficult to coordinate. The clarinet’s melody is 

a variation of sixty-fourth-note and sixteenth-note rhythms, while the singer has a triplet eighth-

note pattern, and the pianist is sustaining a two-note cluster of A-flat and B-flat above the staff. 
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Example 36, measures 21-22: 

 

Ms. Michaels commented on the need for everyone in the ensemble to be a part of every new 

tempo change: “Everybody is responsible for the pulse in any piece.  Above the pulse, 

individuals may need to express rubato for a specific reason, to which all must adjust. At 

Rehearsal 4 the pianist has the subdivisions, so s/he is able to control the new tempo.  The singer 

can help or hinder, or even take back control, if the “st” of “stirs” is intentional.”19 It was easiest 

for Mr. Abrams to conduct this new entrance and tempo setting with small head movements so 

Ms. Chang and I could follow suit in the new tempo marked as pochino meno mosso che tempo 

primo (a little less motion, as the first tempo). 

 The entirety of page thirty-four is a flurry of stardust for the piano and clarinet to 

communicate. The rush of thirty-second notes in the piano’s right hand combined with the 

clarinet’s flashy trills escalate to a high moment of a sky bursting with stars at square seven. The 

                                                
19 Michaels, Interview. 
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singer must be extremely clear with the articulation of the sixteenth notes and consistent with the 

accelerando (speeding up) in measure 29 so the instrumentalists can follow easily.   

 Example 37, measures 28-32: 
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 Example 37, measures 28-32 (continued):

This display of virtuosity for all three performers is quickly brought to a close, as the storm faded 

in the previous song. The singer’s melody on “And now the whole wide lake” is a direct quote of 

the melody from the first entrance, and all three parts fall back into the serenity of the opening of 

the piece.  
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 Example 38, measures 36-42: 
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VIII. Epilogue: De Profundis 

From Wordsworth’s “The World Is Too Much With Us,” 1802 
 

The world is too much with us; late and soon, 
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers: 
Little we see in Nature that is ours; 
We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 
The (This) Sea that bares her bosom to the moon; 
The winds that will be howling at all hours, 
And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 
For this, for everything, we are out of tune; 
It moves us not.--Great God! I'd rather be 
A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn; 
So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; 
Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 
Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn. 
 

Argento’s epilogue presents the moral of the story. The first seven songs were mostly 

calm, an ode to the beauty of the idyllic surroundings of a tranquil lake and its inhabitants and 

visitors. The eighth song marks a complete departure, as humanity is chided for its negative 

impact on nature. The interesting addition of Latin text to the title suggests a deeper meaning. 

The Latin “De Profundis” is the beginning of Psalm 130. The first line translates to “Out of the 

depths have I cried unto thee, O Lord.” This further infers Wordsworth’s passionate cry of 

despair at human misuse of nature. 

A small amount of time for transition is needed, as the clarinet enters immediately with 

the singer in this song. S/he will need to switch from clarinet to bass clarinet and coordinate the 

first entrance with the singer. The attitude of calm in the previous piece turns to anger, which 

builds from a piano marking at the naked entrances of bass clarinet and singer in unison. 

In “The Lake At Night,” the singer ended on an F at the top of the staff, the pianist on B-

flat octaves, and the clarinet on a D. The beginning of this song puts away all good feelings 
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presented to the audience in the previous one. The singer must keep in mind the ending note of F, 

think down an octave, and begin a new tonality. The singer and bass clarinet are in unison for the 

beginning of this piece. It was helpful for Mr. Abrams to know all the exact times he and I had 

the same melody, so he marked these in his score.  

Example 39, measures 1-2: 

 

 The thick descending chordal structure is reminiscent of the gradual fall of humanity. 

This will reappear over the course of the piece, descending lower and lower until man has lost 

touch with the simplicity of nature’s beauty. 

An important feature of this song is that it is a true summary of the entire cycle. The 

piano accompaniment brings back musical material that it has had from every previous song. 

These are to be noted so that the singer can vocally evoke or at least recognize the feeling that 

was expressed in the moments of each song in which these accompaniment styles occurred. The 

first one appears after the singer has sung “Little we see in Nature that is ours.” 
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Example 40, measures 8-9: 

 

An accompanimental passage from “Music On The Water” returns when the various quintuplet 

and sextuplet sixteenth notes rhythms subside for a more stable accompaniment at square two. 

 Example 41, measures 9-10 of “Music On The Water”: 

 

The longest reminiscence of another song from the cycle comes in the measure before 

square two with the undulating eight-note patterns from “Prologue: Shadow And Substance.” 

The singer’s text here is about the sea, and waves-like patterns return in homage to the first song. 
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Example 42, measures 13-15: 

 

Unlike the previous example, the piano’s melody comes back in the original key from the first 

song. This is when the protagonist described the things he could see in the water’s reflection. 

 Example 43, measures 15-16 of “Prologue: Shadow And Substance”: 

 

The performers must take careful note of the tratt. at measure 20 at the words “And are up-

gathered now like sleeping flowers.” This slowing prepares for the abrupt tempo change and 
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familiar accompanimental style, which is the theme of the final song. The bass clarinet and 

singer sound in unison again at square four, at the statement of “For this, for ev’rything, we are 

out of tune.” Argento’s sense of humor shows through on the last three words with the melodic 

line. Even though the singer and bass clarinet are in unison, he brings out the dissonance due to 

words like “out of tune,” by having first a minor seventh up, then a major seventh down. 

 Example 44, measures 23-28: 
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This is followed by another ascent to the A-flat that was sung at the beginning of the song on the 

word “powers.” The same descending accompanimental figures mark the drudging of humanity 

down into the depths. So far, this A-flat has been reserved for the height of power and God, the 

creator of nature.  

 The quirky melody from “Fair Is The Swan” returns at square six underneath the words, 

“I’d rather be a Pagan suckled in a creed outworn…” The protagonist feels despondent at the 

thought of the presence of his kind damaging such beautiful surroundings. 

 Example 45, measures 29-30: 
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Listening very intently for the clarinet’s melody to enter underneath “out-worn,” allowed for the 

incalzando molto (creeping a lot) to time the entrance on the top of thick chord on “So.” This is a 

crucial entrance for all parts, marked with an accent and fortissimo. The main theme of the 

accompaniment returns at square seven, and the protagonist finishes his sentence: “(I’d rather be 

a Pagan suckled in a creed out-worn;) So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, have glimpses 

that would make me less forlorn.”  

 After the gloom of the previous phrases, a glimmer of hope returns. The piano 

accompaniment enters pianissimo at square eight with thick chords amidst which is the hymn 

tune from song number six. As this plays, I always heard the words in my head, “Jesu! Bless our 

slender boat!” These two measures are a moment to change character, for the next words by the 

singer are about the god Proteus. Many references to Greek and Roman gods have been made in 

this cycle, the first being the ones in the constellations that the protagonist saw in “The Lake At 

Evening:” Jove, Venus, and Mars.  

 Example 46, measures 37-38: 
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The protagonist next imagines the great Proteus rising from the sea, and Triton blowing 

his horn. These are other sights he would see if he were indeed a Pagan, and not as aware or hurt 

by his contributions to the earth’s downfall.  

If the singer takes a good amount of time between the words “Triton” and “blow,” 

sustaining the final note “horn” for the two and a half measures that Argento has noted will be 

more manageable. Another option is to breathe after “wreathed,” leaving the sustaining and 

dynamic changes over the final note to one breath. At square nine under the singer’s sustained C 

the pianist’s and clarinet’s melodies are taken directly from “The Lake At Evening.” The singer 

has just mentioned Triton, and the clarinet articulates Pan’s playful tune as he was noticed in the 

reeds. 

Example 47, measures 42-45: 

 

Argento has given us a musical tour of the cycle, though not every piece has been represented. 

His epilogue is a summary of the story, with reminisces from several crucial musical moments of 

To Be Sung Upon The Water.  
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CHAPTER 3 

PROBLEMS WITH THE BOOSEY & HAWKES SCORES 

 As mentioned in my analyses and performance suggestions in chapter two of this 

document, this chapter discusses several unpleasant circumstances the performers must deal with 

when rehearsing and performing with the only existing score, published by Boosey & Hawkes. 

The vocal score for this piece contains the singer’s and pianist’s parts, with the clarinet’s 

untransposed melodies. The instrumental score contains only the clarinet part, with no cues for 

the pianist’s or singer’s notes. 

 The first major problem is that the publishers did not include any measure numbers in the 

score. This was possibly overlooked during editing the work, but it is of vital importance to all 

musicians. The plain fact that the publishers did not put in any measure numbers means that the 

performers must refer to rehearsal numbers throughout. Although these are placed about every 

ten measures, it does not making rehearsing as convenient as if there were measure numbers. 

Taking time to number measures will facilitate rehearsal efficiency.  

 Mr. Abrams had the largest disadvantage in rehearsals due to playing from a separate 

score than the singer and pianist. Most instrumentalists are used to playing from only 

instrumental scores, as a conductor is usually present to bring cohesion to the ensemble. In the 

case of this small trio, having no singer’s texts printed in his score was frustrating. For the sake 

of printing less paper, or for the sake of making the clarinet score to this work like any other 

orchestral score, Boosey & Hawkes chose to print the scores separately, which means that Mr. 

Abrams was clueless as to my text and how the notes on his page corresponded. No cues were 
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given as an aid to the clarinetist. In many of the pieces, as described in chapter two, counting 

alone was not sufficient enough for the clarinetist to have all of the needed information. Mr. 

Abrams and I took valuable rehearsal time to write in the singer’s cues for the clarinetist, since 

the published edition is lacking in this regard. Example 48 below shows an image of Mr. 

Abrams’s score on which he has written in several words from “Prologue: Shadow And 

Substance,” using arrows to put them on a certain note or downbeat.  

 Example 48, measures 1-31 of the clarinet score of “Prologue: Shadow And 

 Substance”: 
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As is shown, the singer’s entrance “As one…” is noted across the bar line at square one in the  

clarinet score. Also notable are the singer’s words “discoveries” (measure 11), “‘neath” (measure 

12), “deep” (measure 13), and “weeds” (measure 15). There is a long break between he needed 

to notate the singer’s words in the score because of the easy rhythmic flow the piece has from 

square two to square four. He had to write in “sky” (measure 27) and “mountains” (measure 28) 

for reference.  

 A third problem is that the singer and pianist cannot communicate fully with the 

clarinetist when it comes to the score based on printed notes. The clarinet’s parts in the 

vocal/piano score are not transposed. It was easy in voice lessons, with Ms. Chang as my 

accompanist, when Mr. Abrams’s cues were played when he could not be there, but adding Mr. 

Abrams caused difficulties. It was not easy to find each other in certain spots because he did not 

have singer cues written in his scores. The vocal score had the correct notes for a pianist to play, 

but I could not, for instance, ask Mr. Abrams to begin from his E-flat entrance.  

 The published score by Boosey & Hawkes made it difficult for the performers to 

communicate in simple musical language, and several of these errors could have been fixed 

before publishing. If a performer had been consulted in the score pre-production, the lack of 

measure numbers would clearly have been noticed. A clarinetist would usually not care to know 

where a singer’s syllables fall, but in a chamber piece it is vital. An intelligent singer would have 

wanted the clarinetist’s score to feature the vocal line and words.  
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CHAPTER 4 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Separating out songs from this cycle is definitely a possibility for a recital, if a performer 

does not desire to perform all the music of To Be Sung Upon The Water, approximately twenty-

three minutes in length, as notated by Argento in the score.20 The journey of this cycle, though, 

merits that the whole cycle be performed together. This cycle does not compare to the unity and 

continuation of Beethoven’s An die Ferne Geliebte, but exists more on the consistent story line 

perhaps of Schubert’s Winterreise or Die schöne Müllerin. To Be Sung Upon The Water is a 

collection of songs with poetry by William Wordsworth, with various themes each encompassing 

nature and bodies of water. The continuous trek through this cycle opens the performers’ eyes to 

intimate details that Argento provides to enhance the beauty of Wordsworth’s texts.  

I chose to ask Ms. Michaels what her favorite song of the cycle was. I expected her to 

choose a calm one, or perhaps the fun “Fair Is The Swan,” but her answer pleasantly surprised 

me, further helping me to see that whole cycle together is a work meant to be cherished and 

studied in great detail. She replied, “No favorite children. The cycle is a journey. The joy of 

reaching the lake at night would be diminished without experiencing shadow and substance; the 

power of the rapids overcomes a gliding, fair stream. The epilogue allows us to reflect on our 

“doings” and the prologue demands that we forget them.  A true journey.”21 

                                                
20 Argento, To Be Sung Upon The Water. 
21 Michaels, Interview. 
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The difficulty of this cycle as a chamber piece calls for a sharp mind at all times from all 

performers. On a song recital, it is common for the singer to have all music memorized and 

perform without a score, unless singing repertoire from an oratorio or chamber work. In this 

case, I performed To Be Sung Upon The Water in its entirety as the last half of my first doctoral 

recital. Ms. Chang and Mr. Abrams joined me on the first half, and we performed other works 

for high voice, clarinet and piano. The program notes, texts, and translations for this recital are 

given in Appendix B. The idea for a chamber recital which featured these pieces meant that I had 

to make a decision about performing with or without scores. For the first three sets of music, 

which comprised the first half of the recital, I performed Schubert’s Der Hirt auf dem Felsen, 

Meyerbeer’s Hirtenlied and Mozart’s concert aria “Schon lacht der holde Frühling” from 

memory. The difficulty for both the soloists and the ensemble of the three performers on the 

Argento set called for the use of a music stand and a score for this final set. Ms. Michaels replied 

simply to my question about performing this music with score, “I always perform this piece with 

the score at hand.”22 

 Argento’s clear markings make the map of each of these songs easy to follow. Executing 

each move, listening for the singer’s breaths and consonants, and establishing new tempos 

required much rehearsing, but the result was a beautiful story told over about twenty-seven 

minutes by three studied musicians. Performing this cycle was a pleasure, and, looking back, I 

am now more appreciative of the experience. As mentioned in the introduction, Argento is 

known for his song output, but this cycle falls through the cracks and is not performed as often. 

My research into it was less fruitful than I had anticipated, and the amount of time and effort my 

colleagues had to put towards our performance of the work was monumental. The artistry 

                                                
22 Michaels, Interview. 
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displayed in the deliberate execution of Argento’s sensitive attention to the text and musical 

styles is impressive, and a trio of good musicians can help this cycle to blossom.  

 Many Classical music listeners can be skeptical of performances of “modern music.” 

This cycle is about forty years old, and the modern sounds it produces are unmistakable. My 

unease about the Romantic nature of the poetry combined with the amount of accidentals and the 

lack of key signatures in this score were daunting. Learning the notes and rhythms was very 

difficult, but it was surprising to me how much everything made sense together. Even lesser-

experienced audience members responded receptively to the Argento set. The melodies are 

beautiful, though to the ear that is only just starting to put together this cycle, they sound foreign 

and complicated.  

 All three performers of this work must work cohesively to strive for unity. Ms. Chang 

was my voice lesson accompanist, and Mr. Abrams introduced this work to me. Difficulties in 

rehearsing were relaxed through friendly relationships with each other outside of performing. 

Also, working with an instrumentalist besides a pianist was new for me. I had worked with a 

violinist and harpist for sets on my master’s recital given at Northwestern University in 2013, but 

those instrumentalists are more accustomed to accompanying singers. Mr. Abrams’s brain, as 

well as the brains of many other orchestral musicians, is used to existing on a very strict internal 

metronome or the bounce of a conductor’s baton. The freedom I have as a singer did not surprise 

me or Ms. Chang, but rehearsing with Mr. Abrams did open my eyes to the way singers treat 

melodic lines and breaths, taking time for them, mostly taking a piece slightly off of that rhythm 

that Mr. Abrams needed so much. Ms. Michaels addressed this when I asked her about 

performing with the other collaborative artists, including Larry Combs, clarinetist, and Bettie 

Buccheri, pianist: “Bettie’s experience and wisdom as a performing musician allowed us to 
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interpret spots like Rehearsal 2 in VIII more effectively/less literally.  A strict “doppio” didn’t 

give us the quality we wanted, so we settle on 72 to the quarter, several notches faster than the 

opening.”23 

 The singer of this cycle should be as specific as possible with metronomic markings, for 

the sake of the instrumentalists. Each performer comes from a different background of rehearsing 

and reads musical markings differently. How I looked at a page or a phrase as a singer was not 

the same at all for Mr. Abrams or for Ms. Chang. Besides the complicated issues presented by 

the Boosey & Hawkes scores as discussed in chapter three, we each learned to give and take to 

make this cycle work. I did not have the forefront as the soloist all the time, as singers are used to 

having. Mr. Abrams and Ms. Chang were equal soloists, not just accompanists. A true 

understanding of this provides a good working environment for three performers who want to 

take on this difficult but rewarding work. 

  

                                                
23 Michaels, Interview.  



 
 

72 
 

 
 
 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 

“Argento, Dominick.” The Oxford Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed. rev. Oxford Music Online. 
 Oxford University Press, accessed September 8, 2014, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2248070 (accessed 
 September 8, 2014). 
 
Argento, Dominick. “2009 Raymond W. Brock Commission.” The Choral Journal 49, no. 7 
 (2009): 23-25. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23556971 (accessed September 8, 2014). 
 
Argento, Dominick. Catalogue Raisonné As Memoir: A Composer’s Life. Minneapolis: 
 University of Minnesota Press, 2004. 
 
Argento, Dominick. Shadow and Substance. Howard Haskin, David Triestram, Tansie Mayer. 
 2005 by Deux-Elles Limited. DXL 1098. Compact disc. 
 
Argento, Dominick. To Be Sung Upon The Water. Boosey & Hawkes, 1973. 
 
Argento, Dominick. To Be Sung Upon The Water: Song Cycles by Dominick Argento. Patrice 
 Michaels Bedi, Elizabeth Buccheri, Larry Combs. 1996 by Cedille Records. CDR 900000 
 029. Compact disc. 
 
Dominick Argento: Biography. August 2012. 
 http://www.boosey.com/pages/cr/composer/composer_main.asp?composerid=2691&ttyp
 e=BIOGRAPHY&ttitle=Biography (accessed September 8, 2014). 
 
Douma, Jeffrey. “Building a Well-Made House: An Interview with Dominick Argento.” The 
 Choral Journal 47, no. 12 (2007): 28-35. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23556497 (accessed 
 September 8, 2014). 
 
Gonzo, Carroll. “From the Editor: In The Issue.” The Choral Journal 47, no. 12 (2007): 5. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23556494 (accessed September 8, 2014). 
 
Gordon, Roderick. “Doctoral Dissertations in Music and Music Education.” Journal of Research 
 in Music Education 12, no. 1 (1964): 1-112. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3344517 
 (accessed September 8, 2014). 
 
Michaels, Patrice. Interview by Sadie Frazier. Electronic mail interview. January 3, 2015. 
 



 
 

73 
 

Palmer, Virginia. “Composer Survey: Opinions on Solo Vocal Literature.” Perspectives of New 
 Music 22, no. 1/2 (1983-1984): 631-638. http://www.jstor.org/stable/832968 (accessed 
 September 8, 2014). 
 
Reed, Henry, ed. The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth. Philadelphia: Porter & 
 Coates, 1911. 
  



 
 

74 
 

 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A 

CORRESPONDENCE WITH PATRICE MICHAELS 

This interview remains in its original form from our email correspondence, which 

culminated on January 3, 2015. 

1. How much, if any, coaching did you have from Argento himself for this recording? Were 

there any enlightening statements that he made about any of the songs that you remember? 

I had no musical coaching from Argento, nor anyone else outside the performing 

ensemble and the producer of the recording (Jim Ginsburg of Cedille Records).  I did call 

Dominick to ask his permission to record the work, as I knew he preferred tenor for this cycle, 

and the voicing/octave displacement issues might preclude his blessing.   I had previously 

recorded his Six Elizabethan Songs and received strong reviews, and he had heard me sing the 

offstage soprano part in his Voyage of Edgar Allen Poe with Milwaukee Symphony, so I imagine 

both of those factors may have been helpful. I believe Vern Sutton talked me through the basic 

structure of the cycle, noted the harmonic structure and spots like II/Rehearsal 1 clarinet theme 

borrowed from Colonel Jonathan The Saint, et cet.  Vern certainly gave me encouragement to 

call Dominick and ask permission to record the work. 

2. Argento in his Catalogue Raisonné as Memoir states specifically that he intended this 

cycle for tenor voice (I discovered this well after I had performed it on recital). He states 

that his publishers suggested that stating it was for "high voice" would obviously give it a 

broader audience of buyers/performers. If you had any communication with Argento, did 

he ever bring any of this up?  
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[Ms. Michaels provided no reply, as the answer was in her response to my first question.] 

3. Argento states in an interview I found online that he simply finds poetry that he likes  

and sets it. He doesn't search for a particular poet, genre, etc. I've tried to find more on 

why he chose Wordsworth in this instance, to look for more connections with his texts in 

Argento's music. Do you believe, as is true with so many composers, that once the poetry is 

set to music, it becomes more of the composer's view of the affects of the poetry? 

I find Argento to have an extremely discerning ear for poetry that works well with his 

musical language.  Particularly remarkable is his ability to set text with an obviously British lilt, 

and yet retain his recognizably American compositional voice.  I credit this unusual sensibility to 

Argento’s own study and appreciation of opera history (he taught the class at U of MN when I 

was a grad student there); his intelligence; and his deep consideration of the meaning of words. 

I believe that excellent composers - Argento a shining example - gravitate to stories and texts 

that they feel they can help illuminate.  They wish to honor the intention of the poet. Inevitably, 

as they bring their own materials to the ‘stewpot,’ the flavors mingle, the dish takes on its own 

characteristics, and becomes something both expressive of the original material and wholly 

original. 

In the case of this very ‘reflective’ poetry, I find Argento’s own personality beautifully 

mirrored.  If I didn’t know him personally at all, from studying and performing this cycle, I’d 

imagine Argento to be a rather quiet person with a fine sense of humor adorning a very serious 

core.  In the case of this very ‘reflective’ poetry, I find Argento’s own personality beautifully 

mirrored.  All the texts he chose, from the early compositions like songs about spring up through 

Casanova’s Homecoming demonstrate this quality in varying proportions. 
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4. In my performance guide of this piece, I am going to include helpful things for 

performers to watch out for when taking on this piece. For instance, my clarinetist, Mr. 

Abrams, and I had trouble rehearsing because the vocal edition of the score contains the 

clarinet part untransposed. This helped for my own study of the piece, but he and I could 

not speak about note names in our rehearsals. Also, there are no singer cues/words in the 

clarinet score. This made things very difficult, as he could only rely on counting to bring 

him in at the right moment. One day we took an hour or two and he wrote in many of my 

words and which beats they fell on, so he could find me during the song and not have to 

depend so much on counting. What is your own experience with some of these problems, 

and what did you find helpful in fixing it in rehearsals/performance/recording? 

Transposition is a personal skill less-emphasized now than it was when Argento began 

his musical studies. While composers are still expected to read multiple clefs at sight from the 

keyboard; conductors must be able to call out note names correctly for all orchestral instruments; 

and jazzers must learn their material in every key,  even in my own musical lifetime I find 

performers less able (and less concerned about being unable) to transpose.  Just as contemporary 

musicians are also typically less tolerant of reading manuscript scores nowadays, it’s an 

‘evolution’ that simply exists, like it or not. 

I believe that currently, most well-trained musicians actually manage complicated rhythm 

more skillfully than in generations past.  I don’t believe this cycle presented significant rhythmic 

challenges for our ensemble.  As I look back through the scores we used, I see most of our 

concerns centered around making the dynamic qualities indicated by the composer, as well as his 

characteristic “affrettando” and “trattando” effects.    
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5. There are some musical techniques that Argento uses to hearken back to composers in 

the 19th century and elsewhere. For instance, in "The Lake At Evening" at "incessant 

wars" there is a rapid series of 32nd notes that imitate a horn call, followed by the piano 

dropping out slowly before "Is it a mirror?", a technique used by Schumann in his works. 

Which musical techniques such as these did you find the most prevalent, and how did they 

affect how you performed the piece? 

When I’m choosing works to learn, and ask others to learn, I typically trust my 

assessment of the overall quality of the composition, as well as my interest in expressing the 

words, and my ability to deliver a credible performance of the material.  Once I’ve chosen the 

work, I don’t analyze individual moments in the way that you’re asking about.  My concerns are 

typically to make the words as intelligible as possible, given whatever tessitura or pattern work 

that’s required.   Once I feel confident in my knowledge of the melodic (and in this case, bitonal 

writing) as well as my own rhythmic security, I can start to really enjoy hearing the musical 

“puzzle” as it comes into aural focus.  I have so much enjoyed hearing the many layers of 

meaning reflected in Argento’s writing. 

6. “Fair Is The Swan” was one of the most difficult pieces for Mr. Abrams and I to put 

together. As you must know, instrumentalists aren't used to following singers. Mr. Abrams 

is one of those instrumentalists who is great at counting, and putting every beat right in its 

place. We had to work to get him to bend some moments throughout the cycle. Mr. Abrams 

and I got to work on this piece in a master class with Alcides Rodriguez, bass clarinetist for 

the Atlanta Symphony. He pointed out the conversation going on between the voice and the 

clarinet and that the clarinet should imitate the dynamics and the ebb and flow that the 

voice does. What insight did you gain from working solely on this song with your bass 
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clarinetist (apart from the piano entrance at the very end)? What did you find were the 

challenges in working on it, and how did you resolve them? 

Larry Combs, principal clarinetist of the CSO and avid chamber musician, 

breathes.  He listens to the words. He strives to bring the meaning of the words into his own 

playing.  Aside from learning to breathe, the only advice I can offer you is that the non-singing 

musicians typically need to learn that the vowel is where the beat starts, and any consonant in the 

word is typically intended to be sung ahead of the beat. Once that rule is established, things 

become much simpler.   

7. Argento turns Wordsworth's "In Remembrance of Collins" into "In Remembrance Of 

Schubert," and I'm sure you know of the direct quote of "Auf dem Wasser zu singen" at 

"image of a poet's heart." This one was perhaps my favorite of the cycle. Do you have any 

recollections of any specific nuances you added, and for what reasons? 

Argento’s music is so well-marked that I typically strive first to make sure I’ve noticed 

all the ‘roadsigns.’ I can play with color (especially sotto voce in III and at the end of V). 

8. There is an almost violent change from song V to song VI "Hymn Near The Rapids." 

This was a difficult one to coordinate with pianist and clarinetist, especially the tempo 

changes for different stanzas. Do you have any helpful advice for performers tackling this 

piece? Also, each stanza begins low in the soprano voice. There were some balance issues if 

a stanza was marked forte for all parts, for which we compensated. Also, do you have any 

insight into the performance of the “Miserere Domine” at the end of the song? This is the 

only foreign language text in the cycle, and it obviously requires attention.  

Opera orchestra musicians well-know that all dynamic markings are relative to the 

singer’s qualities and abilities.  Chamber musicians must know this as well.  In this piece, 
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beyond that standard expectation, Argento certainly expects the voice to submerge and re-

emerge, as in a storm.  The predictable rhyming of the hymn itself helps the listener cope with 

the stormy soundscape as well as the canonic writing.  The tempo change at Rehearsal 9 is the 

first of three successively slower statements, the last of which formally closes the prayer in  

formal church language. 

9. “The Lake At Night” is reminiscent of “Music On The Water.” It was rhythmically 

difficult to put together, as Mr. Abrams often guessed in rehearsals where to begin his 

16th/32nd note flourishes on beats after he saw my word cues written in his score. We 

especially had trouble coordinating the new tempo at square 4 “Or the swan stirs the 

reeds...” and we ended up letting Mr. Abrams conduct with his head bobbing so we could 

establish a solid new tempo.  

Everybody is responsible for the pulse in any piece.  Above the pulse, individuals may 

need to express rubato for a specific reason, to which all must adjust.  At Rehearsal 4 the pianist 

has the subdivisions, so s/he is able to control the new tempo.  The singer can help or hinder, or 

even take back control, if the “st” of “stirs” is intentional.   

10. I have meticulously highlighted in my own score the return of the theme of each of the 

previous songs in “Epilogue: De Profundis.” The longest reminiscence of a piece is from 

right before square 2 up to square 4, echoing the accompaniment and melodies of the 

prologue. Could you please comment on how these thematic returns enhanced your 

performance of the final piece? 

See answer to No. 5 

11. There is a Bach-like symmetry in the placement of these pieces. I found an overriding 

arch that connects the styles and feels of certain pieces with others. For instance, the titles 
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of the pieces suggests a symmetry from the outside in, 1-8, 2-7, 3-6, 4-5. But there are 

audible suggestions of symmetry between pieces such as “Music on the Water” and “The  

Lake At Night.” What, if any, other symmetries did you find in the cycle? 

Again, I have confidence in the quality of the composition before I start work on it.  In  

rehearsal and performance I allow myself to focus on the work of expressing words on a lyric 

line while coordinating with others both rhythmically and harmonically.  The cycle can speak for 

itself in this way. 

12. What was your favorite song in the cycle to perform and why? 

No favorite children. The cycle is a journey. The joy of reaching the lake at night would 

be diminished without experiencing shadow and substance; the power of the rapids overcomes a 

gliding, fair stream.  The epilogue allows us to reflect on our “doings” and the prologue demands 

that we forget them. A true journey. 

13. Did you use the score in performance of this piece, or did you memorize it and perform 

it without looking at the score on recital/elsewhere (obviously perhaps not on the 

recording)?  

I always perform this piece with the score at hand. 

14. What was one of the most difficult areas of the cycle to put together with your 

collaborative pianist/clarinetist and why? 

Each of us faced challenges of tessitura, color and dynamic.  I felt always supported by 

the brilliant musicianship of Bettie and Larry.   

15. Were there any comments that Bettie Buccheri provided that changed the way you 

thought of the piece, affecting its performance? 
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Bettie’s experience and wisdom as a performing musician allowed us to interpret spots 

like Rehearsal 2 in VIII more effectively/less literally.  A strict “doppio” didn’t give us the 

quality we wanted, so we settle on 72 to the quarter, several notches faster than the opening. 

Bettie is remarkable at keeping us all honest, yet bringing out the best in the score. She also  

notices if I sing out of tune.  ;) 
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APPENDIX B 

PROGRAM NOTES AND TEXTS FROM MARCH 1, 2014 RECITAL 

 Dominick Argento is the son of Sicilian immigrant parents who settled in York, Pennsylvania. Although 
young Argento thought grade school music class was boring, he became a formidable American song composer. 
After high school he was drafted and became an army cryptographer. He studied piano at Peabody on the G.I. Bill, 
but quickly switched to composition, which he found more exciting. He received his doctorate at Eastman, and 
moved to Minneapolis in 1958 to begin teaching at the University of Minnesota. He still resides in the Mid-West 
and has a flourishing career as a musician, beloved and encouraged by his community. He is most well-known for 
his output of song cycles for voice and piano. 
 Written in 1974, this cycle of songs set to poems by William Wordsworth (1770-1850) is related from the 
outer songs inward. Numbers one and eight are linked, as are two and seven, three and six, and four and five. The 
prologue describes a person on a boat searching for reality in his reflection in the calm water. The second song 
features a starry sky filled with the constellations of Greek gods and goddesses reflected in the dark lake. Pan plays 
his flute to assure tranquility in the third song. The fourth song, “Fair is the Swan,” is for the bass clarinet and 
singer, who hail the glorious creature with contrapuntal sweeping textures as his furious webbed feet allow his body 
to glide wistfully along the moon-lit lake. The fifth song title twists Wordsworth’s original poem’s title: “In 
Remembrance of Collins,” a lesser known poet and contemporary. Argento’s love of Schubert inspired the 
accompaniment style and pleasant tune of this song, with a direct quote of a phrase from Schubert’s Lied “Auf dem 
Wasser zu singen” in the voice at “image of a poet’s heart.” The sixth song, “Hymn Near the Rapids,” is in direct 
contrast to its peaceful counterpart in the third song: “Music on the Water.” It recalls Jesus’ miracle on the Sea of 
Galilee, when He walked on the water toward his disciples in a violently rocking boat, as they prayed fervently for 
the storm to cease. “The Lake at Night” describes a picturesque scene of animals and foliage at the water’s edge, 
when suddenly a cloud peels back and reveals the dark night sky bursting with bright stars, casting a glow on the 
lake. The concluding piece, “Epilogue: De Profundis,” takes as its text Wordsworth’s sonnet, “The World is Too 
Much With Us.”  Unlike the De Profundis text (Psalm 130 of the Latin Vulgate Bible), which concludes with the 
psalmist’s penitent and calm assurance that The Lord will redeem Israel from all its iniquities, Wordsworth’s poem 
is a bitter indictment of man’s acquisitiveness and inability to connect with the created world.  In Argento’s setting, 
the clarinet and piano reprise themes from earlier songs, unifying the cycle. 
 
 
I. Prologue: Shadow and Substance 
 
As one who hangs down-bending from the side 
Of a slow-moving boat, upon the breast 
Of a still water, solacing himself 
With such discoveries as his eye can make 
Beneath him in the bottom of the deep, 
Sees many beauteous sights -- weeds, fishes, flowers, 
Grots, pebbles, roots of trees, and fancies more, 
Yet often is perplexed and cannot part 
The shadow from the substance, rocks and sky, 
Mountains and clouds, reflected in the depth 
Of the clear flood, from things which there abide 
In their true dwelling; now is crossed by gleam 
Of his own image, by a sunbeam now, 
And wavering motions sent he knows not whence, 
Impediment that make his task more sweet; 
Such pleasant office have I long pursued 
Incumbent o'er the surface of past time. 
 
 

II. The Lake at Evening 
 
Clouds, lingering yet, extend in solid bars 
Through the grey west; and lo! These waters, steeled 
By breezeless air to smoothest polish, yield 
A vivid repetition of the stars; 
Jove, Venus and the ruddy crest of Mars 
Amid his fellows beauteously revealed 
At happy distance from earth's groaning field, 
Where ruthless mortals wage incessant wars. 
Is it a mirror? -- or the nether Sphere 
Opening to view the abyss in which she feeds 
Her own calm fires? -- But [listen]! a voice is near; 
Great Pan himself low-whispering through the reeds, 
'Be thankful, thou; for, if unholy deeds 
Ravage the world, tranquility is here. 
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III. Music on the Water 
 
Lutes and voices down the enchanted woods 
Steal and compose the oar-forgotten floods 
While Evening’s solemn bird melodious weeps 
Heard by star-spotted bays beneath the steeps. 
Slow glides the sail along the illumined shore 
And steals into the shade the lazy oar. 
Soft bosoms breathe around contagious sighs 
And amorous music on the water dies. 
 
 
V. In Remembrance of Schubert 
 
O glide, fair stream! for ever so, 
Thy quiet soul on all bestowing, 
Till all our minds for ever flow 
As thy deep waters now are flowing. 
Vain thought! – Yet be as now thou art, 
That in thy waters may be seen 
The image of a poet’s heart, 
How bright, how solemn, how serene! 
Now let us, as we float along, 
For him suspend the dashing oar; 
And pray that never child of song 
May know that Poet’s sorrows more. 
How calm! how still! The only sound, 
The dripping of the oar suspended! 
 
 
VII. The Lake at Night 
 
Sweet are the sounds that mingle from afar, 
Heard by calm lakes, as peeps the folding star, 
Where the duck dabbles ‘mid the rustling sedge, 
And feeding pike stirs the reeds, his neck and bill 
Wetting, that drip upon the water still; 
And now, on every side, the surface breaks 
Into blue spots, and slowly lengthening streaks; 
Here, plots of sparkling water tremble bright 
With thousand thousand twinkling points of light: 
And now the whole wide lake in deep repose 
Is hushed, and like a burnished mirror glows. 

IV. Fair is the Swan 
 
Fair is the Swan, whose majesty, prevailing 
O’er breezeless water, on Locarno’s Lake, 
Bears him on while proudly sailing 
He leaves behind a moon-illumined wake: 
– Behold! – as with a gushing impulse heaves 
That downy prow, and softly cleaves 
The mirror of the crystal flood, 
Vanish inverted hill, and shadowy wood, 
And pendent rock, where’er, in gliding state, 
Winds the mute Creature without visible Mate 
Or Rival, save the Queen of night 
Showering down a silver light, 
From heaven, upon her chosen Favourite! 
 
 
VI. Hymn Near the Rapids 
 
Jesu! Bless our slender Boat, 
By the current swept along; 
Loud its threatenings – let them not 
Drown the music of a song; 
Breathed thy mercy to implore, 
Where these troubled waters roar! 
Saviour, for our warning, seen 
Bleeding on that precious Rood; 
If, while through the meadows green 
Gently wound the peaceful flood, 
We forgot Thee, do not Thou 
Disregard Thy Suppliants now! 
Hither, like yon ancient Tower 
Watching o’er the River’s bed, 
Fling the shadow of thy power, 
Else we sleep among the dead; 
Thou who trod’st the billowy sea, 
Shield us in our jeopardy! 
Guide our Bark among the waves; 
Through the rocks our passage smooth; 
Where the whirlpool frets and raves 
Let Thy love its anger soothe; 
All our hope is placed in Thee; 
Miserere Domine! 
 
 
VIII. Epilogue: De Profundis 
 
The world is too much with us; late and soon, 
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; 
Little we see in Nature that is ours; 
We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 
This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon; 
The winds that will be howling at all hours, 
And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 
For this, for everything, we are out of tune; 
It moves us not. – Great God! I’d rather be 
A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn; 
So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; 
Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 
Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn.  
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APPENDIX C 

PERMISSION FROM BOOSEY & HAWKES 

 
To Be Sung Upon the Water by Dominick Argento 

© Copyright 1974 by Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
Reprinted by Permission 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 


