Births, Deaths & Marriages

(and everything in between)

Programme note
We are all born, we all die, and in between various things happen: some people marry, many form long-lasting intimate relationships with others, and everyone has a story to tell…The tales told in the music of this programme mostly allude in some way to birth, death or marriage / lovers’ union – some works even combine these topics.  Schumann’s Requiem is an interesting case in point: the original Latin text is taken from Héloïse’s lament for her ‘forbidden’ lover, Peter Abelard. The full gamut of human emotion is expressed in the story of these ill-fated Medieval lovers, born ‘incompatibly’ in the eyes of society (he a theologian and she his student), yet drawn irrepressibly to each other’s intellect, spirituality and physicality. After various scandals, including the birth of their illegitimate child, Héloïse’s uncle had Abelard castrated - thank goodness we are now more enlightened about a person’s right to love whom they please! 

When the two of us were sorting through repertoire for this concert, it soon became clear that certain themes were emerging in the subject matter of the works we chose. We wanted to include some traditional Irish/Celtic music – having spent time together in 1992/93 in Den Haag, Holland, busking in the streets and playing/singing with others in our Irish band An Hág at gigs in the local ‘Irish pub’ (as a sideline to our respective performance studies at the Koninklijk Conservatorium!) – and most of the songs we thought of seemed to be about birth/youth, marriage/love or death/loss. Other works that appealed to us also contained reference to these topics. Hence the ‘lightbulb-moment’ idea of naming the programme after a certain government department, which is in the business of registering births, deaths, marriages and civil unions…

Whilst the two chosen New Zealand works, by Helen Bowater and Gareth Farr, are not exactly about birth, death or marriage (perhaps these represent the ‘everything in between’ aspect of the programme), they make a very compatible pairing. The poems in both works speak of the beauty and mystery of Nature (and the human relationship with the natural world); and both composers have skilfully set their music to reveal the reverence and radiance expressed in the poetry.

We are gathered here today…to witness the presentation of a diverse range of songs, sung in several different languages (Middle English, English, French, German and Japanese), as well as pieces featuring the Irish Harp on its own. It is worth noting that nearly all of the written accompaniments to the songs call specifically for harp, rather than piano. Even the ones intended for piano are written so as to fit idiomatically for the harp – indeed, one score (Schumann’s Requiem) bears an instruction to the pianist to ‘imitate the style of a harp’…So, before we ‘harp on’ any further, we would like to thank you all for coming to listen and we do hope you enjoy this wonderfully eclectic selection of music.
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Texts/translations

♦ A song-cycle on the birth of Jesus – John Lambert, 1926-95 (1951)

Prologue (text by Geoffrey Chaucer, 1340-1400, from “The Prioresses Tale”)

O Mooder mayde! O Maydé Mooder fre! 

O busshe unburnt, burning in Moses sight! 

Thou that did’st bring down from the Deitee, 

Thrugh Thyn humblesse, the spirit to alight; 

Of whos vertu, in Thy pure heart aright, 

Conceyved was the Fadrés sapience, 

Helpe me tor telle it in Thy reverence!

I (text by Myles Pinkney, priest, 1599-1674)

O sweetest Night! My mind I ne’er can wean 

From thoughts of thee, in which the Heav’ns do rain

Huge showers of grace: the hillocks flow with sweets,

And from the mountains milk and honey sweats.


O sweetest Night! My starvèd soul doth die

To have a full draught of thy ambrosy.

Tertullian gravely said:

“Some goods there are

As well as evils, which e’en oppress and bear

Us to the ground.”

The wonders of this Night

Are such, to find our God in such a plight:

That hardly such a bastard soul is found

Who sends not knees and heart to kiss the ground.

II (text by St Teresa of Jesus, 1515-82; trans. Arthur Symons)

Shepherd, shepherd, hark that calling!

Angels they are, and the day is dawning.

What is this ding dong, Or loud singing is it? 

Come, Bras, now the day is here The Shepherdess we’ll visit.


Shepherd…

O is this the Alcade’s daughter, Or some lady come from afar?

She is the daughter of God the Father, And she shines like a star.


Shepherd…

III (text by Richard Verstegan, priest, 1565-1620)

Upon my lap my Sov’reign sits, And suckes upon my breast;

Meanwhile, His love sustains my life, And gives my body rest.


Sing lullaby, my little Boy, Sing lullaby, my life’s Joy.

When Thou hast taken Thy repast, Repose, my Babe, on me;

So may Thy mother and Thy nurse Thy cradle also be.


Sing lullaby…

My Babe, my Bliss, my Child, my Choice, My Fruit, my Flower and bud,

My Jesus, and my only Joy, The Sum of all my good.


Sing lullaby…

The shepherds left their keeping sheep For joy to see my Lamb;

How may I more rejoice to see Myself to be the Dam.


Sing lullaby…

IV (text anonymous, printed 1530)

A Maid peerless hath borne God’s Son.

Nature gave place, when ghostly grace 

subdued reason.

As for beauty, or high gentry, She is the flower 

by God elect. For this effect 

man to succour.

Of Virgin’s Queen, Lodestar of light,

Whom to honour we ought endeavour us, day and night.

Epilogue (Latin: Ave Maria, gratia plena…)

Translation: Hail, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us and for our sins, now, and in the hour of our death. Amen.
♦ Die Tochter Jephthas – Robert Schumann, 1810-56 (Op.95, No.1)
Da die Heimat, O Vater, da Gott 

Since home and God, O father,

von der Tochter verlanget den Tod,

demand of your daughter that she dies,

dein Gelübde vom Feind uns befreit,

(and since) your oath has freed us from the enemy,

durchbohr mich, stehe bereit!


pierce me through, I am ready!

Und die Stimme der Klagen ist stumm,
And the voice of lament is silent,

und mein Werk auf den Bergen ist um!
and my task in the mountains is done!

Wird die Hand, die ich liebe, mich weihn,
If the hand that I love will sanctify me,

Kann der Tod ja nicht schmerzlich mir sein.
then death cannot be painful for me.

Und das schwör ich dir treulich und gut,
And this I swear truly and well,

Daβ so rein ist mein kindliches Blut,

that my child’s-blood is as pure

als der Segen, den strömend es fleht,
as the blessing it invokes by streaming out,

als hienieden mein letztes Gebet!

and as pure as my last prayer here on earth!

Ob die Jungfrau Jerusalems klagt,

Even if the virgin of Jerusalem complains,

Sei der Richter, der Held nicht verzagt!
the judge, the hero, should not hesitate!

Der Triumph kam durch mich euch herbei,
Your triumph came about through me,

und mein Vater, die Heimat sind frei!

And (therefore) my father and my home are free!

Wenn das Blut, das du gabst, ist entwallt,
When the blood that you gave has streamed out

die du liebtest, die Stimme verhallt,

and the voice of the one you loved has fallen silent,

denk meiner, die Ruhm dir erwarb,

then think of me, who gave you glory,

und vergiβ nicht, daβ lächelnd ich starb.
And don’t forget that I died smiling.









(Translation: Astrid Nielsch)

♦ Requiem – Robert Schumann, 1810-56 (Op.90, No.7, 1850)

(Original text in Latin: the lament of Héloïse (1101-1164) for her lover and mentor Peter Abelard (1079-1142); translated anonymously into German)

Ruh von schmerzensreichen Mühen

Rest now from your painful striving,

Aus und heissem Liebesglühen;

from your passionate burning love;

Der nach seligem Verein


he whose desire was for

Trug Verlangen,



reunion in Heaven

Ist gegangen




has passed beyond,

Zu des Heilands Wohnung ein.

Into his Saviour’s dwelling.

Dem Gerechten leuchten helle

Even in the tomb a bright star

Sterne in des Grabes Zelle,


shines on the righteous man;

Ihm, der selbst als Stern der Nacht

and to him shall appear

Wird erscheinen,



a true star

Wenn er seinen



in the night,

Herrn erschaut in Himmelspracht.

His Lord in the glory of Heaven.

Seid Fürsprecher, heilge Seelen!

Intercede for him, holy souls;

Heilger Geist, lass Trost nicht fehlen.

Let not your comfort fail him, Holy Spirit.

Hörst du? Jubelsang erklingt,


Hark, psalms of triumph resound,

Feiertöne,




solemn tones

Darein die schöne 



among which sings

Engelscharfe singt.



the beautiful harp of the angels.

Ruh von schmerzensreichen Mühen…
Rest now from your painful striving…



♦ No.1 from: Cinq Mélodies Populaires Grecques (“Five Greek Folksongs”) – Maurice Ravel, 1875-1937 (1904-06)
Chanson de la mariée (“Song of the bride”)

(Traditional Greek text translated into French by Michel Dimitri Calvocoressi, 1877-1944)

Réveille-toi, perdrix mignonne,

Wake up, my dear, my darling little bird,

Ouvre au matin tes ailes.


Open your wings to the morning.

Trois grains de beauté, 


(By) three beauty marks,
mon Coeur en est brûlé.


my heart is burnt!

Vois le ruban d’or que je t’apporte,

See the ribbon of gold that I bring,

Pour le nouer autour de tes cheveux.
To tie round your hair.

Si tu veux, ma belle, viens nous marier!
If you want to, my beauty, let us marry!

Dans nos deux familles tous sont alliés!
In our two families, everyone is related!

♦ Doux fut le trait – André Caplet, 1878-1925 (1924)

(Sonnet by Pierre de Ronsard, 1524-85 )

Doux fut le trait, qu’Amour hors de sa trousse
Sweet was the dart that Love took out of his quiver

Pour me tuer, me tira doucement,


to kill me, softly shot at me,

Quand je fus pris au doux commencement

when, in the sweet beginning, I was caught

D’une douceur si doucettement douce.

By a sweetness so sweet.

Doux est son ris e sa voix qui me pousse

Sweet is her laughter and her voice, which pushes

l’âme du corps, qui s’en fuit lentement

my soul out of my body, which is fleeing slowly 

devant son luth, touché mignardement,

before her lute, coyly plucked,

chantant mes vers, animez de son pouce.

singing my verses, animated by her thumb.

Telle douceur de sa voix coule en l’air,

So sweetly her voice flows in the air,

Qu’on ne scaurait sans l’entendre parler,

that you could not know, without hearing her talk,

Sçavoir comment le plaisir nous appelle.

What pleasure calls you.

Sans l’ouyr, dis-je, Amour mesme enchanter.

Without hearing her, even Love is enchanted.

Doucement rire, et doucement chanter,

Sweetly laughing and sweetly singing,

Et moy mourir doucement auprès d’elle.

And I, dying sweetly beside her.

♦ En Prière – Gabriel Fauré, 1845-1924

(Poem by Stéphan Bordèse, 1847-?? )

Si la voix d’un enfant peux monter jusqu’à vous,
If the voice of a child can rise to you,

Ô mon Père, 




O my Father,

Ecoutez de Jésus, devant Vous à genoux,

Listen to the prayer from Jesus

La prière!




Who kneels before you!

Si Vous m’avez choisi pour enseigner vos lois
If you have chosen to teach me your ways

Sur la terre,




On earth,

Je saurrai Vous servir, auguste Roi des rois,

I will know how to serve you, King of kings,

Ô Lumière!




O Light!

Sur mes lèvres, Seigneur, mettez la verité,

On my lips, Lord, put redeeming truth,

Salutaire,





Pour celui qui doute avec humilité 


So that he who doubts, with humility

Vous révère!




May revere you!

Ne m’abandonnez pas, donnez-moi la douceur
Do not abandon me, (but) give me the

Nécessaire,




Necessary kindness

Pour apaiser les maux, soulager la douleur,

To quell the pains, and assuage the sorrow

La misère!




And misery!

Révèlez Vous à moi, Seigneur en qui je crois

Reveal Yourself to me, Lord in whom I believe

Et j’espère:




And hope:

Pour Vous je veux souffrir et mourir sur la croix,
For You, I want to suffer and die on the cross

Au Calvaire!




At Calvary!

♦ Still Sounds Lie – Gareth Farr, b.1968 (1996, revised 2005)

(Poems by Carolyn Mills, NZSO principal harpist; inspired by Deep Bay, in Queen Charlotte Sound)

	I: Deep Bay

Where follow the fishes

And sparkle the seas

And still sounds lie in whispering wait

The deepness of bay -

Summer falling like stars

Breaking like heart

Breaking like waves

Breaking

Where stay without wanting

And swim in the sea

Whoosh, out we go

Oars dipping and dripping

Where days without nights without sighs without wishes

Where now without then

Only us and the fishes


	II: Stingray

You look over the side

Your heart jumps

At the great black shadow almost

Motionless and just

Beneath the surface

Its tail stretched long behind

Barely ruffled wings and silken head

You cannot breathe, 

It is so close and so alien

Who could invent such a thing?

And does it sense these

Tourists looking

Overboard with terror,

Hardly believing their eyes, and

Filled with joy at sharing

Life with brave and unhuman things?




III: Where the waves come from

They don’t care if we are here. 

Always guarding their secrets


They don’t say, please notice us,

Never baring their souls.

We are lapping at the shore,

We come and we go

We make beaches, aren’t we clever

We might have a splash,

They just go their way, 


Maybe rev up the outboard.

With stealthy arms reaching up 

We will never make them notice.

And pulling the tides behind them,

♦ From: Cinq Chansons de Femme (“Five Songs of Women”) – Philip Cannon, b.1929 (1950s)

(French words selected and translated by Cannon’s wife, Jacqueline Laidlaw – d.1984)

I: La mal mariée (“The angry wife”) – French words anon.
O wretched man, you blame me and shame me all the day, for why?

If you forever hate me and rate me in this way, then I cry,

My fair, my fine and dear one, his sweet love I’ll be, his I’ll be.

You jealous and vicious, malicious, you shall in anger die, in anger die!

And my precious, my sweet and delicious, his dear love I’ll be, his love I’ll be!

O wretched man, you blame me and shame me all the day, for why?

Forever taunting, scolding and flaunting your great hold over me!

Why hate me so all the day? Why rate me so all the day?

Wretched man, now I pray, tell me why!

III: La veuve (“The widow”) –French words by Christine de Pisan, 1364-c.1430

Sire, now lies my sorrow dark upon me, 
I am alone wherever I may wander,

I am alone, a widow now forever,

Yet more alone than any in creation.

I am alone, black grief is never from me,
I am alone, as I roam hither or yonder,

I am alone, my lord has died this day.
I am alone, in bitter desolation,

I am alone, alone I would be ever,

I am alone, death my heart has won.

I am alone, for my sweet lord is gone.
I am alone, no tears are consolation,

I am alone, companion have I never,

I am alone, despair my condemnation,

I am alone, my sorrow and pain are one.
I am alone, my sweet husband is gone.

I am alone, my spirit from life must sever.
Sire, now lies my dark pain upon me.

V: La bien mariée (“The merry wife”) – French words by Olivier Basselin, 1430-94 

My dear husband’s throat is lined, so I find, with a substance something salty,

For he never can last a wink without drink – cider, wine or something malty.

When his anger rises high, you should try, if you wish to soothe his temper,

Make him quick without delay, so to say, drink a draught to kill distemper.

Long as he shall sell no mite of our right, then drink! I shall be delighted;

For I have, all things above, his dear love, so we’re merry and united.

I myself have drunk a sup from his cup. Long live this goodly potion!

Keeps my husband in good health, truest wealth, so we live in happy devotion!

♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦ INTERVAL ♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦♦
♦ From: Wessex Graves – Michael Berkeley, b.1948

(Poems by Thomas Hardy, 1840-1928)

I: She at his funeral

They bear him to his resting place – 

Unchanged my gown of garish dye,

In slow procession sweeping by; 

Though sable-sad is their attire;

I follow at a stranger’s space; 

But they stand round with griefless eye,

His kindred they, his sweetheart I. 

Whilst my regret consumes like fire!

III: In the moonlight

‘O lonely workman, standing there 

In a dream, why do you stare and stare

At her grave, as no other grave there were?

If your great gaunt eyes so importune

Her soul by the shine of this corpse-cold moon,

Maybe you’ll raise her phantom soon!’

‘Why, fool, it is what I would rather see

Than all the living folk there be;

But alas, there is no such joy for me!’

‘Ah – she was the one you loved, no doubt

Through good and evil, through rain and drought.

And when she passed, all your sun went out?’

‘Nay: she was the woman I did not love,




whom all the others were ranked above,

but during her life I thought nothing of.’

V: Her secret

That loves dull smart distressed my heart He shrewdly learnt to see,

But that I was in love with a dead man Never suspected he.

He searched for the trace of a pictured face, He watched each missive come,

And a sheet that seemed like a love-line Wrought his look lurid and numb.

He dogged my feet to the city street, He followed me to the sea,

But not to the nigh, still churchyard Did he dream of following me!

♦ Hoshi no hayashi  ("Forest of stars"),

 for solo soprano – Helen Bowater, b.1952 (2003)
(Text: anon. from the Man'yoshu "The Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves", 
Japan's first anthology of poetry, 8th century A.D.)

ame no umi ni



In the sea of heaven
kumo no nami tachi


waves of cloud rise
tuki no tune



I can see
hoshi no hayashi ni


the moonship disappearing
kogi kakuru miyu


as it is rowed into the forest of stars

(text translated from kanji by Kazu Nakagawa; sung in Japanese)

♦ From: Folk Song Arrangements – Benjamin Britten, 1913-76 (1976)

II: She’s like the swallow

She’s like the swallow that flies so high, 

It’s out of those roses she made a bed,

She’s like the river that never runs dry, 

A stony pillow for her head.

She’s like the sunshine on the lee shore, 
She laid her down, no word did say,

I love my love, and love is no more. 

Until this fair maid’s heart did break.

‘Twas out in the garden this fair maid did go,
She’s like the swallow…

A-picking the beautiful prim-e-rose;

The more she pluck’d the more she pulled

Until she got her aperon full.

IV: Bonny at morn

The sheep’s in the meadows, The kye’s in the corn,

Thou’s ower lang in thy bed, Bonny at morn.


Canny at night, bonny at morn, Thou’s ower lang in thy bed, Bonny at morn.

The bird’s in the nest, The trout’s in the burn,

Thou hinders thy mother In many a turn.


Canny at night…

We’re all laid idle Wi’ keeping the bairn,

The lad winnot work And the lass winnot lairn.


Canny at night…

VI: David of the White Rock

Life and its follies are fading away,

Tuneful companion, we parted must be;

Love hath departed, why then should I stay?
Thou canst no longer bring comfort to me.
Cold is my pale cheek, and furrowed with care,
Yet ere we sever, thy master would fain

Dim is my eyesight, and snow-white my hair.
Swan-like expire in a last dying strain;

Near me, in silence, my harp lies unstrung,
And when above him the cypress bough wave,

Weak are my fingers, and falt’ring my tongue!
Spirits shall murmur it over his grave.
♦ Celtic medley…

Rory Dall’s Port – harp solo, Scottish, Rory Dall Morison (c.1656-c.1713)
Lady Anne Bothwell’s Lament – Scottish, anon.
Baloo, my boy, lie still and sleep,

I dreamed a dream but yesternight -

It grieves me sair to hear thee weep.

Thy father slain in foreign fight;

If thou’lt be silent I’ll be glad,


He, wounded, stood beside thy bed,

Thy moaning makes my heart fu sad;
His blood ran down upon thy head.

Baloo, my boy, they mother’s joy,

He spoke no word, but looked on me,

Thy father bred me great annoy.

Bent low and gave a kiss to thee!

Baloo, my dear, lie still and sleep,

Baloo, baloo, my darling boy,

It grieves me sair to hear thee weep.

Thou’rt now alone thy mother’s joy.

Irish jigs: Planxty John O’Connor / Charles O’Connor  – T O’Carolan (1670-1738)
The Female Rambling Sailor – trad. English
Come all you fair and tender maids, and listen to my ditty – 

All in Grey’s End there lived a maid, and she was young and pretty.

Her true love he was pranced away, to perish on the stormy sea,

Which caused this fair maid for to say: I’ll be a female sailor.


In a jacket blue and (her) trousers white, she looked a sailor neat and tight,


And the sea it was the heart’s delight of the female rambling sailor.


When a storm came on the raging sea, she was ready at her station.


But when all was calm as calm could be, she left her occupation.

Come evening time, this damsel young, she charmed the sailors with her tongue,

For she’d roamed the decks and sweetly sang, did the female rambling sailor;

From stem to stern she’d went her way, where ‘times she had been merry,

When her foot it slipped and down she fell, she bid this world a last farewell.


Her snowy white breast when sighted came, it appeared to be her female frame,


And Rebecca Young it was the name of the female rambling sailor.

On river and sea she was known well, no sailor there could her excel:


Let a tear downfall in a last farewell to the female rambling sailor.

Fields of Gold – Sting, arr. For harp solo by Helen Webby

The Blacksmith – trad. English

A blacksmith courted me nine months and better.

He fairly won my heart, wrote me a letter.

With his hammer in his hand, he looked so clever.

And if I was with my love, I’d live forever.


And where is my love gone, with his cheeks like roses


And his good black billycock on, decked with primroses.

I’m afraid the scorching sun will shine and burn his beauty.

And if I was with my love, I’d do my duty.

What did you promise, love, when you sat beside me?

You said you would marry me and not deny me.

‘If I said I’d marry you, it was only for to try you.

So bring your witness love, and I’ll ne’er deny you.’


Oh witness have I none, save God Almighty,


And He’ll reward you well for the slighting of me.


Her lips grew pale and white; it made her poor heart tremble

To think she loved one and he proved deceitful.

The Sunderland Lasses - Northumbrian slip-jig / O’Neill’s March – trad. Irish
She moved through the fair – trad. Irish, county Donegal
My young love said to me: “My mother won’t mind,

And my father won’t slight you for your lack of kind.”

And she stepped away from me, and this she did say:

“It will not be long, love, ‘til our wedding day.”


She stepped away from me, and she went thro’ the fair,

And fondly I watched her move here and move there.

And then she went homeward with one star awake,

As the swan in the evening moves over the lake.

Last night she came to me, she came softly in,

So softly she came that her feet made no din,

And she laid her hand on me, and this she did say:

“It will not be long, love, ‘til our wedding day.”

Mari’s Wedding / polka: If I had Maggie in the Wood…  – trad. Irish
Step we gaily, on we go,


Vs.2
Red her cheeks as rowans are,

Heel for heel, and toe for toe,



Bright her eye as any star,

Arm in arm, and row on row,



Fairest of them all by far,

All for Mari’s wedding.




Is our darling Mari.

Vs.1 
Over hillways up and down,

Step we gaily…

Myrtle green and bracken brown,
Vs.3
Plenty herring, plenty meal,

Past the shieling, through the town,

Plenty peat to fill her creel,

All for sake of Mari.



Plenty bonnie bairns as weel;

Step we gaily…




That’s our wish for Mari.

Pepe & Helen would like to thank the many people who assisted with preparations (publicity, German translation, rehearsal venue, etc) for this concert, especially:

Robert Oliver, Astrid Nielsch, David Bowater, Sabrina Malcolm, Glenn Ross
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