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PROGRAMME NOTE

Thread About My Heart is the second-largest piece that I have written to date, and certainly the
most substantial since my oratorio Noah’s Fire that was premiered in 2015. It is, somewhat
remarkably, the first time that I have set the words of any of the Lake Poets, never mind the
work of the most illustrious of the group, Willlam Wordsworth. Coming from the Lake
District, it has regularly been suggested to me that I should set some of the work of
Wordsworth, Taylor-Coleridge, Southey et al to music, but try as I might, I have never found
anything that appealed to me — it is certainly great poetry (in the main) but it has rarely
inspired me to conjure up any music to accompany it — I presumed that this might always be
the case. However, when I was approached by The Wordsworth Singers to set some of the
eponymous poet, and diary entries from his sister, Dorothy, I was able to reassess the work
and my own feelings towards it. Whether it is age, experience, or a little of them both, 1
found the poetry suddenly more open to me, speaking about ideas and events that seemed a
lot more accessible than my younger self had ever dreamed to encounter.

The idea of interweaving the work of the siblings may have been one of those concepts that
sounded good in the abstract but was much more difficult to realise in the practical — the
dense yearnings of William’s poetry against the free-flowing descriptions in Dorothy’s
diaries — the changes of tone, mood and delivery always going to be somewhat at odds with
each other. However, when you strip back the style and genre, they are essentially describing
the same thing: an instant reaction to the natural, to the romantic and to the culture that lay
on their very doorstep. Yes, one is much more learned and mannered than the other, but the
way the two styles reflect on each other is strangely successful, with the relationship between
these two modes of delivery being much closer at heart than I had ever imagined. The idea
was good, conceptually, but it was also something that was inspiring me to want to set these
texts to music.

I decided to enhance the differences in tone and style even further in my music, mainly
through having different performers for the different authors: William’s poems are set for
full choir, harp and strings, whereas Dorothy’s entries for solo soprano, solo viola and harp.
In doing this, the more formal style of the poetry is enshrined in the collective music-making,
the much more intimate diary fragments in a song-like, domestic setting for a small group of
players. The style of the music is similar throughout, though the diary sections are more arioso,
more flowing and freer from the more expressive and emotional content of the poetic
settings. All the seven movements do share material, with several important chords, two
notes and one theme binding the work together — the piece as a whole could be seen as the
exploration of how different moods and atmospheres can be obtained through minimal
material, with maximum manipulation.

Like many of my pieces, I can be quite rigid with my self-enforced limitations that are
governed by an overriding concept — in Thread About My Heart it is the solo soprano that is
kept apart from the rest of the performers for almost the whole work. However, whether it is
age or a gradual softening of approach, the solo soprano finally gets to appear with the
others at the very end of the final movement, soaring over the ensemble repeating the word
‘Peace’ and revelling in the final iteration of the ‘thread’ theme that has bound the work
together — a fitting end to this musical memorial and celebration of the powerful poetry and
prose of both Wordsworths and the place they still hold today in the landscape (both natural
and cultural) of the Lake District.
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TEXT

I Romance

Not a breath of air

Ruffles the bosom of this leafy glen.

From the brook's margin, wide around, the trees
Are stedfast as the rocks; the brook itself,

OlId as the hills that feed it from afar,

Doth rather deepen than disturb the calm

Where all things else are still and motionless.

And yet, even now, a little breeze, perchance
Escaped from boisterous winds that rage without,
Has entered, by the sturdy oaks unfelt,

But to its gentle touch how sensitive

Is the light ash! that, pendent from the brow

Of yon dim cave, in seeming silence makes

A soft eye-music of slow-waving boughs,
Powerful [almost] as vocal harmony

To stay the wanderet's steps and soothe his thoughts.

William Wordsworth, Azra Force 1V alley (1842)
IT Interlude I

‘... The rain went off and we walked...the lake a beautiful image of stillness, clear as glass,
reflecting all things, the wind was up, and the water sounding. The Lake a rich purple, the
fields a soft yellow, the island a yellow green, the copses red brown, the mountains purple.
The Church and buildings, how quiet they were...’

Dorothy Wordsworth, Journal, Decensber 1501

III Pastoral

There is a change—and I am poor;
Your love hath been, nor long ago,
A fountain at my fond heart’s door,
Whose only business was to flow;
And flow it did; not taking heed
Of its own bounty, or my need.
What happy moments did I count!
Blest was I then [by] all bliss above!
Now, for that consecrated fount
Of murmuring, sparkling, living love,
What have I? shall I dare to tell?

A comfortless and hidden well.

A well of love—it may be deep—
I trust it is,—and never dry:
What matter? If the waters sleep
In silence and obscurity.



—Such change, [and] at the very door
Of my fond heart, hath made me poor.

William Wordsworth, A Complaint (1807)

IV Interlude I1

‘... The lake looked to me, I knew not why, dull and melancholy, and the weltering on the
shores seemed a heavy sound. I walked as long as I could amongst the stones of the shore.
The wood rich in flowers; a beautiful yellow, a palish yellow...the wood rich in flowers...’

Dorothy Wordsworth, Journal, May 1800
V Nocturne

When the soft hand of sleep had closed the latch
On the tired household of corporeal sense,

And Fancy, keeping unreluctant watch,

Was free her choicest favours to dispense;
[Then] I saw, in wondrous perspective displayed,
A landscape more august than happiest skill

Of pencil ever clothed with light and shade;

An intermingled pomp of vale and hill,

City, and naval stream, suburban grove,

And stately forest where the wild deer rove;

Nor wanted lurking hamlet, dusky towns,

And scattered rural farms of aspect bright;

And, here and there, between the pastoral downs,
The azure sea upswelled upon the sight.

William Wordsworth, From An Ode Composed in January 1816

VI Interlude III

‘...A quiet keen frost....... not an unpleasant morning to the feeling! Far from it. The sun
shone now and then, and there was no wind, but all things looked cheerless and distinct; no
melting of sky into mountains, the mountains like stone work wrought up with huge
hammers...It is a dull and frosty day...’

Dorothy Wordswortth, Journal, December 1802

VII Hymn

I have thoughts that are fed by the sun.
The things which I see

Are welcome to me,

Welcome every one:

I do not wish to lie

[Dead, dead,]

Dead without any company;



Here alone on my bed,

With thoughts that are fed by the Sun,
And hopes that are welcome every one,
Happy am L.

O Life, there is about thee

A deep delicious peace,

I would not be without thee,

Stay, oh stay!

Yet be thou ever as now,

Sweetness and breath with the quiet of death,
Be but thou ever as now,

Peace, peace, peace.

William Wordsworth, From Home at Grasmere (1806)

INSTRUMENTATION
Solo Soprano
Mixed Choir (SATB, with divisi)
Harp
Strings (min., 2, 2, 2, 2, 1*)

*Double bass ad /b



Every question was like the snapping of a little thread about my heart.

Dorothy Wordsworth, The Grasmere and Alfoxden Journals



in Memory of My Grandmother, Margaret Heudebourck (1925-2019)
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