THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY
SCHREYER HONORS COLLEGE

SCHOOL OF MUSIC

WHITMAN’S EXPANSE: TRANSLATING WALT WHITMAN’S POETRY INTO VOCAL
MUSIC ACROSS THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

JEREMY EDELSTEIN
SPRING 2018

A thesis
submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements
for baccalaureate degrees
in Music Education and English
with honors in Music

Reviewed and approved* by the following:

Christopher Kiver
Director of Choral Activities
Thesis Supervisor
Linda Thornton
Professor of Music Education
Honors Adviser

* Signatures are on file in the Schreyer Honors College.

i
ABSTRACT
By his death at the end of the nineteenth century, Walt Whitman was already a towering
figure in the American literary scene, and his influence spread quickly into the realm of vocal
music. Throughout the twentieth century, scores of composers used his texts for a variety of
vocal settings—to a surprisingly similar result. Whilst preparing a recital presenting a number of
these settings, my score study uncovered a propensity by composers toward the interval of a
perfect fourth, even with settings differing in time period, instrumentation, and scale. These
composers, paying careful attention to match their music to the tenets of Whitman’s poetry, show
sensitivity to the relationship between text and music. To both confirm and bolster this claim, I
aimed to broadly establish a compositional language for these composers by providing examples
and counter-examples of their music in terms of how it relates to text and subject matter. In
doing so, the perfect fourth emerged as a more distinct analogue for the expansive and inclusive
poetry of Whitman, and that discovery strived to affirm the power of connecting poetry to
musical ideas in vocal music. The literary and poetic heft of Walt Whitman is rich for mining,
and these composers mirror the craft, mastery and attention to detail that made Whitman such a
monumental American artist. By allowing their artistic sensibility to subsume, in part, that of
Walt Whitman’s in setting his poetry, these composers ultimately ended up creating more
poignant, universal, and personally transcendent works of art.
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I.
Introduction
Inarguably one of the most influential American artists of all time, Walt Whitman’s
footprint is all over American art—he has been called “America’s Poet,” “the Good Gray Poet,”
and “the Poet of Democracy.” But no matter the moniker, his towering figure looms large and
reaches far. I first encountered his poetry in a choral setting, singing Norman Dello Joio’s 1946
composition, “A Jubilant Song,” and subsequently encountered and performed a number of
different compositions that set his poetry over the following seven years. I was surprised by the
variety of composers who were drawn to Whitman’s poetry—across time periods, nationalities,
compositional styles, and identities—and chose to further investigate the vast array of vocal
music which sets it, with the intention of performing several pieces on a concert. After poring
over hundreds of titles and dozens of music scores, I realized I needed to narrow my parameters
some. I limited myself to solely American composers of the twentieth century, and settled on
eight pieces (five for solo voice, three for choir) that I felt were both a representative sample of
those composers, as well as approachable enough to be performed on a relatively small-scale
recital (see Appendix A).
In terms of accurately representing the variety of composers within the scope of my
limited resources, my primary concern was to span the full length of the time period I chose to
focus on. The earliest-composed selection for the recital was a piece by Charles Ives, written in
1921 for solo voice and piano; the latest was a piece by David Conte, written in 1989 for mixed
chorus, four-hand piano, and percussion. I also wanted to find a number of different “identities,”
so to speak, within the American culture, which I accomplished by including Ives, whose
hypermasculinity is well-documented; Conte, who is openly gay; Kurt Weill, a German who fled
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his country and eventually emigrated to the United States; Ned Rorem, who spent several years
studying and living in Paris, France; and Randall Thompson, a composer associated with his
particularly American style. Nevertheless, these composers are all white males, and due to the
time constraints and scale of the recital, I was unable to include women composers, such as
Libby Larsen and Jennifer Higdon, or composers of color, such as George Walker and Harry T.
Burleigh, all of whom also have Whitman settings. Lastly, the group of pieces selected
represents a number of different instrumentations, including an a cappella (or unaccompanied)
choral work, solo voice accompanied by piano, choir accompanied by piano, and choir
accompanied by piano and percussion. Put simply, the most important criterion for selection was
variety, so as to build as close to a complete portrait as possible within the confines of this
project, which would culminate in a recital performance of these pieces.
Prior to the recital, I worked privately with my conducting professor to outline my ideas
about the pieces, discuss rehearsal methodology, and to polish my conducting for the choral
pieces. This helped to prepare me to rehearse a volunteer choir of about twenty-two singers for a
total of approximately ten hours over the course of six weeks, and with the instrumentalists for a
total of two hours over the course of two weeks. In addition, I worked individually with my
accompanist on the solo repertoire, as well as with my private voice professor to refine the vocal
and artistic work of those five pieces. For the recital itself (see Appendix A), I began by
presenting a short lecture introduction to the project, as well as my findings using musical
examples from the pieces that would be performed. Following that, I performed the set of five
pieces for solo voice and piano before conducting the ensemble of volunteer singers and
instrumentalists in the three choral pieces with various accompaniments.
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II.
Walt Whitman
Even before his death, Walt Whitman and his poetry began to fascinate composers
looking to set words to music. Starting in 1880 with Frederic Ritter (1834-1891), who was likely
the first to set Whitman’s poetry (Hovland), and soon followed by Charles Villiers Stanford
(1852-1924), many composers including Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), Frederick
Delius (1862-1934), Kurt Weill (1900-1950) were drawn to the immense power, and tantalizing
style, of Whitman’s poetry. The turn of the century brought with it even more interest in his
writings, especially the violence of the World Wars. By the 1986 publication of Michael
Hovland’s “Musical Settings of American Poetry,” there were some 540 setting, and in the years
since, dozens of further settings have been written and published. Because of his towering figure
in American poetry, his wide-ranging subject matter, and dedication about his particular
message, Walt Whitman’s writing serves as a hotbed for American composers setting vocal
music. The conviction of that message leads to a more unified approach to composing, if not an
entirely uniform compositional language, in relation to the sensitive settings of Whitman studied
for this project.
Whitman’s influence in American poetry is undeniable—whether poets react against him
or follow in his shadow. In regards to Leaves of Grass, poet and champion of the working class,
Carl Sandburg (1878-1967), wrote:
It is the most highly praised and the most deeply damned book that ever came from an
American printing press as the work of an American writer; no other book can compete
with it in the number of bouquets handed it by distinguished bystanders on one side of
the street and in the number of hostile and nasty brickbats flung by equally distinguished
bystanders on the other side of the street. (Perlman 135)
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Even those “distinguished bystanders” who despised Whitman and his work were forced to deal
with the aftermath of his artistic and poetic prowess. Even Ezra Pound, a figure nearly as
towering as the Good Gray Poet himself, and one of Whitman’s staunchest critics, could not
deny the poet’s distinctly American writing and significance in carving out the role of the poet.
He is America. His crudity is an exceeding great stench, but it is America. He is the
hollow place in the rock that echoes with his time. He does ‘chant the crucial stage’ and
he is the ‘voice triumphant.’ He is disgusting. He is an exceedingly nauseating pill, but
he accomplishes his mission. Entirely free from the renaissance humanist ideal of the
complete man or from the Greek idealism, he is content to be what he is, and he is his
time and his people. He is a genius because he has vision of what he is and of his
function. He knows that he is a beginning and not a classically finished work. I honour
[sic] him for he prophesied me while I can only recognise him as a forebear of whom I
ought to be proud. (Perlman 112)
Pound even admits that he “finds [him]self using [Whitman’s] rhythms,” and calls himself “a
Walt Whitman who has learned to wear a collar and a dress shirt” (Perlman 112-113). It makes
sense that this profound impact on the art of poetry in the twentieth century would spill over into
the vocal music of American composers, both textually and artistically—composers strive to be
attentive to the texts they are setting, and sensitive to its ideals, form, and meaning. All the same,
this can prove challenging with Whitman’s sprawling message, and yet, it is exactly that
expansive nature that makes his poetry so rich for examination, and to elevate through musical
settings.
In some respects, understanding Walt Whitman’s poetry begins, metaphorically, with a
spirit level. A tool as simple as a level, which contains a combination of alcohol and air in a
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slightly upward-curving tube, relies on two things: gravity and buoyancy. Due to the curve of the
tube, the air bubble (which is lighter and less dense than the alcohol) will rise to the top of the
tube and indicate how level a surface is. This simple, unremarkable occurrence happens as a
result of what Whitman calls the elemental or celestial laws, and for him, that is quite
remarkable. These elemental laws—gravity, the conservation of matter, the concept of atoms—
deeply affected Whitman and helped inform his worldview to a large extent, and these forces,
vital to our existence, must be exactly as they are—nothing more, nothing less, nothing
different—in order for the world to exist as we experience it. Despite only attending school until
around the age of 11, Whitman must have known this, as evidenced in his poetry. His father was
an avid reader and exposed his son to intellectual life, which inspired young Whitman to
continue learning informally at lectures, debating societies and libraries in Brooklyn and Long
Island (Killingsworth 2).
In fact, the central metaphor for Leaves of Grass, or as he would later call the specific
poem, “Song of Myself,” relies on the knowledge of these laws—the opening stanza tells us so.
Yes, Whitman’s goal, as he declaims to open his poem, is to “celebrate [him]self,” a singular
spear of grass, but he immediately follows it by saying, “what I assume you shall assume, / For
every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” (First Edition 25) It is this belief of
Whitman’s, rooted in that knowledge of the elementary laws, that takes him on his sojourn of
artistic imagination across identities, traversing space, and ultimately transcending his bodily
self. As Carl Sagan wrote in his 1980 book, Cosmos: “The nitrogen in our DNA, the calcium in
our teeth, the iron in our blood, the carbon in our apple pies were made in the interiors of
collapsing stars. We are made of starstuff;” Whitman is the precursor to that idea. In his own
words from “Song of Myself,” he believes “a leaf of grass is no less than the journeywork of the
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stars” (First Edition 55). He again alludes to this later in the poem, in his conversation with a
child who asks about the grass, suggesting it could be “the uncut hair of graves” (First Edition
30). At first, it seems to be an odd description of the grass—but on a very literal level, the grass
above a grave is made of exactly the same atoms as the decomposing body beneath it. That is to
say, it is the very same stuff as the people who came before it and who sit below it. In this way,
humanity forms a field of grass, literally and metaphorically speaking, which contains thousands
upon thousands of individual spears of grass—identical to the one that he opens the poem
observing. Grass grows and thrives in the wake of death, and in turn feeds livestock, which we
then consume until our deaths—at which point, we become the sustenance of the very grass that
fattened our livestock. Human existence is a constant cycle of indiscriminate exchange, with
death leading to life, the inanimate revivifying. The grass is simply a manifestation of the
universe’s ebb and flow of life and death; a field of grass is a composite of singular leaves, each
a part that contributes to the whole, but also the culmination of the endless dalliance of matter
between all things.
It is precisely this principle that allows Whitman to encompass his characteristic expanse,
to ask “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then …. I contradict myself; / I am large …. I contain
multitudes” (First Edition 85). Because of the transience of atoms, we are nothing more than a
fleeting, short-lived conglomeration of atoms that came together, and will then become other
things. The elements that compose us will break down and return to the world—but they did
exactly that before they became a part of us, too. Our sense of self does not necessarily belong
squarely in our bodies, a temporary vessel. As he writes, “In all people, I [Whitman] see myself,
none more and not one a barleycorn less, / And the good or bad I say of myself I say of them”
(First Edition 43). We have, quite literally, been other things before, and will become different
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things after, our current tenancy in our flesh—and Whitman sees those histories in his comrades,
in “a spear of summer grass” (First Edition 25), and in himself. How can we fear death when it
will simply breed new life, or bring something different to our soul, which can spread far from
the body? Our soul can share and exchange with the souls of others, and through that exchange
Whitman gains his cosmic understanding. Metaphorically speaking, the Whitmanian soul acts in
a similar way to that matter which makes us up—its restlessness grants it an expanse of
experience, an expanse of space, an expanse of time. The soul, and in turn, the self which
Whitman sings, travels, it explores, it discovers, it contradicts, and it reconciles. Much like the
ever-churning cycle of exchange of matter, the soul embarks on a journey of perpetual
expansion, where it encounters a variety of experiences which both broaden and challenge the
sense of self that its journey has brought.
Despite this indomitable optimistic spirit and bliss in celebrating that uniquely human
ability, there exists a darker side to Whitman’s humanistic exploration of self—one that
encompasses war, slavery and suffering. Potentially the most famous instances of this come
when Whitman presents or assumes the identity of a slave—in both “Song of Myself,” and “I
Sing the Body Electric.” In the former, he stakes his claim as “the hounded slave,” who
“wince[s] at the bite of the dogs” with “Hell and despair” (First Edition 62) upon him; in the
latter, he vividly depicts the scene of “A slave at auction” (First Edition 121)—both scenes that
feel devoid of the life-affirming forces he so commonly espouses. Whitman’s writing about the
Civil War, which he experienced first-hand as a volunteer nurse at the army hospitals and
imagined so vividly for his poems, represents another reflection of an irreconcilable aspect of the
human experience: war. The pain of losing a comrade in “Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One
Night” is palpable, and there is a combination of dread, wonder and horror to the scene Whitman
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paints in “Look Down Fair Moon.” But even both of these poems maintain a sliver of hope—in
“Vigil Strange,” the speaker thinks he and his fallen comrade “shall surely meet again” (Selected
Poems 277), and Whitman implores of the “sacred moon” to “bathe [the] scene” (Selected
Poems 284) in an act of reverence for the dead. Though the death and violence of war are
certainly shocking additions to the ever-growing human experience, at least war is temporary—
“beautiful that war and all its deeds of carnage must in time be utterly lost” (Complete Poetry
228). Nevertheless, the order of the universe dictates that our bodies, the collection of atoms we
temporarily inhabit, must go back eventually; so then, in some sense, war simply hastens the
inevitable. Death does not discriminate, so rather than fear it, Whitman beckons it to “come,
lovely and soothing,” to “undulate round the world, serenely arriving, arriving, / In the day, in
the night, to all, to each / Sooner or later” (Selected Poems 296). He welcomes its release as
simply a fulfillment of the order and consistency of the universe, because “to die is different
from what any one supposed, and luckier” (First Edition 30); death is not death, Whitman
implies, but a rebirth for the soul.
And yet, the soul is incomplete without a body to occupy; both are sacred. Whitman, “the
poet of the body, and … the poet of the soul,” cannot be, nor experience, without his body, and
so it gains its sanctity—or as he puts it, his knowledge that he is “august” (First Edition 44). In
the ecstatic world and visions of Whitman, the body is the vehicle through which the soul
learns—it breathes, it eats, it touches, it hears, and it sees. The senses which reveal to us the
world around us, and provide an incessant flow of stimulation and of experience, are purely the
domain of the body, not the soul. They represent the collision of the universe and the self—
nearly everything that exists for the soul to absorb into its compendium of experience enters the
body through the senses. For this reason, Whitman “sing[s] the Body Electric,” (Complete Poetry
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70), and says that “the soul is not more than the body,” nor “the body … more than the soul”
(First Edition 82). The symbiotic relationship between the two, contradictory as it may seem, is
what allows Whitman to elevate both of them; they feed off of one another and make him
“divine … inside and out” (First Edition 49). It makes no difference whether Whitman declaims
that “if life and the soul are sacred the human body is sacred” (First Edition 122) from his
original 1855 publication, or conflates of the two at the end of his deathbed edition from 18901891. “O I say these are not the parts and poems of the body, but of the soul, / O I say now these
are the soul!” (Complete Poetry 76).
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III.
Examining the Whitman Settings of the Recital
For composers aiming to set the poetry of Whitman, tackling this broad and
comprehensive set of poetic ideals in a musical sense requires more than just a sense of how to
bring a specific poem to life. His principles of exchange and expanse, of occupying and
exploring it, and of sharing experience elude simple explanation. And naturally, there are a
number of ways these ideals could manifest themselves across pieces, across styles, across
composers, and across time periods. Nevertheless, based on the group of twentieth century pieces
chosen for recital project as outlined in chapter one, composers of diverse styles and time periods
turned to the same interval of a fourth, and by inversion, a fifth, to order their compositions and
inform their settings of Whitman. Mirroring the three principals at the heart of Whitman’s
poetry—elemental laws, occupying an expanse, and the relationship between body and soul—are
three principles or justifications for these particular musical translations of Whitman’s “barbaric
yawp” (First Edition 85).
The task of setting the words of another artist while preserving the artistic intention of
their writing—or at the very least, the composer’s interpretation of that—can prove difficult.
Even further, it often requires the composer to merge his or her compositional sensibility with
the poetic impetus of the poet or writer. In this case, composers attempting to enhance the
writing of Walt Whitman must tap into his tenets: the relationship between body and soul, the
importance of the laws of Nature, and by extension, the nature of ownership, exchange,
experience, and even life itself. To parallel Whitman’s celestial laws of science, the elemental
laws in musical terms include the naturally occurring overtone series, which consists of
progressively shorter wavelengths above a base frequency, called the fundamental. Frequencies
at integer multiples of the fundamental naturally occur or resonate above it, creating a harmonic
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series of which the first two intervals from the fundamental (excluding the octave) are the perfect
fifth and the perfect fourth, respectively. Both of these feature prominently, though with many
more fourths, in the several compositions performed for the project, outlined in chapter 1. When
building up to harmony based on the way music occurs in nature, the fourth and the fifth are
squarely at the beginning, as evidenced by the very early organum of the Medieval composers
such as a Leonin and Perotin, or as demonstrated by Leonard Bernstein in his marvelous lecture
series from 1973, The Unanswered Question. In the overtone series, the next interval after the
fourth is the third, the building block of traditional Western harmony, a system is based on triads,
for which the third carries particular weight and importance. The musical analogue for
Whitman’s expanse of the self, or what we are used to calling the self, calls for an expansion of
that foundational interval, from the third to the fourth. This use of quartal harmony, based on the
fourth, or of the even wider interval of a fifth, creates a much more open sound. Without the
inclusion of the third, open fifths sound hollow or incomplete, and fourths stretch just a bit too
far too feel complete in the same way as thirds. Lastly, in concert with these previous two
parallels, is the connection between sound and its emotional impact, as a partner to the
relationship between body and soul. This final element of the music cannot be entirely objective,
considering the openness of interpreting such an abstract artistic medium as sound. However, the
composers arguably provide certain suggestions of emotion based on the construction of the
music, whether it be through the repetition of a motive, its transformation throughout the
development of a piece, or the use of the fourth harmonically or melodically, among others.
Ultimately, the sensitivity of each composer to Whitman’s message guided his approach when
setting Whitman’s poetry, and the alignment of their artistic visions helped create a musical
language that consistently appears across the several styles and time periods studied.
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a. Charles Ives, “Walt Whitman” (1921)
Charles Ives (1874-1954), chronologically the first of the composers to be performed,
took a unique approach to setting an excerpt from “Song of Myself,” as it would later be called:
two stanzas from Section 20, full of questions. Perhaps the best-known piece by Ives, “The
Unanswered Question,” also concerns questions, and ostensibly was written before this.1 In that
piece, a trumpet representing humanity asks the question of existence, which, unsurprisingly,

Figure 1. “Walt Whitman,” by Charles Ives (1921), mm. 1-5

The difficulty with Ives and dating his work is twofold: he had a habit of going back and adding dates to
his compositions, or changing them if he found he had already dated them. Further, he didn’t appear to
have a great memory for dating his pieces, as he often admits in his book “Memos,” ed. John Kirkpatrick
pub. 1972, WW Norton & Co.
1
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goes unanswered, or mocked by a group of woodwinds. In “Walt Whitman,” Ives employs a
similar technique with the piano opening: a calling of two perfect fourths in the upper staff,
followed by a declamatory vocal line asking, “Who goes there? Hankering, gross, mystical, and
nude.” (Figure 1) In response to the “question” that the piano asks in perfect fourths, the vocal
line responds with all six chromatic pitches between C and F, which also spans a perfect fourth,
and even further, the two chromatic pitches of B natural and B-flat, which make the line span the
inversion, a perfect fifth. Whitman’s man of both body and soul, described very vividly in this
short passage of text, explores the expanse, just like Ives’ melody explores the perfect fourth that
is presented to it. However, Ives goes even a step further, exploring the inversion as well, so as to
leave no stone unturned, just as Whitman does. There is more evidence the contradiction in
which Whitman relishes—the piano part for the rest of vocal line, as it explores, is more or less

Figure 2. “Walt Whitman,” by Charles Ives (1921), mm. 10-11
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harmonic drivel. There are polychords galore, augmented triads, and no clear sense of harmonic
center until the surprise arrival on a low C major triad in measures three and four. After this short
foray in C major, Ives returns to the opening harmonic confusion before again settling close to C
major—this time, though, the vocal line adds a chromatic F-sharp, making three of the sung
pitches: E natural, B natural and F-sharp (Figure 2). Those pitches are each a perfect fourth apart,
creating another expansive, declamatory melodic line as the text states “All I mark as my own,
you shall offset it with your own;” Ives spreads the vocal line across a minor seventh as
Whitman talks about equality of ownership, regardless of what we claim as our own. Using the
perfect fourth, and its inversion the perfect fifth, Ives has created a unity of motive in this short
piece that illuminates some of Whitman’s truth using a short excerpt of his poetry.
b. Randall Thompson, “The Last Invocation” (1922)
Randall Thompson (1899-1984) is a composer well-known for his choral works, of which
he wrote several on a large scale. However, in his days as a student, he appeared to take interest
in Walt Whitman, and set the elegiac poem “The Last Invocation” at the age of 23, just a year
after Ives’ setting of part of “Song of Myself.” These two pieces could not appear more different
on the surface, but they are still rooted in Whitman’s poetry and ideals. For Thompson, though,
the perfect fourth serves as a method of suspension most of the time; this piece with a text about
the release of death is littered with suspensions and resolutions. There are two kinds of
suspensions used prominently in this piece, the 9-8 suspension and the 4-3 suspension—the
former mostly when describing the circumstances of death, the latter when depicting the
experience of or after death. The text that is most repeated, “Let me be wafted” and “Tenderly,”
which describes how Whitman imagines his death, tend to be set using these 4-3 suspensions.
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While the 9-8 suspensions almost always resolve to
minor chords (Figure 3), these 4-3 suspensions almost
always resolve to major chords (Figure 5)—bringing to
light Whitman’s perspective about death as a release
from our body, and our return to the universe as
something worthwhile and harmonious. This harmonic
use of the perfect fourth to create a conversation
between Thompson and Whitman works on a subtle
level, but Thompson leaves a crumb trail for listeners
with a motivic passage in the upper voices, in which
each of the upper parts enters on a pitch of the B minor
triad, and subsequently descends the span of a perfect
Figure 3. “The Last Invocation,”

fourth (Figure 4) on the same text that the ensuing 4-3

by Randall Thompson (1922), mm. 11-12 suspensions will play out. In the measures before,
Thompson sets up the listener’s expectations of what is to come harmonically with a staggered

Figure 4. “The Last Invocation,” by Randall Thompson (1922), mm. 36-39
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melodic figure—or, in another sense, it is almost as if the melodic motives are the individual
spears of summer grass, that will then contribute to a larger whole. Again, this sensitivity to
Whitman’s message and his ideals allows Thompson to create a nuanced portrait of them through
music.

Figure 5. “The Last Invocation,” by Randall Thompson (1922), mm. 48-51
c. Kurt Weill, “Beat! Beat! Drums!” (1942)
Whitman’s message appears in a much more violent setting through Kurt Weill, the
German émigré to the United States who fled Nazi Germany in 1933 before landing in New
York permanently in 1935. Having been protested by pro-Nazi Germans and placed on the Nazi
blacklist, it comes as no surprise that just after the Second World War broke out, Weill set four
of Whitman’s war poems in 1942. The first of the set, “Beat! Beat! Drums!” powerfully sets
Whitman’s words to a pulsating, unforgiving bass pattern that certainly evokes war drums, and
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both the vocal line and piano part (which the composer later orchestrated) make heavy use of the
fourth and the fifth in fanfare-like fashion. It may be an easy argument to make that Weill simply

Figure 6. “Beat! Beat! Drums!” by Kurt Weill (1942), mm. 38-40
uses these fanfare-evoking intervals because of their military associations (Figure 6), which may
well be the case, but he even employs them in passages where Whitman speaks of less militant
imagery, such as “the solemn church” and “the school where the scholar is studying.” The

Figure 7. “Beat! Beat! Drums!” by Kurt Weill (1942), mm. 7-12
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primary melodic figure on the text “Beat! Beat! Drums! / Blow! Bugles! Blow” alternates with
right-hand of the piano (or brass, in the orchestrated version) in quartal motion (or moving in
fourths) between A natural, E natural and B natural. This, of course, is the section which evokes
military associations—but it also sounds and feels primal, because of the open use of perfect
fifths and fourths, the first two intervals of the harmonic series. But yet again, these intervals are
present in the non-martial sections (Figure 7) which depict more peaceful, or at least not yet
disturbed, scenes. This, paired with the violence with which Weill writes this music, seems to
suggest that he is in accord with Whitman about war, since they both saw it first hand—it
pervades everything with its horrors, but to some extent it is inevitable. These primordial
intervals and their pervasiveness in the piece speak to both the deeply savage nature of war and
its remarkable ability to consume just about everything in its path, be it the church, the fruits of
industrialization, the young, the old, the asleep, even the dead.
d. Norman Dello Joio, “A Jubilant Song” (1946)
By the middle of the twentieth century, Norman Dello Joio (1913-2008) emerged as a
significant composer with a clear fascination and, subsequently, an intimate understanding of
Whitman’s poetry; one of his most notable early settings is the magnificent choral piece, “A
Jubilant Song,” in 1946, and he went on to set Whitman chorally at least eight other times over
the next 40 years. It is worth noting that the text Dello Joio set here is not pure Whitman—he
adapted it himself from Whitman’s “A Song of Joys.” Nevertheless, the spirit of Whitman is
there in the ecstasy of experience, and Dello Joio does not waste any time in showing that
ecstasy musically, using a motive which spans a perfect fourth that informs the entire eightminute piece. Largely speaking, the piece contains three sections arranged in order of tempo,
fast-slow-fast. The bookend fast sections are built on that same fourth motive; it begins in the
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piano before being directly mimicked in the voices (Figure 8), a vocal line which appears several

Figure 8. “A Jubilant Song,” by Norman Dello Joio (1946), mm. 1-20
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more times, either on the text here, “O!,” or on the text “listen to a jubilant song.” Of particular
interest in this perfect fourth motive is the lack of a leading tone, or any half-steps. The intervals
between any combination of the three notes are either a major second, minor third or perfect
fourth, which leads to a more primal, incomplete feeling. A great deal of the entire Whitman
poem, and even more specifically the Dello Joio adaptation, deals with the joy of physicality and
the body, hence the decision to use wider intervals, and frequent parallel intervals, either in
octaves, fourths or fifths. Once again, the harmonic overtone series plays a role in the
composer’s decision to set such texts as “we dance, exult, we shout and leap” and “we sing to the
joys of youth.” This ecstasy of the body and of experience becomes so overwhelming by the
second fast section—the entire universe is at our fingertips, and we can be “rulers of destiny and

Figure 9. “A Jubilant Song,” by Norman Dello Joio (1946), mm. 126-128
of life”—that Dello Joio drops the text entirely and presents the fourth motive on a neutral
syllable, “la” (Figure 9). In the slower middle section, the text takes a turn for the abstract,
speaking of "prophetic joys,” “lofty ideals,” and “a universal love." We are no longer in the
realm of the body, but of the soul—which commands a much calmer energy than the exultant
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body. All the same, Dello Joio stays rooted in the perfect fourth, this time stacking fourths
beneath a soprano solo. In this case, the fourths evoke a sense of wonder and mystery in the
expanse between them, possibly because our Western ears are used to tertian harmony. Because

Figure 10. “A Jubilant Song,” by Norman Dello Joio (1946), mm. 96-98
of his discretion in how he employs the fourth throughout the piece, Dello Joio controls how his
listener hears the Whitman poem which he has adapted and set—the perfect fourth is widely
expressive in a variety of ways, according to its use and its context.
e. Ned Rorem, “Look Down, Fair Moon” & “Gods” (1957)
As Norman Dello Joio was to Whitman for the choral repertoire, so Ned Rorem (b. 1923)
was for the solo voice repertoire. He set Whitman in at least eight extended settings, two of
which were song collections. In 1957, he released a collection called “Five Poems of Walt
Whitman,” two of which were performed and examined. “Look Down Fair Moon” is a war
poem, though treated very differently from the one Weill set; “Gods” comes from the cluster
Whitman eventually titled “By the Roadside.” “Look Down Fair Moon” is just a page in length
and uses very little musical material to make a point about war. The first five measures of the
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piano part are identical, with the roots of the four repeated chords beginning on E natural and
climbing a perfect fourth to A natural (Figure 11). This perpetual, very slow climb up a perfect
fourth (or perhaps better put, down a perfect fifth, considering the bass motion) churns beneath a
modal melody. Neither the melody nor the harmony is particularly complex, so as to not get in
the way of the evocative text. Rorem underscores the horror of the scene by keeping the music

Figure 11. “Look Down Fair Moon,” Ned Rorem (1957), mm. 1-2
simple, open and elemental—the harmonic span of the fourth also includes just one chord with a

Figure 12. “Look Down Fair Moon,” Ned Rorem (1957), mm. 10-11
third in it, and the modal melodic content harkens back to the days before modern tonal concepts
such as scales. As the scene intensifies, and the horror mounts, he begins stacking more and
more fourths in his chord structures, and by the end, the accompaniment is simply planing chords
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(dissonant chords moving in parallel structure) of nearly all consecutive perfect fourths (Figure
12), with a few missing notes implied. The descent of these
chords both mimics the action Whitman is urging the moon to do,
and also seems to me a slight acknowledgement of defeat. It iss as
if there was nothing to do for the men who fought and lost their
lives in war, which robbed them of their bodily experience, but
also allows them to transcend more than just their bodies. It is
neither hopeful nor full of despair, simply resignation to the
inevitable. In “Gods,” the vocal refrain on some variation of the
text “be thou my God” spans a perfect fourth (Figure 13), save
for a single instance where it is inverted to a perfect fifth. It seems

Figure 13. “Gods,” by Ned
Rorem (1957), mm. 6

fitting that in a poem in which Whitman is rattling off different things which could be his God,
from “Death” to the “Ideal Man” to “Time and Space,” even “ideas,” Rorem harmonizes each
note with relatively disparate and non-functional chords. And each time that same phrase which
spans a fourth appears, he reharmonizes it in some way to shed new light on it. Rather than
change his primary melodic material, Rorem chose to depict Whitman’s deification of everything
around him using harmony so he could keep the expanse and the natural perfection of the fourth
in his setting.
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f. Thomas Pasatieri, “When I Heard” (N.d)
Thomas Pasatieri (b. 1945) presents an equally compelling and sensitive setting of
another famous Whitman poem, “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer,” in which the
dichotomy of science or knowledge and experience comes to the fore. Whitman’s single stanza

Figure 14. “When I heard,” by Thomas Pasatieri (N.d), mm. 1-3
poem is split in half thematically, with the anaphora of “when” beginning each of the first four
lines relating to science and knowledge, and the last four lines relating to experience taking on
their own form. In musical terms, the opening melody takes on a pseudo-pentatonic form,
constructed of two symmetrical structures based around a perfect fourth above and below Fsharp (Figure 14). This is a very mathematically composed opening, in congruence with the
subject matter—and in fact, as the poem continues to unfold, speaking of proofs, diagrams, and
math, the accompaniment gets more complex and involved, with more notes and involved.
However, at the turn of the poem, once the knowledge becomes too overbearing for Whitman,
Pasatieri resets the accompaniment to a simpler texture once more, which parallels the directness
of experience. Melodically, he abandons the fourth, which is instead now present in the bass line
of the final three measures, which moves from A natural to E natural (perfect fourth) to B-flat
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Figure 15. “When I heard,” by Thomas Pasatieri (N.d), mm. 13-18
(augmented fourth) to C natural before ending on G natural (perfect fourth). In this case, it is
almost as if the fourth is the interval which represents the answers, and it shifts in possession
from the voice in the knowledge section to the piano in the experience section. The singer’s
pitches waver between consonant with and dissonant against the piano by the end, just as the
speaker of the poem is at the mercy of nature and “the mystical moist night air.”
g. David Conte, “Dance” from “Invocation and Dance” (1989)
Last is David Conte’s vibrant and lively setting of a section from Whitman’s largest death
poem, “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” as the second movement of his work
“Invocation and Dance.” From Whitman’s poem, Conte chooses to set the song of death from a
thrush, a message of hope and celebration in death as our return to the “fathomless universe.”
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The piece opens with four-hand piano and
xylophone, with a motive based on the perfect fourth
across three octaves and two instruments, which
recurs several times throughout the piece, particularly
during interludes between sections. Thinking of this
poem as the thrush’s song, this motive of a fourth,
coming from the overtone series, could be the bird
itself, bringing its song of death. In addition to this
Figure 16. “II. Dance,” by David Conte (1989), mm. 1

Figure 17. “II. Dance,” by David Conte (1989), mm. 20-25
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In addition to this instrumental bird-song of a fourth, the main vocal theme also spans a perfect
fourth, on “Prais’d be the fathomless universe” (Figure 17). Like the instrumental theme, it
comes back, though not as frequently. It returns in partial form beneath the new “dance on, sing
praises” theme to bring the piece home—we are reminded that there are several ways to praise
the universe and in several different contexts, including in death. Its ubiquitousness, like the two
fourth-based themes, is welcome for Conte, not fended off, in the same way Whitman welcomed
death.
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IV. Establishing Each Composer’s Compositional Language
After analyzing how each composer has set the words of Walt Whitman, it is necessary to
consider other compositions by these composers to determine whether the musical characteristics
already mentioned occur in other compositions or were specifically used to convey the basic
tenets of Whitman’s poems. Do these composers simply have a propensity to use fourths in their
music, or is there any validity to drawing a comparison between Walt Whitman’s poetic tenets
and the compositional device of the fourth? After all, the very argument to be made for the fourth
as an extension of Whitman’s celestial laws can be used against it—fourths are everywhere in
music because they are so fundamental to the way science dictates the harmonic series. Further,
there are more intervals that are larger than a third that could be used to invoke the expanse that
Whitman claims to inhabit. Why believe that these composers consciously chose the fourth as
their musical analogue for Whitman?
a. Charles Ives
We can begin by examining the other work of Ives, perhaps the first major American
composer to use Whitman’s poetry in a significant way. His framework paved the way for the
scores of other composers seeking an American idiom and an American poet to set in their
music. In the aforementioned “Unanswered Question,” (1906, rev. 1934), we see a completely
different approach to a similar philosophical ideal. The strings represent what Ives calls “The
Silences of the Druids,” a simple, chorale-like texture of slow-moving triads; the trumpet
represents “The Perennial Question of Existence” and the flutes (or woodwinds) represent “The
Answers” or the search for answers. The trumpet’s question does not contain any fourths, and the
answers in the winds do not contain even a whiff of quartal harmony (Figure 18), despite their
variety in responses. In an early and well-known Psalm setting, “Psalm 67,” (1890s?) Ives
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Figure 18. “The Unanswered Question,” by Charles Ives (1906, rev. 1934), mm. 30-43
experiments with bitonality, with the upper voices singing in C major and the lower voices
singing in G minor (Figure 19). This bitonal opening is somewhat reminiscent of the harmonic
drivel in the piano beneath the voice in “Walt Whitman,” but these chords are firmly triadic and
in fact share a common tone, whereas the polytonal chords in “Walt Whitman” certainly do not.
Even once the piece breaks off into the imitative middle section, the subject, seen here in the
soprano and alto (Figure 20), simply outlines an F major—no exploration of the expansive

30

Figure 19. “Psalm 67,” by Charles Ives (1890s?), mm. 1-3
fourths and fifths of the harmonic series, even
when speaking of the mercy of God or the
gladness of nations. For this triumphant work,
Ives chose a different melodic language to evoke
the reverence of the Sixty-Seventh Psalm rather
than the perfect fourth he used for Whitman.
Figure 20. “Psalm 67,” by Charles Ives (1890s?), m. 17
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Even further removed from that tonal language are the cluster chords, sixteenths and thirtysecond notes of the first movement of Ives’ “Concord Sonata” (1915) (Figure 21), named after
Whitman’s benefactor, Ralph Waldo Emerson. In terms of the amount of ink on the page, it may
be comparable to the opening of “Walt Whitman;” however, we see here much less melodic

Figure 21. “I. Emerson,” from the “Concord Sonata,” by Charles Ives (1915)
content to grasp onto with either the ear or the eye, and any semblance of a melody gets buried in
incredibly dense chord structures, made up of seconds, thirds, fifths, and octaves more than
anything. The abstraction of “absolute music” allows this to meander much more freely, since
there is no text or particular program (like “The Unanswered Question” had) beyond
representing key figures of transcendentalism.

32
b. Randall Thompson
A large portion of Randall Thompson’s output, and much of which gained him his clout
as a composer, came as choral music—thus, it seems appropriate to examine his other choral
settings to further understand his compositional language. Undoubtedly his most famous choral
work, his “Alleluia” (1940), has the same sensibility as “The Last Invocation” to some degree—
the reverence of the “Alleluia” is slightly less somber, but there nevertheless. One of the most
notable things about the piece, though, is that it is almost entirely composed using triads, or at
least third-based motion. Of course, there are some moments of suspension or of appoggiatura
like in “The Last Invocation,” but the characteristic sound of the “Alleluia” comes as parallel
triadic movement (Figure 22), here over a pedal tone in the bass, but occuring in numerous other
combinations as well. There is a single moment of a sustained 4-3 suspension at measure 59, a

Figure 22. “Alleluia,” by Randall Thompson (1940), mm. 23-25
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far cry from the constant suspension and resolution in “The Last Invocation.” In a completely
different vein, “Americana” (1932) sets to music transcripts from the magazine The American
Mercury. Each of the five movements has a vastly different character, the most remarkable being
the final movement, “Loveli-lines,” evidently a transcript for an advertisement of a poetry book.
It is a charming piece with a charming text from what likely a charming advertisement, claiming
that each poem would “lift you to the Heights of Consciousness.” Thompson composes the
music in such a dainty way to match that description (Figure 23), it is almost irresistible—they

Figure 23. “Loveli-lines,” from “Americana” by Randall Thompson (1932), mm. 21-23
might as well have had him writing their radio jingles. However, that daintiness takes form in
dotted rhythms, stepwise motion, and if any harmony, all based on thirds—again, a very different
experience than constant instability of the suspensions in “The Last Invocation.” In the same
collection, the third movement, “God’s Bottles,” presents a language more akin to the one
Thompson uses with Whitman, but even with several appoggiaturas in this movement, they are
so short-lived that the instability is lost, and the release is not nearly as satisfying before he
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Figure 24. “III. Menuetto” from “Wedding Music,” by Randall Thompson (1971), mm. 1-8
moves onto the next one. More than anything, this piece feels unstable because of the constant
shifts in meter, which take the listener by surprise. Further confirming the triadic foundations of
Thompson’s work, his later writing for his son’s wedding, imaginatively titled “Wedding Music”
(1971) for string quartet serve as good examples. These pieces could probably be considered
neoclassical works, evoking older forms with its movements such as “Siciliana,” “Menuetto”
(Figure 24), and “Sarabande.” Again, in the Menuetto, there are hardly any suspensions or even
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appoggiaturas, and the bottom three strings essentially serve as accompaniment (in triads) to the
first violin, whose melody very much adheres to conventions of harmonic progressions in tertian
harmony. In the “slow and devotional” Amen Ia, the same holds true—though there are a few
more moments of quick dissonances. All this is to say, Thompson’s renown as a choral composer
is conceivably rooted in his attention to text—every piece examined was musically a reflection
of the text or the occasion, in the case of “Wedding Music.”
c. Kurt Weill
Of course, the composers examined earlier are not the only ones to have set these specific
Whitman poems, but they tended to be among the most significant—not the case with Weill.
Ralph Vaughan Williams set “Beat! Beat! Drums” in his impassioned anti-war cry “Dona nobis
pacem” (1936) just a few years before Kurt Weill composed his version. Unsurprisingly, it
appears in the most violent section of the piece, and Vaughan Williams perhaps inspired Weill’s
militant harmony by opening his setting with parallel fifths (Figure 25). However, the Vaughan
Williams setting has very little else in common with the Weill, partially because Vaughan
Williams chose to accentuate the violence in Whitman’s poem, and take the perspective that war

Figure 25. “II. Beat! Beat! Drums!” from “Dona nobis pacem,” by R.V.W. (1936), mm. 1-3
permeates all to the extreme negative, rather than looking at the duality that Whitman presents
and Weill attempts to explore. A more positive viewpoint, though, is apparent in Weill’s other
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settings of Whitman’s war poems, “Come Up from the Fields, Father,” offering further evidence
that Weill used the perfect fourth for more reason than simply its martial associations. This poem
is a much less inherently violent text, and yet Weill continues to use the perfect fourth, perhaps

Figure 26. “III. Come Up from the Fields, Father,” by Kurt Weill, mm. 13-25
even more so in this setting than in “Beat! Beat! Drums!” For most of this page (Figure 26), the
melodic content hovers around three pitches: G natural, C natural and F natural, all a perfect
fourth apart. As if that alone were not sufficient, the harmony supporting that melodic material
consists of stacked fourths on E-flat with an added tone (m. 16), followed by the same structure
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on B-flat, followed by parallel fourths in the middle voice from measures 18-20. Here, Weill
uses the same harmony in a gentler context than the violent drums and bugles, depicting an
idyllic autumn scene of trees and leaves, fruit and later the calm sky and clouds. On the other
hand, a look to Weill’s instrumental music shows that it is not nearly as harmonically driven in
the textural sense, but instead relies on outlining chords and cross-rhythms for its interest (Figure
27). In his “Intermezzo” (1917), Weill’s Brahmsian influence seems clear—he was still in
Germany at the time he wrote the composition, so it is possible he still felt the shadow of
Brahms’ towering figure. Nearly all of the melodic motion is to outline a triadic chord
(sometimes seventh chords), and the triplet motion in the right hand creates the same crossrhythm often seen in Brahms’ piano music. This could not be further from the fourth-laden,
violent, evocative music that Weill used to set Whitman’s poetry—because it does not need to
cover the ground of an expanse, or call to mind nature, or remind us of the sanctity of our bodies.

Figure 27. “Intermezzo,” by Kurt Weill (1917), mm. 77-85
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d. Norman Dello Joio
Because Dello Joio, too, has several Whitman settings, it is worth studying “Song of the
Open Road,” another choral setting of a Whitman text that he adapted. Despite being written
over five years apart, it is remarkably similar to his prior Whitman piece, “A Jubilant Song.” The
motive that drives the piece is similarly open,and spans a fourth—seen here in both the piano and
the bass section (Figure 28). Instead of featuring a soprano, there is a trumpet solo, which

Figure 28. “Song of the Open Road,” by Norman Dello Joio (1952), mm. 9-14
often plays alone in fanfare-like fourth patterns as well (Figure 29), calling to the listener from
the open road, beckoning from the expanse. It comes as no surprise that Dello Joio, who adapted
the original Whitman poems to his liking, would set these two poems of similar character using a

Figure 29. “Song of the Open Road,” by Norman Dello Joio (1952), mm. 123-126
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Figure 30. “Arietta,” from “Diversions,” by Norman Dello Joio (1975), mm. 1-8
common compositional language—it seems the ecstasy of Whitman’s experience not only made
sense to Dello Joio, but also spoke through him to some extent. The “Arietta” from his solo
piano work “Diversions” (1975) has a lovely, “simply singing” melody that is also beautifully

Figure 31. “Variants on a Medieval Tune,” by Norman Dello Joio (1975), mm. 23-29
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harmonized (Figure 30). Its simplicity comes from its reliance on a pedal tone against a shifting
harmonic backdrop, but always triadic in nature. On the other end of the complexity spectrum is
Dello Joio’s treatment of the “In dulci jubilo” melody in “Variants on a Medieval Tune” (Figure
31), where he employs extended and dissonant harmony on a simple melody to create interest.
Rather than a negative reflection of his skills as a composer, the unity of two of his Whitman
settings speaks volumes to his ability to set text effectively and with enough humility to
incorporate the poet’s artistic vision alongside his own.
e. Ned Rorem
Though Rorem is probably better known for his vocal music, exploring his instrumental
music led to some fascinating and rich discoveries—not least of which is his “Symphony No. 2.”
The middle of the three movements is particularly striking, with lush orchestration and
harmonies—all quite different from the two Whitman settings. The monotony of “Look Down
Fair Moon” is part of what makes it so haunting, where the constantly shifting texture of this
movement gives it its power, not unlike the alternation of piano and a cappella voice in “Gods.”

Figure 32. “Second Symphony, II,” by Ned Rorem (1956), mm. 1-5
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Nevertheless, the motivic material in this movement is almost entirely derived from the diatonic
scale and chords (Figure 32), which is what makes that variety in texture so important. In
contrast, the melodic material from the Whitman settings relied on the expanse of
the fourths, or the foreign sound of its modal make-up to stir the imagination of the listener.

Figure 33. “The Lordly Hudson,” by Ned Rorem (1947), mm. 1-9
About ten years before publishing his Whitman songs, Rorem published one of his more
frequently sung art songs, “The Lordly Hudson” (1947), which could be seen as a precursor to
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those Whitman songs in some sense because of the use of modal melody. To capture a sense of
wonder for the Hudson River that Paul Goodman’s poetry evokes, Rorem makes use of the
Dorian mode (Figure 33) for the vocal melody, while keeping the sixth flatted in the piano part,
belying something unique about the speaker—their pride in their “stream.” However, what
separates this from Rorem’s later Whitman settings is the piano, which does not stay the same
nor does it illuminate a new understanding of the text based on its relationship to the vocal line.
f. Thomas Pasatieri and David Conte
Pasatieri and Conte, being the two most contemporary composers examined, have less
material readily available, published, and recorded to compare; notwithstanding, there are
striking examples of works that prove their commitment to Whitman’s ideals. For Pasatieri, the
lyrical, central theme to his “Symphony No. 2” (2012) serves as a good counter-example. Firmly
rooted in concert G minor, the melody first appears in the solo clarinet outlining that concert G
minor triad (Figure 34), and then shifting between keys before landing in the oboe in D minor.

Figure 34. “Symphony No. 2, second mvmt,” by Thomas Pasatieri, mm. 12-21
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There are a handful of fourths in the melody, but they really only fill out the triads that are being
outlined. The motive first appears in the second movement but comes back in the short third
movement before the end to tie the piece together; it is always accompanied by the same chord
progression, of tertian chords. The tune is mournful, but not necessarily one with a great deal of
nuance to a message, at least ostensibly so. Again, in the realm of “absolute” music, it can be
much more difficult to make sense of sounds without an explicit program, text, or other meaning.
We find a similarly abstract melody, but with more digestible accompaniment in his “Sonata for
Flute and Piano,” which opens with piano clusters of the span of a perfect fifth (Figure 35)—not
to be discounted in the search for Pasatieri’s compositional language, with Whitman or
otherwise—but then proceeds to simply outline seventh chords for a few measures while the

Figure 35. “Sonata for Flute and Piano,” by Thomas Pasatieri (2000), mm. 1-8
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flute plays repeated notes, which also come from triads. Like Weill, this sonata is worlds apart,
in terms of musical language, for Pasatieri’s brooding, cautious and almost cerebral setting of
“When I heard.” Comparably, David Conte has a polar opposite to the shifty, jubilant celebration
that is his “Dance” in the organ solo piece, “Recollection.” It is relatively simple and
straightforward, largely staying in duple meter and finds its material from more conservative
harmonic progressions and structures (Figure 36). Given its title, that simplicity lends it a wistful
air, or even a naïveté in remembering something that has passed. There is often just one note that
feels slightly out of place, not fitting the triad (m. 21), which brings that longing ever closer to

Figure 36. “Recollection,” by David Conte (2002). mm. 13-24
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the heart of the listener—however, that is only accomplished by extended use and reliance on the
triadic structures that we have come to expect as listeners.
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V. Conclusion
Ultimately, these composers bring with them a particular set of ideas about a poem, or a
melody, or about music and how it is meant to be written, and they let it play out over the course
of the compositional process. In some cases, like Dello Joio’s, there is an alignment of musical
vision and expression with poetic or philosophical vision and expression that simply cannot be
ignored—particularly when it comes to the relationship between a composer and a poet. On the
other hand, though, there are composers like Randall Thompson, who have a very distinct
compositional voice, and it takes a large amount of nuance to unearth the minute differences
between their treatment of one poet against another, or one ensemble against another. Given the
abstract nature of composition and the creative process, there is very little to say in absolute
objective terms about what these seven composers were thinking during that process. All the
same, the degree to which Whitman’s doctrine and ideals permeate the pieces that comprised this
project is remarkable—though my investigation was by no means comprehensive. It speaks to
the conviction of his writing and philosophy, as well as the attention to detail that each of these
composers exhibited in their compositions.
Either way, as a performer, there is a sense of responsibility to pay attention to and
investigate any and all possible links that may exist between the artistic visions of composer and
poet, performer and composer, and performer and audience. Further, there is a duty to investigate
the links between composers and how they treat a particular poet or different poets—only then
can we truly have a real sense of the artistry that bridges poets, composers, performers and
audiences.

47
Appendix A. Concert Program and Recording
See separate file for video recording.
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Video Timestamps:
Part I: An Introduction to Whitman and the Repertoire .............................................. ..0:02
Part II: A Selection of Pieces for Solo Voice .............................................................. 16:00
a. “When I heard,” by Thomas Pasatieri.............................................................. 16:07
b. “Walt Whitman,” by Charles Ives ................................................................... 17:45
c. “Look Down, Fair Moon,” by Ned Rorem ...................................................... 18:55
d. “Gods,” by Ned Rorem .................................................................................... 20:00
e. “I. Beat! Beat! Drums!,” from Four Whitman Songs by Kurt Weill ............... 23:34
Part III: A Selection of Choral Pieces .......................................................................... 27:09
a. “A Jubilant Song,” by Norman Dello Joio....................................................... 27:13
b. “The Last Invocation,” by Randall Thompson ................................................ 34:57
c. “II. Dance,” from Invocation and Dance, by David Conte ............................. 43:05

50
Appendix B. Texts for Recital Pieces

When I heard the learn’d astronomer,
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,
When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them,
When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the lecture-room,
How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,
Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself,
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,
Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars.
“When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” (1865)
–
Who goes there? hankering, gross, mystical, nude;
How is it I extract strength from the beef I eat?
What is a man anyhow? what am I? what are you?
All I mark as my own you shall offset it with your own,
Else it were time lost listening to me.
from “Song of Myself” (1855)
–
Look down, fair moon, and bathe this scene;
Pour softly down night’s nimbus floods, on faces ghastly, swollen, purple;
On the dead, on their backs, with their arms toss’d wide,
Pour down your unstinted nimbus, sacred moon.
“Look Down, Fair Moon” (1891)
–
Lover divine and perfect Comrade,
Waiting content, invisible yet, but certain,
Be thou my God.
Thou, thou, the Ideal Man,
Fair, able, beautiful, content, and loving,
Complete in body and dilate in spirit,
Be thou my God.
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O Death, (for Life has served its turn,)
Opener and usher to the heavenly mansion,
Be thou my God.
Aught, aught of mightiest, best I see, conceive, or know,
(To break the stagnant tie—thee, thee to free, O soul,)
Be thou my God.
All great ideas, the races' aspirations,
All heroisms, deeds of rapt enthusiasts,
Be ye my Gods.
Or Time and Space,
Or shape of Earth divine and wondrous,
Or some fair shape I viewing, worship,
Or lustrous orb of sun or star by night,
Be ye my Gods.
from “Gods” (1891)
–
Beat! beat! drums!—blow! bugles! blow!
Through the windows—through doors—burst like a ruthless force,
Into the solemn church, and scatter the congregation,
Into the school where the scholar is studying,
Leave not the bridegroom quiet—no happiness must he have now with his bride,
Nor the peaceful farmer any peace, ploughing his field or gathering his grain,
So fierce you whirr and pound you drums—so shrill you bugles blow.
Beat! beat! drums!—blow! bugles! blow!
Over the traffic of cities—over the rumble of wheels in the streets;
Are beds prepared for sleepers at night in the houses? no sleepers must sleep in those beds,
No bargainers’ bargains by day—no brokers or speculators—would they continue?
Would the talkers be talking? would the singer attempt to sing?
Would the lawyer rise in the court to state his case before the judge?
Then rattle quicker, heavier drums—you bugles wilder blow.
Beat! beat! drums!—blow! bugles! blow!
Make no parley—stop for no expostulation,
Mind not the timid—mind not the weeper or prayer,
Mind not the old man beseeching the young man,
Let not the child’s voice be heard, nor the mother’s entreaties,

52
Make even the trestles to shake the dead where they lie awaiting the hearses,
So strong you thump O terrible drums—so loud you bugles blow.
“Beat! Beat! Drums!” from “Drum-Taps” (1861)
–
O! Listen to a jubilant song,
The joy of our spirit is uncaged, it darts like lightning! My soul it darts like lightning!
Listen to a jubilant song, for we sing to the joys of youth, and the joy of a glad light-beaming
day.
O! Our spirit sings a jubilant song
That song that is to life full of music, a life full of concord,
of music, a life full of harmony.
We sing prophetic joys of lofty ideals,
We sing a universal love awaking in the hearts of men.
O! to have life, a poem of new joys, to shout!
To dance and exult, to shout and leap.
O! to realize space and flying clouds,
O! to realize space, the sun and moon,
O! to be rulers of life, O! to be rulers of destiny.
Listen, listen, O! Listen to a jubilant song.
Listen to our song, the joy of our spirit is uncaged.
adapted by N. Dello Joio from “A Song of Joys” (1882)
–
At the last, tenderly,
From the walls of the powerful, fortress’d house,
Form the clasp of the knitted locks—from the keep of the well-closed doors
Let me be wafted.
Let glide noiselessly forth;
With the key of softness unlock the locks—with a whisper,
Set ope the doors, O Soul!
Tenderly! be not impatient!
(Strong is your hold, O mortal flesh!
Strong is your hold, O love.)
“The Last Invocation,” (1891)
–

53
Prais’d be the fathomless universe,
For life and joy, and for objects and knowledge curious,
And for love, sweet love – but praise! praise! praise!
For the sure-enwinding arms of cool-enfolding death.
Dark mother always gliding near with soft feet,
Have none chanted for thee a chant of fullest welcome?
Then I chant it for thee, I glorify thee above all,
I bring thee a song that when thou must indeed come, come unfalteringly.
Approach strong deliv’ress,
When it is so, when thou hast taken them I joyously sing the dead,
Lost in the loving floating ocean of thee,
Laved in the flood of thy bliss O death.
From me to thee glad serenades,
Dances for thee I propose saluting thee, adornments and feastings for thee,
And the sights of the open landscape and the high-spread sky are fitting,
And life and the fields, and the huge and thoughtful night.
from “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d” (1865)
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