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ABSTRACT 

 

 Gerald Finzi (1901-1956) amassed a library that numbered over three thousand 

volumes, mostly of poetry, by the time of his death and was extremely selective when 

choosing poems to set to music. Settings of Thomas Hardy form the bulk of his output 

for solo voice, but for his choral works he returned again and again to seventeenth -

century metaphysical poets like George Herbert, Richard Crashaw, Henry Vaughan, 

Thomas Traherne and Edward Taylor.  These poets relied more upon rational thought 

than on intuition or theology in their work, and even their religious passion was filtered 

through reason. The extent of their use of wit, paradox, puns and their unusual 

juxtaposition of images, such as Andrew Marvell’s comparison of the soul to a drop of 

dew, had not been seen before in English sacred poetry. Finzi, an agnostic, was attracted 

to their questioning of traditional, accepted religious thinking, and he frequently quoted 

these poets in his letters. The loss of loved ones at an early age, his affinity for the 

pessimism of his poetic idol Thomas Hardy, his rejection of religious dogma, and his 

constant awareness of the frailty of human existence would all influence his choice of 

texts for vocal and choral works. When commissioned to write sacred choral works, Finzi 

turned to Richard Crashaw, Henry Vaughan and Edward Taylor for poetic, not dogmatic, 

religious poetry. 

Gerald Finzi’s first five works for chorus were settings of the poetry of George 

Herbert, Henry Vaughan and Thomas Traherne, and he continued to set metaphysical 

poetry throughout his career. It would ultimately account for over twenty-five percent of 

his total output of music for chorus. Finzi consistently responded to the elaborate 
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conceits and surprising juxtapositions that characterize metaphysical poetry with 

musical surprises using harmony, tonality, meter, rhythm, texture, voicing and melodic 

shape. Always allegiant to the principles and values of the pastoral composers who 

preceded him, Finzi created music that is characterized by an ever-present sense of 

elegiac melancholy often expressed in Romantic melodic gestures accompanied by 

consonant harmony. He earns this seeming indulgence, however, through frequent use 

of dissonance, usually placed in low sonorities, Bachian contrapuntal textures, and even 

modernist elements. In terms of scholarship and philosophy, Gerald Finzi and the 

metaphysical poets were kindred spirits. An exploration of this subject that details 

precisely how Finzi responded to these poems in his musical settings of them will lead 

conductors, musicians and listeners to a more thorough understanding of these pieces 

and the artist who created them. 
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CHAPTER 1.  INTRODUCTION  

 

Purpose of the Study 

 Gerald Finzi (1901-1956) amassed a library of over three thousand volumes, 

mostly of poetry, by the time of his death, and was extremely selective when choosing 

poems to set to music. Settings of Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) form the bulk of his 

output for solo voice, but for his choral works he returned again and again to 

seventeenth-century metaphysical poets like George Herbert (1593-1633), Richard 

Crashaw (c. 1613-1649), Henry Vaughan (1622-1695), Thomas Traherne (c. 1636-1674) 

and Edward Taylor (c. 1646-1729). These poets relied more upon rational thought than 

on intuition or theology in their work, and even their religious passion was filtered 

through reason. The extent of their use of wit, paradox, puns and their unusual 

juxtaposition of images, such as Andrew Marvell’s (1621-1678) comparison of the soul to 

a drop of dew, had not been seen before in English sacred poetry. Finzi, an agnostic, was 

attracted to their questioning of traditional, accepted religious thinking, and he 

frequently quoted these poets in his letters. In the words of his wife, Joy, he found in 

them “companion minds in other times.”1 

The metaphysical poets and the composers who exerted the strongest influence 

on Finzi gave consistent and intense thought to questions of religion and spirituality. 

They represent a great variety of spiritual beliefs and were able to synthesize rationalism 

and religion in their work. Finzi’s first five works for chorus were settings of the poetry of 

George Herbert, Henry Vaughan and Thomas Traherne, and according to Stephen 

                                                           

1  Andrew Burn, “Quiet Composure,” Country Life (July 16, 1987): 118. 
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Banfield, these early choral settings “laid the foundations of Finzi’s partnership with the 

metaphysical poets a good deal more than has been noticed.”2   

Finzi continued to set metaphysical poetry throughout his career. It would 

ultimately account for over twenty-five percent of his total output of music for chorus. 

He consistently responded to the elaborate conceits and surprising juxtapositions that 

characterize metaphysical poetry with musical surprises using harmony, tonality, meter, 

rhythm, texture, voicing and melodic shape. In terms of scholarship and philosophy, 

Gerald Finzi and the metaphysical poets were kindred spirits. 

Two biographies of Gerald Finzi detail the background of his settings of 

metaphysical poetry for chorus and give brief analyses aimed at the casual reader. Diana 

McVeagh, in her book Gerald Finzi: His Life and Music, states: “Plainly Finzi was not 

drawn to the poem [by Crashaw, used in Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice] for its Christian 

content, but for its intensity, imagery, and passionate language.”3  While this source, and 

Stephen Banfield’s Gerald Finzi: An English Composer, are biographically 

comprehensive, there is more to be explored on the subject of Finzi’s rationalist beliefs 

and his attraction to the poetry of religious thinkers like Vaughan, Crashaw and Taylor. 

Six dissertations address Gerald Finzi’s choral music (see References). Of these, only 

three mention the term “metaphysical poets” or “metaphysical poetry,” and none address 

his settings of this poetry collectively or exclusively. There is little scholarship that deals 

extensively with The Brightness of This Day or his earliest unpublished settings of 

metaphysical poetry mentioned above. An exploration of this subject that details 

precisely how Finzi responded to these poems in his musical settings of them will lead 

                                                           

2  Stephen Banfield, Gerald Finzi: An English Composer (London: Faber and Faber, 1998), 85. 
3  Diana McVeagh, Gerald Finzi: His Life and Music (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell , 2005), 210. 
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musicians, conductors, and listeners to a more thorough understanding of these pieces 

and the artist who created them.  

 

Statement of Primary Thesis and Methodology 

 Through analysis and performance of Gerald Finzi’s settings of three 

metaphysical poets (Richard Crashaw, Henry Vaughan and Edward Taylor) I will 

attempt to demonstrate that Finzi’s music is informed not only by his interest in this 

poetic movement, but also by his intensely personal spiritual belief system. After a brief 

biography of Finzi, and in order to provide historical context from which his beliefs and 

artistic expression emerged, I present relevant biographical information about each of 

the composers who influenced him most strongly, including their religious and/or 

spiritual beliefs, and settings they made of metaphysical poetry. In Chapter Four I 

provide a definition of metaphysical poetry and information about the poets associated 

with this movement. Chapter Five begins with biographical information about the poet 

Henry Vaughan followed by a discussion of Finzi’s earliest choral settings, including The 

Brightness of This Day. The subsequent chapters are each devoted to a specific piece, 

and placed in an order in which the work of each of the three poets represented can be 

presented together (instead of a chronological order by date of composition). 

Biographical information about each of the three poets is followed by background of each 

composition and analysis of the poetical and musical content. 
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CHAPTER 2. GERALD FINZI BIOGRAPHY 

 

  In Italy, the Finzi family can be traced back to the fourteenth century and 

members of it have been present in England since the eighteenth. In London they 

worshipped at the historic Bevis Marks Synagogue which was built by a Quaker, since 

Jews were not then allowed to join construction guilds.4  Gerald Finzi was interested 

enough in the life of his maternal grandfather to later write of him that at the age of 

eighteen “he through [sic] off Judaism and celebrated the event by a dinner of all the 

forbidden foods.”5  Finzi’s grandfather counted Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807-1882), 

Giuseppe Mazzini (1805-1872) and Victor Hugo (1802-1885) among his friends, and his 

London home became a center for “lovers of freedom, revolutionaries, refugees.”6  

Gerald’s mother Lizzie (1865-1951) was a pianist and composer successful enough to 

have had works published by Novello. His father John Abraham (“Jack”) Finzi (1860-

1909) was educated at University College, London, which was founded in 1827 as “the 

first great educational institution [in Britain] to admit all classes and all creeds: 

Catholics, Jews and Dissenters were no longer debarred from taking degrees.”7  Of his 

father, Gerald Finzi wrote “his friends, his reading and speculation were all of a rational 

scientific kind … Darwin and the neo-Darwinians were his bread and butter.”8  In 1906 

Jack underwent an operation as part of treatment for cancer and lost his right eye and 

part of his palate. Gerald recalled “my simple mother once pointed out to him the 

beneficence of God to which he replied ‘He must be a very cruel God to make me suffer 

                                                           

4  Banfield, 3. 
5  Journal entry quoted in McVeagh, 5. 
6  Ibid. 
7  Banfield, 5. 
8  Journal entry quoted in McVeagh, 4-5. 
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so.’”9  Jack Finzi died in 1909 when Gerald was only seven years old, the first of a series 

of terrible losses that would have a profound effect on his life and work. His brother 

Douglas died of pneumonia in 1912 and another brother, Felix, committed suicide in 

India in 1913 at the age of twenty.  

 Gerald Raphael Finzi was born on July 14, 1901 and was raised in a stylish home 

in what was then, and still remains, one of the most fashionable and expensive 

neighborhoods in London, St. John’s Wood. The youngest of five children, he was the 

only one with an interest in arts and culture. He found companionship in books, which 

resulted in his acquiring an encyclopedic knowledge of English literature. His son 

Christopher, in a 1993 interview, said “I think he took to reading because he was so 

lonely as a child. Books were his escape.”10  To protect Gerald, his brother Edgar, and his 

sister Kate from the threat of wartime zeppelin raids, Lizzie moved them to Harrogate in 

Yorkshire in 1914. Despite its remote location in the north of England, this spa town was 

enough of a cultural center to have its own orchestra, and the conductor of this ensemble 

recommended that Gerald study with Ernest Farrar (1885-1918) who was a close 

associate of Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958). When Farrar joined the war effort he 

recommended that Gerald study with Edward Cuthbert Bairstow (1874-1946), which he 

did grudgingly, as he was uninspired by Bairstow’s strict academic style. The Great War 

claimed the lives of Farrar, and Gerald’s remaining brother Edgar in 1918, within days of 

each other and only weeks before the armistice.   

                                                           

9  Journal entry quoted in McVeagh,  6. 
10  Christopher Finzi, quoted in Crutchfield, “A Conductor’s Analysis of Gerald Finzi’s ‘Intimations 
of Immortality,’ ‘Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice,’ and ‘Magnificat’” (DMA diss., Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, 1994), 157. 
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In 1922 Gerald and his mother moved to the Cotswold Hills in Gloucestershire, 

the region of England that had nurtured the Arts and Crafts movement11  as well as most 

of the composers that comprise the English Pastoral School. These include C. Hubert H. 

Parry (1848-1918), Edward Elgar (1857-1934), Vaughan Williams and Herbert Howells 

(1892-1983).12  This was significant to his future artistic identity as all of these artists 

shared a belief that existing artistic practices, even ancient ones, held resonance for 

present creative endeavor, and that craftsmanship should be valued above ornamental 

artifice or esoteric pretension. It was during these years, immersed in the beautiful 

natural landscape and the sound of bells from nearby Gloucester resounding over the 

Cotswold Hills, that Finzi composed the song cycle By Footpath and Stile to poems of 

Thomas Hardy. In addition, he created his very first choral works, turning to the 

metaphysical poets George Herbert, Thomas Traherne and Henry Vaughan for their 

texts. 

In 1925 Finzi began making weekly trips to London for lessons with the esteemed 

teacher Reginald O. Morris (1886-1948), and on the advice of Adrian Boult (1889-1983), 

who recognized his talent, moved to London the next year.13  There he became 

acquainted with Gustav Holst (1874-1934), Arthur Bliss (1891-1975) and Vaughan 

Williams, and was immersed in the Bach revival and the renewal of interest in music of 

the Tudor composers occurring there at that time. These influences are apparent in two 

works he began in 1926, the song cycle A Young Man’s Exhortation and the cantata Dies 

Natalis.  

 

 

                                                           

11  Banfield, 61. 
12  McVeagh, 21. 
13  Ibid., 34. 
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An important friendship was sealed in 1926 when Finzi and Howard Ferguson 

(1908-1999) shared a laugh while attending a performance of Richard Strauss’s (1864-

1949) Alpine Symphony during which the thunder machine toppled over.14  Ferguson’s 

modest output was consistently admired, but he gave up composing completely in 1959  

to focus on musicology and a career as a collaborative pianist. He was to remain Finzi’s 

lifelong friend, and the two would frequently seek one another’s advice. Finzi benefited 

from this advice in two early song cycles that garnered him critical acclaim in London as 

an expert setter of poetry, A Young Man’s Exhortation and Earth, Air and Rain. 

In 1930 Finzi traveled to Belgium and Germany. This was his only trip to 

continental Europe as an adult, and in his journal he made note of conspicuous anti-

Semitism and the prominence of the swastika sign.15  Upon his return he was engaged to 

teach at the Royal Academy of Music which he continued to do until 1933. 

In 1931 he met Joyce (“Joy”) Black when she, as de-facto landlord, responded to 

complaints he made including a smoky fireplace in a home he was renting. She was tall 

and elegant in contrast to Finzi (whose height was only five feet, five inches) and a friend 

remarked “It was as if he was confirming his love of England by marrying Britannia.”16  

He had been lonely and unhappy in childhood, and the losses he suffered in youth made 

him acutely aware of the fragile and transient nature of life. His marriage to Joy, 

however, seemed to break the curse of the loneliness and early tragic experiences that 

had led to this melancholy.  In 1933 he wrote, quoting William Wordsworth’s (1770-

1850) Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood (which he 

would soon be setting to music), “For the first time in my life, or since my infancy (for I  

                                                           

14  McVeagh, 47. 
15  Ibid., 65-6. 
16  Ibid., 71. 
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suppose that there was a time when ‘Every common sight to me did seem appareled in 

celestial light’ – though I can’t remember it) things have appeared rather more happy 

and clearly.”17   

Joy Finzi was every bit as much a Renaissance woman as her husband was a 

Renaissance man. She played the violin in orchestras, wrote poetry, made expert pencil- 

sketch portraits (including one of Vaughan Williams that now hangs in the National 

Portrait Gallery), carved elaborate wood sculptures, and believed firmly in the power of a 

pendulum to provide guidance in decision-making. In addition to all of her personal 

skills and activities she always made it a priority to provide her husband with an 

atmosphere conducive to his work. 

In September 1933 Gerald and Joy were married in a civil ceremony with Ralph 

and Adeline Vaughan Williams as the only witnesses. When handed the marriage 

certificate Joy said matter-of-factly that she would file it away with her dog license.18  For 

the photographs taken afterward, Gerald stood on one of the office steps so as not to 

appear shorter than she.19  At first they divided their time between a home in London 

and a country house at Aldbourne in Wiltshire, but both felt more at home in the 

countryside, and they sold the London house in 1935.  In 1937 they bought a property 

called Church Farm in Ashmansworth, a very small town in Berkshire, south of 

Newbury, fifty miles to the west of London. There they built a house that incorporated 

their own design ideas of a dwelling to be used for both living and working, inspired by 

the utopian Arts and Crafts movement ideals to which Gerald had been exposed during 

his time in the Cotswolds.20  It was here that Finzi began to amass his legendary library 

                                                           

17  Letter quoted in McVeagh, 70. 
18  Banfield, 176. 
19  Ibid. 
20  McVeagh, 100. 
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of historical music from the eighteenth century by composers such as John Stanley 

(1712-1786), William Boyce (1711-1779) and Richard Mudge (1718-1763), who he felt had 

been unduly neglected due to the enormous shadow cast by their contemporary G.F. 

Handel (1685-1759).21  He would also expand his collection of literature and poetry to the 

point that it would ultimately number over 3,000 volumes. Another example of this 

preservationist instinct is his cultivation of a large orchard at Church Farm of rare apple 

trees, in which several varieties were rescued from extinction.   

Around 1936, with assistance from Vaughan Williams, Finzi began a campaign to 

promote and preserve the music and poetry of Ivor Gurney (1890-1937), who was by 

then incapacitated as a result of mental illness. Both men pursued this cause even more 

determinedly after Gurney’s death in 1937. 

Possibly by chance and possibly because Joy served as his muse, Gerald Finzi 

reached his mature style and enjoyed his first critical acclaim in the mid 1930s.  Dies 

Natalis, a cantata for high voice and strings that is generally regarded as Finzi’s 

masterpiece, was completed and published during these years. For its text he turned to 

the metaphysical poet Thomas Traherne. 

In 1940 Finzi, with the help of his violinist wife, founded the Newbury String 

Players, which he continued to lead throughout his life. The repertoire of this ensemble 

included neglected works of eighteenth-century English composers and several 

premieres of music by his contemporaries. In what can be seen as a sign of his humility, 

he rarely programmed works of his own. The Finzi home, Church Farm, took its name 

from the twelfth-century St. James Church across the street, and when Joy discovered its 

                                                           

21  McVeagh, 194. 
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excellent acoustics, the Newbury String Players performed concerts there. These concerts 

would be the only occasions on which Gerald would go into the church.22  

Before Church Farm was completely furnished, however, England was forced to 

enter the war, and life for the Finzis changed.  They housed German and Czech refugees 

at Ashmansworth and, fully aware of what might happen to him if the Nazis were to 

occupy England, Gerald prepared a space under the stairs, with breathing holes drilled 

into its door and a sliding bookcase to conceal it, as a potential hiding place if needed.23  

He was drafted for service in the Ministry of War Transport and traveled weekly to 

London to fulfill this responsibility. 

Following the war he wrote several significant works including the Clarinet 

Concerto and two large scale pieces for chorus and orchestra: For St Cecilia to a text by 

Edmund Blunden (1871-1951) and Intimations of Immortality to the famous ode by 

Wordsworth. His musicological work on behalf of other composers continued with 

further advocacy of Gurney and the editing of the overtures of William Boyce. 

In 1951, following the surgical removal of a lump on the back of his neck, he was 

diagnosed with what is today known as non-Hodgkins lymphoma. The specialist he 

consulted told him that he should expect to live no more than five to ten years. Gerald 

and Joy told their sons this news, but no one else. Radiology treatment and a burning 

desire to complete as much as possible in the time remaining enabled him to continue all 

of his activities.  The Cello Concerto and more songs and choral works followed, 

including In Terra Pax, which opens with a theme based on the memory of the bells of 

Gloucester echoing over the Cotswold Hills where he had lived with his mother in the 

1920s. In 1956, following a successful performance of this work at the Gloucester Three 

                                                           

22  McVeagh, 174. 
23  Ibid., 112. 
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Choirs Festival, Finzi took Ralph and Ursula Vaughan Williams to the Cotswold Hills to 

hear these bells.  One of the sexton’s children had chickenpox, and Finzi, whose immune 

system was compromised, was exposed to this virus and died just days later on 

September 27, 1956. 
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CHAPTER 3. THE ENGLISH “PASTORAL” TRADITION: INFLUENCES ON FINZI 

 

The composers with whom Finzi studied and/or corresponded share a common 

heritage: the “pastoral” tradition that emerged in the 1880s when George Grove (1820 -

1900) first used the term “English musical renaissance” crediting Parry’s secular piece 

for chorus and orchestra, Prometheus Unbound (1880) with sparking it.24  As 

modernism increasingly began to be embraced by the art music community after the 

turn of the century, these composers remained melodic and modal, cherishing the native 

English quality that they felt this brought to their music. They clung to this approach 

despite criticism from English modernists. Philip Heseltine (1894-1930), whose 

pseudonym as a composer was Peter Warlock, wrote that Vaughan Williams’s Pastoral 

Symphony "is rather like a cow staring at you over a fence. It's very beautiful –but so 

what?"25 and Elisabeth Lutyens (1906-1983) carried this a step further by referring to 

these composers’ work with condescension and sarcasm as “The cowpat school”26 of 

English pastoral “folky-wolky modal melodies on the cor anglais.”27  It is for witticisms 

like these that she is now best remembered.  Constant Lambert (1905-1951) expressed 

the opinion that these composers were capitalizing on an interest in nostalgia for the 

countryside: 

There is about this music something both unbearably precious and unbearably 
hearty. Its preciosity recalls the admirably meant endeavors of William Morris 
and his followers to combat the products of those dark satanic mills with green 
and unpleasant handwoven materials, while its heartiness conjures up the  

                                                           

24  John Caldwell, The Oxford History of English Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
2:260. 
25  Michael Trend, The Music Makers: The English Musical Renaissance from Elgar to Britten 
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1985), 102. 
26  Meirion and Susie Harries, A Pilgrim’s Soul: The Life and Work of Elisabeth Lutyens (London: 
Michael Joseph, 1989), 53. 
27   Ibid.  
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hideous faux bonhomie of the hiker, noisily wading his way through the petrol 
pumps of Metroland, singing obsolete sea chanties with the aid of the Week-End 
Book, imbibing chemically flavored synthetic beer under the impression that he is 
tossing off a tankard of ‘jolly good ale and old’ in the best Chester-Belloc manner, 
and astounding the local garage proprietor by slapping him on the back and 
offering him a pint of ‘four 'alf.’28 
 
 That Finzi aligned himself with the pastoral school is no surprise when one 

considers his preference for rural living, his respect for the music and literature of the 

past, and his propensity to value honest craftsmanship above ornamental artifice or 

esoteric complexity. The composers of this school looked to nature for spiritual and 

artistic inspiration, not to abstract religious beliefs dictated to them by one 

denomination or another.  They valued the craftsmanship of art and music of the past, 

and a peaceful rural life as opposed to a stressful metropolitan one. These values are 

apparent in their music. 

At the forefront of this renaissance stood Charles Villiers Stanford (1852-1924) 

and Edward Elgar. History regards Stanford as a towering figure not only among English 

composers of the late nineteenth century, but also as a teacher of most of those who 

would emerge in the twentieth. He was trained largely in Germany, and his music 

reflects the influence of Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) 

and Richard Wagner (1813-1883). His technical mastery is apparent in his music for the 

church, which includes communion services, morning and evening canticles and no 

fewer than nine Magnificat/Nunc dimittis pairs for Evensong to which he skillfully 

applied symphonic forms.29  For all of their technical brilliance, however, they are 

conventional in their compliance with Anglican tradition. Stanford’s Requiem follows the 

traditional Latin, operatic model of Verdi rather than the agnostic, vernacular language 
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model pioneered by Brahms.30  His exploration of metaphysical poetry is limited to one 

setting of a poem by George Herbert, Virtue (1923), for women’s voices and piano.  

Unlike Stanford, Finzi did not conform to the Church of England’s expectations 

for religious music. The Magnificat, one of his most famous choral works, is more 

aligned with the Vaughan Williams tradition of employing traditional biblical texts in 

ways that fulfilled artistic goals and not liturgical ones. It does not include the Nunc 

dimittis traditionally paired with it that would complete the service of Evensong, and the 

traditionally affixed lesser doxology is replaced by an Amen. Furthermore, he 

orchestrated his Magnificat, clearly intending it for the concert hall. An early 

uncompleted work, the Requiem da Camera, created in response to a continuing 

mourning of Ernest Farrar and dedicated to him, uses Hardy’s poetry and is entirely 

non-religious. According to the editor of the complete score of the work “there is not a 

trace of divine retribution or heavenly expectation in it.”31  Perhaps Finzi had Ein 

deutsches Requiem of Brahms in mind in which Brahms disregards creed in order to 

comfort the living.32   

No composer loomed larger on the musical landscape of England at the turn of 

the century than Edward Elgar. His Variations on an Original Theme (“Enigma”) had its 

premiere in 1899 and brought him fame with what Diana McVeagh calls “the most 

distinguished British orchestral music to that date.”33  She calls The Dream of Gerontius 

from the following year “the finest oratorio by an Englishman.”34  A devout Catholic,  

                                                           

30  Dibble, 295. 
31  Philip Thomas, “Requiem da Camera,” in The Clock of the Years, ed. Rolf Jordan (Lichfield, 
UK: Chosen Press, 2007), 115. 
32  McVeagh, 189. 
33  Diana McVeagh, “Edward Elgar,” in The New Grove Twentieth-Century English Masters, ed. 
Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan, 1986), 9. 
34  Ibid., 1. 



23 
 

 

 

Elgar had to endure English society’s historic suspicion of Catholicism, and poured his 

religious fervor into this work. He did, however, question his faith on occasion. After the 

disastrous premiere of Gerontius he expressed his bitter disappointment thusly: “I 

always said God was against art … I have allowed my heart to open once – it is now shut 

against every religious feeling and every soft, gentle impulse forever.”35  Elgar turned to 

metaphysical poetry for two part-songs, The Shower and The Fountain (Opus 71, 1914), 

both of which have texts by Henry Vaughan. 

Of Finzi’s three primary teachers, E.C. Bairstow and R.O. Morris provided him 

with traditional basics like counterpoint study, but it was with the creative spirit of 

Ernest Farrar that he most identified. He enjoyed the compositional freedom Farrar 

encouraged, and Finzi’s pacifism likely had its origin with Farrar’s death in the war. He 

later wrote of his first meeting with his beloved teacher: “Then I was about fourteen and 

he just over thirty. Now I am over fifty and he is still just over thirty.”36  

After Farrar went to fight in the war, Finzi’s mother arranged for him to study 

with Bairstow. Despite some grumbling about Bairstow’s rigorous and pedantic teaching 

style, Finzi must have at least come away with better understanding of how to write for 

the organ. Bairstow was serving as organist at York Minster during this time and 

encouraged his students to observe one another’s lessons. Thus a composition student 

was exposed to organ tutelage and also singing lessons. In addition, Bairstow was a close 

colleague of the Irish baritone Harry Plunket Greene (1865-1936) with whom he was 

already beginning to collaborate on the book Singing Learned from Speech (published in 
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1946).  In this work, the authors sought to give the performance of English song its own 

native identity, not one tied to the then-predominant Italian vocal pedagogy.37  

Bairstow’s church music was in general quite conventional, although the 

reference to God as the “heavenly architect” in the anthem Blessed City, Heavenly Salem 

(1914) might have raised some eyebrows due to that term’s association with freemasonry. 

Late in life he set metaphysical poetry by Richard Crashaw and George Herbert in his 

Five Poems of the Spirit (1944) for baritone, chorus and orchestra. 

R.O. Morris tempered his strict counterpoint instruction with historical 

musicology (nearly all of the examples in his 1922 book Contrapuntal Technique in the 

Sixteenth Century are from the music of composers like Byrd and Palestrina), and 

instilled in his students a certain interdisciplinary spirit that included literature, music, 

art and religion of earlier times and from outside of the Western mainstream. It was in 

London at this time where Finzi met two other students of Morris who would become 

lifelong friends and colleagues: Howard Ferguson and Edmund Rubbra (1901-1986).  

Rubbra shared with Finzi an un-English-sounding name, an interest in metaphysical 

poetry, a vegetarian diet and a nearly identical outlook on the relationship between 

spirituality and music.38  Having also studied with Gustav Holst, Rubbra was inclined to 

explore philosophy and religion in his life and works, setting metaphysical poetry, 

Quaker and Buddhist texts, and ultimately converting to Roman Catholicism. His Five 

Motets (1934) include settings of John Donne (1572-1631), Crashaw and Vaughan 

(including The Search, which had been set by Finzi ten years earlier). Later he set two 

additional Vaughan poems, The Revival (1944) and The Morning Watch (1946) for 

chorus and orchestra and Ralph Scott Grover calls the latter “one of Rubbra’s finest 
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choral works.”39  Rubbra’s output reveals unity on two levels: the musical, which is 

readily demonstrable, and a less easily perceived religious and philosophical unity which 

overrides the musical and encompasses almost everything he wrote. “It is religious in the 

universal rather than in the sectarian sense … an instinctive blend of the most spiritual 

and mystical elements of Buddhism and Catholicism which produced music that 

overflows with a basic optimism and sense of well-being.”40  

The music of J.S. Bach was enjoying a revival in London in the 1920s, and Finzi’s 

timing in studying there in 1925 and moving there in 1926 was thus perfect to be 

immersed in it. This, combined with the counterpoint instruction he received from 

Morris and Bairstow, must have stimulated what Rubbra called Finzi’s “Bach period.”41  

The influence of Bach extends beyond these early years in both the frequency and ease of 

the contrapuntal writing and his tendency to employ Baroque forms and procedures. In 

the cantata Dies Natalis one movement is titled Aria and the clear model for another, 

The Salutation, is the central chorale prelude of Bach’s cantata BWV 140, Wachet auf 

ruft uns die Stimme.42  

Gustav Holst studied with Stanford at the Royal College of Music. His spiritual 

unorthodoxy is evident in works like the Sanskrit-based opera Savitri (1908), The Cloud 

Messenger (1910) and Choral Hymns from the Rig Veda (1911), which are settings of 

Hindu sacred texts. The Hymn of Jesus (1917) is based on an ancient Gnostic43 text from 

the Apocryphal Acts of St. John.  A response to the tragedy of the Great War, it explores 

the nature of suffering and how it can only be alleviated by the deepened spiritual 
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understanding of individuals. Holst used plainchant from the Sarum Antiphoner, casting 

it in Latin to deliberately conceal the original liturgical purpose, and later in the piece 

one of these chants is transformed into a pagan dance.44  Paradoxically, this work is not 

actually a hymn, nor is it necessarily from the perspective of Christ (who is referred to in 

it only as “master”). Additionally, its emphasis on dance when associated with church 

music was still anathema.45  Nonetheless the work was well received at its premiere. 

Edmund Rubbra expressed the opinion that the symbolism of pagan dance gives the 

work its “fascinating blend of earthly activity and heavenly serenity.”46  Holst dedicated it 

to Ralph Vaughan Williams who, after hearing it, “wanted to get up and embrace 

everyone and then get drunk.”47  Michael Short writes: 

In The Hymn of Jesus Holst created one of the most important Christian choral 
works of the twentieth century, drawing a parallel with his friend Vaughan 
Williams, who wrote effective religious music despite his own agnosticism. 
Perhaps their lack of conventional faith enabled them to observe with 
detachment, to capture the essence of sacred music, which might not have been 
so apparent had they been more closely involved in their own personal beliefs.48 
 
While Holst embraced texts from a variety of religions as source material, 

Frederick Delius (1862-1934) seems to have rejected religion entirely, as evidenced by 

his strongly anti-religious works.  These include the pantheistic Requiem (1914) on an 

English text derived from two seemingly opposing sources, the biblical book of 

Ecclesiastes and a text by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900),  and Mass of Life (1905), 

which is a setting of Nietzsche’s deeply anti-Christian Also sprach Zarathustra.49   
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Christopher Palmer describes Delius as “a rabid anti-Christ fervently preaching the 

Gospel according to Friedrich Nietzsche.”50  He did, however, set a text with Christian 

implications by Walt Whitman (1819-1892) in one of his last works, the Songs of 

Farewell (1930).51   

It is clear from his music and his writings that Finzi was influenced strongly by 

Stanford, Elgar, Holst and Delius, in addition to his teachers Farrar, Bairstow and 

Morris. The primary influences on Finzi’s music, however, and indeed on his entire 

artistic philosophy, were C. Hubert H. Parry and Ralph Vaughan Williams. These 

composers enjoyed an environment in which rationalism and agnosticism could exist in 

harmony with respect for the traditions and documents of the church. Finzi adopted 

from them stylistic musical approaches, and more importantly, a world view that 

extended to his work as preservationist, pomologist,52 scholar and philosopher.  

Parry grew up with a devoutly religious father, yet came to reject organized 

religion in favor of a distinctly personal commitment to ethics and morality.  He came of 

age at a time when Charles Darwin’s (1809-1882) publication of The Origin of Species 

(1859) had fanned the flames of a conflict between traditional religious beliefs and a new 

rationalism. His acceptance of Darwin’s theories is made clear in the very title of his 

1883 book The Evolution of Art in Music, a title chosen deliberately to indicate the 

extension of these theories to music. 

In 1869 John Ruskin (1819-1900), a pioneer of the Arts and Crafts movement and 

an early advocate of protecting nature from the ravages of industry and economic 

considerations, was named professor of fine art at Oxford. Parry was present for his first  
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lectures in which he rejected orthodox Christianity and professed that art and honest 

work and craftsmanship could provide morality.  A letter to his father from 1873 makes 

his religious feelings clear and warrants extended quotation:  

I believe in religion, but one so pure and simple that its chiefest maxim is ‘strive 
after virtue for itself.’ I believe that the theological part of Christianity and all 
dogmas connected with it are a mistake. I believe in Communion as one of the 
best formalities of religion possible – because it is the ‘Eucharist’ – that which 
reminds us of our mutual dependence on one another and our mutual duties of 
love and affection to one another. And I think that if people had that idea when 
they went instead of some dogmatic theory or some extravagant feeling of 
sentiment, there would be less sorrow and distress in the world. I believe in God, 
and I believe that he is good, and I think that is the one form of ‘faith’ that will 
always stick to me. Beyond that I believe we can know nothing of him.53  

 
After his success with three traditional Old Testament oratorios (Judith in 1888, 

Job in 1892 and King Saul in 1894), Parry turned to what Jeremy Dibble calls “ethical 

oratorios” that reflected his humanitarian interests and Darwinist philosophy.54  These 

are described best by R.O. Morris who states that Parry took “a profoundly ethical view 

of things in general … This ethical idealism he combined with a hatred of creeds and 

dogmas and a complete renunciation of theological belief.”55  “Religion for Parry meant 

largely the regulation of man’s conduct to man; it was a matter of character and works, 

not of theology or mysticism.”56   

Finzi collected and catalogued Parry’s autograph manuscripts and in a radio 

broadcast on the centenary of Parry’s birth (subsequently printed in the periodical 

Making Music) praised the motet De Profundis, the Nativity Ode and the other 

“personal cantatas” in which Parry sought to combine his ethical and musical ideas.57  He 

states that Parry was “fundamentally religious while avoiding every form of religious 
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dogma.”58  Jeremy Dibble calls this radio speech “a testimony of the younger man’s 

devotion and conviction to the artistic integrity of his mentor”59 and adds:  

Of all the younger generation it was Gerald Finzi who appropriated and 
perpetuated the stylistic features of Parry’s music … Not surprisingly it was Finzi 
who remained Parry’s most staunch advocate during the 1940s and 50s when the 
popularity of such music had reached its lowest ebb.60  

 
Parry’s Songs of Farewell (1916-18), the last music he wrote, includes magnificent 

settings of two metaphysical poems, Henry Vaughan’s My Soul There is a Country and 

John Donne’s At the Round Earth’s Imagined Corners.  

Vaughan Williams was a great-nephew of Charles Darwin and at seven years old 

asked his mother about The Origin of Species and what it meant. Her reply seems to 

foreshadow how his own beliefs would evolve: “The Bible says that God made the world 

in six days, Great Uncle Charles thinks it took longer: but we need not worry about it, for 

it is equally wonderful either way.”61  A Cambridge classmate calls Vaughan Williams “a 

most confirmed atheist” and remembers an occasion in which he walked into a 

classroom and asked “Who believes in God nowadays, I should like to know?”62  In a 

biography of her husband, Ursula Vaughan Williams describes his reaction to the famous 

Passion Play at Oberammergau and how his belief system developed: 

This visit made him realize how little religion meant to him. He had been 
confirmed at Charterhouse, taking it as a matter of course in his school career, 
and he continued to go to church fairly regularly ‘so as not to upset the family.’ 
This attitude did not affect his love of the Authorized [King James] version of the 
Bible. The beauty of the idiom of the Jacobean English was established in his 
mind long before he went away to school and, like the music of Bach, remained as 
one of his essential companions through life. He was far too deeply absorbed by  
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music to feel any need of religious observance. He was an atheist during his years 
at Charterhouse and at Cambridge [1887-1895], though he later drifted into a 
cheerful agnosticism: he was never a professing Christian.63  

 
Vaughan Williams avoided setting any biblical texts or religious poetry until 1911 

when he turned to metaphysical poet George Herbert for the Five Mystical Songs for 

baritone, chorus and orchestra. Henceforth he frequently used texts from the Bible and 

the Book of Common Prayer which, according to Byron Adams, reflected a “cultural 

nationalism which led him to honor the liturgy and musical traditions of that unique 

institution, the Church of England.”64  His contributions to liturgical church music 

include anthems, canticles, motets, Anglican chants, hymn tunes, entire sets of services 

and the Mass in G Minor about which he said in 1922 “There is no reason why an atheist 

could not write a good Mass.”65  His wife stated that “Although a declared agnostic, he 

was able, all through his life, to set to music words in the accepted terms of Christian 

revelation as if they meant to him what they must have meant to George Herbert or to 

Bunyan.”66  Here she was referring to John Bunyan (1628-1688) who would provide the 

inspiration and the text for Vaughan Williams’s opera The Pilgrim’s Progress. But 

Vaughan Williams changed the protagonist’s name in his setting of this text from 

“Christian” to “Pilgrim” because, as he expressed in a letter to composer Rutland 

Boughton (1878-1960), “I want the idea to be universal and apply to anybody who aims 

at a spiritual life whether he is Xtian, Jew, Buddhist, Shintoist or 5th Day Adventist.”67  

The greatest testament to his ability to relate to sacred music and text despite his 
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agnosticism is his appointment to serve as editor of the new English Hymnal, issued in 

1906, which Robert Stradling and Meirion Hughes call “the first creative contact between 

the Anglican Church and the English Musical Renaissance.”68  “We cannot help but 

reflect that Vaughan Williams had more of a mind to put Anglicans in touch with the 

English Musical Renaissance than with the Almighty.”69 

 Later Vaughan Williams would credit Parry for his extension of Darwin’s 

theories to music: “Hubert Parry, in his book The Evolution of the Art of Music, has 

shown how music like everything else in the world is subject to the laws of evolution, that 

there is no difference in kind but only in degree between Beethoven and the humblest 

singer of a folksong.”70  Despite his agnosticism, Vaughan Williams clearly viewed all 

religions as equally valid and had a strong impulse to express spiritual concerns in his 

music. Byron Adams writes: “His religious dilemma was that of a person innately and 

deeply spiritual, yet far too intelligent to accept unquestioningly the historical reality of 

the Christian myth.”71  

Vaughan Williams’s settings of metaphysical poetry include not only the well -

known Five Mystical Songs but also one of the Four Hymns for tenor soloist and string 

orchestra (1914), Come, Love, Come Lord, a setting of a stanza from Richard Crashaw’s 

Adoro te that Finzi would later use more extensively in Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice. 

Byron Adams gives two examples of how Vaughan Williams used biblical texts in ways 

that satisfy his own musical aims. In his Magnificat, premiered at the Three Choirs 

Festival in 1932, he uses musical elements that remove the St. Luke text from any 

association with its original context. With its sensual scoring for contralto, solo flute, 
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women’s chorus and orchestra, its voluptuous Debussian musical language and its 

troped “Hail Marys,” it is completely disassociated from the Annunciation story’s usual 

role in Anglican worship.72  In Hodie, a large-scale cantata for three soloists, chorus and 

orchestra he juxtaposes the familiar Christmas story from the Gospels with anonymous 

medieval sources, and poetry by John Milton (1608-1674), William Drummond (1585 -

1649), George Herbert, Ursula Vaughan Williams and Thomas Hardy. His setting of 

Hardy’s contribution is the most poignant, sung by a solo baritone and placed between 

conventional Christmas texts from St. Luke: 

So fair a fancy few would weave 
In these years! Yet, I feel 
If someone said on Christmas Eve, 
‘Come; see the oxen kneel, 
In the lonely barton by yonder coomb 
Our Childhood used to know,’ 
I should go with him in the gloom, 
Hoping it might be so.73 
 
Finzi’s admiration for Vaughan Williams approached hero-worship, and like his 

admiration for, and imitation of, Parry, connections can be drawn between both musical 

style and spiritual philosophy. One of his most successful choral works, In Terra Pax, 

was inspired partly by Vaughan Williams. Like Hodie, the traditional St. Luke Christmas  

story is framed by secular poetry, in this case Noel: Christmas Eve, 1913 by Robert 

Bridges (1844-1930), sung by a solo baritone before and after the St. Luke text. Finzi’s 

Magnificat was commissioned in 1952 for a Christmas vespers service at Smith College 

in Massachusetts and therefore it does not have a companion Nunc dimittis that would 

complete the pair of traditional canticles required for the evening service. He outdoes the 

tradition of repeating key words a maximum of three times (to reflect the Trinity) by  
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stating “Blessed” thirteen times and “Abraham” eight, building to a fortissimo high B-flat 

to emphasize the universal importance of this biblical father figure to Jewish and 

Muslim, in addition to Christian, faiths. But perhaps the best evidence that he had 

Vaughan Williams’s unorthodox Magnificat setting in mind is the fact that Finzi 

substitutes an extended “Amen” for the traditional, and dogmatic, lesser doxology.  

The most important non-composer who had an influence on Finzi, starting in the 

very earliest days of his creative activity, was undoubtedly the poet Thomas Hardy. Joy 

Finzi’s journal contains an entry in which Gerald paraphrases Ben Jonson: “I love two 

people this side idolatry – Thomas Hardy and my Joy.”74  (That she did not take offense 

at the order of these two elements seems to indicate that she accepted it.) Finzi’s son 

Christopher said that Hardy was to his father “the most important person he never 

met.”75    

Hardy was Anglican but later called himself agnostic. His desire to reconcile 

rationalism with Christianity is clear from this quote: 

The Christian god – the external personality – has been replaced by the 
intelligence of the First Cause … the replacement of the old concept of God as  
all-powerful by a new concept of universal consciousness. The ‘tribal god,  
man-shaped, fiery-faced and tyrannous’ is replaced by the ‘unconscious will of 
the Universe’ which progressively grows aware of itself and ‘ultimately, it is to be 
hoped, sympathetic.76  
 

Yet he had an abiding interest in the aesthetics of Christian worship, especially its music, 

which reveals itself frequently in his novels and poetry.77  Like Vaughan Williams, he did 

not hesitate to make reference to biblical texts and events in his work. Finzi also had an 
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affinity for Hardy because of his quintessential Englishness and his emphasis on pre-

industrial community,78 but most significantly, he seems to have adopted his favorite 

poet’s belief system wholeheartedly. When a friend expressed surprise that Finzi called 

himself a rationalist Finzi replied in a letter: 

But you cd not believe that as an artist I cd be a rationalist, and yet you mention 
Hardy! His outlook, from my point of view, seems all that an artist needs. He had 
ideas & feelings, but no beliefs.79 

 
Hardy commented that he sometimes began by conceiving a poem as a tune 

before ever beginning to find words for it, and indeed much of his poetry is melopoetic 

(consisting of lines that are already melodic or at least suggestive of melody). Finzi often 

extended this technique to his own compositional procedure. On the inspiration for 

setting a poem to music he says: 

The first & last thing is that a composer is (presumably) moved by a poem and 
wishes to identify himself with it & to share it. I don’t think everyone realizes the 
difference between choosing a text and & being chosen by one.80  
 
Some composers have never written a song or a choral work without at least one 
line being instantaneously matched with a musical equivalent on the very first 
reading of the words … it is the initial excitement which brings the intellect into 
play to carry the emotion to its end.81  

Like Parry, Vaughan Williams and Hardy, Finzi never embraced organized 

religion, and considered Judaism a choice of faith and not an ethnicity. When questioned 

about this he described himself as simply “English,”82 and remained steadfastly opposed 

to religious dogma for his entire life.  His son Christopher states that “he would describe 
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himself as agnostic … he knew the Bible well and loved it as literature.”83  In his 

correspondence he characterized himself as a rationalist and wrote in his journal: 

What crimes dogmatic religions are responsible for … The limitations of so-called 
knowledge (which, after all, is what dogma pretends to be) have quite as much 
danger as admitted ignorance (which, after all, is what rationalism is). I think the 
spirit shd be like a weather-cock, blown by the winds of feelings & ideas, & I hate 
the idea of fixing the weather to N[orth] S[outh] E[ast] or W[est]. Or here is 
another way of putting it. If you accept the authority of the C of E [Church of 
England] you can hardly write a liturgical mass. If you accept the authority of the 
R. C. [Roman Catholic] church you can hardly write an Anglican service. But if 
you accept neither & in their place put the duties of man & artist, you can, like 
VW [Vaughan Williams] write both.84 

 
When the St. Paul’s Suite of Gustav Holst was deemed unsuitable for church use due to 

the pagan associations of its dances, Finzi questioned why Bach’s dance-influenced 

concertos were any more appropriate: 

The idea that the arts shd act as handmaidens to worship, & that they are graven 
images if considered sufficient in themselves, is a great fallacy, a dangerous  
one &, in some cases, an evil one.  Rutland Boughton & Alan Bush [composer  
(1900-1995)] believe that the arts shd act as handmaidens to social reform & 
revolution, & how intensely they believe it, too. Hitler & Stalin hold similar 
opinions. Here we are, once again, at the roots of this intolerance … Thus Mrs. S - 
of our village, was horrified that Mrs. W - , a confessed unbeliever, shd come into 
the church to hear the music… Mrs. W - , on the other hand, was appalled at the 
vicar’s prayers, which she thought quite out of place. Mr. A - the churchwarden, 
thought the collection of £11.1.6. very remarkable. Oh, how much bigger music is 
than all this & why shd it be tied down to earth by a Communist rope, or a Fascist 
rope, or a Church rope or a Chapel rope, or a pagan rope or any bloody rope.85 

 
These quotes reveal Finzi’s view that sacred music could have universal appeal, 

transcending boundaries of specific religious denominations and dogma. 

Always allegiant to the principles and values of the pastoral composers who 

preceded him, Finzi created music that is characterized by an ever-present sense of 

elegiac melancholy often expressed in Romantic melodic gestures accompanied by  

 

                                                           

83  Christopher Finzi, quoted in Crutchfield, 156. 
84  Journal entry quoted in McVeagh,  116-17.  
85  Letter quoted in McVeagh, 119. 
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consonant harmony. He earns this seeming indulgence, however, through frequent use 

of dissonance, usually placed in low sonorities, Bachian contrapuntal textures and even 

modernist elements. Arthur Bliss, a composer and a former student of Finzi states that: 

Stemming from Parry and Vaughan Williams, Finzi added a poetry and 
sensitiveness wholly his own, owing nothing the foreign masters of the twentieth 
century … Steeped in the musical and literary traditions of England, he expressed 
love for their traditions alone.86 
  
The loss of loved ones at an early age, his affinity with the pessimism of his poetic 

idol Hardy, his respect for the music of the English composers who preceded him or were 

his contemporaries, his rejection of religion, and his constant awareness of the frailty of 

human existence would all influence his choice of texts for vocal and choral works. When 

commissioned to write sacred choral works, Finzi turned to the metaphysical poets 

Richard Crashaw, Henry Vaughan and Edward Taylor for poetic, but not dogmatic, 

religious poetry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

86 Arthur Bliss, “Gerald Finzi: An Appreciation,” Tempo 42 (1957-58): 5. 
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CHAPTER 4. METAPHYSICAL POETRY 
 
 

 An understanding of the Zeitgeist from which the metaphysical poetry movement 

emerged is enlightening not just in terms of understanding this poetry but also for 

understanding Finzi’s attraction to these poets’ work. Seventeenth-century England was 

a veritable melting pot of belief systems, the emergence of which can be traced back to 

the nascent Reformation. The English Civil War was raging for much of this time, 

continuing a trend in England for religious life to be dictated by political events, leading 

some to rebel. Galileo Galilei’s (1564-1642) scientific writings, in the vernacular Italian 

rather than Latin in order to reach a mass audience, led to his being silenced by the 

Catholic Church in 1633. Alchemy and hermetic philosophy were being explored, and the 

work of thinkers like Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) and Isaac Newton (1643-1727) found 

acceptance. These men saw their scientific research as being inextricably tied to religion, 

not exclusive of it and, in much the same way, the metaphysical poets’ use of metaphor, 

wit and conceit raised religious verse to new heights of self expression. Gillian Evans 

draws an enlightening parallel between Kepler’s research and its influence:  

The metaphysical poets straddle an ‘old world’ in which a model of the universe, 
which everyone could understand, gave a man a comfortable sense of knowing 
where he belonged, and a ‘new world’ in which this comforting model was to be 
put in doubt.87  

 
The opening lines of Henry Vaughan’s poem The World exemplify this contrast:88  
 

I saw Eternity the other night 
Like a great Ring of pure and endless light, 

All calm, as it was bright, 
And round beneath it, Time in hours, days, years 

Driven by the spheres 
 
 

                                                           

87  Gillian Evans, The Age of the Metaphysicals (London: Blackie and Son, 1978), 80. 
88  Ibid. 
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Like a vast shadow moved, in which the world 
And all her train were hurled89  
 

The metaphysical poets, inspired by Ben Jonson (1572-1637) and led by John 

Donne, sought new and often unconventional ways to express religious passion. They 

emphasized themselves and their individual religious conflicts in their work, often 

placing their poems in the first person, something entirely new in English religious 

verse.90  They also drew upon nature and the arts, seeking a heightened intellectual and 

emotional level of expression.  To this end, they coined the term "conceit," which 

encompassed wit, irony and paradox. They shared an interest in typology (seeing 

metaphors in the Hebrew Bible that foreshadow Christ’s life and teaching in the New 

Testament), which often resulted in fantastic and elaborate analogies with objects or 

elements mentioned in the Bible. Their poetry contains a rich amalgam of styles and 

influences, including Christian Platonism and hermetic philosophy which reflects a belief 

that the natural world is bound together sympathetically but overseen by something 

divine, a non-mutually exclusive unification of the natural and the supernatural.91  The 

metaphysical poets never doubted the existence of God, only the specific teachings of 

theology. Furthermore, they cultivated a unification of sensibility and intellectual 

thought, and were the last poets to be able to do so before an age characterized by what 

T.S. Eliot called a “dissociation of sensibility.”92  

One indication of the diversity of belief embraced by these artists is the variety 

and vacillation of their denominational allegiances. Jonson and Donne were Catholic 

                                                           

89  Henry Vaughan, Complete Poems, 227. The italics are Vaughan’s own, and their importance 
will be explained below. 
90  Alan Rudrum, Henry Vaughan (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1981), 138. 
91  Elizabeth Holmes, Henry Vaughan and the Hermetic Philosophy (New York: Russell & 
Russell, 1967), 3-4. 
92  T.S. Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets,” in Selected Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
Company, 1932), 247.  
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initially but later became Anglican, Richard Crashaw made the opposite switch having 

been influenced by the Cambridge Laudian movement, and Edward Taylor was a 

steadfast Puritan, just as Henry Vaughan remained a loyal Anglican, all his life. 

Although John Donne’s poetry is regarded as highly complex today, there is 

evidence that several of his poems were set to music in his own time by John Dowland 

(1563-1626), Orlando Gibbons (1583-1625), Alfonso Ferrabosco (1575-1628) and William 

Corkine (fl. 1610-1617), among others.93  Richard Crashaw's verse, full of sensuous and 

even flamboyant imagery, can be characterized as more Baroque in style than that of the 

other metaphysical poets. Through the use of elaborate metaphors he drew comparisons 

between nature and spirituality. Edward Taylor emigrated from England to 

Massachusetts for reasons of religious freedom, and Henry Vaughan was a Welsh doctor 

who found inspiration for his poetry in the mountainous landscape of his native country. 

Just as they objected to excessive ornamentation in church architecture and 

decor, Puritans didn’t appreciate the metaphysical poets’ application of their intellectual 

conceits in religious texts. The term “metaphysical” was initially applied disparagingly as 

it was thought that this poetry was too scholarly, philosophical, abstract and unduly 

difficult.94  William Drummond (1585–1649) made derogatory critical remarks using the 

term and John Dryden (1631-1700) applied it in criticizing Donne. But Samuel Johnson 

(1709-1784), whose Dictionary of the English Language, published in 1755, was 

regarded as definitive until the publication of the Oxford English Dictionary 150 years 

                                                           

93  Jonathan Holmes, who organized a performance of these songs at St. Paul’s Cathedral in 2005, 
quoted by Dalya Alberge in The Times (May 9, 2005).  
94  Trevor James, The Metaphysical Poets (Harlow, UK: York Press, 1988), 8. 
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later, was the first to apply the label “metaphysical” to a group or school in his Lives of 

the Poets (1781).95 

There was a revitalization of interest in this movement early in the twentieth 

century, the flames of which were stoked further in 1921 by T.S. Eliot’s influential essay 

"The Metaphysical Poets."96  Gerald Finzi’s mature output as a composer coincided with 

this revival. His first five works for chorus, which date from the time just after his move 

to the Cotswolds (1922-23), were settings of metaphysical poetry: Henry Vaughan’s Up 

to Those Bright and Gladsome Hills, My God and King, and The Brightness of this Day, 

George Herbert’s The Search, and Thomas Traherne’s The Recovery. In 1926 Finzi 

returned to Traherne, whose verse was not published until 1903, for the work that was to 

become the catalyst for his success as a composer, Dies Natalis. Traherne’s poems, from 

the perspective of a child who is experiencing the joy and wonder of the world around 

him for the first time, emphasize the metaphysical idealism of childhood innocence as 

superior to adult experience. Finzi carefully modified Traherne’s poems in order to make 

it less obvious that the infant protagonist represents Christ. For example, in the final and 

most famous movement, The Salutation, Finzi leaves out three of the original stanzas 

including this one: 

Long time before  
I in my mother's womb was born,  

A God preparing did this glorious store,  
The world, for me adorn.  

Into this Eden so Divine and fair,  
So wide and bright, I come his son and heir.97  
 

 

                                                           

95  Samuel Johnson, The Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets with Critical Observations on 
Their Works (Oxford: Clarendon Press 2006). 

 

96  Eliot, Selected Essays, 241-50. 
97  Thomas Traherne, Selected Poems and Prose, ed. Alan Bradford (London: Penguin, 1991), 4. 
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He was even more heavy-handed in his editing of the prose from Traherne’s Centuries of 

Meditation (numbered paragraphs in sets of one hundred) that he used for the second 

movement, Rhapsody. He chose individual sentences from the first three paragraphs of 

the third Century, rearranging their order and leaving out any specifically religious 

references.98  On the occasion of the premiere of Dies Natalis he expressed his 

enthusiasm for the rediscovery of Traherne’s poetry in a program note by quoting Sir 

Arthur Quiller-Couch (1863-1944), editor of The Oxford Book of English Verse 1250 -

1900: 

There are springs and streams which suddenly dive into chasms and are lost –  
to emerge into daylight at long distances, having pierced their own way through 
subterranean channels.99 
 

 T.S. Eliot recognized an “echo” of the metaphysical poets in the work of later 

poets like Francis Thompson (1859-1907) and Christina Rossetti (1830-1894).100  Finzi’s 

Opus 1 (1920-21) is a set of Rossetti poems for unison and two-part treble voices and 

piano.  

The metaphysical poets frequently made use of puns as did Gerald Finzi centuries 

later, for example when he associated any reference to joy with his wife’s name. Shortly 

after meeting her, in advance of a visit to friends in the country who had not yet met her 

and didn’t realize he would be bringing her, he sent them a telegram that said simply 

“COMING WITH JOY.” They joked among themselves that upon his arrival they would 

ask him who this Joy was, and were astonished when they discovered that she was 

indeed a real person: he had beat them to the punch. He also had this pun in mind when 

he set poetry, most famously in My Spirit Sang All Day (from Seven Poems of Robert 

                                                           

98   McVeagh, 43-4. 
99  Gerald Finzi, program note (Hereford Three Choirs Festival, September 13, 1946) reproduced 
in The Clock of the Years, ed. Rolf Jordan (Lichfield, UK: Chosen Press, 2007): 108. 
100  Eliot, Selected Essays, 242. 
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Bridges), and most poignantly in another Bridges setting, the very last song Finzi 

wrote:101  

 Since we loved, – (the earth that shook 
 As we kissed, fresh beauty took) – 
 Love hath been as poets paint, 
 Life as heaven is to a saint; 
 
 All my joys my hope excel, 
 All my work hath prosper’d well, 
 All my songs have happy been, 
 O my love, my life, my queen.102 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

101  Diana McVeagh, “A Farewell Tribute to Joy Finzi” in The Clock of the Years, ed. Rolf Jordan 
(Lichfield, UK: Chosen Press, 2007), 87.  
102  Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 5.  THE BRIGHTNESS OF THIS DAY 

 

Henry Vaughan and a twin brother Thomas were born in 1621 in the county of 

Breconshire in Wales, an idyllic mountainous landscape crisscrossed by the Wye and the 

Usk rivers. After early local schooling both brothers attended Jesus College in Oxford in 

1638 but Henry left to study law in London after two years. This was interrupted by the 

English Civil War and Vaughan returned to Breconshire to serve as secretary to the 

Royalist judge Marmaduke Lloyd. In 1646 he married and had three children, and the 

family enjoyed a quiet country life. The Welsh landscape, especially the sound of water 

flowing in the nearby River Usk, was the inspiration for the title of his first volume of 

poetry, Olor Iscanus, or The Swan of Usk, much as the Cotswold Hills and the sound of 

the bells echoing over them would come to inspire Finzi’s In Terra Pax 300 years later. 

After the death of Vaughan’s first wife in 1655 he married her sister and had four 

additional children. Meanwhile his brother Thomas became famous as a hermetic 

philosopher and alchemist, all the while serving as the rector of the parish church of 

Llansantffraed. It was around this time that Henry Vaughan began to practice medicine, 

publishing two prose works, Hermetical Physic (1655) and The Chemist’s Key (1657).  

 By the end of the 1640s Vaughan’s spiritual outlet, the Church of England, had 

been driven underground. In 1645 the Book of Common Prayer and the celebration of 

feast days were banned by parliament, and William Laud, archbishop of Canterbury, was 

executed on Tower Hill. In 1649 King Charles I was executed and the Act for the Better 

Propagation of the Gospel in Wales led to the removal of nearly 300 Anglican clergymen 

(among them Thomas Vaughan) on trumped-up charges. They were replaced by 

evangelical fundamentalists who took an anti-rationalist approach decrying what they 
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saw as “high conceits, and ideas, and notions that sublimate the Gospel almost into air … 

and leave poor Christ crucified,”103 and decrying books that “fill our heads with notions, 

they blind us that we cannot see the will of God.”104  

At the time it seemed likely that neither the monarchy nor the Church of England 

would ever be restored, and Vaughan reacted to these events with the publication of part 

I of Silex Scintillans (“Sparkling Flint”) in 1650 followed by part II in 1655. This reserves 

for him an important place in history as a chronicler of the interregnum, the period 

between the execution of Charles I in 1649 and the restoration of the monarchy under his 

son in 1660 during which time the Church of England was replaced by an official 

Presbyterian Puritanism. On the title page he dubbed himself “Henry Vaughan, Silurist” 

referring to the ancient British tribe of Silures who once lived in Breconshire, Vaughan’s 

ancestral home in Wales. This term is reflective of Welsh national pride and is associated 

especially with the traditional Anglican worship of the region. In Vaughan’s view, these 

Puritan preachers were poorly educated hacks and, as a firm believer in the metaphysical 

philosophy that one’s intellect could and should be applied in religious poetry, continued 

to indulge what he saw as his right to poetic license.105  

On the title page of the first volume of Silex Scintillans Vaughan provided an 

emblem and an introductory poem in Latin followed by an English translation (in prose) 

entitled The Author’s Emblem (of himself):  

You have attempted many times, I admit, to capture me without injury, and your 
voice, haunting me, has endeavored without words to make me heedful. A more 
divine breath has entreated me with its gentle action and admonished me in vain 
with its holy murmur. I was a flint – deaf and silent. How great is your concern 
for your people! You allow for my reformation by another means, and alter your  

                                                           

103  Walter Craddock, quoted in Jonathan F.S. Post, Henry Vaughan: The Unfolding Vision 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 123. 
104  Ibid. 
105  Post, 121-3. 
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approach; and now, angered, you deny that love can prevail, and prepare to 
overcome force with force. You draw nearer and break that mass which is my 
rocky heart, and that which was formerly stone is now made flesh. See how it is 
torn, its fragments at last setting your heavens alight, and tears from the flint 
staining my cheeks. So it was once before when you provided springing rocks and 
gushing cliffs, O God ever attentive to your people. How wonderful is your might! 
By dying I live again, and amidst the wreck of my worldly resources, I am now 
more rich.106 

 
Alan Rudrum summarizes the essence of the poem by stating that “God has 

attempted unsuccessfully many times to capture Vaughan, and … Vaughan’s obduracy 

has caused God to attempt another method, that of overcoming force with force.”107  Of 

the emblem itself Peter Thomas says “There can be few images charged with such energy 

and multiple meanings as are to be found here.”108  (Figure 5.1)  He gives the following 

support to his assertion that it announces this volume as a “Christian hermetic 

manifesto.”  

When first viewed, a heart that is being struck by flint as if it is a rock can be 

seen; flames rise from it as tears of blood fall from it. “Tears,” “rock,” “stone” and “flame 

struck from flint” are all alchemical terms, but the heart also represents a head with 

three faces, one in light, one looking out, and one in darkness with tears streaming down 

its cheeks. Finally, “a severed head weeping represents alchemically … the separation of 

soul from body … known, too, as the Beheading of the King,”109 indeed a highly charged 

image in the year 1650, a year after the execution of Charles I. In addition, Thomas cites 

frequent references to Orpheus in Vaughan’s poetry, and his description in his preface of 

                                                           

106  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 137. 
107  Rudrum, Henry Vaughan, 33. 
108  Peter Thomas, “Henry Vaughan, Orpheus, and the Empowerment of Poetry,” in Of Paradise 
and Light: Essays on Henry Vaughan and John Milton in Honor of Alan Rudrum, ed. Donald R. 
Dickson and Holly Faith Nelson (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2004), 242. 
109  Ibid. 
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the poems as “hymns” as evidence that Vaughan may have had in mind the head of 

Orpheus, still singing after the Thracian women tore him to pieces.110  

 

      Figure 5.1.  Title page of Henry Vaughan’s Silex Scintillans  
 
Courtesy of the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford (Shelfmark: Arch. A .f. 106) 

 

                                                           

110  Thomas, 242. 



47 
 

 

 

The second volume appeared in 1655, and in its preface Vaughan includes himself 

in decrying “certain authors [who] have been so irreverently bold, as to dash Scriptures, 

and the sacred relatives of God with their impious conceits.”111  In addition to describing 

an illness that brought him “nigh unto death,”112 Vaughan credits George Herbert for his 

conversion:  

The first, that with any effectual success attempted a diversion of this foul and 
overflowing stream, was the blessed man, Mr. George Herbert, whose holy life 
and verse gained many pious converts, (of whom I am the least) and gave the 
first check to a most flourishing and admired wit of his time.113  
 

Vaughan’s reverence for Herbert parallels Finzi’s for Vaughan Williams, and even 

extends to copying. One relevant example is Herbert’s Eucharistic poem The Banquet 

which begins “Welcome sweet and sacred cheer.”114  Indeed he may have viewed 

Herbert’s The Temple as a comforting substitute for the banned Book of Common 

Prayer.   

 Thomas Vaughan died in 1666, followed by Henry in 1695. Both are buried in 

Llansantffraed churchyard where Thomas served as rector and where the sound of the 

nearby River Usk can be heard.115 

Although he was a loyal Anglican, Henry Vaughan’s religious poetry contains 

“other elements – strange hieroglyphs, colors, and fragments of antiquity, alien to 

orthodox religion.”116 These are often highlighted by the use of italics which Edmund 

Blunden (1896-1974) points out “almost always have a duty, probably to indicate some 

veiled meaning, or uncommon employment of a word.”117  In his poetry he tends to 

                                                           

111  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 141. 
112  Ibid., 143. 
113  Ibid., 142. 
114  George Herbert, Selected Poems, ed. Jo Shapcott (London: Faber and Faber, 2006), 92. 
115  Rudrum, 7. 
116  Elizabeth Holmes, Henry Vaughan, 14. 
117  Edmund Blunden, On the Poems of Henry Vaughan (London: Cobden-Sanderson, 1927), 50. 
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emphasize yearning, and he is a true nature-mystic in his continual discovery of God in 

nature. Elements of Christian Neo-Platonism figure strongly in Vaughan’s poetry. These 

include images of dazzling light, chiaroscuro images of light and darkness contrasted or 

unified, cosmic visions, and something he shared with Thomas Traherne: a view that 

childhood is the time when people are closest to understanding the nature of God.  

When, with Bairstow’s encouragement, Finzi made his first attempts at writing 

music for choir, he turned to metaphysical poetry as text sources, setting Henry 

Vaughan’s Up to Those Bright and Gladsome Hills (based on Psalm 121), My God and 

King (titled Anguish by Vaughan), and The Brightness of This Day, George Herbert’s 

The Search, and Thomas Traherne’s The Recovery (which begins with the words “Sin! 

Wilt thou vanquish me!”).  Up to Those Bright and Gladsome Hills and The Recovery 

were published by Stainer and Bell in 1925 as Two Motets, in addition to The Brightness 

of This Day, the only one of these early choral pieces that remains in print. It and the 

Requiem da Camera are also the only pieces in his catalogue to be issued by a publisher 

other than Boosey & Hawkes.  

In a striking parallel to Vaughan’s reverential copying of Herbert, the clear model 

for these early motets is Vaughan Williams’s Five Mystical Songs, settings of George 

Herbert’s poetry.118  The musical elements of the Two Motets and My God and King, 

including ground basses, marches in 7/4 meter, chordal clashes and austere harmony, 

suggest the influence of Holst, particularly The Hymn of Jesus.119  In addition to these 

completed settings, Finzi also started but did not complete two part-songs to Vaughan’s 

They are All Gone Up into the World of Light and Death (Dialogue between the Body 

                                                           

118  Banfield, 81. 
119  Ibid., 81-2. 
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and Soul).120  The tone of these poems bears a striking resemblance to that of Thomas 

Hardy whose poetry Finzi was setting at around the same time in the Requiem da 

Camera. He may have been thinking of Farrar and others who perished in the war when 

he set these words: 

They are all gone up into the world of light! 
 And I alone sit ling’ring here; 
Their very memory is fair and bright, 
 And my sad thoughts doth clear.121 
 
The close and enduring friendship between Gerald Finzi and Ralph Vaughan 

Williams began with correspondence regarding The Brightness of This Day. In 1923 

Finzi wrote to the elder composer asking for permission to use a folk melody Vaughan 

Williams had collected in Herefordshire in 1909, and which opens his Fantasia on 

Christmas Carols of 1912. He replied in the affirmative, but suggested that Finzi also 

seek the permission of Ella Mary Leather who had collaborated with him in the collection 

of these folk songs. 

The poem, entitled The True Christmas by Vaughan, advocates charity and a 

discreet, introspective observance of Christmas, as opposed to a noisy and pompous one: 

So stick up ivy and the bays, 
And then restore the heathen ways. 
Green will remind you of the spring, 
Though this great day denies the thing, 
And mortifies the earth and all 
But your wild revels, and loose hall. 
Could you wear flowers, and roses strow 
Blushing upon your breasts’ warm snow, 
That very dress your lightness will 
Rebuke, and wither at the ill. 

 
The brightness of this day we owe 
Not unto music, masque nor show; 
 
 

                                                           

120  Banfield, 443. 
121  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 246. 
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Nor gallant furniture, nor plate, 
But to the manger’s mean estate. 
His life while here, as well as birth, 
Was but a check to pomp and mirth; 
And all man’s greatness you may see 
Condemned by his humility 
 
Then leave your open house and noise, 
To welcome him with holy joys, 
And the poor shepherd’s watchfulness; 
Whom light and hymns from Heaven did bless. 
What you abound with, cast abroad   
To those that want and ease your load. 
Who empties thus, will bring more in; 
But riot is both loss and sin. 
Dress finely what comes not in sight, 
And then you keep your Christmas right.122 
 

Finzi chose to set only the last eighteen lines, perhaps to avoid the reproachful tone of 

the first ten. 

The Brightness of This Day was orchestrated, but the parts do not survive, and 

the published version is for baritone soloist, double chorus and organ. It is the briefest of 

the examples in the present study. In 1941 Finzi made clear that he wanted it (as well as 

the Two Motets) withdrawn and “utterly destroyed.”123  Stephen Banfield offers the 

following possible reasons for Finzi’s reticence. The tessitura is rather high (especially for 

chorus II), there is no real reason for it to have two separate choirs, and the last two lines 

of poetry have to be repeated to fit the final verse of the tune.124  

A baritone recitative precedes the entrance of the chorus, reflecting not only the 

influence of Vaughan Williams’s use of this tune in his own Fantasia on Christmas 

Carols, but also foreshadowing Finzi’s own choral masterpiece, In Terra Pax.  The 

chorus then presents three verses beginning with a simple unaccompanied hymn-like  

                                                           

122  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 374. 
123  Banfield, 80. 
124  Ibid., 80-81. 
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setting of the folk tune. This is followed by an organ interlude with the melody placed in 

the pedal as a cantus firmus. The second verse is accompanied and employs eighth-note 

passing tones more extensively than the first. After another organ interlude the two 

choruses are combined into one and the tenors and basses intone the melody in unison. 

This expands to octaves as the altos join on the repetition of the words “Dress finely what 

comes not in sight,” and the last line employs the full choir in four parts marked fff and 

allargando.  

While it is not as assured as his later choral works, The Brightness of This Day 

exhibits, especially in the organ part, the intricate contrapuntal writing that would 

become an integral part of Finzi’s style. His kinship with the metaphysical poets would 

reveal itself more fully in his later settings of their poetry in which the relationship 

between the music and the text is more explicit. 
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CHAPTER 6. WELCOME SWEET AND SACRED FEAST (OPUS 27, NO. 3) 

 

In 1953 Finzi received an invitation from the BBC to write an anthem. He first 

chose a poem by Donne, but when BBC executives thought it unsuitable calling it “too 

intimate and not overtly Christian,”125 he turned instead back to Henry Vaughan. 

Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast is a setting of Vaughan’s The Holy Communion.  In 

Silex Scintillans it immediately precedes Vaughan’s version of Psalm 121 which Finzi had 

set in 1922, also using its first line, Up to Those Bright and Gladsome Hills, as its title. 

Its Eucharistic theme, similar to that of Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice (see Chapter 7, 

below), is made clear in the opening lines: 

 Welcome sweet and sacred feast; 
Welcome life! 
Dead I was, and deep in trouble; 

 But grace and blessings came with thee so rife, 
 That they have quicken’d even dry stubble.126 

Finzi’s selection of this poem may have been inspired by Parry’s high regard for the spirit 

of communion despite his rejection of other aspects of organized religion (see the quote 

on page 27). Finzi respects what Edmund Blunden observes in Vaughan: “He stands firm 

by the communion service and admonishes all attempt to reduce the mystical 

atmosphere and circumstance of it.”127  He softens the Christian context, however, by 

omitting twelve of Vaughan’s lines, four before, and eight after, the “great darkness at thy 

death when the veil broke with thy last breath:” 

 Spirits without thee die, 
 And blackness sits 
 On the divinest wits, 
 As on the sun eclipses lie. 
 

                                                           

125  Banfield, 443. 
126  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 216. 
127  Blunden, 30. 
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 And now by these sure, sacred ties, 
 After thy blood 
 (Our sovereign good) 
 Had cleared our eyes, 
 And given us sight; 
 Thou dost unto thy self betroth 
 Our souls, and bodies both   
 In everlasting light.128 
 

The most characteristically metaphysical moments in the poem are brought into 

relief musically.  The work is divided into seven sections and there are short interludes 

(only one to two measures each) for organ alone, which serve to articulate these sections. 

The first is the organ introduction which begins with a theme that will return later set to 

the most memorable words in the poem. (Example 6.1) It is an example of the subtle 

polyphonic complexity that was inspired by Finzi’s study of counterpoint with Bairstow 

and Morris. The opening words are voiced as duets, perhaps love duets, to invoke the 

romantic atmosphere of the Song of Solomon, the clearest biblical influence.     

 

                                                           

128  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 217. 
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       Example 6.1. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 1-6 
 

Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

 

 

In his analysis of Finzi’s Thomas Hardy songs Christopher Stunt has identified a 

tendency for Finzi to employ a bass line that descends stepwise, sometimes for more 

than an octave, to represent the passage of time or some kind of transformation.129  The 

                                                           

129  Christopher Stunt, “Hardy and Finzi,” in The Clock of the Years, 180. 
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march of time was a persistent obsession for Finzi, made clear in his oft-expressed fear 

that he himself would not have enough time to complete all he had to give as a composer. 

Stunt points to the bass as an indicator of deep and basic issues that are sometimes 

obscured beneath the surface features of daily life, just like a bass line is sometimes 

obscured by the upper parts of a musical texture.130  Finzi employs this device explicitly 

in the opening lines of Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast as the poet describes one who 

is rescued from death and deep trouble by the grace and blessings of Christ through the 

Eucharist. At both occurrences of the word “grace” the bass begins a descent from G that 

spans an astonishing two and one-half octaves before coming to rest on a tonic low D as 

if, through the passage of time, the soul is finally grounded in spiritual fulfillment. 

(Example 6.2) This is followed by the first of several short interludes for organ alone, 

which articulate the sections of the work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

130  Stunt, in The Clock of the Years, 183. 
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 Example 6.2. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 12-16 

                Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
                                         © 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
                                             Reprinted by permission 
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                  Example 6.2. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 17-21 

                      Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
                                            © 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
                                               Reprinted by permission 
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The quintessentially Neo-Platonic idea that the Divine Spirit animates all 

things131 is made explicitly clear in the line “Thus souls their bodies animate” and Finzi 

responds to it by having the accompaniment drop out, leaving the voices to express this 

life-force without support from the earthly organ. One of the most poetically complex 

lines is readily understood when compared to its derivation, Genesis I: 2-3:132  

 Bible:  And the earth was without form, and void; 
   And darkness was upon the face of the deep… 
   And God said, Let there be light: 
   And there was light. 
 
 Vaughan: And thus, at first, when things were rude 
    Dark, void, and crude 
   They, by thy Word, their beauty had, and date133 
 
Falling motives that set up energetic answers are found frequently in Finzi’s choral music 

and are used as a means of highlighting the contour of a line of poetry.134  Descending 

perfect fifths at “Nothing that is, or lives, But hath his quick’nings and reprieves” 

(Example 6.3) set up the ecstatic high A on a G9 chord at the words “as thy hand opes or 

shuts,” a climax that is thrilling in performance. (Example 6.4)  The same falling motive 

is then recalled a fifth lower on “Healings and cuts,” the first of a series of three 

metaphysical paradoxes. It is truncated this time, settling down into the suddenly 

unaccompanied chiaroscuro imagery of “Darkness and daylight, life and death,” this last 

word on a very low and densely spaced E-minor triad.  

 

 

                                                           

131  Rudrum, 65. 
132  Rudrum, note in Vaughan’s Complete Poems, 573-4. 
133  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 216. 
134  Donald Nally, program note, The Crossing Choir (November 8, 2005). 
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Example 6.3. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 34-35 

 

Example 6.4. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 38-39 

Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
                                   © 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
                                             Reprinted by permission 
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The hermetic emphasis on human beings in sympathy with nature, specifically 

the organic imagery of leaves turning green as a corollary to spiritual growth,135 is 

illustrated by the words “mere leaves turned by thy breath.” Finzi recognizes this, placing 

a cross relation (E/E-flat) on “turned” and concluding this phrase with a Picardian E-

major triad on “breath.” (Example 6.5) 

 

 

Example 6.5. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 48-50 
 

Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 

 

 

 

                                                           

135  Robert Ellrodt, Seven Metaphysical Poets: A Structural Study of the Unchanging Self (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 139. 
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Unlike the other metaphysical poets who were chroniclers of the here and now, 

Vaughan’s poetry contains remembrances of the past or anticipates the future far more 

than it inhabits the present.136  Chiaroscuro images of light and darkness  contrasted or 

unified appear frequently in Vaughan’s poems and here, presented as reminiscence, 

darkness is relieved by the breaking of the veil of the temple at the moment of Christ’s 

death (Matthew 27:51) which made humankind able to see the way to knowledge of God. 

An example of metaphysical paradox, this darkness illuminates rather than obscures.137  

As he had in Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice and would again later in In Terra Pax, Finzi 

employs very low dissonant sonorities in the organ part (enhanced by his request for a 

32’ stop) as a kind of darkness cliché to color the words “But that great darkness at thy 

death” sung by tenors and basses in octaves. Sopranos and altos are added while a leap of 

an octave and a crescendo paint the breaking of the veil, a moment heightened 

dramatically by a melisma, a device Finzi employed only rarely. (Example 6.6) His 

practice of employing nearly exclusively syllabic text-setting likely stemmed from the 

influence of Plunket Greene’s principles outlined in Singing Learned from Speech, and 

Finzi addressed it in a series of lectures given at the Royal College of Music:  

The syllabic song is more common in France than in England, and the French 

have an intense respect for their language … It is rare to find a trace of melisma 

in Debussy, and to Ravel the syllabic song was equally natural.138  

Because there has been no use of melisma thus far in this piece, and because of the 

predominance of syllabic setting in Finzi’s vocal and choral music in general, this  

 

                                                           

136  Ellrodt, 135. 
137  Kathleen E. Robinson, “A Critical Study of Word/Music Correspondences in the Choral Works 
of Gerald Finzi” (PhD diss., Northwestern University, 1994), 375. 
138  Diana McVeagh, ed., Gerald Finzi’s Crees Lectures 
(http://geraldfinzi.org/?page=/about/crees.html). 
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moment catches the ear as a link between metaphysical poetic expression and Finzi’s 

feeling for poetic and musical drama. 

 

 

 

                          Example 6.6. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 54-56 
 

Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 
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In his verse Vaughan often uses sleep as a symbol of humankind’s weakness:139  

 Was’t not enough that thou hadst paid the price 
  And given us eyes 
 When we had none, but thou must also take  

Us by the hand 
And keep us still awake, 
When we would sleep, 
Or from thee creep, 

Who without thee cannot stand?140 
 

Tenors and basses present this reference to the disciples sleeping at Gethsemane by 

means of a unison melody in D minor but expand to two parts on “given us eyes.” A bass 

line descending stepwise, Finzi’s symbol for the passage of time or the memory of some 

past event, echoes Vaughan’s reminiscent perspective, and several open fifths in the 

vocal harmony contribute to this distant memory of Christ’s sacrifice. Sopranos and altos 

state the same melody, but expand it by a major second to facilitate a modulation up a 

step, to E minor, and make their contribution to the remembrance of something past 

using the device of English faburden to evoke archaism. Kathleen E. Robinson has called 

the next lines the “central metaphysical truth for which the poem has sought”:141 

These seals the means 
That should both cleanse and keep us so, 
Who wrought thy woe?142 
 

Finzi highlights their importance by setting them for unaccompanied voices in simple, 

four-part homophony poignantly colored by dissonant suspensions. 

 Reflective of his allegiance to Christian Platonism and his preference for natural 

theology, Vaughan revels in beauty more than the other metaphysical poets:143  

  

                                                           

139  R.A. Durr, On the Mystical Poetry of Henry Vaughan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1962), 96. 
140  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 217. 
141  Robinson, 389. 
142  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 217-18. 
143  Ellrodt, 141. 
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  O rose of Sharon! O the lily  
Of the valley! 

  How art thou now, thy flock to keep, 
 Become both food and shepherd to thy sheep.144 
 
This is the only stanza in which he uses italics and Finzi, recognizing the significance of  

this, matches Vaughan’s passion in his interpretation of these words from the Song of 

Solomon with one of his most memorable melodic gestures. It attains refrain status now, 

having been heard presented by the organ in the opening bars, and Diana McVeagh finds 

this sequence of step, third and fifth “a familiar figure in Finzi’s music, immediately 

recognizable, crucial to his musical personality.”145  (Example 6.7)  In his setting for voice 

and piano of Hardy’s Childhood Among the Ferns (1947-48) it is first heard in the piano 

prelude and is repeated later, sung to the words “The sun then burst.”146  Pianist and 

conductor John Russell (1916-1990) recalls an incident that bears witness to the way 

Finzi conceived music in relation to poetry (see page 33): 

Once, as I came into Gerald Finzi’s music room, I found him reading a poem of 
Henry Vaughan. He looked up, smiled, and by way of humorous greeting, sang ‘O 
rose of Sharon! O the lily of the valley! How art thou now.’ He put it straight 
down on paper (talking with me at the same time) and it became the main 
musical idea of his anthem Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast. There, I realized, 
was Finzi in the very act of finding out a musical tune. The words sang 
themselves simply and effortlessly. The melody was immediately accepted and set 
down because every note of it was fused together with the poetry; the 
accompanying harmonies and contrapuntal texture were equally sure and 
inevitable.147  

 

                                                           

144  Vaughan, Complete Poems, 218. 
145  McVeagh, 10. 
146  Ibid. 
147  John Russell, “Gerald Finzi,” Musical Times 97 (1956): 630. 
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Example 6.7. Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, measures 81-83 
 

Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, Opus 27/3 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1954 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 
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CHAPTER 7.  LO, THE FULL, FINAL SACRIFICE (OPUS 26) 

 

 Richard Crashaw was born in London during the winter of 1612 or 1613. His 

father, William Crashaw, a puritan preacher who had presided over the execution of 

Mary, Queen of Scots, died in 1626 when Richard was only fourteen. This left the boy 

free to determine his own religious beliefs, and he turned his back on his father’s puritan 

legacy by attending Pembroke College, Cambridge in 1631. Cambridge was the cradle of 

the Laudian movement which took its name from William Laud (1573-1645), Archbishop 

of Canterbury from 1633 to his death by execution.  Laudianism included some beliefs 

aligned with Puritanism but also others that were much more like those of Roman 

Catholicism, and therefore in conflict with the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of 

England drawn up in 1563. This exposed this movement and those who participated in it 

to suspicion and potential danger. Laudians accepted the puritan belief in 

consubstantiation but rejected the Puritan/Calvinist doctrine of predestination, and 

favored the idea that a person’s free will can make his salvation possible. They also 

valued ceremony and art in worship, making Laudianism the target of criticism from 

puritans that it was too closely aligned with Roman Catholicism.148   

Around 1638 Crashaw took holy orders and was assigned to Little St. Mary’s, a 

small parish church near Cambridge. When investigators visited in 1641 they objected to 

what they saw as his adoration of the Virgin Mary, and in 1643 Crashaw was forced to 

flee to France just weeks before Cromwell and his army occupied Cambridge. By the end 

of that year these investigators had completely defaced the chapel, destroying artworks 

                                                           

148  Thomas F. Healy, Richard Crashaw (Leiden, UK: E.J. Brill, 1986), 82. 
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and decorative objects placed there by Crashaw.149  He converted to Catholicism in 1645 

and was recommended for service to the Pope by Charles I’s Queen, Henrietta Maria, 

who had established her court in Paris. Once in Rome he served in the household of a 

respected cardinal before being named a canon of the Santa Casa at Loreto in 1649, a 

place in which he must have felt at home as it was reputed to have been the birthplace of 

the Virgin Mary and where she had received the Annunciation.150  

Crashaw’s verse, doxologically celebratory, is more Baroque in style than the 

other English metaphysical poets due to his exposure to this style in Paris and Rome. He 

was influenced by the Italian poet Giambattista Marino (1569-1625) and he is often 

linked pan-medially with Gianlorenzo Bernini (1598-1680) with whom he shared a 

propensity for elaborate ornamentation. Both, however, always adhered to the 

humanistic theory that a work of art must be controlled by a cohesive literary theme, and 

their respective conceits all had a place within this whole.151  

In 1943 the Reverend Walter Hussey (1909-1985), vicar of St. Matthew’s Church, 

Northampton, commissioned several composers to write works to celebrate the fiftieth 

anniversary of the consecration of the church on September 21 and “to help re-forge the 

ancient link between the Church and the Arts.”152  After being turned down by William 

Walton (1902-1983), he was successful in convincing Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) to 

produce Rejoice in the Lamb, and Michael Tippett (1905-1998) to provide Fanfare for 

Brass for the occasion. In addition, sculptor Henry Moore (1898-1986) was  

                                                           

149  George Walton Williams, introduction to The Complete Poetry of Richard Crashaw (Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday, 1970), xvii. 
150  Ibid., xx 
151  Lorraine Roberts, “The ‘Truewit’ of Crashaw’s Poetry,” in The Wit of Seventeenth-Century 
Poetry, ed. Claude J. Summers and Ted-Larry Pebworth (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 
1995), 174. 
152  Letter from Hussey to Finzi quoted in Jordan, The Clock of the Years, 115. 
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commissioned to create Madonna and Child, which proved controversial. Some 

criticisms included an opinion that it appeared she was wearing jackboots or had 

elephantiasis, and that the sculpture would have made a better doorstop.153  Hussey 

would later, as the dean of Chichester Cathedral, continue to promote the arts through 

commissions, including the Chichester Psalms of Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990). 

For the 1946 festival poet, W.H. Auden (1907-1973) wrote a Litany for St. 

Matthew’s Day, the painter Graham Sutherland (1903-1980) provided his Crucifixion, 

and, after Alan Rawsthorne (1905-1971) did not follow through with a promised festival 

anthem, Hussey turned to Gerald Finzi on short notice (in June). He requested a piece 

with a Eucharistic theme and suggested two metaphysical poets, Henry Vaughan and 

George Herbert, as poetic sources.154 

Finzi didn’t have to go further than his own library to find just the right texts: free 

translations of two hymns of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) by Richard Crashaw, Adoro te 

and Lauda Sion Salvatorem, published in Crashaw’s 1649 Steps to the Temple. This title 

is borrowed from The Temple, the name given to the collected works of his near-

contemporary, George Herbert, published immediately after his death in 1633. There are 

several stylistic similarities, perhaps even borrowings, from the elder poet. The most 

musical of the metaphysical poets, Crashaw set these poems in iambic tetrameter and 

makes liberal use of alliteration. He does not merely translate but treats the material 

quite freely, amplifying the imagery and the celebratory enthusiasm.155  George Walton 

Williams, in his introduction to Adoro te, points out that this hymn is “an adoration not 

of the Savior [but] of the Sacrament, a form of worship prohibited by number XXVIII of 

                                                           

153  Philip Lancaster, “Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice: An Introduction,” in Jordan, The Clock of the 
Years, 116. 
154  Ibid. 
155  Paul A. Parrish, Richard Crashaw (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980), 121. 
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the Thirty-nine Articles.”156  A comparison of Aquinas’s original Latin, its literal 

translation, and Crashaw’s free version is a telling example of the artistic daring of 

metaphysical poetry: 

Aquinas: Pie pellicane, Jesu Domine 
Me immundum munda tuo sanguine 

 
Translation: Loyal pelican, Lord Jesus, 

Myself unclean, cleansed by your blood 
 
Crashaw: O soft self-wounding pelican! 

Whose breast weeps Balm for wounded man.157 
 

As Crashaw molded his own poetry from Aquinas so also did Finzi select only 

parts of each of these two poems, freely mixing up their order, but these excerpts blend 

seamlessly due to their similarity of language, imagery and ideas.158  Like Vaughan 

Williams, Finzi never shied away from altering a text or selecting only a portion of it to 

set, and his choices in this regard are significant and enlightening. Crashaw’s Adoro te 

contains fourteen stanzas and Finzi selected the final three for the opening of his 

anthem, inserting stanza seven later in the work.  He avoids then Crashaw’s use ten 

times of the word “faith” in the other stanzas and implies an emphasis on Christ rather 

than on the sacramental elements of bread and wine.  

At first Laudian, but later a convert to Catholicism, Crashaw was the only one of 

the metaphysical poets who came to believe in the Counter-Reformation doctrine of 

transubstantiation, and made reference in his poem The Dressing to “Puritan rudeness 

at the Holy Table.”159  Where they address transubstantiation he molded his translations 

of these two Eucharistic poems by “carefully altering the texts … to be more favorable to 

                                                           

156  Williams, 172. 
157  Lancaster, in Jordan, 120. 
158  Ibid., 117. 
159  Ellrodt, 240. 
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a Laudian interpretation of the Holy sacrament.”160  Of course this exposed him to 

criticism from Puritans who were “suspicious of anything not actually enjoined to 

scripture”161  and thought Laudian ceremonial practice to be too closely aligned to 

Roman Catholicism. In response Crashaw attacked the Puritans for being “uncharitable 

ev’n to charity.”162 Both of these poems contain clear references to transubstantiation 

and display Crashaw’s intensity of feeling about it: 

 [Lauda Sion Salvatorem, stanza 5:] 
 But lest THAT dy too, we are bid 
 Ever to doe what he once did. 
 And, by a mindfull, mystick breath 
 That we may live, revive his DEATH; 

With a well-bles’t bread and wine, 
Transsum’d and taught to turn divine.163 

 
 [Lauda Sion Salvatorem, stanza 11:] 
 Lo the life-food of ANGELLS then 
 Bow’d to the lowly mouths of men! 
 The children’s BREAD, the Bridegroom’s WINE. 
 Not to be cast to dogges, or swine.164 
 
He avoids indicating any substantial change in the elements, however, instead 

maintaining the Laudian distinction by upholding a purely spiritual presence of Christ in 

the Eucharist.165  Finzi in general avoided any of the lines that argue theology, and he 

chose neither of these stanzas that refer to transubstantiation for his piece, thus 

reinforcing Crashaw’s atmosphere of spiritual mystery and creating a more universal 

work. In a program note he describes these poems as containing “involutions and 

obscurities not found in the original thirteenth-century Latin” and “an ecstasy hardly 

                                                           

160  Healy, 48. 
161  Ibid., 82. 
162  Ibid., 68. 
163  Richard Crashaw, The Complete Poetry, ed. George Walton Williams (Garden City, NY: 
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164  Ibid., 183. 
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surpassed in English poetry.”166  Diana McVeagh, in her book Gerald Finzi: His Life and 

Music, states: “Plainly Finzi was not drawn to the poem for its Christian content, but for 

its intensity, imagery, and passionate language.”167 

The organ introduction suggests the Phrygian mode as it introduces themes that 

will be developed vocally later and Finzi’s debt to Bairstow is clear in the colorful and 

idiomatic writing for the instrument.168  (Example 7.1) As the conductor of the Newbury 

String Players from 1940 until his death, he was immersed in this orchestral texture and 

his accompanimental style reflects this strength. His keyboard accompaniments often 

give the impression of having been conceived for five-part strings and as such they are 

often more suited to the organ than to the piano. Phrase marks imply bowing in legato 

fashion and the pedal substituting for the double basses is readily apparent. 

 

 

Example 7.1. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 1-5 

Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
Reprinted by permission 
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Stephen Banfield points out that in this piece “words verify moments of motivic 

significance. [They] jump out of the text motivically in flashes of transcendence”169 and 

the musical devices Finzi employs in setting this text add up to what he calls “a 

magnificent incarnation of the metaphysical experience.”170  The entrance of the choir is 

hushed and unaccompanied, the voices fanning out from a unison low E,171 and the 

metaphysical interest in typology, in this case the ram sacrificed in place of Isaac from 

the Old Testament and Jesus sacrificed in place of humankind from the New, is apparent 

in the first lines of text: 

Lo, the full, final SACRIFICE 
On which all figures fix’t their eyes. 
The ransom’d ISACK, and his ramme; 
The MANNA, and the PASCHAL Lamb.172 

 
The rhythm is derived from the natural melopoetic accent of the poetry, and two bars of 

7/8 are inserted to help facilitate this. A repetition of the opening two lines delineates 

this as an expository section. In Welcome Sweet and Sacred Feast, short pauses or organ 

interludes divide the sections of the work, but this formal technique is more convincing 

and effective in a more substantial work like Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice.  The first organ 

interlude sets apart the critical opening lines which return set to the same music at the 

conclusion of the piece as a frame.173  This interlude is improvisatory in character, 

evoking the ritualistic aspects of Anglican worship,174 and turns through flat-VI and  

flat-VII chords to arrive at a second theme to the words “Jesu, master, just and true.”  

The child-like innocence of this text is matched with an accompaniment of serene,  

 

                                                           

169  Banfield, 330. 
170  Ibid. 
171  McVeagh, 148. 
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173  Robinson, 430. 
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stepwise diatonicism until the final words of the line when it modulates to D major. 

(Example 7.2)  A marching bass supports an instrumental recollection of the “Jesu 

Master” theme, setting up the low three-part male voice harmony at the words “O let thy 

love which now makes thee mix with our low mortality.” (Example 7.2)  After an increase 

in dissonance which culminates in a D-minor triad with a G-sharp added on the word 

“cup” (measure 51), the four-note motive of “O let that love” is treated as progressive 

variation through a change in the rhythm for the words “Coheirs of Saints.”175 (Example 

7.3)  
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 Example 7.2. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 39-44 

Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
                    © 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

       Reprinted by permission 
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Example 7.3. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 52-57 

Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
   © 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
      Reprinted by permission 
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The organ again recalls the motive of “Jesu, master” and is then in canon with the altos 

for “That all may drink the same wine, and the same way,”176 another variation, this time 

changing pitch content, of the “O let thy love” motive.177  Finzi emphasizes the 

importance of this line by having the basses repeat it (something he did only rarely, as 

has been demonstrated) in C-sharp minor. 

Robert Ellrodt, a leading scholar on the metaphysical poets, describes Crashaw’s 

poetry this way: “Everything is either liquid or hovering on the brink of 

metamorphosis,”178 and Diana McVeagh notes that this combination of syncopation and 

the outline of the A major triad against G naturals and F naturals in the bass “seems to 

dissolve tonality and time,”179  evocatively creating the atmosphere of the sacrament. 

Finzi moves to D-flat major by means of an enharmonic shift (measure 61), and the 

words “To feed of Thee in thine own face” are set for unaccompanied altos, tenors and 

basses. This melody, and the instrumental echoes as the choir sustains the last word, 

“face,” continues the progressive variation process.180 (Example 7.4) This is the 

conclusion of Crashaw’s Lauda Sion Salvatorem, and Finzi closes this section musically 

on a flat-VII chord with a fermata as he switches to an internal verse of Adoro te in an 

imitative setting of the words “O dear memorial of that death.” This section begins in D-

flat major with the subject sung first by the sopranos, but the organ accompaniment 

introduces G-naturals during the tenor’s answer evoking this “memorial” by hinting at 

the Lydian mode. This theme’s falling motive sets up the energetic homophony of “Rich, 

royal food, Bountiful bread!” (Example 7.5), which will soon show itself to be a second  
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instance of developing variation, as both the soprano solo “live ever, bread of loves” 

(Example 7.6), and “Help Lord, my faith, my hope increase” (Example 7.7), are derived 

from it.181  The latter, set as a unison psalm-tone in the Mixolydian mode, serves to 

heighten the ritualistic atmosphere.  

 

 

      

Example 7.4. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 61-63 

     Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
      © 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
         Reprinted by permission 
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Example 7.5. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 75-76 
 
 

 

Example 7.6. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 79-81  
 
 Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi     

    © 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
   Reprinted by permission 
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Example 7.7. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 89-93 

Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
    Reprinted by permission 

 

After a cadence to E major which functions as a Picardy third, the choir suddenly 

shifts to G major for the unaccompanied setting of “Give love for life; nor let my days 

grow, but in new powers to thy name and praise.” Finzi balances his otherwise austere 

diatonicism and pastoral lyricism with a pungent dissonance on the word “name” 

(measure 99), the organ crashes back in but immediately backs away, and an 

effervescent murmur of sixteenth notes sets up the words “Rise, Royal Sion.” Finzi places 

this first stanza of Lauda Sion Salvatorem not at the beginning of his anthem but in the 

center as a keystone of a musical arch.182  The phrase “stretch all thy powers” (measure 
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106) is illustrated by the intervallic stretch of a minor ninth, recalled later in a stark 

unison at “This sovereign subject sits above,” and “Call if you can” sounds all the more 

urgent starting on a high A. The homophonic fanfare-like setting of “Lo the bread of life, 

This day’s triumphant text provokes thy praise” is triumphantly announced without 

accompaniment but is echoed by organ reeds (measure 119).   

The next lines of the poem contain more alliteration than any other:  

The living and life-giving bread, 
To the great twelve distributed 
When LIFE, himself, at point to dy  
Of love, was his own LEGACY.183 
 

Finzi sets the first two of these lines for choir alone, again using a measure of 7/8 meter 

for text declamation and he introduces a considerable degree of dissonance, especially on 

the word “bread.” The organ reenters for the next line when the sopranos and tenors 

lengthen the word “himself” to make it perfectly clear that it is not the more logical, and 

less metaphysical, “itself.” In the context of the C-sharp minor tonality of this section, the 

dominant chord over a pedal tone E on the word “die” which resolves to the tonic in first 

inversion on the word “love” is particularly poignant.184  The organ echoes the 

“stretching” interval of the minor ninth, landing on a high C-sharp sustained by a 

fermata, redefined enharmonically as a D-flat for the next section which can be heard as 

either B-flat minor or D-flat major.  

Stephen Banfield calls O soft, self-wounding pelican “surely the most alarming 

and memorable line in any English anthem.”185  The ancient legend of the mother pelican 

who drew blood from her own chest in order to feed her young during famine is one of 

many that were adopted by Christianity in its earliest days. It symbolizes both Christ’s 
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sacrifice and the sacrament of the Eucharist itself. Finzi’s notes on the word “legacy” are 

repeated enharmonically three measures later for the word “pelican,” emphasizing not 

only the importance of these words in their context, but also the inherent musicality of 

their “l,” “e,” “i” and “a” sounds. The music for these words reprises that used for “O dear 

memorial of that death” but here its voicing for two high-voiced male soloists (or a few 

voices on each part) suits the tenderness of the moment. (Example 7.8)  The treble voices 

of the chorus, as if they are distant angels, anticipate the soloists’ “that blood” on a D-flat 

pedal. Suggestions of the Neapolitan chord and gentle dissonances color the paradoxical 

words “to a bleeding heart that gasps for blood.” 

 

 

Example 7.8. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 125-127 

Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
    Reprinted by permission 
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The next section, “Come love! Come Lord! And that long day for which I languish, 

come away,” with its equation of “Love” with “Lord” echoing George Herbert, is the same 

section of text Vaughan Williams set in his Four Hymns. Finzi emphasizes its 

importance by recalling the same harmony, this time ornamented with gurgling 

sixteenth notes, that he used for the equally crucial words “That all may drink the same 

wine.”186  The melody at the words “come away” (Example 7.9) is derived from Finzi’s 

1938 setting for voice and piano of Shakespeare’s Come Away, Come Away, Death (from 

Let Us Garlands Bring, Opus 18),187 (Example 7.10) his way of subtly bringing a secular 

element to the table. 

 

 

Example 7.9. Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, measures 145-146 

Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice, Opus 26 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1946 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
    Reprinted by permission 
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Example 7.10. Come Away, Come Away, Death measures 1-10 

Come Away, Come Away, Death, Opus 18/1 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1942 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

       Reprinted by permission 
 

 

Crashaw’s Adoro te concludes with these words: 

When this dry soul those eyes shall see,  
And drink the unseal’d source of thee.  
When Glory’s sun faith’s shades shall cease, 
And for thy veil give me thy FACE. 
   Amen.188 
 

The last line refers to I Corinthians 13:12: “Now we see through a glass, darkly; but then 

face to face” and Finzi reserves his most complex harmony for this unaccompanied 

section, especially dissonant on the word “veil,” and the descent from the climactic 
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“Glory’s sun” is suggestive of glory glimpsed but not necessarily grasped.189  Each of 

these four phrases begins and ends with relative consonance but flexes to dissonance in 

the middle, a technique similar to the “theory of harmonic fluctuation”190 of Paul 

Hindemith (1895-1963), whose music Finzi disliked.191  The organ reenters with a motive 

from the introduction and the tenors and basses of the choir recapitulate “Lo, the full, 

final sacrifice” in low, closely-spaced harmony confirming to the listener that this music 

and text is a framing device.   

The choir is divided into eight parts for the famous Amen, its initial statement by 

the first soprano derived from the “O dear memorial of that death” motive.192   The 

serene counterpoint reflects the influence of Renaissance masters like Palestrina193 and 

the Tudor composers in whose music Finzi was immersed during his days in London in 

the mid 1920s. The expansive “Amens” affixed to motets by Orlando Gibbons are a likely 

inspiration, but perhaps it was William Byrd, who had to keep his Catholicism a secret 

while writing music to Latin texts for clandestine private devotional meetings in the 

homes of other covert Catholics, who inspired it. The D- F- and C-naturals in the final 

bars recall the Phrygian mode of the opening pages. In a testament to the quality and 

appeal of this magnificent Amen, it was recorded on a Decca compact disc without the 

rest of the anthem.194  

After the premiere performance, the Finzis had lunch with the choir, clergy and 

the other commissioned artists. Finzi mused on what a curious spectacle this was: “How  
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like Anthony Trollope [English novelist, 1815-1882] the secular side of it, and how like a 

pagan ceremony the religious side.”195  He also thought about how Leonardo da Vinci 

(1452-1519) was “not what would ordinarily be called a religious man, the Last Supper 

shows he could understand what Christian faith meant to others, and respect and 

minister to it.”196  Finzi conducted this work at the Three Choirs Festivals in 1947 and 

1948. After the latter performance a critic from the London Times recognized the 

universal appeal of Finzi’s sacred choral music: 

Like Rubbra in The Morning Watch, Finzi captures the spirit of the 
metaphysical poets and writes a freely-flowing music whose melodiousness is in 
the last resort derived from folk-song as Rubbra’s is from Tudor polyphony. Both, 
therefore, write a characteristically English kind of music, not music for the 
market-place, it is true, nor necessarily for the church, but for any place or 
occasion of meditation.197 
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CHAPTER 8.  MY LOVELY ONE (OPUS 27, NO. 1) 

 

Born in Leicester, England at a time of increasing Puritan dominance, Edward 

Taylor refused to subscribe to the 1662 Act of Uniformity and as a result lost his teaching 

position at Bagworth School. After the Restoration of 1660, the terms “dissenter” and 

“non-conformist” began to be applied to those who thought of themselves as Puritans. 

Fines and imprisonment were the potential punishments for attending non-conformist 

religious services, so it is no surprise that Taylor left for the New World in 1668. He 

entered Harvard with advanced standing and, upon completion of a degree in 1671, 

traveled to the westernmost frontier of the Massachusetts Bay Colony to begin his tenure 

as minister of a church in Westfield. There he spent the rest of his life as the town’s 

physician and a founding father of the Congregational denomination. Between 1682 and 

1725, he is known to have written a great deal of poetry, including the Preparatory 

Meditations. In many of these poems he extemporizes at length about the actual 

meaning of Holy Communion. Each is an “expression of stirred affections” 198 inspired by 

the writing of the sermon on the same biblical text to be preached on a communion 

Sunday.  

Seventeenth-century Puritans like Taylor were subscribers to the Calvinist 

doctrine that only a chosen few, the “elect,” were eligible to be saved, and the rest were 

doomed to eternal damnation. Unlike his contemporaries Isaac Newton and John Locke 

(1632-1704), there was no flexibility in Taylor’s thinking to allow for figurative or 

symbolic interpretations of these biblical precepts. “The sanctity of the Lord’s Supper 
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was thus fundamental to Taylor’s conception of the meaning of human life,” 199 and he 

devoted much of his intellectual and artistic energy to exploring its nature.  In his view, 

one could apply one’s rational faculties in meditation and contemplation to achieve a 

clear understanding of Christ’s excellence or loveliness.200  Prayer, meditation and 

contemplation were critical to Taylor’s spiritual fulfillment. Images in his poetry reflect 

this, and are clearly derived from the literature of mysticism. Traditional mysticism 

includes a belief in a “pure being,” something which lies beyond the tangible world, but 

can be experienced by those who follow a process that begins with a conversion, or “the 

awakening of the self.”201  He saw intellectual development as a pathway to achieving the 

“divine light of pure being”:202  

The sanctifying beams of Christ’s prophetical office do gild over the intellectual 

power with the holy light, whose influences graciously touch the will and 

affections … The intellectual faculty is the golden candlestick on which the 

glorious candle of Christ’s prophetical chandling is set.203  

Like the other metaphysical poets who also found themselves embroiled in 

tensions between differing denominational belief-systems, Taylor found an outlet for his 

strong religious convictions in his poetry. To him the solemn occasion of communion 

required intense spiritual preparation, and the Preparatory Meditations are the result of 

this commitment.204 The clear models for these poems are the Spiritual Exercises of 

Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), John Donne’s Holy Sonnets, George Herbert’s The 

Temple, and Richard Crashaw’s Steps to the Temple,205 with the Song of Solomon 
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providing more inspiration than any other book of the Bible.206  Taylor’s other large-scale 

poetic work, God’s Determinations, and his metrical paraphrases of the psalms of David, 

laid the groundwork for the Preparatory Meditations. Following in the footsteps of the 

English metaphysical poets, he frequently indulged in poetic conceit through the use of 

puns and bizarre juxtapositions of objects, most famously in the line “Who in this 

bowling alley bowled the sun?”207  

Throughout his career Taylor consistently adopted typology. Grace, for example, 

is represented by the conventional water, wine or olive oil, and, more unconventionally, 

by beer, an extension of the divine inebriation found in the Song of Solomon. Taylor saw 

nothing incongruous in choosing such colloquial images or objects as a link to serious 

theological ideas.208  With what is perhaps the most original element of his work, what 

Karen Rowe calls the “typological conceit,” 209 Taylor extends the metaphysical conceit to 

contrast humans’ unworthiness with Christ’s perfection.  

In addition to the common anti-Papist sentiments expressed by other 

contemporary Puritans, Taylor’s sermons, and even some of the poems themselves, often 

reveal a cantankerous, self-righteous, and didactic personality.210  Despite having left 

England because of restrictions to religious freedom, Taylor had harsh words for 

denominations other than his own. In Meditations 102 through 110 he repeatedly attacks 

liberal practices, especially those of fellow theologian Solomon Stoddard (1643-1728), 

whose open communion required no special preparation (such as the writing of lengthy  
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spiritual poems) to qualify one to participate in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  He 

mocked Quakers for their belief in a spiritual Christ within each worshipper rather than 

a biblical or historical Christ in the following statements: 

Worst of Men the Quakers, that advance a light within… 
Filthy spawn of Jesuitism abiding in the rotten Eggs of Quakery… 
Subverters of the Gospell.211  

 
He also rejects Lutheran consubstantiation and Catholic transubstantiation as follows: 
 
 It Consubstantiation too Confounds. 
  Bread still is bread, Wine still is wine it’s sure. 
 It Transubstantiation deadly wounds. 
  Your touch, Tast, sight say true. The Pope’s a whore. 
  Can Bread and Wine by words be Carnifi’de? 
  And manifestly bread and Wine abide?212 
 
Instead, he and other metaphysical poets, even the Catholic Crashaw, viewed the 

sacrament as a “seal of the covenant of grace [that] united the partaker with Christ in a 

real, spiritual sense.”213 Taylor differs from the English metaphysical poets in that he was 

a Puritan and his writings place more emphasis on the self. He was therefore a pioneer 

not just of the physical New World, but also of a new American tradition that would pave 

the way for Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864), Emily Dickinson (1830-1886), Herman 

Melville (1819-1891) and Walt Whitman.  He held a humble opinion of his own poetry, 

having felt called to glorify God in it.  It, especially the Preparatory Meditations, was 

deeply personal for him and not necessarily intended for publication.214  In fact, before 

he died, he requested that his poems be destroyed as he felt that they had served their 

purpose. It was not until 1937 that they were rediscovered in the library of Yale 

University, and published two years later. Finzi’s library contains this volume of Taylor’s 
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poetical works, with pencil markings separating the last stanzas of several of the 

Preparatory Meditations.215 

Taylor’s Meditation 12, “Glorious in his Apparell,” was inspired by Isaiah 63:1, 

and is in the tradition of the “epithalamion” (from the Greek "thalamos" or bridal 

chamber), a poem written for a bride as she makes her way to the marital chamber. The 

genre originated in classical times with Sappho, Theocritus, and Claudian, and enjoyed a 

revival with Edmund Spencer (c. 1552-1599), Ben Jonson and John Donne.216  Taylor 

may have assigned it the number twelve deliberately due to this number’s associations 

with perfect completeness. (Twelve is a multiple of three which represents heavenly 

things, and four, which symbolizes earthly things.)  In addition there are obvious 

indications of the significance of this number in the Bible: twelve tribes of Israel, twelve 

apostles, twelve gates, twelve angels, etc.  My Lovely One epitomizes the idea that the 

beauty of the beloved is a parallel to the beauty and perfection of heaven, a Neo-Platonic 

concept found frequently in metaphysical poetry.  

Taylor’s Meditations follow very strictly the same stanzaic form (iambic 

pentameter lines with most rhyming ababcc), making the longer poems potentially 

tedious, so one cannot fault Finzi for selecting only fragments of them to set.  Finzi’s 

setting of the last stanza of Meditation 12, separated by a horizontal line in pencil in his 

own volume, is a marriage anthem in a more practical sense, it having been composed 

for the wedding of his sister-in-law on September 2, 1946.  As such, it does not include 

the stanzas in which the soul realizes she is unworthy of any union with Christ. In the 

already firmly established tradition of union of the soul with Christ represented by a 
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feminine soul pursued by Christ, and employing language derived from the Song of 

Solomon, Taylor provides what is perhaps his most ardent passage:217  

My Lovely One, I fain would love thee much 
   But all my Love is none at all I see,218 
 
Frequent purification images in the Meditations include fire, water, blood, and also heat, 

which has the capacity to melt: 

 Oh! let thy Beauty give a glorious tuch  
Upon my Heart, and melt to Love all mee. 

  Lord, melt me all up into Love for thee 
Whose Loveliness excells what love can bee.219 
 

Taylor employs a metaphysical rhetorical device here that borders on the musical: the 

intentional repetition of a word for the sake of its sound. He uses two techniques akin to 

musical development, ploce and polyptoton. Ploce is the repetition of a word functioning 

as a different part of speech or in different contexts; polyptoton is the repetition of the 

root of a word modified by different affixes.220  “Love” occurs five times, sometimes as a 

verb, sometimes as a noun, and it is extended twice polyptotonaly as “lovely” and 

“loveliness.” 

 Finzi’s setting is cast in ternary form (ABA’) with an abbreviated return of the A 

section and begins with a lilting, pastoral 6/8 motive (Examples 8.1 and 8.2) like the one 

he used in the “Intrada” from Dies Natalis (Example 8.3), another setting of 

metaphysical poetry. The key signature indicates C minor, but the first impression in the 

organ prelude is of Aeolian mode on G. This is fleeting, however, due to the introduction  

of G-flats and D-flats that bring it to B-flat minor. The Aeolian (natural minor) mode 

seems an odd choice for a wedding anthem, and Vaughan Williams voiced other 
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objections, especially to the “El Greco-like sentimentality of the words,” adding “(By the 

way poor blushing bride – no it will not do for weddings!).”221  Finzi’s characteristic 

modal melodies are present, but balanced by more atypical ambiguous tonality, and the 

introduction hints at pitch-class theory with all twelve tones employed in the first five 

measures.  

 

     Example 8.1. My Lovely One, measures 1-4 

     

 

   Example 8.2. My Lovely One, measures 11-15 

    My Lovely One, Opus 27/1 by Gerald Finzi  
© 1948 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

        Reprinted by permission 

                                                           

221  Ralph Vaughan Williams, letter quoted in Banfield, 369. 



93 
 

 

 

 

Example 8.3. “Intrada” from Dies Natalis, measures 1-5 

     Dies Natalis, Opus 8 by Gerald Finzi  
     © 1939 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

             Reprinted by permission 

 
 

My Lovely One is typical of Finzi’s melodic style in its complete exclusion of 

melisma, and the imitation employed at the entrance of the choir magnifies Taylor’s 

ploce. A cadence to B-flat major with a Picardy third sets up the E-flat major tonality of 

the unaccompanied “Oh, let thy beauty give a glorious touch.” (Example 8.4) In another 

allusion to the “Intrada,” he switches from compound to simple beat division, returning 

to triplets only for the word “glorious.” Finzi recognizes the significance of the word 

“melt” in Taylor’s parlance, and responds to it with the two most interesting and 

poignant harmonies in the piece: a surprise D-flat major triad in second inversion (with 

a suspension) followed three measures later by an F-minor-9 chord on the word “Lord” 

which is lengthened, momentarily sacrificing the poetic rhythm of iambic pentameter for 

the climax of the work.222 (Example 8.4) The return to compound time and the opening 

motive in imitation on “whose loveliness” is the perfect musical corollary to Taylor’s 

polyploton (lovely/loveliness). My Lovely One and Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice 

(composed earlier in the same year) stand as examples of Finzi’s skill in rendering the 

character and spirit of metaphysical poetry musically. 
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Example 8.4. My Lovely One, measures 24-36 

 
My Lovely One, Opus 27/1 by Gerald Finzi  

© 1948 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 
    Reprinted by permission 



95 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 9.  GOD IS GONE UP (OPUS 27, NO. 2) 

 

God is Gone Up was commissioned for the 1951 St. Cecilia Festival Service at St. 

Sepulchre’s Church, Holborn, a direct result of the success of Finzi’s ode For St. Cecilia 

for the same occasion four years earlier. He worked on it as he was receiving initial 

treatments for his illness, and it had its first orchestral performance on May 20, 1952 at 

St. Paul’s Cathedral. 

For the text of God is Gone Up, Finzi selected two internal stanzas from Taylor’s 

Meditation 20, “God Hath highly exalted him,” based on Philippians 2:9. He leaves out 

the final two stanzas in which the mortal believer relates Christ’s ascension to his own 

anticipated arrival in heaven. Atypical for Finzi, the first of these stanzas is repeated, 

casting the piece in a conventional and highly effective ternary form. More 

unconventional, however, is its harmonic scheme, with the articulations of key area often 

dictated by the most colorful items in the text.  

Despite Finzi’s expressed dislike for the organ he writes magnificently for it in 

God is Gone Up, alternately suggesting brass and woodwinds in addition to the string 

sonorities with which he was most familiar.223  A fanfare in E major reminiscent of the 

opening of the choral ode For St. Cecilia opens the work, and is a perfect match for 

Taylor’s “Sounding trumpets’ melodies.” (Example 9.1)  Finzi repeats text infrequently 

but does so here and at the following words, “Sing praise,” to add intensity to the poem’s 

instrumental and vocal expressions of exuberance. A common-tone modulation to A-flat 

major sets up a pentatonic motive in imitation at the words “Sing praise seraphic-wise.” 

The motive then sinks ever lower, all the way to the organ pedals, to set up the rising, 
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aspiring reference to Psalm 24, “Lift up your heads, ye lasting doors.” This leads 

surprisingly to F major, a half-step higher than the home key, and there are suggestions 

of progressive variation of the motive first heard in measure four of the opening 

fanfare.224 (Example 9.2, with brackets indicating examples of progressive variation) 

 

 

       Example 9.1. God is Gone Up, measures 1-5 

  
   

 

                                             Example 9.2. God is Gone Up, measures 48-55 

     GOD IS GONE UP, Opus 27/2 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1952 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

               Reprinted by permission 
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The B section begins in G major and the texture lightens as the pace quickens. 

Stephen Banfield hears this pastoral-sounding passage as “a change of scene in a 

Shakespearean comedy … the twentieth century’s equivalent of the seventeenth’s 

innocence of [T.S. Eliot’s] ‘dissociation of sensibility.’”225 (Example 9.2)  Treble voices in 

three parts present Vaughan’s memorable line: “Methinks I see heaven’s sparkling 

courtiers fly, In flakes of glory down him to attend.” Continuous eighth note movement 

in the accompaniment reflects the words “sparkling” and “flakes.” The music turns 

poignantly to F-sharp minor for the “heart-cramping notes of melody” before returning 

to the home key, momentarily unaccompanied, at the critical metaphysical word 

“enravish.” (Example 9.3)  Finzi’s melodies generally correspond rhythmically to the 

iambic pentameter of the poetry, but here again he departs from it to give this moment 

special emphasis by dividing the line into two musical phrases which correspond to the 

enjambment:226 

Mixing their music making every string 
More to enravish as they this tune sing. 
 
At this point the opening fanfare returns and the choir sings the first two lines as 

before. Now, however, each section is given an additional “sing praise,” “Sing praises 

out” is re-voiced to provide for a high A-flat in the soprano, and the words “Unto our 

King sing praise seraphic-wise employ imitation in paired voices. The minor-third 

enharmonic shift that brought the music of “And let the King of Glory enter in” to F 

major before is now heightened by an even more poignant surprise harmony. On the first 

syllable of the word “Glory,” an F-flat major chord functions as a tonic 6/4 chord not 
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only to bring the work back to its home key but more significantly to underscore the 

splendor of this word.227  (Example 9.4)  

Written thirty years after Finzi had first set metaphysical poetry to music, God is 

Gone Up reflects his mature style and contains vivid examples of how he portrayed the 

special qualities of this poetry musically. The most frequently performed of the works 

examined in this study, this piece is especially suited for services on Ascension Sunday. 

Finzi’s inclination to create sacred choral works with more universal appeal, however, is 

evidenced by its premiere at a St. Cecilia’s Day service, and also by the orchestration he 

created to accompany it a few months later. The drama of both the poetry and the music 

also contributes to its effectiveness as a concert work in addition to its suitability as an 

anthem for a liturgical occasion. 
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   Example 9.3. God is Gone Up, measures 73-79 

   GOD IS GONE UP, Opus 27/2 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1952 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

        Reprinted by permission 
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    Example 9.4. God is Gone Up, measures 116-125 

   GOD IS GONE UP, Opus 27/2 by Gerald Finzi 
© 1952 by Boosey & Co. Ltd. 

        Reprinted by permission 
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CHAPTER 10.  CONCLUSION 

 

Gerald Finzi was creatively active in an atmosphere established by scholars like 

Darwin, philosophers like Ruskin, poets like Thomas Hardy and composers like Parry 

and Vaughan Williams. It was an atmosphere that allowed for the coexistence in artistic 

endeavors of rationalism and religion as an aspect of culture. Following the examples of 

his musical predecessors Parry and Vaughan Williams, and drawing upon the experience 

and poetic resources of Hardy and the seventeenth-century metaphysical poets, Finzi felt 

that a person should determine beliefs for himself and not blindly accept the beliefs 

prescribed by any religious denomination. His settings of metaphysical poetry satisfied 

the terms of their respective commissions while highlighting mystical ideas and human 

emotions rather than beliefs. Gerald Finzi and the seventeenth-century metaphysical 

poets can serve as examples to anyone who has sought to reconcile religious feelings with 

rational thought. Finzi was not unquestioningly accepting of biblical principles, but often 

respectfully used biblical texts for their symbolic potential or to achieve musical aims.  

He was not harshly critical of religion, only of mandated dogmas not arrived at by 

personal spiritual searching. Not preachily atheistic like Delius’s nor esoterically exotic 

like Holst’s, Finzi’s sacred works, like those of Parry and Vaughan Williams, are intended 

to touch the hearts of Christians and non-Christians alike. His music mirrors the 

metaphysical poets’ highly imaginative verse, just as his life reflected a respect for 

nature, the countryside and creative artists of the past. In a 1993 interview Sir David 

Willcocks (b. 1929) stated emphatically “If he were alive today he’d be part of the green 

movement, I’m sure. He loved the countryside and didn’t like man interfering with it.”228 

                                                           

228  Sir David Willcocks, quoted in Crutchfield, 162. 
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 Finzi was clearly drawn to metaphysical poetry and it suited his needs as a non -

believer when called upon to write sacred music.  He was able to reconcile this with his 

own expressed belief that a composer should set only text that spoke to him upon first 

reading. He also used various musical elements and compositional techniques to 

highlight the unusual and sometimes shocking conceits and drama of metaphysical 

poetry. As has been demonstrated, these elements and techniques include modulation, 

melisma, tessitura, meter, dissonant harmony, cross relations, church modes, change of 

texture, contrast between accompanied and unaccompanied choral sonorities, and bass 

lines descending by step over a long range. He used these tools to personalize his sacred 

works in much the same way that Brahms had done when he chose his own favorite 

passages from the Lutheran Bible instead of the traditional Latin liturgical texts for Ein 

deutsches Requiem, a work he wished to be regarded as a “Human Requiem.”229 

Gerald Finzi is often called the English Hugo Wolf230 because of his sensitivity to, 

and expertise in, setting poetry to music, but it seems that his affinity for certain poets 

went beyond mere admiration. His rapport with Thomas Hardy is clear in the following 

quote: 

I have … from [my] earliest days responded, not so much to an influence as to a 
kinship with him (I don’t mean kinship with his genius, alas, but with his mental 
make-up).231  
 
Metaphysical poetry continues to draw the interest of composers. Like Finzi, 

Kenneth Leighton (1929-1988) wrote a substantial amount of music for the church 

despite not being a conventional believer. In The World’s Desire (1984), he attempts to 

                                                           

229  Michael Steinberg, Choral Masterworks: A Listener’s Guide (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 70. 
230  John C. Dressler, Gerald Finzi: A Bio-bibliography (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1997), 
16. 
231  Stephen Banfield, Sensibility and English Song: Critical Studies of the Early Twentieth 
Century (Cambridge University Press, 1985), 1:276. 
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reconcile Western Christianity with Eastern Orthodox views of the epiphany, using a 

variety of poetic and liturgical sources, including a poem by Richard Crashaw.  

Australian composer Peter Sculthorpe (b. 1929) set Henry Vaughan’s poem The Birthday 

of thy King on commission for the 1988 service of lessons and carols at King’s College, 

Cambridge. Judith Weir’s (b. 1954) Two Human Hymns (1995) include Herbert’s Love 

Bade me Welcome and Like to the Falling of a Star, a poem by his exact contemporary 

Henry King (1599-1669). In 2005 Judith Bingham (b. 1952) created a hair-raising setting 

for choir and organ of Edward Taylor’s Cloath’d in Holy Robes. John Adams’s (b. 1947) 

choral symphony Harmonium (1981), widely regarded as the quintessential composition 

of his minimalist period, includes a poem by John Donne. His 2005 opera Dr. Atomic 

(2005) places Donne’s Holy Sonnet XIV (“Batter my heart, three person’d God”) 

prominently and poignantly at the end of the first act as J. Robert Oppenheimer232 

beholds what he has created and struggles with his conscience using the words of the 

poem that inspired him to name the test site “Trinity.” 

In July 1941, thinking of posterity, and perhaps also of the frightening 

atmosphere of the war and what might happen to him as a Jew if Hitler’s forces were 

ever to actually occupy Britain, Finzi compiled a catalogue of works with a preface he 

called Absalom’s Place,  a document John C. Dressler calls “a sort of modern 

Heiligenstadt Testament.”233  In it he quotes only one poet, Henry Vaughan.  In 1951, 

after being diagnosed with leukemia and told that he would have at most ten years to 

live, Finzi added an appendix which ends with these words: 

                                                           

232  J. Robert Oppenheimer (1904-1967) – scientific director of the Manhattan Project which 
developed the first atomic bomb. 
233  Dressler, 14.  
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To shake hands with a good friend over the centuries is a pleasant thing, and the 
affection which an individual may retain after his departure is perhaps the only 
thing which guarantees an ultimate life to his work.234 
 

The quality and musical choices found in Finzi’s settings of metaphysical poetry, a 

substantial part of his compositional output for choir, highlight the affinity that he felt 

for these poets, a handshake that spanned three centuries.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           

234  Dressler, 14-15. 
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APPENDIX:  
LETTERS OF PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE FIGURES AND MUSICAL EXAMPLES 
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