CLASSICALLY UNSUNG:
THE ART SONGS OF ALEC WILDER

by

Mackenzie Romriell
_______________________
Copyright © Mackenzie Romriell 2017

A Document Submitted to the Faculty of the
FRED FOX SCHOOL OF MUSIC
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of
DOCTOR OF MUSICAL ARTS
In the Graduate College
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA
2017

2

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA
GRADUATE COLLEGE
As members of the Document Committee, we certify that we have read the document
prepared by Mackenzie Romriell entitled Classically Unsung: The Art Songs of Alec
Wilder and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the document requirement for the
Degree of Doctor of Musical Arts.

_______________________________________________________Date: 1/09/17
Dr. Kristin Dauphinais

_______________________________________________________Date: 1/09/17
Dr. Andrew Stuckey

_______________________________________________________Date: 1/09/17
Dr. Jay Rosenblatt

Final approval and acceptance of this document is contingent upon the candidate’s
submission of the final copies of the document to the Graduate College.
I hereby certify that I have read this document prepared under my direction and
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the document requirement.

_______________________________________________________Date: 12/10/16
Document Director: Dr. Kristin Dauphinais

3

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR
This document has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library.
Brief quotations from this document are allowable without special permission,
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be
granted by the copyright holder.

SIGNED: __Mackenzie Romriell___

4

DEDICATION
I dedicate this document to my husband, Steven Romriell, for his patience, longsuffering, encouragement, steadfast support, and countless sacrifices on my behalf. I
would not have been able to accomplish this without his constancy. He provided me a
listening ear, a shoulder to cry on, and a soft place to land when discouragement struck.
Thank you.

5

TABLE OF CONTENTS
LIST OF MUSICAL EXAMPLES ..................................................................................... 6
ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................ 8
CHAPTER I: ALEC WILDER: A BRIEF INTRODUCTION .......................................... 9
CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE ................................................................... 12
CHAPTER III: ART SONG: ELEMENTS FOR ANALYSIS ......................................... 15
CHAPTER IV: ANALYSIS OF NINE SELECTED SONGS OF ALEC WILDER ....... 18
The Olive Tree............................................................................................................. 18
The Colleen ................................................................................................................. 21
River Run .................................................................................................................... 26
When I am Dead, My Dearest ..................................................................................... 30
If You are Happy (Covenant) ...................................................................................... 36
The Idiot ...................................................................................................................... 42
A.M. Victor Hugo ........................................................................................................ 47
In the Morning ........................................................................................................... 52
Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s ........................................................................ 58
CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION ......................................................................................... 61
APPENDIX A: CATALOGUE OF WILDER’S ART SONGS ............................................ 62
APPENDIX C: LETTERS OF PERMISSION ................................................................... 65
BIBLIOGRAPHY............................................................................................................... 74

6

LIST OF MUSICAL EXAMPLES
Musical Example 1.1.

The Olive Tree, mm. 6-7: mode mixture ................................... 19

Musical Example 1.2.

The Olive Tree, mm. 9-12: text painting .................................... 19

Musical Example 1.3.

The Olive Tree, m. 17: text painting .......................................... 20

Musical Example 2.1.

The Colleen, mm. 9-13: phrasing.............................................. 22

Musical Example 2.2.

The Colleen, m. 21: text painting .............................................. 23

Musical Example 2.3.

The Colleen, mm. 25-27: imagery ............................................ 24

Musical Example 2.4.

The Colleen, mm. 3-4, 32-33: A vs. A’ variation .................... 25

Musical Example 3.1.

River Run, mm. 1-2: unusual phrasing ..................................... 26

Musical Example 3.2.

River Run, mm. 5-6: text painting............................................. 27

Musical Example 3.3.

River Run, mm. 24-27: motivic exchange ................................ 28

Musical Example 4.1.

When I am Dead, My Dearest, 1-6: rhythmic motive A ........... 31

Musical Example 4.2.

When I am Dead…, mm. 7-8: rhythmic motive B .................... 31

Musical Example 4.3.

When I am Dead…, mm. 7-8: 15-16: B motive variation ........ 32

Musical Example 4.4.

When I am Dead…, mm. 24-28: rhythmic motive C ................ 33

Musical Example 4.5.

When I am Dead…, mm. 29-34: juxtaposition A,B,C motives 34

Musical Example 4.6.

When I am Dead…, m. 7: A motive in retrograde .................... 34

Musical Example 4.7.

When I am Dead…, m. 27: B motive in vocal line ................... 35

Musical Example 5.1.

If You are Happy (Covenant), mm. 1-6: tonal establishment ... 37

Musical Example 5.2.

If You are Happy, mm. 7-11: rhythmic shift, text painting ....... 37

Musical Example 5.3.

If You are Happy, mm. 40-50: text painting “bargain” ............. 38

Musical Example 5.4.

If You are Happy, mm. 51-56: E♭ chord, “lovers” .................... 39

Musical Example 5.5.

If You are Happy, mm. 7-23: odd phrase lengths ..................... 40

7

LIST OF MUSICAL EXAMPLES (continued)
Musical Example 5.6.

Gymnopédie, no. 1, mm. 3-10: similar piano line structure...... 41

Musical Example 6.1.

The Idiot, mm. 4-7: contrary motion, wisdom and virtue ......... 43

Musical Example 6.2.

The Idiot, mm. 10-12: text painting .......................................... 44

Musical Example 6.3.

The Idiot, mm. 17-20: vocal line text painting ......................... 45

Musical Example 6.4.

The Idiot, mm. 23-27: accompaniment texture, death knell ..... 46

Musical Example 6.5.

The Idiot, mm. 28-31: rise and fall in piano line ...................... 46

Musical Example 7.1.

A.M. Victor Hugo, mm. 19-20: text painting ............................ 49

Musical Example 7.2.

A.M. Victor Hugo, mm. 51-52: pronunciation .......................... 51

Musical Example 8.1.

In the Morning, mm. 13-14, 17-18, 51-54: A vs. A’ variation . 54

Musical Example 8.2.

In the Morning, mm. 68-74: scaler descent in bass line ........... 55

Musical Example 8.3.

In the Morning, mm. 75-80: unison voicing ............................. 56

Musical Example 8.4.

In the Morning, mm. 92-94: text painting ................................ 57

Musical Example 9.1. Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s, mm. 11-12: traveling
bass line ............................................................................................................................. 59
Musical Example 9.2.

Did You Ever Cross…, mm. 62-65: A’ chorus variant ............ 60

Musical Example 9.3.

Did You Ever Cross…, mm. 70-71: registration ........................ 60

8

ABSTRACT
The compositions of American composer, Alec Wilder, span multiple, often
disparate, genres within the classical and popular music styles. During his lifetime, much
of Wilder’s greatest success came from his popular songs. However, his body of work is
much more vast, and some of his vocal work should be classified as art song. Wilder’s
formal training, aptitude for learning, and experiences with popular music provided him
with a diverse artistic palette and a unique musical voice. This resultant style is eclectic
and includes modality, rhythmic motives, melodic figures, extended harmonies, and text
painting.
Wilder scholars, David Demsey and Ronald Prather categorized one hundred and
seventeen of Wilder’s compositions as art songs. From this group, nine songs were
selected and analyzed according to academically accepted characteristics of Art Song:
poetry, harmony and melody, the relationship between the voice and the piano, text
setting, phrasing and structure, form, and vocal demands in order to justify the songs’
identification as art songs. Furthermore, this document contains brief biographical
information on Alec Wilder’s life, career, and varied musical endeavors as well as a
concise discussion of scholarly literature concerning the composer and his oeuvre.
Alec Wilder composed music within multiple genres and styles. His output is
prolific, yet his art songs remain relatively unknown. It is hopeful that this document will
bring new attention to Alec Wilder, and, specifically, his art songs.
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CHAPTER I
Alec Wilder: A Brief Introduction
Alexander Lafayette Chew Wilder and his twin were born to George Wilder and
Lillian Chew on 16 February 1907. His twin died soon after birth. Wilder was born into a
life of privilege, as both of his parents came from families of successful bankers. George
Wilder, his father, died when Alec was around three years old. Though he never really
knew his father, Wilder did not hold him or his memory in high esteem. His familial
relationships were strained, he had two older siblings, and his relationship with his
mother deteriorated even more as she became an alcoholic, a destructive illness that
would, at various times, afflict his own life.1
Perhaps it was these troubled relationships with his parents that drove him to
establish life-long bonds with people outside his family unit: Carroll Dunn, one of
Wilder’s dearest friends, encouraged Alec’s early musical pursuits. John Barrows, a
French horn player, was a lifelong friend and confidant, and James Sibley Watson, Jr.,
became Wilder’s mentor, financier, and father figure.
From his youth, Wilder knew that he wanted to be a writer. He was an avid reader
and kept an extensive diary from his earliest years. In his teenage years, he became
interested in music, specifically, in composing music. His Aunt Clara provided refuge to
him as a young boy, a relationship that continued throughout her life and greatly
impacted Wilder’s future pursuits. It was during a visit to Italy with his Aunt Clara that

1. Desmond Stone, Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the Composer (New
York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 1996), 15-20.
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Wilder’s musical interests heightened. He rented pianos while in Florence and Venice,
studied reductions of Wagner operas, and wrote a piece or two of his own.2
Wilder was mostly self-taught as both a composer and a player, although he
dabbled in musical studies at the Eastman School of Music. While he studied the classics
and was influenced by them, he was also enamored with the popular music of his day, as
would later be exemplified in his book, American Popular Song.
Unlike many composers, Wilder developed lasting relationships with most of the
performers for whom he wrote. These friendships drove him to create much of his work,
and he produced those works quickly. Some of the friends for whom Wilder composed
include Mel Torme, Frank Sinatra, Marian McPartland, Eileen Farrell, and Jan
DeGaetani. He wrote Five Vocalises for Eileen Farrell in 19713 and two of his final
collaborations, A Long Night and South–To a Warmer Place, were written for Frank
Sinatra.4
Wilder fused his musical worlds together and created a symbiosis of style within
whichever genre he was writing, thus making it almost impossible for either him or his
music to be categorized. Wilder was a student of the world, and those influences are
found throughout his oeuvre. He effortlessly crossed between styles, borrowing from
influential and popular musical trends while working within a classical context, thereby
creating his unique compositional voice and musical trademark. Wilder was not the first
composer to do this. Contemporaries, Kurt Weill (1900-1950), Leonard Bernstein (19182. Ibid., 25.
3. David Demsey, Ronald Prather, and Judith Bell, Alec Wilder: A BioBibliography (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Pub. Co., 1993), 97.
4. Philip Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder (Baltimore, MD, USA:
University of Illinois Press, 2013), 106, accessed February 18, 2016, ProQuest ebrary.
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1990), and William Bolcom (b. 1938), also colored their classical compositions with
borrowed popular musical trends and techniques, and they are all well accepted as
contributors to the American art song canon.
David Demsey and Ronald Prather have organized Alec Wilder’s oeuvre into
genres with a listing of 117 songs as art song. A study of nine of those art songs will aim
to justify this classification based on academically accepted standards of the genre.
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CHAPTER II
Review of Literature
There have been a handful of dissertations written on selections of Wilder’s
instrumental works either comparing those pieces to others of the same genre or featuring
only his works. Numerous articles, reviews, and books have also been written about
Wilder. Some of these sources mention that Wilder composed art songs. The most
complete sources for information on Wilder or his art song output are: Desmond Stone’s
Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the Composer,5 David Demsey and Ronald
Prather’s Alec Wilder: A Bio-Bibliography,6 and Philip Lambert’s American Composers:
Alec Wilder.7
Desmond Stone’s Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself is an excellent biographical
resource. It provides insight to the events and experiences that shaped Wilder and his
works. From his troubled familial relations to his cherished friendships, from the
Algonquin hotel lobby to train rides through the country, from Eastman to the
speakeasies, and from stage to screen, Wilder was an inimitable force, and all these
experiences brought forth an immense and varied body of works.
The contents of Alec Wilder: A Bio-Bibliography detail his oeuvre. Demsey and
Prather open the text with a brief biography on Wilder. This is followed by a complete
listing of Wilder’s works and performances, a discography, a bibliography, ancillary
5. Desmond Stone, Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the Composer (New
York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 1996).
6. David Demsey, Ronald Prather, and Judith Bell, Alec Wilder: A BioBibliography (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Pub. Co., 1993).
7. Philip Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder (Baltimore, MD, USA:
University of Illinois Press, 2013), accessed February 18, 2016, ProQuest ebrary.
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materials, and three appendices, one of which is a chronological listing of Wilder’s
works, exclusive of his individual songs. The Works and Performances section is
organized by genre: orchestral music, solo instrument with orchestra, band (wind
ensemble) music, solo instrument with band, orchestrations and arrangements, film
scores, chamber music, music for solo instrument, keyboard music, popular songs,
musical theatre, art songs, operas and dramatic compositions, ballet music, and music for
children; of the 695 works, there are 231 popular songs and 117 art songs listed. The
listings are in alphabetical order, often contain performance and performer information
including timings, and provide dates of composition if available, a difficult task since
Wilder rarely dated his manuscripts. While this text provides concise listings of Wilder’s
oeuvre and categorizes it into specific genres, the justifications for the popular or art song
categorizations is minimal.
The most concise discussion of Wilder’s art songs is found in Philip Lambert’s
American Composers: Alec Wilder. This text reads as if it were a biography due to the
categorization of Wilder’s output into five chapters, each outlining a different decade:
1930-1970: Awakenings: Musical Experiences through the Early 1930s, Breakthroughs:
First Professional Successes in the 1930s and 1940s, Evolutions: Compositional Maturity
in the 1950s, Loyalties: The Prolific 1960s, and Celebrations: Reflection and
Reaffirmation in the 1970. Like Stone, Lambert is able to provide a good sampling of
information that allows readers a greater understanding of Wilder. However, unlike
Stone, Lambert’s information revolves entirely around Wilder’s compositions. This
source provides a broad overview of the vastness of Wilder’s output and style. Lambert

14

features specific examples including art songs, the octets, popular songs, stage music, and
opera. His review of art song includes one musical example, I Felt a Funeral.
I Felt a Funeral is based on the poem written by Emily Dickinson. Lambert asserts that,
“[Wilder] seems to have responded to Emily Dickinson with particular ardor, and his
settings of eight of her poems in Songbook B are among the most musically inventive of
these early works.”8 Along with the analysis of I Felt a Funeral, Lambert mentions the
following songs and refers to them specifically as art songs: Did You Ever Cross Over to
Sneden’s, The Idiot, A.M. Victor Hugo, Nancy Walsh, Autumn Chant, Wild Swans, I Hide
Myself, Annabelle Lee, The Fifteen Acres, Lyric Found in a Bottle, Snow Man, The
Traveling Singer, Song, I am Tired to Death, Besides That, Gone (Chick Lorimer), Lost
in France, Definition, I Liked Him Not at All, In the Morning, The Shiftless Man, and
River Run.9 Lambert’s listing strengthens the categorization of these songs that are found
in Dempsey and Prather’s bio-bibliography art song section, and it greatly impacted the
final determination of which songs would be contained in this document’s analysis.
Although these sources touch on history and analysis, rigorous research remains a
gap in the study of Wilder’s output. This document will begin to fill this void by offering
a deeper look at a few selections from Wilder’s art song oeuvre, the reasons for their
categorization, and a musical analysis.

8. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 7.
9. Ibid., 6, 56, 85-87.
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CHAPTER III
Art Song: Elements for Analysis
Art song by nature is a difficult genre to define. A very basic definition of art
song would be as follows: a composition in which a composer sets a pre-existing poem to
music. A more complex definition might detail every possible intricacy found within an
art song, as Carol Kimball in her book, Song, explains: “The broad components of style
[of art song] are: melody, harmony, rhythm, accompaniment, and poets/texts. These broad
components can be broken into smaller sub-sections to help define the way a composer
creates the imagery in each component.”10 Other factors aiding in the categorization
might include the way in which the text and music complement each other and reach
beyond the goal of mere vocal display and the reason for which the piece was written. In
her Introduction to the Art Song, Barbara Meister states,
There is a partnership between singer and accompaniment that makes of the art
song the most sensitive type of collaboration. In the greatest examples of the
form, the piano parts are as expressive as the vocal parts, often conveying in
music essential elements of the poems’ meanings with more immediacy than the
words themselves. In these cases the word “accompaniment” is an unfortunate
misnomer.11
Some notable poets that Wilder set include Edgar Allan Poe, Emily Dickinson, Edna St.
Vincent Millay, and E. E. Cummings. The poets featured in the art songs selected for this
document are James Stephens, Alec Wilder, Edmund Anderson, Christina Rossetti,
Tennessee Williams, William Engvick, Marshall Barer, Ethan Ayer, and Alfred de
Musset.
10. Carol Kimball, Song: A Guide to Art Song Style and Literature, Rev. Ed.
(Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard Corporation, 2006), 1.
11. Barbara Meister, Introduction to the Art Song (New York: Taplinger
Publishing Co., 1980), 13.
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Beyond poetry, another element to be considered when discussing art song is the
form. When setting extant poetry, the composer has a unique task: set the poetry to
enhance the words and meaning of the text. James Hall recounts,
It is true that the form of the ideal song is dictated by the poem and that each song
creates its own design. Although countless variations are possible, the basic form
of an Art Song falls in one of three classifications: strophic, durchkomponiert, and
a composite or modified strophic.12
Strophic form is hymn-like in that the music is repeated for each stanza, resulting in
verses. Durchkomponiert is the German term for through-composed and might be
considered the opposite of strophic form. A through-composed work by nature is without
sectional musical repetition and offers greater freedom but has its pros and cons,
according to Hall, “At its worst, phrases tend toward angularity and distortion…at its
best, the music matches the poetry; they are true colleagues, each contributing in equal
proportion or like degree.”13
Standing somewhere between these two forms is “modified strophic” form. The
modified strophic form allows composers to pick and choose attributes from strophic and
durchkomponiert as they will. Oftentimes, there is unification through verses, strophes,
which are almost identical but not necessarily so. The fluidity of using this form,
however, allows the composer to break from the pattern, heighten a climax, take a
surprising harmonic turn, or simply shift directions.
For the purposes of this discussion, the parameters by which the selected songs
will be evaluated include the poetry and poet, harmony and melody, the relationship
12. James Husst Hall, The Art Song (Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1953), 5.
13. Ibid., 6.
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between the voice and the piano, text setting, phrasing and structure, form, and vocal
demands. These elements were chosen to show the breadth of material developed by
Wilder to heighten the poetry he set. Better understanding of these aspects of Wilder’s art
songs will aid the performer in creating a cohesive and persuasive performance.
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CHAPTER IV
Analysis of Nine Selected Songs of Alec Wilder
For the purposes of this document, a selection of nine songs composed by Wilder
will be analyzed to demonstrate their categorization as art songs. These nine songs can be
divided into three subgroups based on shared characteristics involving harmony, tonality,
meter, rhythm, form, and experimentation.
The first three art songs discussed share pastoral texts and harmonic use that give
them a folk-like quality; the songs possess unique attributes that exemplify some of
Wilder’s art song characteristics: The Olive Tree, is straight forward and unpretentious.
The Colleen is chromatic and contains mixed meter. River Run is in a modified strophic
form and contains mixed meter, shifting from simple meter to compound throughout.
The Olive Tree
Poet: Edmund Anderson

This art song is a small scale, through-composed song. It begins in F major,
modulates to B♭ major, and returns to F major, a common I-IV-I harmonic structure. It is
in 4/4 time and is mostly homophonic in texture. The melodic line is simplistic in straight
rhythms of quarter notes and eighth notes and lends itself to the feeling of a folksong with
its limited range and unadorned rhythm.
While the piece is in F Major, we immediately see Wilder’s implementation of
mode mixture with the addition of an E-flat, found in both the vocal line and
accompaniment (example 1.1). By adding an E-flat within the established F Major
tonality, Wilder colors the tonality with the mixolydian mode. This usage of mode
mixture adds to the folk-like aesthetic of the song. The added E-flat also allows a smooth
transition into the B♭ major section, as it is a chord-tone of that key.
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Example 1.1 The Olive Tree, mm. 6-7: mode mixture14

In order to fully emphasize the words, Wilder creates text painting throughout this
song. An ascending piano line in measure 8, under the word “hill,” is indicative of
climbing uphill. The next phrase contains both a descending and an ascending pattern
under the text “The summer winds go gently past and time at once stands still.” While the
words mention time standing still, the piano reminds us that the wind is blowing and time
is still passing (example 1.2).
Example 1.2 The Olive Tree, mm. 9-12: text painting15

The running eighth notes in the left hand of the piano in measure 16 foreshadow
the “shepherd’s pipe” found in measure 17. They are the same pitch class, but the voice is

14. Alec Wilder and Robert Wason, Alec Wilder: 25 Songs for Solo Voice: For
Medium Voice & Piano (New York: TRO Ludlow Music, 2002), 8.
15. Ibid.
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two octaves higher. The eighth note motion is in both the voice and piano part; the voice
is ascending, text painting the “shepherd’s pipe,” and the piano descends in contrary
motion playing quartal chords through the descent (example 1.3) as though the shepherd
is descending into a valley. This eighth note motion occurs frequently throughout the
piece and it is a unifying musical gesture that underscores the lyrics. This musical display
of text painting gestures is also a key element found within the next song, The Colleen.
Example 1.3 The Olive Tree, m.17: text painting16

16. Ibid., 9.
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The Colleen
Poet: James Stephens

The Colleen is Wilder’s setting of James Stephens’ The Coolin [sic]. It flows
through its modified strophic form, AB with a modified return to A. The voice takes the
lead in this art song and the accompaniment is a supportive character. This is evidenced
in the rests on the downbeats that give the feeling that the piano is always one step
behind, coming with the voice. The song shifts between 12/8 and 6/8. Both A sections
encompass the use of 12/8 time. The A sections contain an invitation: “Come/Stay with
me, under my coat, and we will drink our fill.” The first statement of the A section is 13
bars, excluding the introduction; the expectation would be a 12 bar section, comprised of
three 4 bar statements, but Wilder stretches the final statement resulting in odd phrase
length. He accomplishes this in measures 12 and 13 when he slows the rhythmic pulse of
the piano line in order to give the impression that time slows underneath the text, “Out on
the side of the hill and nothing is left to do” (example 2.1).
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Example 2.1 The Colleen, mm. 9-13: phrasing17

The B section is entirely in 6/8 time and is 16 bars long made up of four 4-bar
phrases. Although the phrase length is even, this section is more chromatic and
declamatory in style. The B section begins by listing things that the lovers could do: look
into each other’s eyes, hold hands, sigh, and kiss. In measure 21, Wilder followed the
word “sigh” with an unexpected rolled chord in the accompaniment, which immediately
descends in sixteenth notes, creating a sigh in the piano (example 2.2).

17. Ibid., 63.
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Example 2.2 The Colleen, m. 21: text painting18

Chaos ensues as the text discusses things that might happen, for instance, a dark,
cold night. The imagery intensifies with the falling motive in measure 25; the singer sings
the word “black” a cappella but immediately the piano line descends to the depths of the
bass. A similar repetition of the descending figure follows the next phrase, “and the air on
the mountain chill.” However, this time, the musical figure begins an octave higher
suggesting the feeling of being atop a high mountain (example 2.3). As the lyrical
material returns to the A section, the harmonic progression begins to move towards the
opening key, the rhythm begins to even out, and the momentum of the piece prepares for
the return to the A section.

18. Ibid., 64.
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Example 2.3 The Colleen, mm. 25-27: imagery19

The return to A is modified. Wilder exhibits this through a 7-bar phrase,
significantly shorter than the 13 bars of the first statement. He also implements a slight
variant in the rhythmic expectation of the vocal line: “And we will drink our fill....”
When comparing measures 3 and 4 from the A section with measures 32 and 33 of the A’
section, there is an added eighth note rest at the end of the line in the A’ section (example
2.4). This surprising rest could be interpreted as space for a sigh as the lovers melt into
each other’s arms out on the side of the hill.

19. Ibid.
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Example 2.4 The Colleen, mm. 3-4, 32-33: A vs. A’ variation20

While The Colleen is demonstrative of a modified strophic form, the next song to
be analyzed uses a longer version of the modified strophic form as well as irregular
phrase lengths.

20. Ibid., 62, 65.
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River Run
Poet: Marshall Barer

River Run was written in the late 1940s.21 It is a setting of Marshall Barer’s text
and is a modified strophic song, roughly following rondo form. It is built upon the idea of
flowing water, largely depicted in the piano line. Key elements of this piece are mixed
meter and unexpected phrase lengths. Unlike the mixed compound meters in The Colleen,
Wilder’s setting of River Run combines compound and simple meters: 6/8, 2/4, and 3/4.
The voice and piano are equal partners in the A sections, both assuming
characteristics of a running river; the A sections are strictly in 6/8 time. In measures 1
and 2, Wilder employs unusual phrasing: a 7-note phrase plus a 5-note phrase in the
piano line. Within the established 6/8 time signature, this 7+5 indication intensifies the
feeling of being on the water, simulating the ebb and flow of waves (example 3.1).
Example 3.1 River Run, mm. 1-2: unusual phrasing22

The next example, found in measures 5 and 6, contains some intriguing elements;
first, the eighth note rest on the downbeat in the vocal line gives the sense that the voice
is trying to catch the river. Then, he voice sings a C to a B-flat while the piano plays a

21. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 47.
22. Wilder and Wason, Alec Wilder: 25 Songs for Solo Voice: For Medium Voice
& Piano, 10.
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B-flat to a C, enhancing the fluidity of the harmonic and melodic relationship between
the two voices. Lastly, contrary motion between the voice and piano creates a visual
valley in the music when they merge under the word “valley.” The vocal line is like the
river, delving down into a lower register. While the mountains rise above the valley, as
the range of the accompaniment rises above the vocal line (example 3.2).
Example 3.2 River Run, mm. 5-6: text painting23

The B sections begin in 2/4 and end in 3/4 time. The transition from compound to
simple meter can be problematic; the singer and collaborative pianist must establish
definitive rhythmic relationships between the shifting meters. One way of achieving this
is through keeping a consistent pulse when shifting from 6/8 to 2/4, dotted eighth equals
the quarter. Then, in the 3/4 measures, the eighth note value is equal to the eighth note
value in the 6/8 time.
The B sections contain texts in which the singer is contemplating things that
others have said about them: “Oh, they say I’ve been sitting here for years.” But the shift
into 3/4 indicates a meaningful change wherein the text questions their own experience,
which is very different from what others perceive: “But, how can this be? When only last
night I returned from the sea.” The textual differences between the A and B sections are
also enhanced through stark contrasts in the texture in the piano line: the voice and piano
23. Ibid.
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shift from being equal partners in the A sections, to the voice taking the lead as the piano
assumes block chord accompaniment in the B sections, a textural contrast that also lends
itself to emphasizing the text.
The occasional implementation of running eighth notes in the piano line of the B
sections emulates the flowing water in the A sections. Wilder highlights this in measures
24-26 when the voice adopts the previously established rhythmic river motion. The piano
mimics the first five notes of that phrase and then transitions into 3/4 time.
Example 3.3 River Run, mm. 24-27: motivic exchange24

Wilder is able to display a variety of techniques throughout these songs. The Olive
Tree exhibits compositional restraint, The Colleen develops around harmonic exploration,
and the metric shifts foundational to River Run encapsulate the feeling of being on the
water. The songs also entail techniques such as odd phrase lengths, text painting, varied

24. Ibid., 11-12.
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forms, and differing relationships between the voice and piano. All of these components
emphasize the care and craft that Wilder put into these works and further substantiate the
categorization of them as art songs.
The next four art songs display various facets of Wilder’s compositional
experimentation. He took risks with rhythm, patterns, outside influences, chromaticism,
and foreign texts. Overall, these selections contain much more chromaticism and
harmonic contrast than the last three. Wilder accomplished this through the use of
compositional elements including rhythmic motives, harmonic experimentation
(including12-tone music and atonalism), perceived French influence, and setting a French
text. The poets featured within these works include Christina Rossetti, Tennessee
Williams, Ethan Ayer, and Alfred de Musset, respectively.

30

When I am Dead, My Dearest
Poet: Christina Rossetti

When I am Dead, My Dearest is a poem that has been set to music numerous
times. Wilder’s setting of Rossetti’s text is an AB form with a codetta. The song begins in
G minor (natural minor) and shifts to D♭ minor, though these are not closely related keys.
The song ends with a return to G minor. The G natural minor sections have a lack of
leading tone, which creates a slightly weaker resolution motion of minor v to minor i
harmonies. The B section, in D♭ minor has a stronger resolution motion of the tension of
major V to minor i, which is aided by the presence of the leading tone.
A unifying characteristic of this song is a set of three motivic rhythmic patterns.
Each of these four-beat patterns is distinctive and will be referred to as patterns A, B, and
C. The first two patterns are rhythmic devices, whereas the third pattern first foreshadows
succeeding text, then paints that text, and finally is echoed in the piano line.
The first motive is established in measures 1-6 (example 4.1). This pattern is in
both the right and left hand of the piano. The right hand pattern is two eighth notes,
quarter, and half note, while the left hand pattern is four eighth notes, quarter note, and
two eighth notes. The A pattern stays true in both the right and left hands in every
appearance except for one brief moment in the B section where only the left hand of the
A motive is present.
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Example 4.1 When I am Dead, My Dearest, mm. 1-6: rhythmic motive A25

The second pattern, found in measures 7-8, is a dotted quarter note, eighth note,
quarter note, and two eighth notes in the right hand with a pattern of five eighth notes,
quarter note, and eighth note in the left hand (example 4.2).
Example 4.2 When I am Dead, My Dearest, mm. 7-8: rhythmic motive B26

25. Ibid., 56.
26. Ibid.
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However, the reappearance of this motive in measures 15 and 16 show that it is less
concrete than the A pattern since the rhythm of the vocal line drives a rhythmic change in
the B motive which is mimicked in the right hand through a dotted quarter note being tied
to a sixteenth note, followed by a sixteenth note (example 4.3).
Example 4.3 When I am Dead, My Dearest, mm. 7-8 vs. 15-16: B motive variation27

The final rhythmic motive is a pattern of running eighth notes; it is foreshadowed
in measures 19-20 in both voices and almost fully given by the piano in mm. 21-22. Both
piano and voice fully realize the continuous running eighth notes in measure 24 for the
text “nightingale sing.” The piano echoes and continues the nightingale’s song in the lefthand through mm. 24-28.

27. Ibid.
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Example 4.4 When I am Dead, My Dearest, mm. 24-28: rhythmic motive C28

Finally, the codetta contains segments of each of the three motivic patterns. In
measure 29, Wilder juxtaposed the right hand portion of the A pattern with the left hand
piece of the B pattern. Then, in measure 31, Wilder evokes the nightingale through the
use of the C motive. Finally, measures 32 and 33, contain a return to the established A
pattern (example 4.5). Wilder uses these motives to unify the relationship between the
voice and the piano.

28. Ibid., 57.

34

Example 4.5 When I am Dead, My Dearest, mm. 29-34: Juxtaposition A, B, C motives29

The through-composed melody of the vocal line embodies occasional references
to the aforementioned rhythmic motives, two of which have already been discussed. The
final two are found in measure 7 and measure 27. In measure 7, the rhythm in the vocal
line is the A pattern in retrograde: two eighth notes, quarter note, and four eighth notes
(example 4.6). Lastly, the B pattern appears in the vocal line at measure 27, five eighth
notes, quarter note, eighth note (example 4.7).
Example 4.6 When I am Dead, My Dearest, m. 7: A motive in retrograde30

29. Ibid.
30. Ibid., 56.
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Example 4.7 When I am Dead, My Dearest, m. 27: B motive in vocal line31

This song reveals Wilder’s ability to unify a piece through rhythmic devices. The next
song shows his ability to center an entire song on one word.

31. Ibid., 57.
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If You are Happy (Covenant) (1969)
Poet: Tennessee Williams

The text for If You are Happy (Covenant) is by American playwright, author,
poet, and Pulitzer Prize winner, Tennessee Williams (1911-1983). He wrote such classics
as A Streetcar Named Desire and The Glass Menagerie. He also produced short stories,
essays, two novels, and two volumes of poetry.32 Other composers, including Warren
Benson, Paul Bowles, and Lee Hoiby, have set some of Williams’ poems; Warren
Benson (1924-2005) set If You are Happy (Covenant) for soprano and woodwinds.33
Wilder completed his arrangement of If You are Happy (Covenant) in 1969.34
The character of If You are Happy is light-hearted and, often, tongue-in-cheek.
The song is built upon a rhythmically simplistic piano line of quarter and half notes that
supports the melody that is carried by the voice throughout the piece. Odd phrase lengths
add to the song’s charm, as does Wilder’s implementation of tonal ambiguity.
The brief introduction to If You are Happy sets up an A minor tonality for the
piece. However, the melody takes an abrupt turn with the added F-sharp in measure 5 and
the D-sharp in the accompaniment in measure 6. These altered scale tones create a sense
of wandering after the establishment of the A minor tonality, subsequently heightening
the meaning of the text (example 5.1).

32. “Tennessee Williams,” poetryfoundation.org, accessed February 18, 2016,
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poets/detail/tennesseewilliams#poet.
33. “Tennessee Williams,” lieder.net, accessed February 16, 2016,
http://www.lieder.net/lieder/get_author_texts.html?AuthorId=3033.
34. Demsey, Prather, and Bell, Alec Wilder: A Bio-Bibliography, 98.
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Example 5.1 If You are Happy, mm. 1-6: tonal establishment35

Williams’ poem begins with the statement, “If you are happy.” One might assume
that happiness is the point, but, as the text develops, phrases emerge that draw the
emphasis to the “if” within the poem. Wilder builds the entire piece around that small but
important word, “if.” His created state of tonal ambiguity strengthens this dichotomy
between true happiness and perceived happiness. In mm. 9-10, “twist your arm,” the
accompaniment shifts from its established pattern to quarter note motion with an
ascending walking bass line and dissonant chords, all of which enhance the “twist”
(example 5.2). This pattern repeats in mm. 30-31 when “twist” reappears in the song.
Example 5.2 If You are Happy, mm. 7-11: rhythmic shift, text painting.36

In mm. 43-46, Wilder appears to be musically mirroring the type of agreement
that goes into a “bargain” between two people by suddenly changing the harmonic
35. Wilder and Wason, Alec Wilder: 25 Songs for Solo Voice: For Medium Voice
& Piano, 81.
36. Ibid.
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support of the melodic line to strict unison in all parts (example 5.3). This unification of
music and text heightens the dramatic effect, as the text and accompaniment complement
each other, becoming inseparable.
Example 5.3 If You are Happy, mm. 40-50: text painting “bargain.”37

In contrast to the first portion of the piece, the supportive patterns in the next section are
irregular through mm. 47-62. In mm. 53-55, contrary motion in the piano part and
heightened chromaticism create harmonic tension under the word “uncertain.” That
tension is then resolved in m. 55 on the word “lovers,” with an E♭ chord in the piano
(example 5.4). The use of an E♭ chord also punctuates the love aspect as the key is
associated with love and devotion.38

37. Ibid., 82-83.
38. Christian Schubart, A History of Key Characteristics in the 18th and Early 19th
Centuries, trans. Rita Steblin (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1983), 183.
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Example 5.4 If You are Happy, mm. 51-56: E♭ chord, “lovers.”39

Phrase structure sets this piece apart from Wilder’s popular output. A majority of
Wilder’s popular music numbers fit standard pop structure: 4-bar phrases, 32-bar song
lengths. In the art song, If You are Happy, Wilder employs odd phrase lengths that help to
strengthen his interplay on the word “if.” The first two lines of the poem are set in two 4bar phrases as might be expected. The second set of lines, however, is set over thirteen
measures, and the phrase length pattern is 2-4-3-3 or 2-4-3-2 with a single bar extension
(example 5.5). This odd phrasing reappears throughout the piece, and the entire song
totals an unusual 69 measures in length.

39. Ibid., 83.
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Example 5.5 If You are Happy, mm. 7-23: odd phrase lengths, specifically mm. 11-23.40

If You are Happy also bears a resemblance to Erik Satie’s Gymnopédie, no. 1. The
accompaniment that begins and returns periodically throughout the song has a striking
similarity to the accompaniment used by Satie in his piano work (see Example 5.6).
Philip Lambert asserts that, “Wilder also surely knew music of the recent past by
classical composers.”41 In their simplicity of technique and allusion to the waltz, both
composers seem to be attempting to evoke the traditional close romantic relationship
between two people that is suggested by this dance, that, combined with a soaring voice
40. Ibid., 81.
41. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 20.
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line, highlights the melodic line and poetic meaning with its austere nature, enhancing the
third phrase of the text, which states, “I will be glad to hold you close to my heart
forever.”
Example 5.6, Gymnopédie, no. 1, mm. 3-10: similar piano line structure42

42. Eric Satie, Gymnopédies, Gnossiennes and Other Works for Piano (Dover
Publications, Inc., New York, 1989).
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The Idiot
Poet: Ethan Ayer

The Idiot is the most chromatic song being analyzed in this research. Wilder does
not indicate a key signature, yet uses a plethora of accidentals, and the time signature
fluctuates throughout. It seems that Wilder may have been experimenting with 12-tone
technique or atonalism for this setting of Ethan Ayer’s poem. Concerning The Idiot,
Philip Lambert notes,
The accompanimental gestures in The Idiot…resemble music Wilder wrote for the
fourth movement of his first tuba sonata (1959). The song features a pairing of
contrapuntal lines in mostly contrary motion with occasional interruptions of
parallel sixths or thirds. Its melodic line sometimes doubles, sometimes
complements the piano’s counterpoint, especially bringing out lies of half steps
(“He thought he would be”) and whole steps (“-tu-ous he thought”)…It [The
Idiot] joins a whole different tradition of American song, far from Rodgers and
Arlen, far even from the language of Wilder’s earlier art songs, leaning more
toward the modernist aesthetic of Charles Ives or Ruth Crawford Seeger.43
The Idiot is built upon Wilder’s setting of the ideas surrounding virtue and
wisdom in the poem, that “virtue always falls as wisdom climbs.” The piano evokes these
ideas throughout the piece. In measure 4, both hands of the piano line travel in parallel
motion beneath the word "wise," but in measures 5, 6, and 7 contrary motion in the piano
depicts both attributes, the rise of wisdom and the fall of virtue (example 6.1).

43. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 87.
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Example 6.1 The Idiot, mm. 4-7: contrary motion, wisdom and virtue44

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2012 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY and Ethan Ayer Publishing.

The character continues thinking that he is climbing the ladder of success with the
statement, “He thought that wisdom brings to all of us a virtue we can rise to, rung by
rung.” But the piano line in measure 10 exhibits the contradiction: the singer believes
they are climbing the ladder “rung by rung,” but the accompaniment is taking skips and
leaps both up and down falsifying that idea. And in measure 11, contrary motion returns
in the accompaniment, reminding us of the simultaneous rise and fall of wisdom and
virtue (example 6.2). This contrary motion is found in sixteen bars of the
accompaniment; that is more than half of the entire song.

44. Alec Wilder, The Idiot, unpublished manuscript (undated), TRO Ludlow
Music, Inc., 1. Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2012
Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY and Ethan Ayer Publishing.
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Example 6.2 The Idiot, mm. 10-12: text painting45

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2012 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY and Ethan Ayer Publishing.

Another element of contradiction between the ideas of progression and regression
is displayed in the piano line. The accompaniment is primarily an eighth-note motion.
However, there are numerous statements in which Wilder creates a musical stall; the
expected motion of the accompaniment seems to limp or stagger when the eighth note
impetus is interrupted by quarter notes (example 6.3).
The vocal line also shares in this rise and fall of wisdom and virtue. In measures
17-20, the melodic line depicts the text: the melody descends on “always falls” and
ascends on “as wisdom climbs.” Beneath the word, “climbs,” in measure 20, we find
further contrary movement in the piano line. This time, however, the right hand is in a
higher registration, heightening the perceived “climb” that the character is performing

45. Ibid.
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(example 6.3). The consistent implementation of the simultaneous rise and fall within The
Idiot can be interpreted as Wilder’s depiction of idiocy.
Example 6.3 The Idiot, mm. 17-20: vocal line text painting46

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2012 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY and Ethan Ayer Publishing.

The form of The Idiot is ABA with a codetta. Along with being highly chromatic,
the song flows through the mixed meters of 2/4, 3/4, and 4/4, sustained by the
consistency of the quarter note tactus throughout. The ABA sections are built around the
previously discussed dichotomy of rising and falling, wisdom and virtue. However, the
rise and fall in the accompaniment comes to a halt when we arrive at the codetta. A stark
contrast is established when the rapid rise and fall motion of the previous accompaniment
is replaced with chordal figures (example 6.4).

46. Ibid., 2.
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Example 6.4 The Idiot, mm. 23-27: musical texture, death knell47

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2012 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY and Ethan Ayer Publishing.

This textural change represents the end of the idiot’s life, acting as a death toll. But
Wilder reinserts the rise and fall of wisdom and virtue under the word “recalls” as the
aged idiot character recalls his past (example 6.5).
Example 6.5 The Idiot, mm. 28-31: rise and fall in piano line48

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2012 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY and Ethan Ayer Publishing.

The Idiot demonstrates Wilder’s exploration with heightened chromaticism and
mixed meter. The next art song displays his experimentation with setting a foreign
language.

47. Ibid.
48. Ibid.
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A.M. Victor Hugo
Poet: Victor de Musset

A. M. Victor Hugo is Wilder’s setting of a poem by Alfred de Musset, which was
written after De Musset reconciled with Victor Hugo. The title, A.M. Victor Hugo, stands
for À Monsieur Victor Hugo, (To Monsieur Victor Hugo).49 Wilder did not set many
foreign language texts; there are three found within his oeuvre, all of which are French.
Do, Do L’enfant Do is a song included in the collection, Lullabies and Night Songs,
which was a collaboration between Wilder and Maurice Sendak, Another French setting
is found in the same collection, Fais Dodo, Colin, but the music for this song was not
written by Wilder; he arranged it.50 Lack of experience with French aside, the text of this
particular De Musset poem was apparently irresistible to Wilder; According to Philip
Lambert, Wilder wasn’t even writing many songs at the time he composed this piece:
In the swirl of creative winds blowing across Wilder’s musical landscape in the
early 1960s, songs are curiously rare….The few originally conceived songs from
this time include a collaboration with William Engvick (I Like It Here [1961]),
another with Fran Landesman (You’re Free [1961]), and an art-song setting of a
poem by the nineteenth-century French poet Alfred de Musset, dedicated to
Jerome Hill (A.M. Victor Hugo [1962]).51
Perhaps, as De Musset wrote this sonnet for Victor Hugo, Wilder decided it would be an
appropriate setting to dedicate to Jerome Hill. Jerome Hill was a great friend to Wilder

49. Alfred de Musset, “Sonnet (A. M. V. H.)” accessed October 2, 2016,
www.lespoetes.net/phpoeme.php?id=2177.
50. Alec Wilder, Maurice Sendak, and William Engvick, Lullabies and Night
Songs (New York: Harper & Row, 1965).
51. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 85.
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and was a driving force and financial support for Wilder’s pursuit and completion of his
book, American Popular Song.52 A translation of the poem might explain the dedication:
It’s necessary in this troubled world
To love a lot of things
To find out, after all is said and done,
What you love best:
Candy, the ocean, games, the blueness of the skies,
Horses, laurels, and roses
It’s necessary to tiptoe barefoot amongst
The flowers scarcely opened;
It’s necessary to cry and to say, many times, goodbye.
Then the heart perceives that it has become old
And the result of losing all of these things,
Helps us discover what is most important
And to these good passengers with which one has become acquainted,
The best thing that remains with us is an old friend.
One struggles, one escapes a perceived danger
One approaches, one smiles, a hand touches another hand,
And we remember that we walked together
That the soul is immortal
And yesterday
Is tomorrow53
Basically, the poem is stating that the most important thing in life is friendship.
The form of A.M. Victor Hugo is through-composed. Like The Idiot, A. M. Victor
Hugo is sans key signature. This lack of specificity allows Wilder to weave in and out of
whatever key or mode he decides. The song begins with a tonal center of E-flat and
modulates through various tonal centers. The return of the beginning material, the A’
section, reestablished the tonal center of E-flat (which mentioned in previous discussion,
has the affective key characteristic of love or devotion). This return of the beginning
tonality enhances the text: “on s’approche, on sourit, la main touche la main,” (one
approaches, one smiles, a hand touches a hand). At this point in the poem, the two friends
52. Stone, Alec Wilder in Spite of Himself: A Life of the Composer, 154.
53. Translation by Mackenzie Romriell.
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see each other again, smile, shake hands, and things are back to how they were in the
beginning. This is further exemplified in the ending material of the piano line; the end
material is a restatement of the A and A’ sections’ beginning accompaniment, a musical
reconciliation. The friendship is immediately resolved, and the music returns to the E-flat
tonality. However, Wilder chooses to end the piece on unison B-flats, unresolved for the
listener but perhaps another comment on friendship; things may be unresolved, but they
are in unison, together again, and all is well.
A clever example of Wilder’s text painting can be found in measures 19 and 20.
The text “Il faut fouler aux pieds des fleurs,” (It’s necessary to tiptoe amongst the
flowers),” contains musical tiptoeing. For the first and only time within the song, there is
complete silence on the big beats of both measures (example 7.1). This helps to create a
sense that the voice is tiptoeing through the melody and, at the same time, the
counterpoint through the implementation of slurs and the aforementioned rests provides
collaborative tiptoeing.
Example 7.1 A. M. Victor Hugo, mm. 19-20: text painting54

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2016 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY.

54. Alec Wilder, A. M. Victor Hugo, unpublished manuscript (1962), TRO
Ludlow Music, Inc., 2. Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright
2016 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY.
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One of the biggest challenges presented to the singer by this piece, other than
chromaticism, is how to approach the French. The French language possesses specific
nuances that are often difficult for a non-native speaker to attain. One of the most notable
is the flow of the language, specifically the avoidance of accenting non-accented words
and syllables. Wilder’s setting of this text implies accent on some of those unaccented
syllables, which is not uncommon within classical vocal repertoire. It simply requires
heightened awareness of the text and artistic finesse. The setting, melodic line, and 6/8
time signature lend themselves to a potentially bouncy attack on the song. This must be
avoided. Words ending in a schwa are of particular import; final schwas are to be sung
but without any accent. Some examples of this include the words “femmes,” “causes,”
“rassemble,” and “ensemble.”
In measure 43, the word “s’approche” is written with three melodic notes, one for
each syllable. The singer must sing all three syllables while avoiding accent on the third
syllable. One might consider eliding the final syllable with the next word, “on”, however,
it is preferable that this be avoided since elisions are not typically performed between
words separated by a comma.
Another demonstration of necessary heightened awareness of the French language
can be seen in measures 51-52. The setting of the word, “qu’hier,” indicates a
pronunciation of [kəәje]. As written, the first syllable [kəә] would be sung on the B-flat and
the second syllable [je] on the C-flat. Preferably, the word is pronounced [kje] instead of
[kəәje]. Therefore, the singer must sing the word “et” on the octave B-flat pitches and
“qu’hier” on the C-flat alone (example 7.2). These types of vocal demands are rarely
required in popular song, further strengthening the categorization of art song.

51

Example 7.2 A. M. Victor Hugo, mm. 51-52: pronunciation55

Used by permission of TRO Ludlow Music: TRO-© Copyright 2016 Ludlow Music, Inc., New York, NY.

The final selections included in this document’s analysis are settings based on
lesser or unknown poetry. The first text is by William Engvick, who had a long-standing
relationship with Wilder as a lyricist. The second is based on a setting that Wilder wrote
himself.

55. Ibid., 4.
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In the Morning
Poet: William Engvick

Renowned lyricist, William Engvick collaborated with Wilder on numerous
compositions within various genres. Their combined efforts resulted in many popular
songs including Moon and Sand, Mimosa and Me, and Love is When. Engvick was not an
established poet and Robert Wason observes, “Despite the art song musical style of In the
Morning and Definition, for example, it is unlikely that the words by William
Engvick…had any independent existence as poems.56 However, four of their
collaborations were catalogued as art songs by Demsey and Prather: Definition, In the
Morning, I Liked Him Not at All, and The Shiftless Man. Philip Lambert substantiated
this:“He also wrote music in a less commercial mode, in the manner of the art song, for
some of Engvick’s poems, with titles like Definition, I Liked Him Not at All, In the
Morning, and The Shiftless Man.”57
In the Morning vacillates between E minor and G major. The accompaniment
supports the voice throughout with half chord motion that is occasionally exchanged for a
more energetic line. It begins with chordal motion and creates the feeling of a solemn
hymn or even a dirge. The moving lines in the piano are related to the character’s happy
memories of their lover. The song’s form is modified strophic, ABC with a highly
modified return of the A’, B’, and C’ sections.
In the first statements of the A, B, and C sections, the phrases are underlined with
chordal movement and there are occasional moving lines found at the end of a phrase or
56. Robert Wason, Songs of Alec Wilder, liner notes, performed by Valerie
Errante, Robert Wason, Ken Meyer, and Aleck Brinkman, Albany, NY: Albany Records,
2000, CD.
57. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 33.
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phrase group. However, in the return to those sections, the A’, B’, and C’ sections are
more condensed, but the moving lines of the accompaniment are more prominent. This
highlights the idea that the character is getting caught up in their memories and forgetting
reality. In the first A section, the voice is above chords and the tone is melancholy, but in
the A’ section the voice is above a moving piano line and some of the text is slightly
different, lacking the repeated statements of “in the morning, in the morning” (example
8.1).
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Example 8.1 In the Morning, mm. 13-14, 17-18 vs. 51-54: A vs. A’ variation58

In the Morning. Lyric by William Engvick. Music by Alec Wilder. © 1945 (Renewed) EDWIN H. MORRIS & COMPANY, A
Division of MPL Music Publishing, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

58. Wilder and Wason, Alec Wilder: 25 Songs for Solo Voice: For Medium Voice
& Piano, 24-25, 27.
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Walking bass lines are found throughout the song, mostly scaler (example 8.2). The bass
line descends into the abyss on “felt more dead.”
Example 8.2 In the Morning, mm. 68-74: scaler descent in bass line59

In the Morning. Lyric by William Engvick. Music by Alec Wilder. © 1945 (Renewed) EDWIN H. MORRIS & COMPANY, A
Division of MPL Music Publishing, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Then, in the Lento section, the left hand of the piano plays an ostinato E chord
that acts as a death knell while the voice is doubled by the piano in octaves in the right
hand. This creates a sense of awareness, consciously or subconsciously, that the
character’s lover is dead, and the character is becoming numb to this newfound reality.
59. Ibid., 28.
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Other composers have used similar devices to enhance such desperation, for example,
Menotti’s Oh, Black Swan, from The Medium. In the aria there is a line, “Don’t you hear
your lover moan? Eyes of glass and feet of stone, shells for teeth and weeds for
tongue,”60 in which this same musical texture is present, creating a similar feeling of
emptiness (example 8.3).
Example 8.3 In the Morning, mm. 75-80: unison voicing61

In the Morning. Lyric by William Engvick. Music by Alec Wilder. © 1945 (Renewed) EDWIN H. MORRIS & COMPANY, A
Division of MPL Music Publishing, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

The implementation of the relative keys E minor and G Major throughout the
song heightens the double entendre of the title. In the Morning refers to the morning that
[he] flew away; happy memories of him are underlined with G Major tonalities, however,

60. Gian Carlo Menotti, The Medium (New York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1997), 53-54.
61. Wilder and Wason, Alec Wilder: 25 Songs for Solo Voice: For Medium Voice
& Piano, 28.
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consideration of the homophone, mourning, results in a different tone. The character is in
mourning throughout the piece. Their heart is becoming more and more heavy with the
loss, which is colored through the use of E minor. Reality finally sets in at the end of the
song; the piano, or world, comes crashing down (example 8.4).
Example 8.4 In the Morning, mm. 92-94: text painting62

In the Morning. Lyric by William Engvick. Music by Alec Wilder. © 1945 (Renewed) EDWIN H. MORRIS & COMPANY, A
Division of MPL Music Publishing, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC.

Though Engvick was not a renowned poet, it is difficult to conceive that this setting
is anything other than an art song. Engvick’s text is full of drama and emotion, and
Wilder’s setting enhances those elements. While the argument of words vs. music and the
import of those elements individually has been going on for centuries and will
undoubtedly continue forever, it is difficult to imagine this text without this music or this
music without this text; this is a crowning trait of an art song, whether or not one believes
either component can or should stand on its own.
The last song to be considered is Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s. This song is
based on a text written by Wilder. Like Engvick, Wilder was not an established poet.
Though, he was well read.

62. Ibid., 29.
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Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s
Poet: Alec Wilder

Sneden’s Landing is a real place. It is a hamlet in the town of Orangetown,
Rockland County, New York. It is the place on which Wilder based his poem, Did You
Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s. Wilder composed this song in 1947.63 Philip Lambert
asserts that,
He [Wilder] was rekindling his interest in songs conceived purely within art-song
traditions, possibly working his way back toward the dividing line from the other
direction. Scores survive for settings of poems by established poets such as e. e.
Cummings (“Songs of Innocence”), Siegfried Sassoon (“Suddenly”), and Karl J.
Shapiro (“Travelogue for Exiles”), and by familiar collaborators such as Arnold
Sundgaard (“I Lost My Love in Scarlet-Town”)…[and] an art song he wrote to
his own text a few years earlier, “Did You Ever Cross over to Sneden’s? which
Mabel Mercer included in sets at jazz clubs.”64
Mabel Mercer was an English born cabaret singer and friend of Alec Wilder. In her
obituary, it reads, “Miss Mercer was equally admired by songwriters, who appreciated
the taste and interpretive skills she brought to their songs. Alec Wilder, whose 'While
We're Young' was introduced by Miss Mercer, called her 'the guardian of the tenuous
dreams created by writers of songs.'”65
Mabel Mercer, a jazz singer, was known for singing this song, which exemplifies
Wilder’s ability of melding popular and classical elements. Sneden’s AABA form reflects
standard pop form with the B section acting as a bridge. However, the motivic

63. Demsey, Prather, and Bell, Alec Wilder: A Bio-Bibliography, 96.
64. Lambert, American Composers: Alec Wilder, 56.
65. John S. Wilson, “Mabel Mercer, Phraser of Songs, Dies,” The New Times,
April 21, 1984, accessed October 11, 2016,
http://www.nytimes.com/1984/04/21/obituaries/mabel-mercer-phraser-of-songsdies.html.
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development coupled with the harmonic intrigue found within the song is more classical
in nature.
Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s is reminiscent of the folksong-style discussed
earlier; the poem is pastoral, the setting is modified strophic, and the motion of the
accompaniment is mainly homophonic. The A sections are made up of verse and chorus,
and the B section provides contrast.
Text painting occurs under the statement of the chorus, “(Did you) ever cross over to
Sneden’s.” An example of this is found in measure 11 (example 9.1); there is a traveling
bass line that requires a scaler crossing over or under of fingers for the pianist.
Example 9.1 Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s, mm. 11-12: traveling bass line66

The piano figure is sometimes in contrary motion and sometimes in parallel, a
characteristic earlier discussed. In this context, the singer is going along with the
memory, parallel motion, and the contrary motion foreshadows reality. However, the
chorus of the A’ section is completely different; there is not a descending bass line as in
the previous A sections and instead it shifts to two half-note chords per measure, a much
slower figure that allows the words to shine through the texture clearly (example 9.2).

66. Wilder and Wason, Alec Wilder: 25 Songs for Solo Voice: For Medium Voice
& Piano, 76.
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Example 9.2 Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s, mm. 62-65: A’ chorus variant67

Lastly, in the final two measures of the accompaniment Wilder recaps the verse
theme but in a higher register (example 9.3). This alteration in the registration alludes to a
feeling that the singer has resolved that this experience is, and always will be, just a
memory.
Example 9.3 Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s, mm. 70-71: registration68

67. Ibid., 80.
68. Ibid.
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CHAPTER V
Conclusion

David Demsey and Ronald Prather categorized one hundred and seventeen of
Wilder’s compositions as art songs. The nine songs analyzed in this document are a
microcosm of Wilder’s total art song output, and their analysis provides a brief glimpse
into that body of work. Within the first set discussed, Wilder demonstrated pastoral
qualities, folk-like harmonies, mixed meter, and text painting. His experimentation within
the second set encompasses motivic rhythm patterns, chromaticism, and dabbling in
atonalism. In the final pair, Wilder set original poetry with substantial genre mixing, and
a return to the pastoral first heard in the opening set. Elements examined in this document
included poetry, text setting, form, phrasing, relationship between voice and piano,
melody, and harmony which all strengthen the categorization of these songs as Art Song.
Wilder’s use of varied compositional techniques and formal structures provide a
fascinating glimpse of his prodigious compositional skill within the realm of that
genre. Alec Wilder died in 1980, but his art songs live on.
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Appendix A
Catalogue of Art Songs W554-W671 Demsey & Prather Alec Wilder a BioBibliography69 *denotes no poet credited
W554
W555
W556
W557
W558
W559
W560
W561
W562
W563
W564
W565
W566
W567
W568
W569
W570
W571
W572
W573
W574
W575
W576
W577
W578
W579
W580
W581
W582
W583
W584
W585
W586
W587
W588
W589
W590
W591
W592
W593

The Alchemist
A.M. Victor Hugo
The Ancient Elf
And It Was Windy Weather
And On That Mind-Blinding Hue
Annabelle Lee
Another Spring
The Answers
The Athens of the West
Autumn Chant
Besides That
The Cell
Chick Lorimer
Chill of the Eve
Cinquains
Close Letters
The Coleen
Craney Crow
Death
Definition
Did You Ever Cross Over to Sneden’s
Dirge
Easter 1916
Eight Songs (cycle)
The Elfin Child
Every Night When the Sun Goes In
Fairy Song
Feast
The Fifteen Acres
Five Vocalises
Fossils
Geordie
A Glass of Beer
The Goat Paths
The Golden Ball
Haiku Cycle
Have You Got a Brook?
Heart
Here I Lay Me Down Alone
Hesperus

Reginald Lawrence
Alfred De Musset
James Stephens
James Stephens
James Stephens
Edgar Allan Poe
Carl Haverlin
Frank Etherton
Francis Edwin Brennan
*
James Stephens
Laura Benet
Carl Sandburg
James Stephens
*
Linn Walker
James Stephens
Tennessee Williams
James Stephens
William Engvick
Alec Wilder
*
Patrick Pearse
James Stephens
Alec Wilder
Traditional text
*
Edna St. Vincent Millay
James Stephens
*
James Stephens
Traditional text
James Stephens
James Stephens
*
Johanna Hill
Emily Dickinson
Emily Dickinson
Robert Presnell
James Stephens

69. Demsey, Prather, and Bell, Alec Wilder: A Bio-Bibliography, 95-103.
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W594
W595
W596
W597
W598
W599
W600
W601
W602
W603
W604
W605
W606
W607
W608
W609
W610
W611
W612
W613
W614
W615
W616
W617
W618
W619
W620
W621
W622
W623
W624
W625
W626
W627
W628
W629
W630
W631
W632
W633
W634
W635
W636
W637
W638
W639

The Holy Time
Hymn for an Old Man
I am a Peaceful Man
I Felt a Funeral
I Have a Bird
I Hide Myself
I Liked Him Not at All
I Lost My Love In Scarlet-Town
I Sing
The Idiot
If You Are Happy (Covenant)
In The Morning
Is You A Fool, You?
It May Not Always Be So
The Lake Isle Of Innisfree
The Lantern
The Leaves Are Falling
Lines To A Sea Green Lover
A Little Love Song
Lost In France
Love
The Lover In Winter Plaineth…
Lyric Found In A Bottle
A Man Like Mother Used To Make
Margaret
Mary Hynes
May Ruane
The Merry Music
Minuette
The Moon
My Friend
My Little Lamb
Nancy Walsh
Never Seek To Tell Thy Love
Not About People
The Olive Tree
One Small Voice
The Par-Boiled Ape
Peggy Mitchell
The Petal Of A Rose
Phyllis McGinley Song Cycle
Pied Beauty
The Piper
The Plowman
Psalm 137
Researcher’s Song

James Stephens
Reginald Lawrence
Edward Eager
Emily Dickinson
Carl Haverlin
Emily Dickinson
William Engvick
Arnold Sundgaard
Emily Dickinson
Ethan Ayer
Tennessee Williams
William Engvic
Alec Wilder
e.e. cummings
William Butler Yeats
A. Sundgaard & Eugene McCarthy
Robbine Hockett
Isabella Gardner
Bradley Saunders
Ernest Rhys
Emily Dickinson
Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch
Ethan Ayer
Francis Edwin Brennan
Gerard Manley Hopkins
James Stephens
James Stephens
James Stephens
James Stephens
Percy Bysshe Shelley
Emily Dickinson
Merrick McCarthy
James Stephens
William Blake
Ogden Nash
Edmund Anderson
David Kapp
James Stephens
James Stephens
James Stephens
Phyllis McGinley
Gerard Manley Hopkins
James Stephens
Traditional text
Bible adapted by A. Wilder
Francis Edwin Brennan
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W640
W641
W642
W643
W644
W645
W646
W647
W648
W649
W650
W651
W652
W653
W654
W655
W656
W657
W658
W659
W660
W661
W662
W663
W664
W665
W666
W667
W668
W669
W670
W671

Retreat
River Run
The Rose On The Wind
The Shiftless Man
Snow Man
Something Is Up
Song
Song, I Am Tired To Death
Song Of Solomon
Songs For Patricia
Songs Of Innocence
Sonnet
Spring
Spy Quartet
Suddenly
Sweet Apple
The Tale of Mad Brigid
The Thing About Cats
Three Dylan Thomas Songs
The Traveling Singer
Travelogue For Exiles
Twelve Pastoral Songs
Up The Hill In Red Rock
The Watcher
What Is Knowing?
When I Am Dead, My Dearest
When You Are Old
Wild Nights
Wild Swans
The Wind
A Woman Is A Branchy Tree
The Wood Of The Flowers

unknown
Marshall Barer
James Stephens
William Engvick
Ethan Ayer
Percy Seitlin
*
James Stephens
Biblical text
Norman Rosten
e.e. cummings
Arnold Sundgaard
Gerard Manley Hopkins
Francis Edwin Brennan
Siegfield Sassoon
James Stephens
James Stephens
John L’Heureux
Set to poems of Dylan Thomas
Ethan Ayer
Karl Jay Shapiro
Arnold Sundgaard
Alec Wilder
James Stephens
James Stephens
Christina Rossetti
William Butler Yeats
Emily Dickinson
*
James Stephens
James Stephens
James Stephens
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Letters of Permission
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Letters of Permission
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