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DISCERNIBLE POETIC AND PHILOSOPHICAL INALUENCESIN THE WORKS OF GERALD
FINZI - Gavin Meredith

Literature, in particular English poetry, was adriving force behind much of Finzi'singpiration and
cregtivity; thishas biographica rootsin thet, after the degth of hisfather and brothers, he became alondly
child, finding solace only in reeding. At his desth, heleft a collection of over three thousand books, which
now residein the Finzi Book Room a Reading University.

Therange of authorsin his collection showsthat poeticad inspiration was diverse, from medieva English

poets through to contemporary twentieth-century writers. Onefigure, however, Sands out dramaticaly in
terms of influence, Thomas Hardy. Finzi found in hiswork some specid &ffinity and his commitment to
Hardy's poetry is unrivaled in the genre of English song, even though Finzi gpparently cared littlefor his
noves Asealy as 1921, whilst the poet was il dive, hewas devising acyde of Hardy songscaled The
Mound (which remained incomplete). He did complete the cycdle of six songs entitled By Footpath and Stile
for baritone and gtring quartet, dthough he later withdrew this, gpart from the two songs By Footpath and
Stile and The Oxen.

There are two recurring themesin Hardy' s poetry with which Finzi ssemsto have identified specificaly,
and these arereflected in his choice of texts

(i) the rlentless passing of time
(i) man's subsarvience to nature and its cycles.

Thexinterrdlaein many songs, or are subsidiary notions on which the introduction of related ideas occurs.

The unstoppableClock of the Years (Finzi set Hardy's poem of thisnamein the set Earth, Air and Rain)
dirred worriesin Finzi from an early age, and as early as 1920 he set Herrick's verse entitled Time was
Upon the Wing. A brush with tuberculosisin 1928 indilled in him the fear that he would not complete
everything he hoped to, and in the preface to the catad ogue of hisworksin 1951, having been diagnosed as
suffering from the fatal Hodgkin's Disease, he quoted Chideock Tycheborne's lines, written on the eve of
hisexecution.

"My thread iscut and yet it is not spun And now | live, and now my lifeisdone.
In the same paragraph, he wrote:

"Asusudly happens, it islikely that new idess, new fashions and the pressing forward of
new generations, will soon obliterate my small contribution.”

Finzi had seen that the passing of time had caused the neglect of severd eighteenthcentury English

composers whom he congdered to be of high merit, and he even collected rare species of gppletree, so that
timewould not losethem forever.

The Hardy songswhich dedl directly with thisideainclude | ook into my glass, Former Beauties, Waiting
Both, Inyearsdefaced and The Clock of the Years. Inl ook into my glass, the passage of timeis
represented by throbbing poco tenuto chords (mostly on off bests) with apedd notein the upper right hand
voice
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Theideaof pedd notesis carried on by the piano'sright hand after the voice enters, but the offbeet pulsing

only returnsto herdd the phrase "But Time, to make me grieve, part stedls, lets part abide; And shakesthis
fragile frame with throbbings of noontide". The world-weary feding in the piano introduction is dowed
down even further at the end,
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first by adower harmonic pace, and secondly by arhythmica augmentation; from the word "'noon-tide" the
time vaue of notesincresses thus:

LIl .

Linked to the passage of timeis Hardy's "voicing of graveyard obsessons dedling with the eventud
decomposdition of human bodiesinto their naturd dements’ (Banfidd 1985:278), which isreflected in
Finzi's setting of Transformations, In a Churchyard and In Five-Score Summers



Finzi reflects aspects of Nature in Hardy'swork most obvioudy in thetitles of the song sets Before and
After Summer and Earth, Air and Rain. They are not cydes and so contain no unifying themes or narrative
idess, but the use of naturd images recursin marty songsauch as Summer Schemes, Proud Songsters,
Overlooking the River and Childhood Among the Ferns. Thefirst two of these form the opening and
cosing songsof Earth, Air and Rain respectively. The use of bird imagery in the dosing of thelast song
harks back to the phrase"When friendly summer callsagain, cdlsagain her littlefifersto these hills' in the
first verse of thefirst song, thus providing aesthetic baance to the s, dthough theimagery isby no means
pervasive enough to judtify the term "cycl€’. Hardy typicaly presents man as having asubservient rolein
nature as summed up in the opening lines of thesong Let me enjoy the Earth:

Let meenjoy theearthnoless
Becausethe dl enacting might
That fashioned forth itsloveliness
Had other aimsthan my ddight.

Often, the use of pecific features of nature occurs not for mere description but to convey aphilosophica
messege. For example, The Comet at Yell'ham reads thus:

It bendsfar over YelI' ham Hlain,
And we, from Ydlham Height,
Stand and regarditsfiery train,
So soon to swim from sight.

It will return long years hence, when
Asnow its strange swift shine

Will fal on Ydl'ham; but not then
On thet sweet form of thine

Here Hardy introduces the nation of human mortality through the fact thet the time cycle of acomet dwarfs
the span of ahuman life. In this case, the human is obvioudy aloved one, so Hardy isdso reminding us

thet even the srongest of human emoations, such aslove, are actualy madeinggnificant astime and

nature's cydesroll rentlesdy on. Thispessmismistypicd and heisrarely wholly joyous (asin, say,

Ditty). Hislove poems are predominantly negative, be they of the unrequited variety (Lizbie Brown or | say
I'll seek her side), about love that isfinished (It never looks like summer here) or evenindstently negative
(I said to Love). However, dthough pervasve, the pessmiam is often accompanied by a philosophica
acceptance of whet fate or destiny hasin store. The second verse of Let me Enjoy the Earth isacasein

point.

About my peth thereflitsaFair,
Who throws me not aword or Sgn.
Il cherm me with her ignoring air
And laud the lips not meant for mine.

Use of thewords""charm’ and "laud” are surprising in this context of unreguited love and Finzi illugtrates
them with a contrary motion passage starting at the word "charm,” which bursts temporarily into nusic of
pure joy with nothing to suggest the expected sorrow associated with unrequited love. It isat theend of the
song that Finzi'sgeniusisreveded. Thetext isasfollows

And some day Hence, towards Paradise
And dl itsblest- if suchshould be -

| will lift glad, afar-off eyes,

Though it containeth no placefor me.

Again, thetone of acogptance, exaggerated by theword "glad” in the third line, isdmost incredulous since
Finzi has depicted it throughout using the warm key of G-flat mgjor. Themusic wanders moddly inand out



of E flat minor, but there are no added accidentas or other modulaions, and the prevailing musical mood is
that of Andante Amabile. Just asthe song closes, Finzi introduces ajarring dissonance in the piano'sleft
hand in bar 34:

rall poco a poce

Thetonic chord of G flat maor isheld by the right hand while againgt it the left hand strikes B double flat
and E doubleflat (the minor third and minor sixth respectively in G flat). Finzi thus shattersthe amabile
feding and questions the poet's damed contentment, introducing the nation that human insecurity would
make such apostive attitude to these subjectsimpossible. It isamarvellous example of acomposer
implying amusica subtext.

It has been commented thet one thing thet Finzi empethised with in Hardy'swork was alack of religious
faith. In aletter to Robin Milford, written the day after war broke out in 1939, Finzi wrote, | till fed that
werealot of beehives without a beekesper - or if thereisone, heslooking the other way." Stephen
Banfid d seesthe comparison asfollows

"Hardy's rgection of Chrigtianity was brittle, often irritably defiant. Finzi's was more
nostalgic: personaly unable to accept the Christian myth, he was nevertheless cgpable of
wishing that its Truth might be regenerated for him." (Banfield 1985:275)

However, thetwo men'sideas were not dways o far gpart. Hardy's views were not dwaysthat of an out-
and-out atheist, as Christopher Walbank describes:

"Inthe novelsthereis stire of the Church, there are attacks on outmoded doctrine and
thereis congtant questioning of the existence of aloving God, but a no point inthe
novels does Hardy, as author, deny the existence of God... the author'stonein themis not
that of the dogmetic atheist but rather that of the sceptical rationdi<t, drawing tention to
the sadder facts of human existence and frankly disbdlieving that any loving God could
have plamed things that way." (Wabank 1979:96)

Itissurdly this Sdeto his character with which Finzi empathised; his own childhood had been strewn with
the"sadder facts of human exisence’ - the deaths of hisfather, three brothers and hisfirst composition
tutor Ernest Farrar. Hence, the Hardy poems Finzi choseto set concerning desth tend to havea
romanticised idea of the afterlife, such asinThe Dance Continued.

Regret not me: Beneeth the sunny tree |
Lie uncaring, dumbering peacefully.



A smiler view isevidentin In a Churchyard (Song of the Yew Tree):

If the living could but hear

What isheard by my roots asthey creep

Round the restful flock, and the things said there,
No one would weep.

New sgt anong thewisg,

They say: 'Enlarged in scope

That no God trumpet ustorise

Wetruly hope.'

It isagaing this backdrop of Finzi the agnodtic that we should view his settings of rdligious texts. Finzi

used text from the Bible on three occasions: the Maghnificat, Let us now praise famousmenand In terra
Pax, which takes part of itstext from St Lukes Gospd. Although he wrote other pieces on religious
subjects such as the anthem God is gone up, to someone unaware of Finzi's persond beliefs he would fit
comfortably into the English chord tradition. Certainly, histraining under Edward Bairstow between 1915
and 1919 reinforcesthisimage, as Finzi had often sat with him in the organ loft at Y ork Minger wherehe
mus surdy have gained invauable knowledge of chord writing. His sacred Two Motets, written in 1922,
were dedicated to Bairstow.

There seemsto be a paradox, therefore, between the man who on one hand worships Hardy with his anti-
Chrigtian views and on the other the man who set texts such asthe Magnificat. The answer liesbothin
Banfiddsideathat "he was neverthdess capable of wishing that its [the Christian myth's] truth might be
regenerated for him" and, equally importantly, as Paul Spicer (conductor of the Finzi Singers) pointed out

in conversation with the author, in his sheer love of words and poetry. Finzi deliberately wrotethe
Magnificat, one of the mogt traditiond texts for an English composer to set, for nortliturgicd use asit
omitsthe Gloria. However, Finzi did dly himsdf strongly to the continuing English church traditionin
writing theanthem Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice asdting of Richard Crashaw's English versons of the S
Thomas Aguinas hymns Ador o te and Lauda Sion. Thiswaswritten a the request of Walter Hussey, vicar
of . Matthew's, Northampton, who started along line of annua commissionsin 1943 with Britten's
Rejoice in the Lamb and Tippett'sFestival Fanfare. Many well-known English composarsinduding
Arnald, Leighton and Howells hed their turn at enriching the list of worksto which these commissions
gavehirth. Finzi was not the first agnostic to write church music. Howells, who wrote alarge body of
saored music sad, "l am not ardigious man any more than Ralph [V aughan Williamg]™ (Ottaway 1980:
746). The reason for Howells love of writing church music liesin his "love of chord texture in aresonant
acoudtic which expressesitsdf with acharacteristic modality and chrometicism, aspiritualised
sensuousness and anaturd lyricd flow" (Ottaway 1980; 746). The same could be said of Finzi.
Furthermore the strong sense of tradition, coupled with figures such as Walter Hussey, who were eager to
commission works, meant thet regular performance of anew work was more likely then, for example, an

abdtract ingtrumentd piece; Finzi'santhems Lo, the Full, Final Sacrifice and God is Gone Up havethus
become part of the Church's maingtream repertoire

Religious conceptions aso formed the badis of some of Finzi's other vocal works. He had agreet love of

the metgphysica poets, in particular Thomas Traherne, whose texts were used for perhaps his most
celebrated vocd work, Dies Natalis acantatafor high voice and strings. The essence of thiswork concerns
the innocence with which man is born into the world, as summed up in the following extract from the
singer's opening recitative:

"I knew not that there were sinsor complaintsor laws. | dream'd not of poverties,

contentions or vices. All tearsand quarrdswere hidden from mineeyes. | saw dl inthe
peace of Eden. Everything wes & reg, free and immortd.”

Childhood innocence was obvioudy something that struck achord with Finzi, asit is also the subject of his

largest chord work I ntimations of Immortality and the songsintrada, On parent knees, Childhood among
the ferns To Joy and The Birthright. Thisfasci nation was obvioudy an outward expression of regret thet



his awn childhood innocence had been shattered in such adevastating way by theloss of virtudly dl his
cosefamily. Although it would be obvious to compare thiswith Britten'sinterest in the samesubject, there
isavitd difference between the two, which Howard Ferguson sees as being that Finzi wastaken more by
the concept of innocence on its awn, compared with Britten's obsession with the loss of naiveté during and
after childhood.

To alessa extent, the themes on which Finzi drew in the Hardy poems are evident in severd other voca

works. Desth and mortdity are the subject of the Three short elegiesfor chorus, aswell as songssuch as

Fear no more the heat o' the sun and Come away, death. Human mortdlity isalso looked & inthesong To a
poet, but from an aypicaly positive angle, with theideathat an artist, in acertain sense, gainsimmortaity
through the legacy of hisworks thet will communicate hisidess to generation after generation. One subject,

dedt within only two Hardy songs, isthe futility of war (Channel Firing and Only a man harrowing clods,
which was usad in the early Requiem da Camera). This notion was given further aringsin Farewell to

Arms, June on Castle Hill and theLament and August 1914 from the Requiem da Camera. Thisrequiem
was dedicated to the memory of his composition tutor Ernest Farrar, who was killed on ective service in
September 1918. It isno surprise to discover, then, thet Finzi was a pecifist. The baritone John Cameron

recals paying avist to Finzi to seek performance advice on some songs. On entering the house he noticed

some photographs, Finzi pointed to one of them, exclaiming proudly "That's my son. He'sin prison, you

know!"" then explaining t o the surprised singer that his son, Christopher, had been imprisoned for

conscientious objection. Finzi's distress at the events before and after the start of World War 11 can be seen

in hisletters, especiadly those written to and from William Busch, which Banfidd quotesin full (1997:260-

268).

Man's subsarvience to Nature is seen in Har vest, which ends with Edmund Blunden's lines:

The Sun'seyelaughing looks.
And Earth accuses none that goes among her sooks

Apart from Hardy, Shakespeareisthe next most frequently -used poet, with nine completed settings. Most
sgnificant of these are the five collected under thetitle Let us garlands bring, which has become one of his
mogt popular works. Assambled from songs wrritten between 1929 and 1942, the overwhe ming feature of
this st isthe freshness thet he brings to words set countlesstimes by other English composers. (Boyd noted
in 1954 that the same lyrics continued to atract "the fancy of many others eager for recognition. Thusthey
areussful to compare the rdative tdents of different composers.” (1954:17) In discussing these settings,
Stephen Liley statesthat "Finzi's songs contain none of Warlock's archaism” (1988:28), but the imitative
_C%Ttrapumd nature to the accompaniment and false relaions dearly demondrate some degree of archaic
influence

Two other figures are prominent in terms of numbers of settings, Edmund Blunden and Robert Bridges.
Blunden was the only poet with whom Finzi had aworking reaionship. Beforethey firs met, Finzi hed
admired hiswork and set the poem To Joy. Their friendship was seded through such shared interests asthe
editing and promation of the poems and songs of Ivor Gurney and therr artistic rdlationship became such
that when embarking on their first collaboration together, the chora work For St. Cecilia, Finzi could
uggest dterationsto the origind text so that it would lend itsalf more eesily to musica setting. For their
next chord joint venture, part of A Garland for the Queent, there was further collaboration before the
definitive text was chosen. Stephen Banfield quotes aletter from Finzi to Blunden on receiving the first
draft of the text, which gives greet indght into Finzi's naturd feding for theinnate musicdity of verseand
the strength of his rdlationship with the poet, which dlowed him to suggest such large dterations:

"... and asthe verses are not strophic they will dl need separate trestment. Thisisdl to
the good, but it does mesan apossiblelack of some cohesve musicd idea If necessary,
could some short couplet be devisad (the ssmefor dl threeverses)?' (Banfidd 1985440
1

L A group of ten chora works collected from leading composers to celebrate the 1953 Coronation. The other composers
were Vaughan Williams, Tippett, Rawsthorne, Bax, Berkeley, Ireland, Rubbra, Bliss and Howells.



Finzi's usud method of composition was such that he would begin settings of poems for which hefdt an
immediate finity. He wrote:

"'Some composers have never written asong or achora work withoutat leest alinebeing
ingtantly matched with amusica equivaent on the very first reading of the words. Thet
initid excitement' brought the intellect into play to carry theemationtoitsend.” (Quoted
by D. McVeagh in the desvenotesto CDAG6161-2)

This approach mugt have been somewha more difficult in the above instance, as Blunden had given him
only two poemsto choose between, afar cry from hisusud freedom of choice; thelack of "initid
exdtement” might have been the causefor it to "fall short of musicd conviction” (Banfidd 1997 p. 442),
dthough the same could not be said of For S. Cecilia.

Finzi had planned a Blunden cyde and hed sarted four other songs, but, as on many other occasions, the
intellect could not develop the "initid excitement™ to its emotiona end, which resulted in his leaving forty-
seven fragments of songs (he only completed eighty-seven songs). The poems of Robert Bridges account
for ten complete sattings. Seven of them comprisethe part-songs Opus 17, the othersbeing In Terra Pax
(where Bridges poem is s2t dongside apassage from S. Lukes Gospd), the mae part-song Thou didst
delight my eyesand the song Since we loved. Theldter isespecidly poignant asit wasthelast song he
would complete and it is atribute to aloved one (presumably in this case hiswife Joy). It containswithin
its concentrated twenty barsdl the halmarks of hisstyle: the lack of mdismain the vocal writing, the
subtle use of dissonance (especidly in the piano introduction) and ause of modaity with hintsat the
relative minor. Theformis dosed in thet it restates the opening at the end, and, in between, the bassline
givesthe piece an arc-like structure that rises stepwise to the midpoint of the song before diding back
downwards. Finzi usesthe peak to indicate the change of emphasisin thetext that focusesin the second
helf on thefirgt person (as underlined in the poem):

Sinceweloved, (the earth that shook aswe kissed, fresh beauty took)
Love hasbeen aspoet'spaint, Life asheavenisto asaint;

All my joys my hopeexcd, All my work hath prosper'd well,
All my songs have happy been, O my love, my life, my queen

Finzi reservesthe widest vocal legp (aseventh) for the thematic summation in the words O my love'.

Other poets Finzi used are as diverse as Rosstti (O fair to see) and Chaucer (Rondel) but none commeand
more than two settings. One noticesble omisson is A.E. Housman whoseworks, in thefirg third of the
century, it became dmost de rigueur to sst; Somervel, Vaughan Williams, Irdand and C.C. Orr represent
only afew of the many compasars who responded to the grest musicdity of his Shropshire Lad poems.
Indeed, the sheer wedlth of settings prompted Congtant Lambert to write thet

"sncethe Shropshire Lad himsdlf published his last poems some ten years ago it may
without impertinence be suggested thet it is high time hismusical followers published
their last songs'(1934:284).

Thelig of complete and incomplete settings by Finzi in Sensibility and English Song (Banfidd 1985:445)
records, however, that Finzi sarted nine different Housman sattingsin the 1920s, thus alying him with the
generd trend in English music at thetime. That he mugt have felt Housman to be akindred spirit is evident

in the choice of poems he sarted to sat; the futility of wer isthe subject of The ladsin their hundreds and
the passing of timethat of We'll to the woods no more

Howard Ferguson hasrdated that in public Finzi came across as having "abubbling sense of fun', dthough
he continues with: "benesth thisincisve and buoyant exterior lay adeep and fundamenta
pessmism"'(1957:154). Bearing the latter statement in mind, this study has shown that Finzi did express his
persond philosophies through his choice of texts.
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