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Sonnances

For voice and piano

Words by Ralph Ullmann

Music by Nigel Morgan

About the music

This is the first book of three collections of songs under the
title Sonnances composed between 1971-2. The intention of
the collection was to render into a musical score an open field
of possibilities for performers’ interpretations. The little poems
found in book 1 are wistful, delicate, and very often ambiguous.
The musical settings are the stuff of a youthful ambition to
establish within the tradition of the art song a music marrying
transparency and clarity of texture with a productive indepen-
dence between voice and accompaniment.

The first performance of  book 1 of Sonnances was given by
the contralto Carol Leatherby and pianist Gary Peacock in
June 1976.

Performance Instructions

Any tempo, dynamics and articulation markings given should be
considered as a guide, no more.

As harp-like figurations and textures predominate in the piano
score, the pianist is recommended to make extensive use of the
sustaining pedal to create those subtle resonances peculiar to the
harp.

The legato marks in the score are suggestions not indications for
the use of the sustaining pedal.
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Treeless Leaf

The opening of books.
The turning of leaves.
If only I could afford…

The cry of a man who fools himself
he never has time.
Nor indeed is time with him.
But that allowance of seconds, minutes and hours
which are allotted to him are his to arrange.

No man has no time.
All he has is no self.
No self to express.

Such a man is afraid that if
he gave himself time
He would have time to find he himself has nothing to give.
The turning of leaves to brown,
old and brittle they wither away.

Their book is closed.
The man who has no time
is forsaken.

Savoyade

I. On Se Fatigue de Tous

One gets tired by everything.

Life is daily,
Time eternal.
Minutes are long,
Years short.

Granpa
can you see Switzerland?

Switzerland?
No.
I see Thonon-les-Bains.

His eyes will not roam
across the lake
to the hills beyond.

So age reduces the world.

La Vielle

By the church porch
a hearse,
black and silver,
faces
the funeral parlour.

An old woman
passes by
stops
looks almost lovingly
upon the mobile wreaths
and then scans
the death notices
in the parlour window.
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L’humeur d’un Innocent

A peasant
cackles loud
as he scythes
the grass.

A kitten
darts
tail quivering
into the bushes.

He cackles
long
between each
broad swathe.

The metal blade
slides
through the green
as effortless
as combing hair.

He straightens
and sharpens his tool
chortling
with the merriment
of an idiot.

Le Defi

An old man
sits in the sun
black beret
tipped over his nose.

Stubby, crumpled fingers
clasp
the newspaper
close to his glasses.
Lips purse
in determination.

The print
will
not
be his master.

A dog
pads to his tables
and pees
on the column.

II. Carousel

A green table
On it a fan.
Black plays white
big versus little
Each with green
Gripped
by delicate fingers.
Laughing both
the little one
wins.

J’ai une maladie.

Yes –
the world
is for little people.

For children
it opens its petals
for the old
they crumple.
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Heptagos

I.

Never to speak of rain or of grey mornings
is to hope for that which is regular,
a life that is blue in the sky,
green in the grass,
and yellow in the sun.

But blue people are cold,
green men are sick,
and the yellow are fevered.

If all this were sung…
there might be –
a black sun
a red night
a white day.

II.

I am alone with my distress.
it robes me,
it hugs me,
it touches my skin it is so close.
I wonder that my friends don’t notice it.

III.

My lips,
your lips,
do they talk silently
or is it my heart,
your heart
that converse with rubies,
drops of salt and intimacies
all their own?

Nothing more than silence
or my hand,
your hand?
Could it be so easy?
To place yours in mine
finger by finger
string by string
my heart would pluck
till it was ripe.

Autumn, autumn with you.
Brown and gold and yellow.
but where is the red,
the blood of all that lives,
of all that breathes?

Drained away,
whitened by overuse
like lemons in hot water.

IV.

He didn’t know, he didn’t.
In all innocence he accepted her word
and walked proud
with a cool skin
tingling veins
and a warm heart.

His soul said no,
but what is a minority
among so many?

And she said yes,
yes she was faithful.
She lived in hope,
in the hope that he would forgive.
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V.

Do you remember the night
when we didn’t meet?
It was a night when I wasn’t there.
Some said it was black
other thought it clear.
I hadn’t come.
You didn’t appear.

No-one saw anything that was difficult.
But later I found time to spend a night
waiting for you.
You did not hear.

VI.

What should I expect?
Riches,
fame,
love?
Only expectation?

You mock me.
How can I expect expectation?
Expectorate?
As you would an animal in a fire?
Ssspit.

VII.

So quiet, so gentle
like a clarinet in spring
cooing and soft and pulsing.

But whose arms now?
A year later and the bells rang
strong and stern and final.

VIII.

When will you return?
Spring is waiting for a signal to begin.
You – it’s you who must give the sign
to start our lives,
to strengthen our hopes,
in the warmth,
the freshness,
the spontaneity of a new birth.

IX.

In smoking rooms green
envy spent
all had left.

In the middle couples sang
all together,
but still a single voice
laid claim to all with its laugh.
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