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THE SONGS OF FREDERICK MAY 

  

Biographical Context 

Born in 1911, May began his music studies privately studying theory with John Larchet and 

piano with his wife before transferring to the Royal Irish Academy of Music (RIAM). Here 

he continued to study harmony and counterpoint with Larchet while Michele Esposito 

became his piano teacher. Esposito also looked over and advised on May’s early attempts at 

composition.
1
 From 1927 onwards May began making appearances as a pianist in both solo 

and chamber compositions, winning the Caroline Elisabeth Reilly Cup at the Feis Ceoil in 

1928.  

The year 1930 was an important one in May’s development. McCullough Pigott and 

Co. published his Irish Love Song and he also performed another of his songs in public. More 

significantly, he was awarded the Esposito Cup at the Feis Ceoil and as a result of this he was 

nominated, on the recommendation of Ambrose Coviello, the adjudicator in the piano class, 

as the first recipient of a new scholarship prize worth £100 to be spent on the further study of 

piano.
2
 In July he took his preliminary examination for the BMus at Trinity College Dublin 

before departing Dublin to utilise his scholarship in London. In September he enrolled at the 

Royal College of Music, choosing composition as his principal study. His teachers included 

Charles Kitson, Ralph Vaughan Williams, R. O. Morris and Gordon Jacob.
3
  Back in Dublin 

in October the Feis Ceoil board agreed to this flexible interpretation of the prize rules and 

allowed May to take piano as second study.
4
 His piano teacher was Edward Mitchell and he 

also studied conducting with W. H. Reed and Aylmer Buesst.  

In 1931 he entered a song in the composition competition at the Feis but the 

adjudicator Hamilton Harty decided no first prize should be awarded, giving commendations 

to the entries of May and Elizabeth Maconchy.
5
 The Feis however did decide to renew his 

scholarship for a second year to enable him to continue his studies in London.
6
 He took his 

final TCD examination in December submitting a string quartet and on 10 December his 

                                                           
1
 Frederick May, ‘Intermezzo’ in Richard Pine and Charles Acton (eds.), To Talent Alone: The Royal Irish 

Academy of Music 1848–1998 (Dublin: Gill and McMillan, 1998), 391–2. In the 1958 broadcast Composers at 

Work the introduction also noted that ‘In Esposito [May] found a constructive critic for his youthful attempts at 

composition.’ Contemporary Music Centre recording RTÉ 09.  
2
 National Library MS 34,915 /5, Feis Ceoil Minutes 29 May 1930.  

3
 I am indebted for this and the following information regarding May’s time at the Royal College of Music to 

Mariarosaria Canzonieri, Assistant Librarian (Archives), Royal College of Music. 
4
 Feis Ceoil Minutes 23 October 1930. 

5
 Feis Ceoil Minutes 18 June 1931. 

6
 Feis Ceoil Minutes 2 July 1931. 
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degree was conferred.
7
 December also marked the opening of Padraic Colum’s play Mogu of 

the Desert at the Gate Theatre for which May composed a substantial amount of songs and 

incidental music.
8
  

 During 1932 May’s study was funded by the RCM’s Foli scholarship and in October 

May was awarded the Octavia Travelling Scholarship, though it would seem that some of this 

was used to cover the remainder of May’s sojourn at the RCM after the Foli Scholarship ran 

out at Easter of 1933.
9
 On 17 March 1933 there was a first orchestral run through of May’s 

Scherzo for orchestra and it received its first public performance on 1 December when it was 

heard as part of the Patron’s Concert.
10

 Between the months of May and October May 

composed his Four Romantic Songs, which received their premiere in London at a 

Macnaghten-Lemare concert on 22 January 1934.
11

  

At some point, probably in the second half of 1933, May followed in the footsteps of 

other Octavia Scholarship winners and, equipped with a letter of introduction from Vaughan 

Williams to Egon Wellesz, he travelled to Vienna.
12

 One newspaper report suggests that he 

also travelled to Florence and Rome on his scholarship.
13

 The purpose of the scholarship was 

not just to enable a student to study with a master from abroad but was also meant to give 

students a chance to experience the musical and cultural life of Europe at a time when foreign 

travel was not as common. It is not clear how much time was spent in Vienna studying before 

his possible cultural tour of Italy, nor is it clear what format his studies might have taken. A 

Radio Éireann (RÉ) broadcast from 1958 merely states that while in Vienna May studied the 

music of Gustav Mahler and Hugo Wolf.
14

  

It is clear that by the beginning of 1935 May had settled back in Dublin intent on 

forging a career for himself, giving piano recitals on radio and also performing a number of 

                                                           
7
 I am indebted to Roy Stanley, Music Librarian at Trinity College Dublin for information regarding May’s 

BMus.  
8
 See ‘Mogu of the Desert: New Play at Gate Theatre’, Irish Times, 28 December 1931. The title role was taken 

by Hilton Edwards while the role of the King of Persia was taken by the young Orson Welles. In the early 30s 

May sometimes performed one song from Mogu, ‘Sweet Bird’ in an arrangement for piano and voice. The 

original also contains a flute part. 
9
 For more regarding this see Mark Fitzgerald, ‘Inventing Identities’ in Mark Fitzgerald and John O’Flynn 

(eds.), Music and Identity in Ireland and Beyond (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 89–91.  
10

 John Evans’s Journeying Boy: The Diaries of the Young Benjamin Britten 1928-1938 (London: Faber, 2010), 

135. The score for this composition is dated February 1933 but there also exists an earlier draft of the piece for 

strings (Violins I & II, Viola, Cello, Double Bass). Information regarding the Patron’s Concert from Royal 

College of Music London Archives. 
11

 Review, The Times, 26 January 1934. The programme also included music by Dorothy Gow (1893–1982), 

Alan Rawsthorne (1905–71) and Gerald Finzi (1901–56).  
12

 For more regarding the debates about May’s study in Vienna see Mark Fitzgerald, ‘Inventing Identities’.  
13

 [Untitled] Irish Independent, 25 August, 1935: 4. 
14

 Contemporary Music Centre Recording RTÉ 09.  
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his own compositions. One of his songs won the composition competition at the Feis Ceoil 

though it has not been possible to establish which one.
15

 By the end of the year he was 

deputising at the Abbey Theatre for John Larchet and on 1 January 1936 he took up the 

position of Director of Music at the theatre.
16

 RÉ broadcast his Four Romantic Songs in 

October and in December Aloys Fleischmann performed May’s Scherzo for Orchestra with 

the University Orchestra in Cork.
17

 At the end of 1935 May was in contact with Alban Berg 

and outlined plans to meet Berg when he travelled to Vienna in 1936 during his holiday 

period from his position at the Abbey.
18

 However, this meeting did not occur as Berg died on 

24 December.
19

   

May’s duties at the Abbey were mainly centred around music provided during the 

interval by the Abbey ‘orchestra’—in May’s time this was generally a piano trio.
20

 

Occasionally he provided short pieces of original incidental music, usually to cover scene 

changes, but generally pre-exisiting music was used and he never had to provide anything as 

extensive as his music for Mogu. Apart from his theatre duties May was quite productive. In 

1936 he composed what is today his best known composition, the String Quartet in C Minor. 

The following year saw a number of premieres; the song By the Bivouac’s Fitful Flame was 

premiered at the Gate Theatre in April, the Symphonic Ballad was premiered by the BBC 

Wireless Orchestra under E Godfrey Brown in August and in December Fleischmann and his 

orchestra premiered the Suite of Irish Airs which Fleischmann had commissioned some time 

before. In 1938 May’s Spring Nocturne was premiered by the RÉ Symphony Orchestra under 

Aloys Fleischmann as part of a concert of Irish music. 

It is clear that May’s time at the Abbey was not happy with interpersonal problems 

arising between May and the management throughout his tenure. He was even suspended for 

a period in Autumn 1937.
21

 A more serious problem was the emergence of significant mental 

health issues which resulted in a severe breakdown at the end of May 1938. He was treated at 

Stewart’s Hospital until October, but did not return to the Abbey until January of 1939.
22

 

                                                           
15

 The Feis minutes and the press release take the trouble to give not just May’s name but also the pseudonym he 

used for the competition and fail to give any indication regarding the title of the song.  
16

 Irish Independent, 1 January 1936.  
17

 ‘Irish Composer’s New Songs’ in Irish Press, 19 October 1935 and untitled in Irish Times, 14 December 

1935. 
18

 Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek F21.Berg. 1073 Brief Nr. 179/13-M/Har.  
19

 The Irish Press printed the news of Berg’s death on 25 December while the Independent carried the news on 

27 December.  
20

 For further information see the Music at the Abbey website www.abbeytheatremusic.ie 
21

 See Abbey Theatre minutes http://www.nuigalway.ie/abbeytheatreminutebooks/ 
22

 I am indebted to Joan Rapple, Freedom of Information Officer and Data Protecction Officer, Stewarts Care 

Ltd. for this information.  
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May was to suffer further breakdowns throughout the following decades and undoubtedly 

these were a major factor in his eventual abandonment of composition. A further 

complication was his recourse to alcohol, something which became evident early in 1939.  

The following months saw May gradually returning to composition, with some bits of 

incidental music provided for plays in April and August 1939. His song The Traveller was 

commended at the Feis Ceoil in 1940, and the settings of Bowes-Lyon, Gurney and Crane 

also date from this period. In 1941 he provided incidental music for Maxwell Anderson’s 

play Winterset which was performed by the UCD Dramatic Society in March 1941. This 

work is related to Spring Nocturne and also his next major composition Songs from Prison, 

completed by early 1941 and premiered in December 1942 by the BBC. As a result of May’s 

contacts with the BBC during this period they also broadcast a number of his songs and the 

Suite of Airs while Adrian Boult conducted a performance of his Scherzo in April 1942.
23

 

That year May composed the song Dialogue and the Lyric Piece for Strings. The later was 

premiered in February 1943 by the Dublin string Orchestra under Terry O’Connor, a date 

which marks a major hiatus in May’s compositional career. While his works received 

occasional performances throughout the 1940s and his String Quartet finally received its 

premiere in 1948 given by the Martin Quartet in the Wigmore Hall, London, it would seem 

May effectively ceased original composition during this time. He was dismissed from the 

Abbey in 1948. A final attempt to return to composition was made in the early 1950s 

resulting in the orchestral work Sunlight and Shadow which was premiered in January 1956. 

Later work was confined to arrangements and the revision of earlier compositions.  

 

Introduction to the songs 

In creating this edition of May’s songs the first decision that had to be taken was whether this 

should be a critical edition of all of May’s extant songs with variants and revisions 

comprehensively presented or whether this should primarily be a performing edition of May’s 

songs. As his vocal music has (with the exception of about three songs) been completely 

unavailable since May’s death I decided that a simple performing edition of the songs would 

be preferable with one clear edition of each of the songs included. I also decided to eschew 

the idea of completeness for the sake of it and so I have excluded a number of juvenilia from 

the collection; anyone concerned with tracing May’s development as a student can view these 

works and other student manuscripts in the Manuscripts and Archives Research Library, 

                                                           
23

 Frederick May file, BBC Written Archives Centre.  
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Trinity College Dublin. I have also excluded songs written as incidental music for the theatre 

such as his songs for Padraic Colum’s Mogu of the Desert.  

When composing songs May would first write the song out in rough draft, usually in 

pencil, and then make a neater performing copy. Later copies of the songs were frequently 

made to avail of particular performance opportunities. The condition of the surviving 

manuscript copies varies from song to song. In some cases early drafts and finished scores are 

available. In others only a single copy survives which may be a performing copy or a draft 

copy. For some songs multiple copies exist, occasionally providing us with further revisions 

or other discrepancies. It is clear that apart from having little concern for the legibility of his 

scores (partly perhaps due to the fact that he was frequently the pianist in performances) May 

was a somewhat careless copyist. By times the existence of multiple copies has helped me to 

ascertain where differences in pitches are due to careless copying rather than revisions, 

though in some cases this is not entirely clear cut.  

In the mid 1970s with the encouragement of Garech Browne, who promised him £5 

for each new song, May began making new copies of his songs, taking the opportunity to 

revise some of his early work.
24

 Unfortunately, having written out five songs May then began 

to take the short cut of sending photocopies of the scores in Trinity College, even when the 

copy in question was far from legible (as is the case with April). Photocopies of four of these 

songs were also sent to Aloys Fleischmann in the hope of securing a performance from a 

young singer in Cork and are now part of the Fleischmann collection. At a late stage in this 

project I found there was a further collection of May’s songs held in Cornell University. It is 

not entirely clear how the songs ended up there but it is believed they were part of the papers 

of Sir Keith Falkner.
25

   

In general I have tried to identify the latest version of each song as May’s revisions 

usually resulted in a clarifying of the harmony and tightening of the structure. Frequently 

May’s carelessness extends to the texts set, with various errors and changes made by the 

composer in copying the words of the song. In most cases I have altered the words to agree 

with the original literary text, particularly in cases where May’s version no longer makes 

sense or where the meaning has become somewhat obscure.   

May’s songs can be divided into two main groups. The songs composed in Dublin and 

then London as a student form the first group while the second group consists of songs 

                                                           
24

 Garech Browne conversation with the author, 5 August 2015.  
25

 Keith Falkner was a student of Henry Plunkett Greene and an established bass baritone on the London concert 

scene in the 1930s and 40s.  
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written after his return to Dublin, between 1935 and 1942. As May generally did not date his 

manuscripts it has not been possible to construct an exact chronology for the songs but it is 

possible to construct a rough chronology using a variety of sources and by examining the 

stylistic changes in the works.  

 

Early Songs 

May’s papers in TCD include a large amount of juvenilia and student work including 

exercises in compositional technique undertaken in Dublin and London. Among these are a 

number of songs which are not included in this volume. The songs, The Stolen Child (Yeats), 

Beautiful Deirdre, Molly my own Love, Sheep and Lambs (Tynan) and When Death to either 

shall come (Bridges), all demonstrate the young May gradually coming to terms with the art 

of setting a text. In the case of Beautiful Deirdre May’s teacher (presumably John Larchet) 

has honed in on the rudimentary piano accompaniment consisting of static chords and has 

suggested how May could enliven and vary it with a more pianistic figuration. The short 

Bridges setting with its somewhat incessant semiquaver accompaniment seems to be more 

concerned with his classical models than the text he is setting while the short Star of England 

(Anon) might make a pleasant addition to the Church Hymnal while not adding anything too 

memorable to this collection of songs. As representative samples of May’s student period in 

Dublin I have included three songs which May himself seems to have valued more highly 

than his other efforts from this period, Irish Love Song, Hesperus and Spring.  

 

Irish Love Song (1929 rev. 1970s) 

This is a setting of a text by Lady Gregory which is based on the closing lines of The Narrow 

Road, an Irish language poem by Douglas Hyde. The version used by May is the free 

reworking which appears in Poets and Dreamers: Songs and Translations from the Irish and 

not her more direct translation which appeared in Eleanor Hull’s Poem Book of the Gael.
26

 

John Larchet thought highly enough of this song to have it published in early 1930 by 

McCullough Pigott and Co.
27

 May included the song in a portrait concert broadcast by Radio 

Éireann in 1941 along with a number of more recent songs. There are two copies in Trinity; 

the first draft and a revision with a more sophisticated piano part. At the end of the 

manuscript there is a further reworking of the piano part at bar 15. This second copy 

corresponds with the published version of the song.  

                                                           
26

 Lady Gregory, Poets and Dreamers: Songs and Translations from the Irish (Dublin: Hodges Figgis and Co. 

Ltd, 1903) and Eleanor Hull (ed.) Poem Book of the Gael (Chatto and Windus, 1913).  
27

 Donncha Ó Dúlaing interview with Frederick May, Three-O-One, 18 February 1975. Contemporary Music 

Centre Library, uncatalogued.  
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In the 1970s May decided to revise the accompaniment slightly, simplifying and shortening 

the piano passage at bar 15 and making a smoother transition to the re-entry of the voice at 

bar 19. The piano part was also revised in bars 21–3 and a small rhythmic adjustment was 

made to the vocal line in bar 20. It is the revised version that appears in this volume. The 

1930 publication is available in the National Library of Ireland.
28

  

 

Hesperus (1929)  

In a radio interview with Donncha Ó Dúlaing in 1975 May described this song as being 

written when he was 18 and explained how he managed to obtain permission to use the text 

from James Stephens in person.
29

 In May 1930 he was scheduled to make his first appearance 

as a composer at the RIAM’s Students Musical Union (SMU) with performances of two 

songs, Hesperus and Spring, but in the event the singer Renée Flynn was taken ill and, 

instead, Spring was performed at a concert in the Gresham Hotel in June. 

There are three manuscripts in TCD. The first is an early version with no introductory piano 

part and simpler rhythms. There are a number of corrections on this from May’s teacher. The 

second is a revised draft with further corrections by his teacher while the third is a tidy copy 

of this manuscript. The revisions are mainly concerned with breaking up the static 

accompaniment and adding more rhythmic variety into the vocal line. The third copy has the 

pseudonym ‘Opera’ which suggests May entered this for a competition at some stage. I have 

used this copy as my main source.  

 

Spring (1929) 

This setting of the Thomas Nashe poem is simpler than the previous two songs but May 

seems initially to have regarded it more highly than his other early songs. Apart from the 

performance at the Gresham Hotel in June 1930 it was also performed by May after his return 

to Dublin in November 1935 at an SMU concert. On the other hand it is possible that it was 

retained in May’s repertoire due to the contrast in mood it provides with much of the rest of 

his song output. Again there are a number of early sketches in Trinity with suggestions from 

his teacher regarding how he could make the accompaniment more pianistic and rhythmically 

interesting. I have used a copy with the pseudonym ‘Taurus’ as the basis of this edition.  

 

Most of the remaining songs in this early period cannot be dated exactly. However, 

stylistically it is clear that the songs date from this time and the 1935 SMU concert included 

                                                           
28

 National Library of Ireland, Ir 780941 p 7.  
29

 Donncha Ó Dúlaing interview with Frederick May. 
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performances of Herdsman, I Sing of a Maiden and April which gives a final possible date for 

their composition. The large scale of The Little Black Boy might at first suggest a somewhat 

later date, but harmonically this does not contain the sophistication of his later songs.   

 

Drought (1931 rev. 1970s) 

This song was composed in 1931 for a broadcast by Lennox Robinson in memory of 

Katharine Tynan who died on 2 April that year.
30

 The script for the programme noted that the 

ink on the pages of the song ‘was hardly dry.’
31

 May’s decision to write a new song for the 

broadcast rather than submitting his old setting of Sheep and Lambs is indicative of the 

advancement May had made in the intervening period in compositional technique. The 

setting omits the final four lines (The wind’s wings are still, /Nothing stirs but the singing 

rill/And hearts that complain. /The leaves rustle before the rain.). Whether this decision was 

influenced by the short time May had to compose the piece is not known.   

The creation of an edition of this song was particularly problematic as there are three copies 

in TCD and a further copy from the 1970s, with much variation of chords and pitches 

between the copies, frequently due to careless copying. While in some cases the differences 

are relatively minor in others, such as bar six, one has to choose between radically different 

versions. After much debate I have decided to follow the revised version which irons out 

some of the more abrupt harmonic shifts in the earlier copies, though it also contains some 

unusual passages of its own.  

 

The Little Black Boy 

There are three copies of this setting of William Blake’s The Little Black Boy in TCD, one of 

which (the latest) is transposed into E. There are some minor differences between the earliest 

copy and the second manuscript (which was the basis for the transposed version and the 

edition in this volume) as May revised short passages of the song (frequently marked in 

pencil on the first copy). These refer to bars 49, 64–5 and 79–80. The one point where I have 

departed from this copy of the score is bar 7 which in the first two manuscripts is in 3/4 

(crotchet-minim in the vocal part with a rest on the third beat in the piano part). It is clear 

from the markings on the first score that May was not happy with this bar but was unsure 

how to improve it and it is only in the final transposed copy that he hits on the solution of 

changing this to a 2/4 bar. I have therefore altered the bar to 2/4 in this edition 
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 The broadcast also included a song by Rhoda Coghill entitled The Weeping Babe.  
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 Lennox Robinson papers, 1/4/MSS 091 Series: Non fiction writings, 1919-1924: Box 12, Folder 2, III - 

Katherine Tynan, p. 9. Special Collections Research Center, Morris Library, Southern Illinois University 

Carbondale.  

http://archives.lib.siu.edu/index.php?p=collections/findingaid&id=492&q=Lady+Gregory&rootcontentid=8876
http://archives.lib.siu.edu/index.php?p=collections/findingaid&id=492&q=Lady+Gregory&rootcontentid=8876
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I Sing of a Maiden  

Trinity holds the first sketches for this song along with a single neat copy which forms the 

basis of this edition. There is little difference between this and the sketch, but May originally 

considered being more specific regarding the use of pedal.  

 

Herdsman  

There are four copies of this song in TCD, one of which is among the papers of the text 

author Seumas O’Sullivan.
32

 In the first manuscript May is clearly still working out the song 

and it contains two endings, the first in E flat and the second in C. At some point he then 

decided to revise the piece quite heavily and this version it would seem was entered into a 

competition under the pseudonym Europa. It is possible that this is the song with which May 

won the 1935 Feis competition (which would possibly also explain the choice of Irish text at 

a time when he seems to have concentrated on setting English poetry). In the revision which 

is used for this edition the vocal part is essentially unchanged (apart from the effect of re-

barring and some slight note-length alterations) but the piano part is completely rewritten. 

The version in O’Sullivan’s papers is a neat copy of this revised version. The order of the 

words ‘trees’ and ‘rath’ have been reversed by someone in O’Sullivan’s copy. 

 

April 

This is a setting of Robert Bridges whose work May also used for a choral work around this 

time. The single manuscript in Trinity is a draft sketch which is extremely difficult to read 

and in some parts illegible. This edition has therefore been based on the considerably neater 

copy in Cornell University.   

 

Four Romantic Songs 

This work for tenor, string quartet and piano was composed between May and October 1933 

and either marks the end of May’s study period in London or is the first major work after his 

study there was complete.
33

 The work was premiered in London on 22 January 1934 at a 

Macnaghton Lemare concert and received its Irish premiere on 19 October 1935 at an SMU 

concert at the Royal Irish Academy of Music with the English tenor Steuart Wilson, Nancie 

Lord, Petite O’Hara, Arthur Francks, Joseph Schofield and May himself on the piano. A 

broadcast of the work was made later the same day from the RÉ studio in Athlone. The work 

sets four English texts: two sonnets by John Masefield from Lollingdon Downs, Thomas 
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 The exact date May finished at the RCM is unclear but it would seem to have been at the summer of 1933.  
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Hardy’s Hap and selected lines from D H Lawrence’s A Craving for Spring. This edition is 

based on a surviving full score currently held by the RTÉ archive. TCD holds the sketch 

score for the work which was used to clarify pitches in the less legible passages of the full 

score.  

 

The later songs: 

May’s later songs are a little easier to date, the exception being his setting of Evening on 

Road, Dun Laoghaire. By the Bivouac’s Fitful Flame was premiered in 1937, The Traveller 

was composed for the 1940 Feis Ceoil composition competition and Dialogue was composed 

in 1942. In a letter to Sir Adrian Boult May described the Crane, Gurney and Bowes-Lyons 

settings as having been written ‘immediately before Songs from Prison’ which was 

completed in early 1941.
34

 In this period May made a strong effort to get the BBC to perform 

some of his music, sending a number of his works to the Reading Panel for approval. He sent 

two batches of songs, the first one containing Communion, Brimscombe, The Finch and North 

Labrador. To these he added in a second group the other Bowes-Lyon and Crane settings 

(Millpond and Garden Abstract) and from his earlier songs I Sing of a Maiden, Drought and 

April. 

 

Evening on Road, Dun Laoghaire  

Irene Haugh’s poem first appeared in Poetry: A Magazine of Verse in 1932 and was included 

with minor revisions in her volume Valley of the Bells the following year. Haugh had studied 

at the Royal Irish Academy of Music and wrote music criticism for a Dublin newspaper.
35

 

May was apparently a good friend of Haugh’s brother Kevin who was Attorney General 

between 1940 and 1942 and subsequently a judge in the High and Supreme Courts.
36

 May 

used the 1932 version of the text but his score contains a number of incorrect words and more 

oddly mangles the opening lines completely replacing ‘No stones of ancient dwellings 

hold/Within their ruins life enclosed...’ with ‘No stones of ancient dwellings hold/or buried 

city, life enclosed...’. In this edition I have restored the original text. The sources consist of a 

score of the full song (with no title or indication of the text’s author) and a separate page of 

corrections for bars 12–16, 17–20, 30, 44–5 and 49–50. These corrections have all been 

incorporated into this edition. The B natural in the vocal line in bar 22 is editorial as is the A 

flat in the piano right hand at 52 and the rhythm in the vocal part in bar 77. So far I have been 
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 BBC Written Archives Centre, Frederick May composer, File 1 1940–48.  
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 W J White, ‘Irene Haugh’ in Matthew Hoehn (ed.) Catholic Authors: Contemporary Biographical Sketches, 

vol. 2 (Newark New Jersey: St Mary’s Abbey, 1952), 238.  
36

 I am grateful to John Brannigan for alerting me to this connection.  
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unable to find any evidence that this song was publically performed in May’s lifetime and the 

somewhat awkward writing in some parts of the song suggest that May might have intended a 

further reworking of the song but for some reason never got around to it.  

 

By the Bivouac’s Fitful Flame (1937)  

This setting of Walt Whitman was premiered on 4 April 1937 in a song recital at the Gate 

Theatre. Trinity’s holdings consist of a sketch and two copies, the second of which contains a 

number of revisions which have been outlined in pencil on the first copy. It would seem from 

the surviving sketch that May initially considered working out a proportional relationship 

between the 6/8 bar 8 and the surrounding bars but this was dropped when he wrote out the 

neat copies of the songs in favour of looser descriptions (poco animato and in the first version 

a come prima half way through bar 9). The main revisions centre on bars 16–18 where May 

decided to make the setting more effective by lengthening the note values in the vocal line 

and having a silent bar in the piano to mark the line ‘they seem to be stealthily watching me’. 

The manuscript in Cornell is also a copy of this revised version.  

  

The Traveller (1940 rev. 1970s)  

This song was composed as an entry to the 1940 Feis Ceoil composition competition. The 

choice of Joseph Campbell’s text (‘Night, and I travelling’ taken from his collection The 

Mountainy Singer) was due to a stipulation that year that the text had to be by an Irish writer. 

In the event May’s song was commended with the first prize going to one Lindsay Seymour 

from Sussex who entered pieces into the competition most years throughout the 1930s and 

early 1940s.
37

 For this edition I have relied on the 1970s revision which is slightly tighter and 

sparer than the first draft. The original version (in Trinity College) contains an extra bar for 

piano between bars 8 and 9 and some thicker chordal writing at the final line of text as well 

as various corrections and changes at the end of the manuscript. The D sharp on the second 

quaver in the right hand in bar 9 is editorial, while the left hand in bar 10 was deciphered with 

the help of the earlier TCD manuscript.  

 

The Finch (c 1940) and Millpond (c 1940) 

May made settings of two poems by Lillian Bowes-Lyon. To date I have been unable to track 

down a copy of the score of Millpond. An RÉ recording of Millpond survives with Tomás Ó 

Súilleabháin accompanied by May on piano. I originally considered making an edition from 

this recording however apart from the occasional difficulty in ascertaining elements of the 
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piano part (which is recessed in the recording) after the opening the vocalist sings a number 

of lines which do not relate to the Bowes-Lyon text and indeed do not seem to make sense.
38

 

Whether this is a result of May’s writing, due to mistakes he made in copying, a deliberate 

decision of May’s or whether it is just an error which occurred in performance on live radio is 

impossible to ascertain without any copy of the score. I therefore decided to omit the piece 

from the collection.  

For The Finch there are two copies, one in TCD and a 1970s revision. There are only very 

slight differences between these (such as the extra E flat on the fourth quaver and the C on 

the last quaver of the right hand in the first bar in the 1970s copy). The TCD copy has more 

details regarding the dynamics and is more legible in some places.  

 

Brimscombe (c 1940) and Communion (c 1940)  

The composition of these two settings of World War One poetry by Ivor Gurney was 

presumably inspired by the outbreak of the Second World War. Brimscombe survives in two 

copies, one at TCD and one from the 1970s. Both are essentially identical but the earlier TCD 

manuscript does not have the dynamics, phrasing, tempo indication and other details present 

in the later copy. May’s inconsistent notation in the piano at bars 8–9 and 26–27 has been 

corrected. The later manuscript also clarifies that the note on the third beat of bar 20 in the 

vocal line is a D. In setting the text May omitted several words as well as the final two lines 

of the poem. Only one of these omissions seriously impinges on the meaning of the text. For 

some reason May omitted the word ‘them’ at bar 6 (instead ‘through’ appears under a 

crotchet tied to a quaver). In order to clarify the meaning of the text I have split the dotted 

crotchet into two separate notes with ‘them’ placed under the quaver. 

A single neat copy of Communion survives in TCD and a second copy is held at Cornell. In 

the Cornell copy the left hand of the piano part in bar 2 is an octave higher and the 

penultimate quaver in the right hand at bar 15 is a crotchet. Otherwise the two copies are 

identical. This edition is based on the Trinity manuscript.  

 

North Labrador (c 1940) and Garden Abstract (c 1940)  

These two Hart Crane settings survive in single copies in TCD with a further copy of each in 

Cornell.  North Labrador was performed on 7 January 1941 at the Gresham Hotel by Jean 

Nolan and Kitty O’Doherty. In May’s manuscript at bar 22 he has altered Crane’s text to 

‘there is only the shifting of moments’. I have changed this back to the original ‘there is only 

the shifting moments’ to restore the sense of this passage. The TCD manuscript contains a 
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number of errors in the closing bars; the upper part in 26–28 is an octave too low, the Es are 

missing from the bass in 28 and the final chords are incorrect. The Cornell manuscript 

corrects these errors and corresponds with what May played in his 1958 broadcast. Bar 19 of 

Garden Abstract was originally slightly different but then May revised this and rewrote the 

bar at the end of the song to eliminate a silence across both voice and piano. This also 

resulted in an alteration to the re-entry of the piano. Curiously the Cornell manuscript reverts 

to the original version of this passage in the vocal line. This edition utilises May’s revision.  

 

Dialogue (1942) 

In 1942 May set this text by the Czech author Jaroslav Kvapil in a translation by Paul Selver 

from his Anthology of Modern Bohemian Poetry. This was apparently intended as the first of 

a number of settings of Czech poems but no other settings have survived.
39

 TCD holds two 

copies of the song and a short sketch of the opening. There is also a neat copy at Cornell. The 

sketch shows two attempts at the beginning of the song in which the vocal line is the same as 

the final copies but the piano part is different. It is also a fourth higher than the two complete 

copies.  

The two complete manuscripts consist of the pencil original draft and a later copy and are 

essentially the same though there are a number of copying errors in the second one (such as 

the first chord in bar 2 or the second chord in bar 14).  In two places May altered the text – 

‘tracts’ became ‘tracks’ and ‘dead loneliness’ became ‘dread loneliness.’ I restored the first of 

these but decided to leave the second as it is somewhat more effective and aligns more 

closely with May’s setting. In the pencil copy bars 26–7 were originally written out a tone 

lower and beside them May made a note to transpose these bars up (without altering the 

surrounding bars). The left hand part in bar 26 is incorrect in the TCD copy but correct in the 

Cornell copy. The latter also adds a pedal marking in the final bars.  
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 For More see Daniel Samek, Czech-Irish Cultural Relations 1900–50, Ondřej Pilnŷ (trans.) (Prague: Centre 
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pris on- er- of the tree and its green fin gers.-
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trace. There
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sleep 'neath star y- - - skies.
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Four Romantic Songs 

for Tenor, String Quartet and Piano
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Four Romantic Songs

Frederick MayJohn Masefield, Thomas Hardy & D. H. Lawrence
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