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A Cambridge Mass

The pioneering recording
of RVW’s doctoral thesis.
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Directors: John Francis FCA (Chairman), Mark Hammett
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A & R Manager: Charles Padley
Web-Master: Tad Kasa

Since its formation in 1994, The Ralph Vaughan Williams Society – a registered charity
with around 1,000 members worldwide – has sought to raise the profile of the composer
through publications, seminars and sponsorship of recordings.
The Society’s recording label, Albion Records, was formed in 2007 and is devoted to
recordings of works by Vaughan Williams. Each recording contains at least one world
première recording. Two recordings (The Solent and Discoveries) were nominated for a
Grammy award, and many recordings have spent some weeks in the UK’s specialist
classical chart.
Previous Vaughan Williams recordings, still available, include:
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The Bacchae

1 Thou immaculate on high 11’47
For his kingdom it is there
Where is the home for me?
Electra

2 1 Onward O labouring tread 13’50
3 2 O for the ships of Troy 6’54

There came a man 
Iphigenia in Tauris
Realised from short score by Alan Tongue

4 1 Prelude 2’06
5 2 Dark of the sea 8’38
6 3 Bird of the sea rocks 9’08
7 4 Oh, fair the fruits of Leto blow 6’53
8 5 Go forth in bliss 3’06

62‘44

RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS 1872-1958

World première recordings

Texts by Euripides, translated by Gilbert Murray
Heather Lowe ~ Mezzo Soprano
Joyful Company of Singers ~ Music Director Peter Broadbent
Britten Sinfonia ~ Leader Magnus Johnston
Alan Tongue ~ Conductor

“… an attempt at something new, and something which is neither German nor
French. This music is no experiment in styles. It would seem rather as though the
composer had disclaimed all styles and all schools, and found direct inspiration
in the material of the poet’s inspiration, and the result is something of
undeniable beauty.” The Globe, 25 May 1912

booklet-paginated:Layout 1  25/10/2017  09:16  Page 3



Production credits 
Executive producer and recording session photographer: John Francis
Booklet notes: John Francis, Alan Tongue and Robin Darwall-Smith
Producer: Andrew Walton of K & A Productions
Engineer: Deborah Spanton of K & A Productions
Recorded at St. Jude-on-the-Hill, Hampstead, London on 19-20 April, 2017
Graphic design: S L Chai (Colour Blind Design)
Cover image: William Blake Richmond, 1843-1921, Electra at the tomb of Agamemnon, 1874, Art Gallery of 
Ontario, Gift of the Sir W B Richmond Estate, 1924, by kind permission

With special thanks
The Principal Sponsor for this recording was the Vaughan Williams Charitable Trust.

Champions: 
Chris and Adie Batt, Simon and Laura Coombs, John and Sharon Francis, 
Peter Gilliver & Robin Darwall-Smith, Michael Greenwald, Barry and Helen Menhenett, 
William Moreing, Benjamin Nossiter, Tony Richardson, Philippe Rosset, Roderick Swanston,
Lord and Lady Trimble.

Supporters: 
Ross Amico, Hiro Baba, Neil Bettridge, Eric Birznieks and Carol Dean, Frances Carroll-Wright,
Harold G Corwin, Marcus DeLoach, David Dunkley, Karen Ellery and Kevin Carnahan, 
Len H Evans, Robert Field, Timothy Foden, Michael J Gainsford, Alan Gillmor, Michael Godbee,
Mike Gould, Ronald Grames, Richard Hall, Jay Hicks, Christian Körner, James Korner, 
Peter Lane, Jeanine Mouawad, Martin Murray, Andrew Neill, Julian Ochrymowych, 
Charles Paterson, Richard Rastall, Brian Reeve, Thomas Render, Philip Robson, David Sawyer,
Douglas Scarfe, Kevin Schutts, Richard Scott, Christopher Seller, Stephen Smith, 
Brian Sturtridge, John and Muriel Treadway, Hector Walker, Robert Weltzien.

30

Music for three plays of Euripides
At the beginning of the 17th century in Italy an interest in Greek tragedy led
indirectly to the creation of opera. At the beginning of the 20th century in England
an interest in Greek tragedy in translation led to Vaughan Williams (hereafter
“RVW”) composing the works comprising this première recording.

Gilbert Murray
George Gilbert Aimé Murray (1866-1957) was an Australian-born British scholar of
the language and culture of Ancient Greece, serving as Professor of Greek at
Glasgow (1889-1899), then (1908-1936) as Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford. His
mother was a cousin of W S Gilbert (known as Schwenck within the family) and his
friendship with the great dramatist may have been an early inspiration for his
theatrical ambitions. He served as Vice-Chairman of the League of Nations. There
are many parallels between Murray and RVW: Murray declared himself an agnostic
but had a deep knowledge of and keen interest in religion; his politics were left of
centre; his fierce patriotism was tempered with a care for conscientious objectors
and internees; his League of Nations work was mirrored by the efforts of RVW
towards Federal Union. Both men refused a knighthood but later accepted the
Order of Merit, and the ashes of each were to find an honoured place in
Westminster Abbey.
RVW knew Murray’s work and quoted him when writing about folk song: ‘Can we
not truly say of [folk songs], as Gilbert Murray says of that great National literature
of the Bible and Homer, “They have behind them not the imagination of one great
poet, but the accumulated emotion of the many successive generations who have
read and learned and themselves afresh re-created the old majesty and loveliness.
There is in them the spiritual life-blood of a people.”‘ This takes us a long way
towards the soul of both men. Four times in his writing he quotes (loosely)
Murray’s ‘Every man who possesses real vitality is at once the child of tradition and
a rebel against it’; Murray added: ‘And the best traditions make the best rebels’. This
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Britten Sinfonia (Leader Magnus Johnston)

Founded in 1992, the orchestra is inspired to world-class performances, illuminating
and distinctive programmes where old meets new, and a deep commitment to
bringing outstanding music to both the world’s finest concert halls and the local
community. The orchestra is acclaimed for its virtuoso musicianship and a versatility
that is second to none. Britten Sinfonia breaks the mould by not having a principal
conductor or director, instead choosing to collaborate with a range of the finest
international guest artists, resulting in performances of rare insight and energy.
Britten Sinfonia is a BBC Radio 3 broadcast partner and regularly records for
Harmonia Mundi and Hyperion. It is an Associate Ensemble at London’s Barbican,
and has residencies in Norwich, Cambridge and Saffron Walden. The orchestra
performs a chamber music series at Wigmore Hall, appears regularly at major UK
festivals including the Aldeburgh Festival and BBC Proms, and tours internationally.

www.brittensinfonia.com
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is the origin of ‘Heirs and Rebels’ – the title given to a book of letters between Holst
and RVW.
At Oxford in the 1880s, Murray made a lifelong friend of Herbert Fisher whose sister,
Adeline, RVW married in 1897. In 1898, Fisher referred Murray to RVW for advice
on finding a house in Surrey. They did not become close friends, but RVW enlisted
Murray’s support in April 1911 when campaigning for a civil list pension for Cecil
Sharp, sought his advice on whether he should accept a prize from Germany in 1937
and sought (unsuccessfully) for further support in opposition to The New English
Bible in 1949.
Murray published definitive Greek texts of many Greek plays and, in the early years
of the 20th century, translated some of them into English rhyming verse, with a view
to performance. Many of  these plays were by Euripides; in his book Euripides and his
Age (1913) he set out his (still controversial) view that Greek tragedy originated in
ritual or magical dances symbolising the annual death of vegetation and its return in
triumph next year.
Murray wrote that ‘Greek and Latin could do without rhyme because they had such
clear metres. Rhyme is needed to mark the end of the line and to provide the ear with
fixed resting places.’ His critics felt that the rhyming took him too far from the literal
sense of the words, and that his adherence to his favourite poet, Swinburne, was
inappropriate. In 1918, T.S. Eliot wrote: ‘it is inconceivable that anyone with a
genuine feeling for the sound of Greek verse should deliberately choose the William
Morris couplet, or the Swinburnian lyric, as an equivalent. As a poet, Mr. Murray is
merely a very insignificant follower of the pre-Raphaelite movement. As a Hellenist,
he is very much of the present day, and a very important figure in that day’. Neither
Murray nor the public were put off; the translations were very popular in the first half
of the twentieth century, and some of them were taken up by London theatres.
Gilbert Murray was notoriously unmusical. He wrote to a daughter in March 1912: ‘I

4
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Joyful Company of Singers (Music Director Peter Broadbent)

One of Europe’s most prominent chamber choirs, the Joyful Company of Singers is
known for its virtuosity and intensity of spirit, as well as for an astoundingly wide
repertoire, ranging from the 16th Century to the present day, including many first
performances. The choir was formed in 1988 by conductor Peter Broadbent and has
maintained its profile in the music world, winning an impressive list of national and
international competitions.
Concert performances include most of the leading UK festivals and regular concert
tours in Europe, broadcasting in many countries as well as on BBC and Classic FM. A
discography of over 25 CDs includes a number made with Richard Hickox and City of
London Sinfonia for Chandos, including three releases in the complete Percy Grainger
Series, Lennox Berkeley’s Ruth and a recording of Vaughan Williams’s Christmas choral
music. The choir has recorded works by Vaughan Williams with Albion Records on
three previous occasions: a selection of choral works on ALBCD006 Where hope is
Shining; joining the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra under Paul Daniel in the world
première recording of The Garden of Proserpine; and taking part (with Britten Sinfonia)
in ALBCD025/026 Fair Child of
Beauty including the first recording
of the masque The Bridal Day.
The following members of the
choir took solo or duet parts in the
recording of Electra – listed in
order of appearance: Rosalind
Russell soprano, Emma Bond
soprano, Lorna Perry alto, Cathryn
Caunt soprano, Annika Lindskog
alto, Rhiannon Randle soprano.

www.jcos.co.uk Left to right: 
Rhiannon, Rosalind, Lorna, Cathryn, Annika, Heather
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am getting clearer and clearer in my mind that musicians are devils’, and to a friend
‘… at a real concert I just get lost and sometimes want to howl like a dog.’ He once
mistook a Beethoven symphony recording for the ‘stuff ’ that Americans dance to.
However, the ancient Greeks had music in their plays, and Murray knew that music
was essential, even though his new rhythms provided a music of their own. He was
concerned lest the verbal lyricism and the literal meaning of the words be drowned
in an over-heavy musical setting. He wrote to Mrs Charlotte King, who presented
his plays in Sussex from 1910 to 1939: ‘The best plan [for the chorus] is to have the
words simply recited by the leader alone … or occasionally by two persons speaking
together. Then have full music for one or two choruses’.

Settings by Bantock and Holst
Granville Bantock wrote to Murray five times in 1908, professing his keenness to set
The Bacchae to music, and saw a performance in November in which music and
chorus were ‘a mere travesty’. His Overture and five choral songs and dances from
The Bacchae was completed in 1910 and published in 1945, but this music seems
not to have been used as incidental music. He was also discussing Electra with
Murray. So by the time RVW and Murray were corresponding in 1911, the two
composers were working on similar projects. Murray’s preference was for the
minimum of music to mark key points in the drama (as employed in a 1932
production of Oedipus directed by Murray himself ), while Bantock favoured a
‘rhythmic’ accompaniment with the melody used ‘for dramatic purposes’.  Bantock
wrote music for a production of Murray’s Iphigenia in Tauris at the Kingsway
Theatre in March 1912 (probably contracted for before RVW came on the scene) –
but his 1909 Electra music was for Sophocles’s Electra in an English translation by H
Orsmond Anderton.
RVW’s work on the plays probably inspired Holst’s Hecuba’s Lament from Murray’s
translation of The Trojan Women in the same year, and for the same forces:

5
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Alan Tongue
Alan Tongue’s interest in the music of Vaughan Williams started at school in Bath,
where he was taught by a former composition pupil of RVW, John Sykes. It was
during these days that he saw RVW conducting in Bath Abbey. He then read music at
Jesus College, Cambridge, where his supervisor was Thurston Dart. There he
conducted The Shepherds of the Delectable Mountains for the Cambridge University
Opera Group, and later a week of Sir John in Love for Bath Opera Group.
His conducting teacher during these halcyon days was Sergiu Celibidache. Much later
he studied choral conducting under Robert Shaw.
After teaching music for four years he joined the BBC as a music producer, first in
radio and then in television. His conducting continued both in and outside the BBC.
He left the BBC early to embark on a conducting career, mostly in Eastern Europe
and South America. One speciality became the conducting of English music,
including the Hungarian première of The Dream of Gerontius and the Argentinean
première of Belshazzar’s Feast.
This is Alan Tongue’s third foray into RVW’s unrecorded music: the first was A
Cambridge Mass, RVW’s doctoral exercise at Cambridge, of which Michael Kennedy
wrote ‘It was a bright day for English music when Mr Tongue lifted the score from the
drawer’ (Albion ALBCD 020). The second was the very first recording of The Bridal
Day, issued on Fair Child of Beauty (Albion ALBCD 025/026.
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contralto solo, three-part female chorus and orchestra. First performed in 1923, it has
yet to be recorded. Hymn to Dionysus was written as a companion piece for it in 1913,
without a soloist, setting the opening chorus from Murray’s The Bacchae. Neither was
intended as incidental music, unlike his 1920 setting of Seven Choruses from Alcestis,
another Murray translation, which was written for a performance at St. Paul’s School.

Settings by Vaughan Williams
RVW could have known the three plays that he set in their original language: he
received a thorough grounding in Greek at Charterhouse School where he was known
for an uncanny ability in the conjugation of irregular Greek verbs. In 1909, he
composed music for the Cambridge production (in Greek) of Aristophanes’s comedy
The Wasps. He went to see Strauss’s Elektra – probably the 1910 London première –
but felt that he was in ‘the wrong Opera’.
Herbert Fisher wrote to Murray, after seeing a performance of Medea in 1907 and
enjoying the music, that ‘my brother-in law Ralph Vaughan-Williams (who is a musical
composer and therefore prejudiced) would like to see a big orchestra and some frankly
modern music’. In 1909 the musicologist Henry Hadow recommended RVW to
Murray as ‘a very good musician – also keen on poetry and full of understanding’.

Isadora Duncan
Isadora Duncan (1877-1927) was an American dancer who
revolutionised dancing, writing that the dancer of the future ‘shall
dance the freedom of woman’. She and her siblings immersed
themselves in the culture of the ancient Greeks, studied the Byzantine
music of the Greek Church, began to build a temple near Athens to
dance in and took a chorus of Greek boys to Vienna. She became
obsessed with staging choruses from Greek tragedy: The Bacchae and
Iphigenia in Tauris. From 1903, she developed a dance-drama based
on Gluck’s two Iphigénie operas which was highly successful.

6
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Heather Lowe - Mezzo Soprano 
Heather studied at the Royal Northern College of Music (under Barbara Robotham and
Ann Taylor) and the National Opera Studio (under Susan Waters)‚ supported by
Scottish Opera. She was a Finalist in the Maureen Lehane Competition‚ is a Samling
Scholar‚ and a trained ballet and ballroom dancer. In her spare time she loves running
and is hoping to complete her first marathon next year.
Recent and future engagements include The Page Salome (Opera North) Dorabella
Cosí fan tutte (Northern Ireland Opera) Rosina The Barber of Seville (Opera North and
Welsh National Opera)‚ Hansel Hansel und Gretel and Lel Snowmaiden (Opera North)‚
Tisbe La Cenerentola (Opera Holland Park)‚ Mrs Noye Noye’s Fludde (Nevill Holt)‚
Isolier Le Comte Ory (Chelsea Opera Group and Dorset Opera)‚ Apprentice Die
Meistersinger von Nürnberg (Glyndebourne Festival)‚ Orfeo Orfeo ed Euridice‚ Penelope

Il ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria
(RNCM) and Fidalma The
Secret Marriage (British
Youth Opera). Roles and
scenes performed at the
National Opera Studio
include Hermia A
Midsummer Night’s Dream‚
Sesto Giulio Cesare‚ Second
Lady The Magic Flute and
Zerlina Don Giovanni.

Heather Lowe and Alan Tongue at the recording, 
St. Jude-on-the-Hill, Hampstead
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In August 1908 Murray received a telegram from Isadora and her actor brother
Augustin Duncan asking to see him. A meeting (probably with Augustin) took place
at some point and correspondence continued in 1911. Isadora wrote to Murray in
September 1911 that her brother Augustin, ‘an actor of great talent’, planned to form
a company of people who would ‘devote themselves solely under his guardianship to
the study of three of your plays, with the object of producing them at the end of the
year.’ Isadora would train twelve dancers from her school for the chorus. ‘In the
meantime, the Composer, whom we have still to find, will be working with the
music’.
In October 1911, Isadora visited London, staying in Paris Singer’s Cadogan Square
town house; she invited RVW there to see her dance, as she wanted him to write
music for her. They both disliked classical ballet (especially dancers en pointe) but he
‘found the melting beauty of her phrasing exactly the sort of movement for which he
could write’. They became friends and would drive around London at night, on at
least one occasion stopping to give half-crowns to the homeless on the embankment.
She asked him to set a chorus from The Bacchae for her to dance to.
RVW wrote to Murray in October 1911: ‘May I say how much it has distressed me to
hear those wonderful lines in Elektra [sic] and your other plays mauled about by (as
it seems to me) quite the wrong kind of musical setting.’ Another letter soon after
states that ‘there is nothing I should like better than to be associated in such a
production as you foreshadow - however problematical it may be. I have had several
shots at some Electra music and have found the task much harder than I thought – I
cannot make up my mind what sort of music wd be best and naturally until I can do
that the music itself refuses to come. However your letter has excited me so that I
believe my imagination is beginning to work.’

7
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Beneath the untrodden portal
Of Earth’s mid stone there flows from thee
Wisdom for all things mortal.
Chorus:
He slew the Snake; he cast, men say,
Themis, the child of Earth, away
From Pytho and her hallowed stream;
Then Earth, in dark derision,
Brought forth the Peoples of the Dream
And all the tribes of Vision.
And men besought them; and from deep
Confused underworlds of sleep
They showed blind things that erst had been
And are and yet shall follow
So did avenge that old Earth Queen
Her child’s wrong on Apollo.
Then swiftly flew that conquering one
To Zeus on high, and round the throne
Twining a small indignant hand,
Prayed him to send redeeming
To Pytho from that troublous band
Sprung from the darks of dreaming.
Iphigenia:
Zeus laughed to see the babe, I trow,
So swift to claim his golden rite;
He laughed and bowed his head, in vow
To still those voices of the night.
And so from out the eyes of men
That dark dream-truth was lost again;
Chorus:
And Phoebus, throned where the throng
Prays at the golden portal,
Again doth shed in sunlit song
Hope unto all things mortal.

8 5 Go forth in Bliss
‘Some women’ - Chorus:
Go forth in bliss, O ye whose lot
God shieldeth, that ye perish not!
‘Others’ – Chorus:
O great in our dull world of clay,
And great in heaven’s undying gleam,
Pallas, thy bidding we obey:
And bless thee, for mine ears have heard
The joy and wonder of a word
Beyond my dream, beyond my dream.

Gilbert Murray
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On Nov 6 he wrote: ‘I am getting on slowly with some Greek Play music – I have
done two Electra choruses and am finishing two Bacchae choruses and have notes
for several more. I have had several interviews with the Duncans - but no one
seems to know what is wanted exactly – I wish I did’. He continued: ‘The problem
gets more insoluble the more I work at it. I tried setting them in the way I
suggested to you – a sort of chant without any accompaniment – but it did not
seem to work altogether – I have tried other parts in a more operatic method - the
result is rather a mixture – the only way I think will be a sort of trial performance
of some of the music when it is ready. I can’t hope to satisfy you and Miss Duncan
and Augustin (who wants the choruses spoken!). I want to ask you a lot about the
Bacchae choruses - whether all the big choruses should be sung throughout – or
whether part spoken – and what bits shd be murmured and what parts declaimed.’
Murray met RVW in November and December 1911 and some of the music was
performed.  Murray thought the music ‘splendid – for the most part. It completely
drowned the words, but it somehow did seem to translate into music the emotion I
wanted to convey by the words’. By 4 January 1912 RVW had ‘sketched out the
music for your Iphigenia for the Liverpool people – There has not been time to do
anything very distinguished - but I have made it very simple and tried to get the
declamation right.’ A direction in the scores reads ‘These choruses must be sung
throughout with due regard to the true declamation of the words and the metre of
the poetry. The note values of the voice part are, for the most part, only
approximate. The solos may be divided among the members of the chorus
according to the compass and nature of their voices.’
Isadora returned to her home in Neuilly, Paris, on or soon after 30 October 1911.
The mooted Liverpool production did not go ahead. Augustin Duncan later wrote
that his work on training young ladies for the production had been repaid with ‘a
shower of exacting and complaining letters and not one containing anything but

8
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This Huntress Artemis, to whom is paid
The blood of no slain beast;
Yet all is bloody where I dwell, Ah me!
Envying, envying that misery
That through all life hath endured changelessly.
For hard things borne from birth
Make iron of man’s heart, and hurt the less.
‘Tis change that paineth; and the bitterness
Of life’s decay when joy hath ceased to be
That makes dark all the earth.
Chorus:
Behold, two score and ten there be
Rowers that row for thee,
And a wild hill air, as if Pan were there,
Shall sound on the Argive sea,
Piping to set thee free.
Or is it the stricken string
Of Apollo’s lyre doth sing
Joyously, as he guideth thee
To Athens, the land of spring;
While I wait wearying?
Oh, the wind and the oar,
When the great sail swells before,
With sheets astrain, like a horse on the rein;
And on, through the race and roar,
She feels for the farther shore.
Iphigenia:
Ah me,  To rise upon wings and hold
Straight upon the steeps of gold
Where the joyous Sun in fire doth run,
Till the wings should faint and fold
O’er the house that was mine of old:
Or watch where the glade below
With a marriage dance doth glow,
And a child will glide from her mother’s side
Out, out, where the dancers flow:
As I did, long ago.

Chorus:
Oh, battles of gold and rare
Raiment and starred hair,
And bright veils crossed amid tresses tossed
In a dusk of dancing air!
Iphigenia:
O Youth and the days that were!

7 4 O fair the fruits of Leto blow
Iphigenia:
Oh, fair the fruits of Leto blow:
A Virgin, one, with joyous bow,
And one a lord of flashing locks,
Wise in the harp, Apollo:
She bore them amid the Delian rocks,
Hid in a fruited hollow.
Chorus:
But forth she fared from that low reef,
Sea-cradle of her joy and grief.
A crag she knew more near the skies
And lit with wilder water,
That leaps with joy of Dionyse:
There brought she son and daughter.
And there, behold, an ancient Snake,
Wine-eyed, bronze-gleaming in the brake
Of deep-leaved laurel, ruled the dell,
Sent by old Earth from under
Strange caves to guard her oracle-
A thing of fear and wonder.
Iphigenia:
Thou, Phoebus, still a new-born thing,
Meet in thy mother’s arms to lie,
Didst kill the Snake and crown thee king,
In Pytho’s land of prophecy:
Thine was the tripod and the chair
Of golden truth; and throned there,
Hard by the streams of Castaly,

24

complaints’. So he ceased ‘wasting their time’ but ‘resolved to produce a Greek play
in the spring’; a hope that was not to be realised.

Undeniable Beauty
Murray’s biographer, Duncan Wilson, thought that ‘most of ’ RVW’s music for the
three plays has survived. It is certain that, if any of the music had led to a
production, there would have been more of it – but we should not assume that a lot
more was written and then lost. It is clear that the music for The Bacchae and
Electra was experimental and consequently incomplete. Iphigenia was more
complete in outline, but the lack of a full score suggests that the production
foundered before the music was final.
RVW arranged Where is the home for me? from The Bacchae as a duet for soprano
and mezzo soprano with piano accompaniment for publication in 1922, at the
request of his publisher, Ashdown, for a short piece for female voices.
Just before this booklet went to press, Graham Parlett discovered a newspaper
preview of a concert performance of RVW’s music in London’s Royal Court Theatre
on Friday 31 May 1912: ‘A chorus from “The Electra”, one from “The Bacchae” and
four from “Iphigenia in Tauris” should make up a programme of interest.’  The
unknown previewer described the music as being ‘of undeniable beauty’. Who
performed it? Was there a full score for Iphigenia in Tauris or did they use a piano
or harp? The search continues.

In my judgement extraordinarily well
Was Gilbert Murray present at the 31 May performance? In August 1912 Augustin
wrote to him about contractual terms and timing for a production, but lamenting
the lack of music and time to write it. Murray replied that ‘Vaughan Williams has
done some curious music for Iphigenia which I like very much … He sacrifices the
music proper to the rhythm of the verse, so that the poetry and rhythm completely

9
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Chorus:
The guiding oar abaft
It rippled and it dinned,
And now the west wind laughed
And now the south-west wind;
And the sail was full in flight,
And they passed by the Island White:
Birds, birds, everywhere,
White as the foam, light as the air;
And ghostly Achilles raceth there,
Far in the Friendless Waters.
Spoken:
Ah, would that Leda’s child ...
(So prayeth the priestess maiden)
From Troy, that she beguiled,
Hither were borne, to know
What sin on her soul is laden!
Hair twisted, throat held low,
Head back for the blood to flow,
To die by the sword. ... Ah no!
One hope my soul yet hideth.
Chorus:
O for a sail from Greece
Fearless to cross the sea,
With ransom and with peace
To my sick captivity.
O home, to see thee still,
And the old walls on the hill!
Iphigenia:
Dreams, dreams, gather to me!
Bear me on wings over the sea;
O joy of the night, to slave and free,
One good thing that abideth!

6 3 Bird of the Sea Rocks
Iphigenia:
Bird of the sea rocks, of the bursting spray,
O halcyon bird,
That wheelest crying, crying, on thy way;
Who knoweth grief can read the tale of thee:
One love long lost, one song for ever heard
And wings that sweep the sea.
Chorus:
Sister, I too beside the sea complain,
A bird that hath no wing.
Oh, for a kind Greek market-place again,
For Artemis that healeth woman’s pain;
Here I stand hungering.
Iphigenia:
Give me the little hill above the sea,
The palm of Delos fringed delicately,
The young sweet laurel and the olive-tree
Grey-leaved and glimmering;
Chorus:
O Isle of Leto, Isle of pain and love;
The Orbed Water and the spell thereof;
Where still the Swan, minstrel of things to be,
Doth serve the Muse and sing!
Spoken:
Ah, the old tears, the old and blinding tears
I gave God then,
When my town fell, and noise was in mine ears
Of crashing towers, and forth they guided me
Through spears and lifted oars and angry men
Out to an unknown sea.
They bought my flesh with gold, and sore afraid
I came to this dark East
To serve, in thrall to Agamemnon’s maid,

23

predominate, which is what the verse-writer naturally likes. This is complete. He
has also done some parts of the Bacchae – in my judgement extraordinarily well.
He can feel the rhythm of the English verse, which of course a foreign composer
could not’.
With this ringing endorsement, perhaps we can conclude that the failure to use
RVW’s music with the production for which it was intended was due to
circumstances rather than any question of its unsuitability. This was confirmed in
1919 when Murray asked RVW for the music for The Bacchae but was told that
the only legible copy was lost.

The manuscripts
Not long after he transcribed A Cambridge Mass (RVW’s submission for his
doctoral thesis at Trinity College, Cambridge) for performance and publication,
Alan Tongue visited the British Library, hoping to find another work to transcribe,
and examined the Greek Plays music, which was known from the catalogue and
from biographies. He thought the music was worthy of performance, and
discussed it with Stephen Connock of Albion Records; permission to copy the
scores was obtained from the Vaughan Williams Charitable Trust as copyright
owner, and Alan was commissioned by Albion to transcribe the scores.
How does the history set out above tally with the manuscripts reviewed in the
British Library? Let us begin with two choruses from Electra, both from the second
section. The first of these, O for the ships, is set in ‘a sort of chant’ accompanied by
a dominant pedal on the strings and with occasional interjections from the
woodwind, horn, cymbals and harp. The second, There came a man, has
thrumming string and harp chords with the voices doubled by mostly single
woodwind instruments. This chorus has a touch of RVW’s superb archetypal
melody against the words ‘How, orb on orb, to strike with cold the Trojan’. The
first section, for Electra herself, Onward O labouring tread, is set as recitative, with

10

booklet-paginated:Layout 1  25/10/2017  09:16  Page 19



Choir soprano solo:
yea, men shall see
The white throat drawn, and blood’s 

red spray,
And lips in terror parted.

IPHIGENIA IN TAURIS 
(Gilbert Murray’s translation, 1910)
Iphigenia is not a tragedy, more a romantic
play, or escape play. It begins in a tragic
atmosphere, but comes to a happy end.
Iphigenia is a haggard and exiled woman with
intense longing for home and bitter rage
against ‘her murderers’. The choruses set by
RVW are literally for the Greek chorus,
commenting on the action. Iphigenia is always
in the temple during these choruses.

4 1 Prelude
Iphigenia - Spoken:
Child of the man of torment and of pride
Tantalid Pelops bore a royal bride
On flying steeds from Pisa. Thence did spring
Atreus: from Atreus, linked king with king,
Menelaus, Agamemnon.

5 2 Dark of the Sea
Iphigenia:
Dark of the sea, dark of the sea,
Gates of the warring water,
One, in the old time, conquered you,
A winged passion that burst the blue,
When the West was shut and the Dawn 

lay free
To the pain of Inachus’ daughter.

Chorus:
But who be these, from where the rushes blow
On pale Eurotas, from pure Dirce’s flow,
That turn not neither falter,
Seeking Her land, where no man 

breaketh bread,
Her without pity, round whose virgin head
Blood on the pillars rusts from long ago,
Blood on the ancient altar.
Iphigenia:
A flash of the foam, a flash of the foam,
A wave on the oarblade welling,
And out they passed to the heart of the blue:
A chariot shell that the wild winds drew.
Is it for passion of gold they come,
Or pride to make great their dwelling?
Chorus:
For sweet is Hope, yea, to much mortal woe
So sweet that none may turn from it nor go,
Whom once the far voice calleth,
To wander through fierce peoples and 

the gleam
Of desolate seas, in every heart a dream:
And these she maketh empty die, and, lo,
To that man’s hand she falleth.
Iphigenia:
Through the Clashing Rocks they burst:
They passed by the Cape unsleeping
Of Phineus’ sons accurst:
They ran by the star-lit bay
Upon magic surges sweeping,
Where folk on the waves astray
Have seen, through the gleaming grey,
Ring behind ring, men say,
The dance of the old Sea’s daughters.
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the addition of pure speech occasionally. The singing and much of the speaking is
against chords, often dissonant to reflect the subject matter, and with the small
orchestra setting the mood of each section. The chorus is made up in all three works
of women’s voices. As RVW mentioned, ‘the solos may be divided among the
members of the chorus’ and they are indeed, after Electra has disappeared from the
stage.
In The Bacchae, the two choruses mentioned in his letters have more continuous
musical accompaniment, and are highly danceable, with compelling rhythms. The
first, For his kingdom it is there, is again set as a unison chorus line, very occasionally
breaking out into three part harmony at a cadence. The other chorus, Where is the
home for me?, is set mostly against a quieter background, occasionally the chanting
of the chorus being offset by a lyrical woodwind solo.
There are signs that these two works did have ‘a sort of trial performance’. Orchestral
parts exist, in a different hand, and handwritten suggestions for the numbers of
string players. These numbers are quite large, and there is no wonder that Murray
found that ‘it completely drowned the words’. RVW also writes a separate violin part
(violin 3) with cues for occasions when there would be no woodwind available –
perhaps for this trial performance. A conductor, probably RVW himself using his
characteristic blue crayon, has written various instructions over the score, for
example the number of beats in the bar and the various rallentandi.
As for Iphigenia, only the short score and the voice parts have come down to us, and
perhaps the work was never completed. This work is more straightforward, and
definitely written for a performance of the entire play, as textual cues are given
before the four musical numbers that follow the prelude. Having already worked on
two of the plays and sorted out his musical ideas with regard to the declamation, by
now RVW is very confident in his setting.
The project was a challenge: two pages of the score of The Bacchae were missing,
but there was a set of orchestral parts from which to reconstruct the music.

11
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Electra meets a messenger (her brother, Orestes,
in disguise) and tells him of her sorrow that her
murdered father, Agamemnon, does not have an
honoured grave.

3 2 O for the Ships of Troy
Chorus:
O for the ships of Troy, the beat
Of oars that shimmered
Innumerable, and dancing feet
Of Nereids glimmered;
And dolphins, drunken with the lyre,
Across the dark blue prows, like fire,
Did bound and quiver,
To cleave the way for Thetis’ son,
Fleet-in-the-wind Achilles, on
To war, to war, till Troy be won
Beside the reedy river.
Choir alto solo:
Up from Euboea’s caverns came
The Nereids, bearing
Gold armour from the Lords of Flame,
Wrought for his wearing:
Choir soprano solo:
Long sought those daughters of the deep,
Up Pelion’s glen, up Ossa’s steep
Forest enchanted,
Choir alto solo:
Where Peleus reared alone, afar,
His lost sea-maiden’s child, the star
Of Hellas, and swift help of war
When weary armies panted.

Chorus:
There came a man from Troy, and told
Here in the haven,
How, orb on orb, to strike with cold
The Trojan, o’er that targe of gold,
Dread shapes were graven.
All round the level rim thereof
Perseus, on wingèd feet, above
The long seas hied him;
Choir duet:
The Gorgon’s wild and bleeding hair
He lifted; and a herald fair,
He of the wilds, whom Maia bare,
Chorus:
God’s Hermes, flew beside him.
But midmost, where the boss rose higher,
A sun stood blazing,
And wingèd steeds, and stars in choir,
Hyad and Pleiad, fire on fire,
For Hector’s dazing:
Across the golden helm, each way,
Two taloned Sphinxes held their prey,
Song-drawn to slaughter:
And round the breastplate ramping came
A mingled breed of lion and flame,
Hot-eyed to tear that steed of fame
That found Pirênê’s water.
The red red sword with steeds four-yoked
Black-maned, was graven,
That laboured, and the hot dust smoked
Cloudwise to heaven.
Thou Tyndarid woman! Fair and tall
Those warriors were, and o’er them all
One king great-hearted,
Whom thou and thy false love did slay:
Therefore the tribes of Heaven one day
For these thy dead shall send on thee
An iron death:

21

Iphigenia had only a short score, a piano accompaniment with the voices. Occasionally
RVW writes ‘harp’ or ‘strings’ to show what he wanted. The biggest challenge of all was
to decipher the master’s handwriting: sometimes it was hard to work out whether a
note sat on a line of the stave or the line went through it, and his triplet signs look like
commas or accents. There were plenty of mistakes, just as had been found in A
Cambridge Mass (ALBCD020).

Euripides
Euripides (c. 484-406 BC) was the third of the great Greek tragic playwrights of the fifth
century BC, the others being Aeschylus and Euripides’s older contemporary Sophocles.
During his lifetime, Euripides tended to be overshadowed by Sophocles, whose plays
won greater favour with audiences, who evidently found Euripides’s daring and
sometimes disturbing re-interpretations of the ancient legends not to their taste. After
his death, Euripides’s reputation soared, and ever since he has been considered to be
one of the greatest dramatists of any age. Euripides is thought to have written over
ninety plays of which nineteen survive.
By the time that Euripides was writing his first plays, in the middle of the fifth century
BC, certain conventions in Athenian drama had become established. The cast (who
were all male) comprised three actors who would divide up all the roles amongst
themselves, and a chorus. The chorus (of fifteen men) in a Greek drama were always a
particular character of their own, be it as a group of old men of Mycenae, Greek
soldiers, or Trojan women. The chorus had a leader who would sometimes interact
with the actors in spoken dialogue. In turn, sometimes an actor might participate in a
sung passage with the chorus. The playwrights themselves would have composed the
music for their plays, but none of it has survived, apart from one small fragment from
Euripides’s Orestes.
The other main role of the chorus in Greek drama was to sing choral odes which
reflected on what they had just observed in the previous scene, regularly looking to
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As she ceases there enter from right and left the
chorus, consisting of women of Argos, young
and old, in festal dress.

Chorus:
Child of the mighty dead,
Electra,
Choir soprano solo:
lo, my way
To thee in the dawn hath sped,
And the cot on the mountain grey,
Choir soprano solo:
For the Watcher hath cried this day:
Chorus:
He of the ancient folk,
The walker of waste and hill,
Who drinketh the milk of the flock;
And he told of Hera’s will;
For the morrow’s morrow now
They cry her festival,
And before her throne shall bow
Our damsels all.
Electra - Spoken:
Not unto joy, nor sweet
Music, nor shining of gold,
The wings of my spirit beat.
Let the brides of Argos hold
Their dance in the night, as of old;
I lead no dance; I mark
No beat as the dancers sway;
With tears I dwell in the dark,
And my thought is of tears alway,
To the going down of the day.
Look on my wasted hair
And raiment.... This that I bear,
Is it meet for the King my sire,
And her whom the King begot?
For Troy, that was burned with fire
And forgetteth not?

Chorus:
Hera is great! - Ah, come,
Be kind; and my hand shall bring
Fair raiment, work of the loom,
And many a golden thing,
For joyous robe-wearing.
Choir soprano solo:
Deemest thou this thy woe
Shall rise unto God with prayer,
Or bend thine hate so low?
Doth God for thy pain have care?
Chorus:
Not tears for the dead nor sighs,
But worship and joy divine
Shall win thee peace in thy skies,
O daughter mine!
Electra - Spoken:
No care cometh to God
For the voice of the helpless; none
For the crying of ancient blood.
Alas for him that is gone,
And for thee, O wandering one:
That now, methinks, in a land
Of the stranger must toil for hire,
And stand where the poor men stand,
A-cold by another’s fire,
O son of the mighty sire:
While I in a beggar’s cot
On the wrecked hills, changing not,
Starve in my soul for food;
But our mother lieth wed
In another’s arms, and blood
Is about her bed.
Choir alto solo:
On all of Greece she wrought great jeopardy,
Thy mother’s sister, Helen, - and on thee.

20

draw comparisons from other Greek myths. The odes also served to mark the passing
of an unspecified period or time, such as when one character has summoned another to
appear, and the audience awaits their arrival.
A typical Greek chorus comprised a ‘strophe’ and an ‘antistrophe’, two stanzas each
employing exactly the same metrical structure (and presumably set to the same music).
These were sometimes followed by an ‘epode’, a single stanza employing a different
metre. Sometimes the choral ode might contain just one set of strophe and antistrophe,
but sometimes the playwright might choose to create a second or third set. The length
of each stanza, and the choice of metre, was entirely at the discretion of the author.

The Bacchae
The Bacchae was written in about 407/6 BC, at the end of Euripides’s life, and is
generally considered to be one of his finest plays. The plot centres on the return of the
god Dionysus (also known as Bacchus) to the city of Thebes, his birthplace and the
home of his mother Semele, in the guise of a priest of his own cult. Most members of
his family refuse to believe in the divinity of Dionysus, especially his cousin Pentheus,
who is the effective ruler of Thebes, and who persecutes the god’s followers. In the play,
with startling insight, Euripides shows Dionysus gradually peeling away at Pentheus’s
puritanical exterior to reveal the latter’s secret desires, and bringing about his horrific
death, when he is torn to pieces by a group of maddened Bacchants, female followers of
Dionysus, one of whom is his own mother.
The chorus for The Bacchae consists of a group of such Bacchants – described by
Murray as ‘A group of Inspired Damsels’. Compared with some of the choruses in
Euripides’s work, this chorus is passionately involved in the outcome of the plot, and
Euripides gives them some of his finest lyric poetry to sing.
RVW set to music just one passage (lines 370-433) of The Bacchae. This is the first
choral song of the play, and takes place after Pentheus’s first appearance, when he
denounces the new ‘fake’ religion. Here the chorus express their horror at his impiety.

13
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Spoken:
Let me remember. I am she,
Agamemnon’s child, and the mother of me
Clytemnestra, the evil Queen,
Helen’s sister. And folk, I ween,
That pass in the streets call yet my name
Electra.... God protect my shame!
For toil, toil is a weary thing,
And life is heavy about my head;
And thou far off, O Father and King,
In the lost lands of the dead.
A bloody twain made these things be;
One was thy bitterest enemy,
And one the wife that lay by thee.
Electra:
Brother, brother, on some far shore
Hast thou a city, is there a door
That knows thy footfall, Wandering One?
Who left me, left me, when all our pain
Was bitter about us, a father slain,
And a girl that wept in her room alone.
Thou couldst break me this bondage sore,
Only thou, who art far away,
Loose our father, and wake once more....
Zeus, Zeus, dost hear me pray?...
The sleeping blood and the shame and the doom!
O feet that rest not, over the foam
Of distant seas, come home, come home!
Spoken:
What boots this cruse that I carry?
O, set free my brow!
For the gathered tears that tarry
Through the day and the dark till now,
Now in the dawn are free,
Father, and flow beneath
The floor of the world, to be
As a song in the house of Death:

From the rising up of the day
They guide my heart alway,
The silent tears unshed,
And my body mourns for the dead;
My cheeks bleed silently,
And these bruised temples keep
Their pain, remembering thee
And thy bloody sleep.
Be rent, O hair of mine head!
Electra:
As a swan crying alone
Where the river windeth cold,
For a loved, for a silent one,
Whom the toils of the fowler hold,
I cry, Father, to thee,
O slain in misery!
The water, the wan water,
Lapped him, and his head
Drooped in the bed of slaughter
Low, as one wearièd;
Woe for the edgèd axe,
And woe for the heart of hate,
Houndlike about thy tracks,
O conqueror desolate,
From Troy over land and sea,
Till a wife stood waiting thee;
Spoken:
Not with crowns did she stand,
Nor flowers of peace in her hand;
With Aegisthus’ dagger drawn
For her hire she strove,
Through shame and through blood alone;
And won her a traitor’s love.
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Euripides wrote this chorus as two pairs of strophes and antistrophes. RVW could
therefore have set the music as two pairs of verses, but evidently decided not to do so.

Electra
The tragic tale of the family of Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, regularly attracted
attention from the Greek dramatists, most famously in the Oresteian Trilogy of
Aeschylus. It told how Agamemnon, returning home in triumph from the sack of Troy,
was murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and her lover, Agamemnon’s cousin Aegisthus.
In turn Clytemnestra and Aegisthus were murdered by Agamemnon’s son Orestes,
with the support of his sister Electra. This play, written c. 420-413 BC, explores the
second half of the story and the terrible dilemma of Orestes, faced with a choice
between avenging his father’s murder and committing the heinous crime of matricide.
Most versions of the tale, including the extant dramatisations by Aeschylus and
Sophocles, imagine Electra living a menial life in her mother and stepfather’s palace,
but Euripides imagines an intriguing new ‘take’, in which Electra, in order to demean
her noble status, has been married off to a peasant farmer. Electra herself is portrayed
as a deeply disturbed character, filled with hatred for her mother, and tormented by
her wretched situation.
RVW sets two lyric passages from Electra. The first (lines 112-214) opens with Electra
on her own singing a lament on the death of her father and her unhappy state, after
which a chorus of Mycenean women make their first entrance, encouraging her
unsuccessfully to join them for a feast of Hera. The second chorus (lines 432-86) is the
first choral ode. Electra has just met her brother Orestes, who is still concealing his
true identity from her. Here the chorus reflect on the Trojan war, and yearn for
vengeance against Clytemnestra, which will come at the climax of the play.

14
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Divers Maidens:
Leader and chorus alternating:
Where is the Home for me?
O Cyprus, set in the sea,
Aphrodite’s home in the soft sea-foam,
Would I could wend to thee;
Where the wings of the Loves are furled,
And faint the heart of the world.
Leader:
Aye, unto Paphos’ isle,
Where the rainless meadows smile
With riches rolled from the hundred-fold
Mouths of the far-off Nile,
Chorus:
Ah, Streaming beneath the waves
To the roots of the seaward caves.
Leader:
But a better land is there
Where Olympus cleaves the air,
The high still dwell Where the Muses dwell,
Leader and chorus:
Fairest of all things fair!
O there is Grace, and there is the 

Heart’s Desire.
Leader:
And peace to adore thee, thou Spirit of 

Guiding Fire!
A God of Heaven is he,
And born in majesty;
Yet hath he mirth in the joy of the Earth,
And he loveth constantly
Her who brings increase,
The Feeder of Children, Peace.

Chorus:
No grudge hath he of the great;
No scorn of the mean estate;
But to all that liveth His wine he giveth,
Griefless, immaculate;
Only on them that spurn
Joy, may his anger burn.
Leader:
Love thou the Day and the Night;
Be glad of the Dark and the Light;
And avert thine eyes from the lore of the wise,
That have honour in proud men’s sight.
Chorus:
The simple nameless herd of Humanity
Hath deeds and faith that are truth enough

for me!

ELECTRA 
(Gilbert Murray’s translation, 1905)
Gilbert Murray’s note: Electra, daughter of King
Agamemnon and Queen Clytemnestra, is the
central figure of this tragedy, a woman shattered
in childhood by the shock of an experience too
hard to bear, a poisoned and haunted woman,
eating her heart in ceaseless broodings of hate
and love, alike unsatisfied.

2 1 Onward, O labouring tread

Electra returns to the lonely mountainside, having
just filled her pitcher at the well:

Electra:
Onward, O labouring tread,
As on move the years;
Onward amid thy tears,
O happier dead!
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Iphigenia in Tauris
Iphigenia in Tauris, written c. 415-413 BC, retells another part of the story of the
unhappy family of Agamemnon. On their way to besiege Troy, the fleet of the
Greeks was becalmed by the goddess Artemis, who would only let the winds blow
if Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia. Agamemnon had no choice but to
do so, so that the fleet could sail. Some versions of this tale claimed that at the very
last minute Artemis, pitying Iphigenia, whisked her away just before the moment of
sacrifice, substituting a deer for her. Iphigenia was then taken away to Tauris, in the
Black Sea, to act as the priestess of Artemis in her local temple. In this remote
place, it was her grim duty to sacrifice every Greek man who arrived there.
Euripides follows this version of the story, for in this play Orestes, still pursued by
demons following the murder of his mother Clytemnestra, comes to Tauris with his
friend Pylades and rescues his sister. Unlike the other two plays for which RVW
provided music, this one has a happy ending, for in a moment of high drama
Orestes, just before he and Pylades are due to be sacrificed by Iphigenia, recognises
his sister, and the three of them make a dramatic escape to safety.
RVW did not set the scene when the chorus, this time made of captive Greek
women, first enter to sing in dialogue with Iphigenia; otherwise he sets to music all
the choral odes in the play and the short chorus, Go forth in Bliss, which brings the
play to an end, concluding with ‘And bless thee, for mine ears have heard The joy
and wonder of a word Beyond my dream, beyond my dream’.

Notes by John Francis, Alan Tongue and Robin Darwall-Smith, 2017
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THE BACCHAE 
(Gilbert Murray’s translation, 1902)
The chorus sings the first interlude. They first call
upon Holiness, a minor deity, to witness
Pentheus’s sacrilegious insolence against
Dionysus, and then glorify the quiet life that does
not indulge folly and recklessness. In the second
half of the song, the chorus talks lovingly about
escaping to Cyprus, the isle of Aphrodite, where
they can perform their rites in beauty and peace.

1 Chorus – Thou Immaculate on high
Some Maidens:
Leader:
Thou Immaculate on high;
Thou Recording Purity;
Thou that stoopest, Golden Wing,
Earthward, manward, pitying,
Hearest thou this angry King?
Hearest thou the rage and scorn
Chorus:
‘Gainst the Lord of Many Voices,
Him of mortal mother born,
Him in whom man’s heart rejoices,
Girt with garlands and with glee,
First in Heaven’s sovranty?
For his kingdom, it is there,
In the dancing and the prayer,
In the music and the laughter,
In the vanishing of care,

And of all before and after;
In the Gods’ high banquet, when
Gleams the grape-blood, flashed to heaven;
Yea, and in the feasts of men
Comes his crowned slumber; then
Pain is dead and hate forgiven!
Others:
Loose thy lips from out the rein;
Lift thy wisdom to disdain;
Whatso law thou canst not see,
Scorning; so the end shall be
Uttermost calamity!
‘Tis the life of quiet breath,
‘Tis the simple and the true,
Storm nor earthquake shattereth,
Nor shall aught the house undo
Where they dwell. For, far away,
Hidden from the eyes of day,
Watchers are there in the skies,
That can see man’s life, and prize
Deeds done well by things of clay.
Leader:
But the world’s Wise are not wise,
Claiming more than mortal may.
Life is such a little thing;
Lo, their present is departed,
And the dreams to which they cling
Come not. Mad imagining
Theirs, I ween, and empty-hearted!

Further reading

Edith Hall: Adventures with Iphigenia in Tauris, OUP USA 2013
Gilbert Murray: Euripides and his age, Williams and Norgate 1913
Duncan Wilson: Gilbert Murray OM, OUP 1987
Peter Kurth: Isadora, The Sensational Life of Isadora Duncan, Little, Brown & Co. 2001/2
Isadora Duncan: My Life, Victor Gollancz Ltd1928
Michael Short: Gustav Holst, The Man and his Music, OUP 1990
A E F Dickinson: Holst’s Music, Thames 1995
Ralph Vaughan Williams: National Music and other essays, OUP 1987
Michael Kennedy: A Catalogue of the Works of Ralph Vaughan Williams, OUP 1996
Ursula Vaughan Williams: R.V.W., OUP 1964
Hugh Cobbe (edited): The Letters of Vaughan Williams, OUP 2008

Some stage directions and notes have been added, together with an indication of who is
singing or speaking; Vaughan Williams specified more variation than Murray’s text
indicated. Six chorus members took solo parts for this recording. Mezzo soprano
Heather Lowe is variously characterised as ‘Leader’ in The Bacchae and then Electra
and Iphigenia in the succeeding plays.

Heather Lowe mezzo soprano
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Divers Maidens:
Leader and chorus alternating:
Where is the Home for me?
O Cyprus, set in the sea,
Aphrodite’s home in the soft sea-foam,
Would I could wend to thee;
Where the wings of the Loves are furled,
And faint the heart of the world.
Leader:
Aye, unto Paphos’ isle,
Where the rainless meadows smile
With riches rolled from the hundred-fold
Mouths of the far-off Nile,
Chorus:
Ah, Streaming beneath the waves
To the roots of the seaward caves.
Leader:
But a better land is there
Where Olympus cleaves the air,
The high still dwell Where the Muses dwell,
Leader and chorus:
Fairest of all things fair!
O there is Grace, and there is the 

Heart’s Desire.
Leader:
And peace to adore thee, thou Spirit of 

Guiding Fire!
A God of Heaven is he,
And born in majesty;
Yet hath he mirth in the joy of the Earth,
And he loveth constantly
Her who brings increase,
The Feeder of Children, Peace.

Chorus:
No grudge hath he of the great;
No scorn of the mean estate;
But to all that liveth His wine he giveth,
Griefless, immaculate;
Only on them that spurn
Joy, may his anger burn.
Leader:
Love thou the Day and the Night;
Be glad of the Dark and the Light;
And avert thine eyes from the lore of the wise,
That have honour in proud men’s sight.
Chorus:
The simple nameless herd of Humanity
Hath deeds and faith that are truth enough

for me!

ELECTRA 
(Gilbert Murray’s translation, 1905)
Gilbert Murray’s note: Electra, daughter of King
Agamemnon and Queen Clytemnestra, is the
central figure of this tragedy, a woman shattered
in childhood by the shock of an experience too
hard to bear, a poisoned and haunted woman,
eating her heart in ceaseless broodings of hate
and love, alike unsatisfied.

2 1 Onward, O labouring tread

Electra returns to the lonely mountainside, having
just filled her pitcher at the well:

Electra:
Onward, O labouring tread,
As on move the years;
Onward amid thy tears,
O happier dead!
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Iphigenia in Tauris
Iphigenia in Tauris, written c. 415-413 BC, retells another part of the story of the
unhappy family of Agamemnon. On their way to besiege Troy, the fleet of the
Greeks was becalmed by the goddess Artemis, who would only let the winds blow
if Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia. Agamemnon had no choice but to
do so, so that the fleet could sail. Some versions of this tale claimed that at the very
last minute Artemis, pitying Iphigenia, whisked her away just before the moment of
sacrifice, substituting a deer for her. Iphigenia was then taken away to Tauris, in the
Black Sea, to act as the priestess of Artemis in her local temple. In this remote
place, it was her grim duty to sacrifice every Greek man who arrived there.
Euripides follows this version of the story, for in this play Orestes, still pursued by
demons following the murder of his mother Clytemnestra, comes to Tauris with his
friend Pylades and rescues his sister. Unlike the other two plays for which RVW
provided music, this one has a happy ending, for in a moment of high drama
Orestes, just before he and Pylades are due to be sacrificed by Iphigenia, recognises
his sister, and the three of them make a dramatic escape to safety.
RVW did not set the scene when the chorus, this time made of captive Greek
women, first enter to sing in dialogue with Iphigenia; otherwise he sets to music all
the choral odes in the play and the short chorus, Go forth in Bliss, which brings the
play to an end, concluding with ‘And bless thee, for mine ears have heard The joy
and wonder of a word Beyond my dream, beyond my dream’.

Notes by John Francis, Alan Tongue and Robin Darwall-Smith, 2017
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Spoken:
Let me remember. I am she,
Agamemnon’s child, and the mother of me
Clytemnestra, the evil Queen,
Helen’s sister. And folk, I ween,
That pass in the streets call yet my name
Electra.... God protect my shame!
For toil, toil is a weary thing,
And life is heavy about my head;
And thou far off, O Father and King,
In the lost lands of the dead.
A bloody twain made these things be;
One was thy bitterest enemy,
And one the wife that lay by thee.
Electra:
Brother, brother, on some far shore
Hast thou a city, is there a door
That knows thy footfall, Wandering One?
Who left me, left me, when all our pain
Was bitter about us, a father slain,
And a girl that wept in her room alone.
Thou couldst break me this bondage sore,
Only thou, who art far away,
Loose our father, and wake once more....
Zeus, Zeus, dost hear me pray?...
The sleeping blood and the shame and the doom!
O feet that rest not, over the foam
Of distant seas, come home, come home!
Spoken:
What boots this cruse that I carry?
O, set free my brow!
For the gathered tears that tarry
Through the day and the dark till now,
Now in the dawn are free,
Father, and flow beneath
The floor of the world, to be
As a song in the house of Death:

From the rising up of the day
They guide my heart alway,
The silent tears unshed,
And my body mourns for the dead;
My cheeks bleed silently,
And these bruised temples keep
Their pain, remembering thee
And thy bloody sleep.
Be rent, O hair of mine head!
Electra:
As a swan crying alone
Where the river windeth cold,
For a loved, for a silent one,
Whom the toils of the fowler hold,
I cry, Father, to thee,
O slain in misery!
The water, the wan water,
Lapped him, and his head
Drooped in the bed of slaughter
Low, as one wearièd;
Woe for the edgèd axe,
And woe for the heart of hate,
Houndlike about thy tracks,
O conqueror desolate,
From Troy over land and sea,
Till a wife stood waiting thee;
Spoken:
Not with crowns did she stand,
Nor flowers of peace in her hand;
With Aegisthus’ dagger drawn
For her hire she strove,
Through shame and through blood alone;
And won her a traitor’s love.
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Euripides wrote this chorus as two pairs of strophes and antistrophes. RVW could
therefore have set the music as two pairs of verses, but evidently decided not to do so.

Electra
The tragic tale of the family of Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, regularly attracted
attention from the Greek dramatists, most famously in the Oresteian Trilogy of
Aeschylus. It told how Agamemnon, returning home in triumph from the sack of Troy,
was murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and her lover, Agamemnon’s cousin Aegisthus.
In turn Clytemnestra and Aegisthus were murdered by Agamemnon’s son Orestes,
with the support of his sister Electra. This play, written c. 420-413 BC, explores the
second half of the story and the terrible dilemma of Orestes, faced with a choice
between avenging his father’s murder and committing the heinous crime of matricide.
Most versions of the tale, including the extant dramatisations by Aeschylus and
Sophocles, imagine Electra living a menial life in her mother and stepfather’s palace,
but Euripides imagines an intriguing new ‘take’, in which Electra, in order to demean
her noble status, has been married off to a peasant farmer. Electra herself is portrayed
as a deeply disturbed character, filled with hatred for her mother, and tormented by
her wretched situation.
RVW sets two lyric passages from Electra. The first (lines 112-214) opens with Electra
on her own singing a lament on the death of her father and her unhappy state, after
which a chorus of Mycenean women make their first entrance, encouraging her
unsuccessfully to join them for a feast of Hera. The second chorus (lines 432-86) is the
first choral ode. Electra has just met her brother Orestes, who is still concealing his
true identity from her. Here the chorus reflect on the Trojan war, and yearn for
vengeance against Clytemnestra, which will come at the climax of the play.

14
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As she ceases there enter from right and left the
chorus, consisting of women of Argos, young
and old, in festal dress.

Chorus:
Child of the mighty dead,
Electra,
Choir soprano solo:
lo, my way
To thee in the dawn hath sped,
And the cot on the mountain grey,
Choir soprano solo:
For the Watcher hath cried this day:
Chorus:
He of the ancient folk,
The walker of waste and hill,
Who drinketh the milk of the flock;
And he told of Hera’s will;
For the morrow’s morrow now
They cry her festival,
And before her throne shall bow
Our damsels all.
Electra - Spoken:
Not unto joy, nor sweet
Music, nor shining of gold,
The wings of my spirit beat.
Let the brides of Argos hold
Their dance in the night, as of old;
I lead no dance; I mark
No beat as the dancers sway;
With tears I dwell in the dark,
And my thought is of tears alway,
To the going down of the day.
Look on my wasted hair
And raiment.... This that I bear,
Is it meet for the King my sire,
And her whom the King begot?
For Troy, that was burned with fire
And forgetteth not?

Chorus:
Hera is great! - Ah, come,
Be kind; and my hand shall bring
Fair raiment, work of the loom,
And many a golden thing,
For joyous robe-wearing.
Choir soprano solo:
Deemest thou this thy woe
Shall rise unto God with prayer,
Or bend thine hate so low?
Doth God for thy pain have care?
Chorus:
Not tears for the dead nor sighs,
But worship and joy divine
Shall win thee peace in thy skies,
O daughter mine!
Electra - Spoken:
No care cometh to God
For the voice of the helpless; none
For the crying of ancient blood.
Alas for him that is gone,
And for thee, O wandering one:
That now, methinks, in a land
Of the stranger must toil for hire,
And stand where the poor men stand,
A-cold by another’s fire,
O son of the mighty sire:
While I in a beggar’s cot
On the wrecked hills, changing not,
Starve in my soul for food;
But our mother lieth wed
In another’s arms, and blood
Is about her bed.
Choir alto solo:
On all of Greece she wrought great jeopardy,
Thy mother’s sister, Helen, - and on thee.
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draw comparisons from other Greek myths. The odes also served to mark the passing
of an unspecified period or time, such as when one character has summoned another to
appear, and the audience awaits their arrival.
A typical Greek chorus comprised a ‘strophe’ and an ‘antistrophe’, two stanzas each
employing exactly the same metrical structure (and presumably set to the same music).
These were sometimes followed by an ‘epode’, a single stanza employing a different
metre. Sometimes the choral ode might contain just one set of strophe and antistrophe,
but sometimes the playwright might choose to create a second or third set. The length
of each stanza, and the choice of metre, was entirely at the discretion of the author.

The Bacchae
The Bacchae was written in about 407/6 BC, at the end of Euripides’s life, and is
generally considered to be one of his finest plays. The plot centres on the return of the
god Dionysus (also known as Bacchus) to the city of Thebes, his birthplace and the
home of his mother Semele, in the guise of a priest of his own cult. Most members of
his family refuse to believe in the divinity of Dionysus, especially his cousin Pentheus,
who is the effective ruler of Thebes, and who persecutes the god’s followers. In the play,
with startling insight, Euripides shows Dionysus gradually peeling away at Pentheus’s
puritanical exterior to reveal the latter’s secret desires, and bringing about his horrific
death, when he is torn to pieces by a group of maddened Bacchants, female followers of
Dionysus, one of whom is his own mother.
The chorus for The Bacchae consists of a group of such Bacchants – described by
Murray as ‘A group of Inspired Damsels’. Compared with some of the choruses in
Euripides’s work, this chorus is passionately involved in the outcome of the plot, and
Euripides gives them some of his finest lyric poetry to sing.
RVW set to music just one passage (lines 370-433) of The Bacchae. This is the first
choral song of the play, and takes place after Pentheus’s first appearance, when he
denounces the new ‘fake’ religion. Here the chorus express their horror at his impiety.

13
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Electra meets a messenger (her brother, Orestes,
in disguise) and tells him of her sorrow that her
murdered father, Agamemnon, does not have an
honoured grave.

3 2 O for the Ships of Troy
Chorus:
O for the ships of Troy, the beat
Of oars that shimmered
Innumerable, and dancing feet
Of Nereids glimmered;
And dolphins, drunken with the lyre,
Across the dark blue prows, like fire,
Did bound and quiver,
To cleave the way for Thetis’ son,
Fleet-in-the-wind Achilles, on
To war, to war, till Troy be won
Beside the reedy river.
Choir alto solo:
Up from Euboea’s caverns came
The Nereids, bearing
Gold armour from the Lords of Flame,
Wrought for his wearing:
Choir soprano solo:
Long sought those daughters of the deep,
Up Pelion’s glen, up Ossa’s steep
Forest enchanted,
Choir alto solo:
Where Peleus reared alone, afar,
His lost sea-maiden’s child, the star
Of Hellas, and swift help of war
When weary armies panted.

Chorus:
There came a man from Troy, and told
Here in the haven,
How, orb on orb, to strike with cold
The Trojan, o’er that targe of gold,
Dread shapes were graven.
All round the level rim thereof
Perseus, on wingèd feet, above
The long seas hied him;
Choir duet:
The Gorgon’s wild and bleeding hair
He lifted; and a herald fair,
He of the wilds, whom Maia bare,
Chorus:
God’s Hermes, flew beside him.
But midmost, where the boss rose higher,
A sun stood blazing,
And wingèd steeds, and stars in choir,
Hyad and Pleiad, fire on fire,
For Hector’s dazing:
Across the golden helm, each way,
Two taloned Sphinxes held their prey,
Song-drawn to slaughter:
And round the breastplate ramping came
A mingled breed of lion and flame,
Hot-eyed to tear that steed of fame
That found Pirênê’s water.
The red red sword with steeds four-yoked
Black-maned, was graven,
That laboured, and the hot dust smoked
Cloudwise to heaven.
Thou Tyndarid woman! Fair and tall
Those warriors were, and o’er them all
One king great-hearted,
Whom thou and thy false love did slay:
Therefore the tribes of Heaven one day
For these thy dead shall send on thee
An iron death:

21

Iphigenia had only a short score, a piano accompaniment with the voices. Occasionally
RVW writes ‘harp’ or ‘strings’ to show what he wanted. The biggest challenge of all was
to decipher the master’s handwriting: sometimes it was hard to work out whether a
note sat on a line of the stave or the line went through it, and his triplet signs look like
commas or accents. There were plenty of mistakes, just as had been found in A
Cambridge Mass (ALBCD020).

Euripides
Euripides (c. 484-406 BC) was the third of the great Greek tragic playwrights of the fifth
century BC, the others being Aeschylus and Euripides’s older contemporary Sophocles.
During his lifetime, Euripides tended to be overshadowed by Sophocles, whose plays
won greater favour with audiences, who evidently found Euripides’s daring and
sometimes disturbing re-interpretations of the ancient legends not to their taste. After
his death, Euripides’s reputation soared, and ever since he has been considered to be
one of the greatest dramatists of any age. Euripides is thought to have written over
ninety plays of which nineteen survive.
By the time that Euripides was writing his first plays, in the middle of the fifth century
BC, certain conventions in Athenian drama had become established. The cast (who
were all male) comprised three actors who would divide up all the roles amongst
themselves, and a chorus. The chorus (of fifteen men) in a Greek drama were always a
particular character of their own, be it as a group of old men of Mycenae, Greek
soldiers, or Trojan women. The chorus had a leader who would sometimes interact
with the actors in spoken dialogue. In turn, sometimes an actor might participate in a
sung passage with the chorus. The playwrights themselves would have composed the
music for their plays, but none of it has survived, apart from one small fragment from
Euripides’s Orestes.
The other main role of the chorus in Greek drama was to sing choral odes which
reflected on what they had just observed in the previous scene, regularly looking to

12
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Choir soprano solo:
yea, men shall see
The white throat drawn, and blood’s 

red spray,
And lips in terror parted.

IPHIGENIA IN TAURIS 
(Gilbert Murray’s translation, 1910)
Iphigenia is not a tragedy, more a romantic
play, or escape play. It begins in a tragic
atmosphere, but comes to a happy end.
Iphigenia is a haggard and exiled woman with
intense longing for home and bitter rage
against ‘her murderers’. The choruses set by
RVW are literally for the Greek chorus,
commenting on the action. Iphigenia is always
in the temple during these choruses.

4 1 Prelude
Iphigenia - Spoken:
Child of the man of torment and of pride
Tantalid Pelops bore a royal bride
On flying steeds from Pisa. Thence did spring
Atreus: from Atreus, linked king with king,
Menelaus, Agamemnon.

5 2 Dark of the Sea
Iphigenia:
Dark of the sea, dark of the sea,
Gates of the warring water,
One, in the old time, conquered you,
A winged passion that burst the blue,
When the West was shut and the Dawn 

lay free
To the pain of Inachus’ daughter.

Chorus:
But who be these, from where the rushes blow
On pale Eurotas, from pure Dirce’s flow,
That turn not neither falter,
Seeking Her land, where no man 

breaketh bread,
Her without pity, round whose virgin head
Blood on the pillars rusts from long ago,
Blood on the ancient altar.
Iphigenia:
A flash of the foam, a flash of the foam,
A wave on the oarblade welling,
And out they passed to the heart of the blue:
A chariot shell that the wild winds drew.
Is it for passion of gold they come,
Or pride to make great their dwelling?
Chorus:
For sweet is Hope, yea, to much mortal woe
So sweet that none may turn from it nor go,
Whom once the far voice calleth,
To wander through fierce peoples and 

the gleam
Of desolate seas, in every heart a dream:
And these she maketh empty die, and, lo,
To that man’s hand she falleth.
Iphigenia:
Through the Clashing Rocks they burst:
They passed by the Cape unsleeping
Of Phineus’ sons accurst:
They ran by the star-lit bay
Upon magic surges sweeping,
Where folk on the waves astray
Have seen, through the gleaming grey,
Ring behind ring, men say,
The dance of the old Sea’s daughters.
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the addition of pure speech occasionally. The singing and much of the speaking is
against chords, often dissonant to reflect the subject matter, and with the small
orchestra setting the mood of each section. The chorus is made up in all three works
of women’s voices. As RVW mentioned, ‘the solos may be divided among the
members of the chorus’ and they are indeed, after Electra has disappeared from the
stage.
In The Bacchae, the two choruses mentioned in his letters have more continuous
musical accompaniment, and are highly danceable, with compelling rhythms. The
first, For his kingdom it is there, is again set as a unison chorus line, very occasionally
breaking out into three part harmony at a cadence. The other chorus, Where is the
home for me?, is set mostly against a quieter background, occasionally the chanting
of the chorus being offset by a lyrical woodwind solo.
There are signs that these two works did have ‘a sort of trial performance’. Orchestral
parts exist, in a different hand, and handwritten suggestions for the numbers of
string players. These numbers are quite large, and there is no wonder that Murray
found that ‘it completely drowned the words’. RVW also writes a separate violin part
(violin 3) with cues for occasions when there would be no woodwind available –
perhaps for this trial performance. A conductor, probably RVW himself using his
characteristic blue crayon, has written various instructions over the score, for
example the number of beats in the bar and the various rallentandi.
As for Iphigenia, only the short score and the voice parts have come down to us, and
perhaps the work was never completed. This work is more straightforward, and
definitely written for a performance of the entire play, as textual cues are given
before the four musical numbers that follow the prelude. Having already worked on
two of the plays and sorted out his musical ideas with regard to the declamation, by
now RVW is very confident in his setting.
The project was a challenge: two pages of the score of The Bacchae were missing,
but there was a set of orchestral parts from which to reconstruct the music.

11
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Chorus:
The guiding oar abaft
It rippled and it dinned,
And now the west wind laughed
And now the south-west wind;
And the sail was full in flight,
And they passed by the Island White:
Birds, birds, everywhere,
White as the foam, light as the air;
And ghostly Achilles raceth there,
Far in the Friendless Waters.
Spoken:
Ah, would that Leda’s child ...
(So prayeth the priestess maiden)
From Troy, that she beguiled,
Hither were borne, to know
What sin on her soul is laden!
Hair twisted, throat held low,
Head back for the blood to flow,
To die by the sword. ... Ah no!
One hope my soul yet hideth.
Chorus:
O for a sail from Greece
Fearless to cross the sea,
With ransom and with peace
To my sick captivity.
O home, to see thee still,
And the old walls on the hill!
Iphigenia:
Dreams, dreams, gather to me!
Bear me on wings over the sea;
O joy of the night, to slave and free,
One good thing that abideth!

6 3 Bird of the Sea Rocks
Iphigenia:
Bird of the sea rocks, of the bursting spray,
O halcyon bird,
That wheelest crying, crying, on thy way;
Who knoweth grief can read the tale of thee:
One love long lost, one song for ever heard
And wings that sweep the sea.
Chorus:
Sister, I too beside the sea complain,
A bird that hath no wing.
Oh, for a kind Greek market-place again,
For Artemis that healeth woman’s pain;
Here I stand hungering.
Iphigenia:
Give me the little hill above the sea,
The palm of Delos fringed delicately,
The young sweet laurel and the olive-tree
Grey-leaved and glimmering;
Chorus:
O Isle of Leto, Isle of pain and love;
The Orbed Water and the spell thereof;
Where still the Swan, minstrel of things to be,
Doth serve the Muse and sing!
Spoken:
Ah, the old tears, the old and blinding tears
I gave God then,
When my town fell, and noise was in mine ears
Of crashing towers, and forth they guided me
Through spears and lifted oars and angry men
Out to an unknown sea.
They bought my flesh with gold, and sore afraid
I came to this dark East
To serve, in thrall to Agamemnon’s maid,
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predominate, which is what the verse-writer naturally likes. This is complete. He
has also done some parts of the Bacchae – in my judgement extraordinarily well.
He can feel the rhythm of the English verse, which of course a foreign composer
could not’.
With this ringing endorsement, perhaps we can conclude that the failure to use
RVW’s music with the production for which it was intended was due to
circumstances rather than any question of its unsuitability. This was confirmed in
1919 when Murray asked RVW for the music for The Bacchae but was told that
the only legible copy was lost.

The manuscripts
Not long after he transcribed A Cambridge Mass (RVW’s submission for his
doctoral thesis at Trinity College, Cambridge) for performance and publication,
Alan Tongue visited the British Library, hoping to find another work to transcribe,
and examined the Greek Plays music, which was known from the catalogue and
from biographies. He thought the music was worthy of performance, and
discussed it with Stephen Connock of Albion Records; permission to copy the
scores was obtained from the Vaughan Williams Charitable Trust as copyright
owner, and Alan was commissioned by Albion to transcribe the scores.
How does the history set out above tally with the manuscripts reviewed in the
British Library? Let us begin with two choruses from Electra, both from the second
section. The first of these, O for the ships, is set in ‘a sort of chant’ accompanied by
a dominant pedal on the strings and with occasional interjections from the
woodwind, horn, cymbals and harp. The second, There came a man, has
thrumming string and harp chords with the voices doubled by mostly single
woodwind instruments. This chorus has a touch of RVW’s superb archetypal
melody against the words ‘How, orb on orb, to strike with cold the Trojan’. The
first section, for Electra herself, Onward O labouring tread, is set as recitative, with

10
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This Huntress Artemis, to whom is paid
The blood of no slain beast;
Yet all is bloody where I dwell, Ah me!
Envying, envying that misery
That through all life hath endured changelessly.
For hard things borne from birth
Make iron of man’s heart, and hurt the less.
‘Tis change that paineth; and the bitterness
Of life’s decay when joy hath ceased to be
That makes dark all the earth.
Chorus:
Behold, two score and ten there be
Rowers that row for thee,
And a wild hill air, as if Pan were there,
Shall sound on the Argive sea,
Piping to set thee free.
Or is it the stricken string
Of Apollo’s lyre doth sing
Joyously, as he guideth thee
To Athens, the land of spring;
While I wait wearying?
Oh, the wind and the oar,
When the great sail swells before,
With sheets astrain, like a horse on the rein;
And on, through the race and roar,
She feels for the farther shore.
Iphigenia:
Ah me,  To rise upon wings and hold
Straight upon the steeps of gold
Where the joyous Sun in fire doth run,
Till the wings should faint and fold
O’er the house that was mine of old:
Or watch where the glade below
With a marriage dance doth glow,
And a child will glide from her mother’s side
Out, out, where the dancers flow:
As I did, long ago.

Chorus:
Oh, battles of gold and rare
Raiment and starred hair,
And bright veils crossed amid tresses tossed
In a dusk of dancing air!
Iphigenia:
O Youth and the days that were!

7 4 O fair the fruits of Leto blow
Iphigenia:
Oh, fair the fruits of Leto blow:
A Virgin, one, with joyous bow,
And one a lord of flashing locks,
Wise in the harp, Apollo:
She bore them amid the Delian rocks,
Hid in a fruited hollow.
Chorus:
But forth she fared from that low reef,
Sea-cradle of her joy and grief.
A crag she knew more near the skies
And lit with wilder water,
That leaps with joy of Dionyse:
There brought she son and daughter.
And there, behold, an ancient Snake,
Wine-eyed, bronze-gleaming in the brake
Of deep-leaved laurel, ruled the dell,
Sent by old Earth from under
Strange caves to guard her oracle-
A thing of fear and wonder.
Iphigenia:
Thou, Phoebus, still a new-born thing,
Meet in thy mother’s arms to lie,
Didst kill the Snake and crown thee king,
In Pytho’s land of prophecy:
Thine was the tripod and the chair
Of golden truth; and throned there,
Hard by the streams of Castaly,
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complaints’. So he ceased ‘wasting their time’ but ‘resolved to produce a Greek play
in the spring’; a hope that was not to be realised.

Undeniable Beauty
Murray’s biographer, Duncan Wilson, thought that ‘most of ’ RVW’s music for the
three plays has survived. It is certain that, if any of the music had led to a
production, there would have been more of it – but we should not assume that a lot
more was written and then lost. It is clear that the music for The Bacchae and
Electra was experimental and consequently incomplete. Iphigenia was more
complete in outline, but the lack of a full score suggests that the production
foundered before the music was final.
RVW arranged Where is the home for me? from The Bacchae as a duet for soprano
and mezzo soprano with piano accompaniment for publication in 1922, at the
request of his publisher, Ashdown, for a short piece for female voices.
Just before this booklet went to press, Graham Parlett discovered a newspaper
preview of a concert performance of RVW’s music in London’s Royal Court Theatre
on Friday 31 May 1912: ‘A chorus from “The Electra”, one from “The Bacchae” and
four from “Iphigenia in Tauris” should make up a programme of interest.’  The
unknown previewer described the music as being ‘of undeniable beauty’. Who
performed it? Was there a full score for Iphigenia in Tauris or did they use a piano
or harp? The search continues.

In my judgement extraordinarily well
Was Gilbert Murray present at the 31 May performance? In August 1912 Augustin
wrote to him about contractual terms and timing for a production, but lamenting
the lack of music and time to write it. Murray replied that ‘Vaughan Williams has
done some curious music for Iphigenia which I like very much … He sacrifices the
music proper to the rhythm of the verse, so that the poetry and rhythm completely

9
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Beneath the untrodden portal
Of Earth’s mid stone there flows from thee
Wisdom for all things mortal.
Chorus:
He slew the Snake; he cast, men say,
Themis, the child of Earth, away
From Pytho and her hallowed stream;
Then Earth, in dark derision,
Brought forth the Peoples of the Dream
And all the tribes of Vision.
And men besought them; and from deep
Confused underworlds of sleep
They showed blind things that erst had been
And are and yet shall follow
So did avenge that old Earth Queen
Her child’s wrong on Apollo.
Then swiftly flew that conquering one
To Zeus on high, and round the throne
Twining a small indignant hand,
Prayed him to send redeeming
To Pytho from that troublous band
Sprung from the darks of dreaming.
Iphigenia:
Zeus laughed to see the babe, I trow,
So swift to claim his golden rite;
He laughed and bowed his head, in vow
To still those voices of the night.
And so from out the eyes of men
That dark dream-truth was lost again;
Chorus:
And Phoebus, throned where the throng
Prays at the golden portal,
Again doth shed in sunlit song
Hope unto all things mortal.

8 5 Go forth in Bliss
‘Some women’ - Chorus:
Go forth in bliss, O ye whose lot
God shieldeth, that ye perish not!
‘Others’ – Chorus:
O great in our dull world of clay,
And great in heaven’s undying gleam,
Pallas, thy bidding we obey:
And bless thee, for mine ears have heard
The joy and wonder of a word
Beyond my dream, beyond my dream.

Gilbert Murray
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On Nov 6 he wrote: ‘I am getting on slowly with some Greek Play music – I have
done two Electra choruses and am finishing two Bacchae choruses and have notes
for several more. I have had several interviews with the Duncans - but no one
seems to know what is wanted exactly – I wish I did’. He continued: ‘The problem
gets more insoluble the more I work at it. I tried setting them in the way I
suggested to you – a sort of chant without any accompaniment – but it did not
seem to work altogether – I have tried other parts in a more operatic method - the
result is rather a mixture – the only way I think will be a sort of trial performance
of some of the music when it is ready. I can’t hope to satisfy you and Miss Duncan
and Augustin (who wants the choruses spoken!). I want to ask you a lot about the
Bacchae choruses - whether all the big choruses should be sung throughout – or
whether part spoken – and what bits shd be murmured and what parts declaimed.’
Murray met RVW in November and December 1911 and some of the music was
performed.  Murray thought the music ‘splendid – for the most part. It completely
drowned the words, but it somehow did seem to translate into music the emotion I
wanted to convey by the words’. By 4 January 1912 RVW had ‘sketched out the
music for your Iphigenia for the Liverpool people – There has not been time to do
anything very distinguished - but I have made it very simple and tried to get the
declamation right.’ A direction in the scores reads ‘These choruses must be sung
throughout with due regard to the true declamation of the words and the metre of
the poetry. The note values of the voice part are, for the most part, only
approximate. The solos may be divided among the members of the chorus
according to the compass and nature of their voices.’
Isadora returned to her home in Neuilly, Paris, on or soon after 30 October 1911.
The mooted Liverpool production did not go ahead. Augustin Duncan later wrote
that his work on training young ladies for the production had been repaid with ‘a
shower of exacting and complaining letters and not one containing anything but

8
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Heather Lowe - Mezzo Soprano 
Heather studied at the Royal Northern College of Music (under Barbara Robotham and
Ann Taylor) and the National Opera Studio (under Susan Waters)‚ supported by
Scottish Opera. She was a Finalist in the Maureen Lehane Competition‚ is a Samling
Scholar‚ and a trained ballet and ballroom dancer. In her spare time she loves running
and is hoping to complete her first marathon next year.
Recent and future engagements include The Page Salome (Opera North) Dorabella
Cosí fan tutte (Northern Ireland Opera) Rosina The Barber of Seville (Opera North and
Welsh National Opera)‚ Hansel Hansel und Gretel and Lel Snowmaiden (Opera North)‚
Tisbe La Cenerentola (Opera Holland Park)‚ Mrs Noye Noye’s Fludde (Nevill Holt)‚
Isolier Le Comte Ory (Chelsea Opera Group and Dorset Opera)‚ Apprentice Die
Meistersinger von Nürnberg (Glyndebourne Festival)‚ Orfeo Orfeo ed Euridice‚ Penelope

Il ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria
(RNCM) and Fidalma The
Secret Marriage (British
Youth Opera). Roles and
scenes performed at the
National Opera Studio
include Hermia A
Midsummer Night’s Dream‚
Sesto Giulio Cesare‚ Second
Lady The Magic Flute and
Zerlina Don Giovanni.

Heather Lowe and Alan Tongue at the recording, 
St. Jude-on-the-Hill, Hampstead
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In August 1908 Murray received a telegram from Isadora and her actor brother
Augustin Duncan asking to see him. A meeting (probably with Augustin) took place
at some point and correspondence continued in 1911. Isadora wrote to Murray in
September 1911 that her brother Augustin, ‘an actor of great talent’, planned to form
a company of people who would ‘devote themselves solely under his guardianship to
the study of three of your plays, with the object of producing them at the end of the
year.’ Isadora would train twelve dancers from her school for the chorus. ‘In the
meantime, the Composer, whom we have still to find, will be working with the
music’.
In October 1911, Isadora visited London, staying in Paris Singer’s Cadogan Square
town house; she invited RVW there to see her dance, as she wanted him to write
music for her. They both disliked classical ballet (especially dancers en pointe) but he
‘found the melting beauty of her phrasing exactly the sort of movement for which he
could write’. They became friends and would drive around London at night, on at
least one occasion stopping to give half-crowns to the homeless on the embankment.
She asked him to set a chorus from The Bacchae for her to dance to.
RVW wrote to Murray in October 1911: ‘May I say how much it has distressed me to
hear those wonderful lines in Elektra [sic] and your other plays mauled about by (as
it seems to me) quite the wrong kind of musical setting.’ Another letter soon after
states that ‘there is nothing I should like better than to be associated in such a
production as you foreshadow - however problematical it may be. I have had several
shots at some Electra music and have found the task much harder than I thought – I
cannot make up my mind what sort of music wd be best and naturally until I can do
that the music itself refuses to come. However your letter has excited me so that I
believe my imagination is beginning to work.’

7
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Alan Tongue
Alan Tongue’s interest in the music of Vaughan Williams started at school in Bath,
where he was taught by a former composition pupil of RVW, John Sykes. It was
during these days that he saw RVW conducting in Bath Abbey. He then read music at
Jesus College, Cambridge, where his supervisor was Thurston Dart. There he
conducted The Shepherds of the Delectable Mountains for the Cambridge University
Opera Group, and later a week of Sir John in Love for Bath Opera Group.
His conducting teacher during these halcyon days was Sergiu Celibidache. Much later
he studied choral conducting under Robert Shaw.
After teaching music for four years he joined the BBC as a music producer, first in
radio and then in television. His conducting continued both in and outside the BBC.
He left the BBC early to embark on a conducting career, mostly in Eastern Europe
and South America. One speciality became the conducting of English music,
including the Hungarian première of The Dream of Gerontius and the Argentinean
première of Belshazzar’s Feast.
This is Alan Tongue’s third foray into RVW’s unrecorded music: the first was A
Cambridge Mass, RVW’s doctoral exercise at Cambridge, of which Michael Kennedy
wrote ‘It was a bright day for English music when Mr Tongue lifted the score from the
drawer’ (Albion ALBCD 020). The second was the very first recording of The Bridal
Day, issued on Fair Child of Beauty (Albion ALBCD 025/026.
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contralto solo, three-part female chorus and orchestra. First performed in 1923, it has
yet to be recorded. Hymn to Dionysus was written as a companion piece for it in 1913,
without a soloist, setting the opening chorus from Murray’s The Bacchae. Neither was
intended as incidental music, unlike his 1920 setting of Seven Choruses from Alcestis,
another Murray translation, which was written for a performance at St. Paul’s School.

Settings by Vaughan Williams
RVW could have known the three plays that he set in their original language: he
received a thorough grounding in Greek at Charterhouse School where he was known
for an uncanny ability in the conjugation of irregular Greek verbs. In 1909, he
composed music for the Cambridge production (in Greek) of Aristophanes’s comedy
The Wasps. He went to see Strauss’s Elektra – probably the 1910 London première –
but felt that he was in ‘the wrong Opera’.
Herbert Fisher wrote to Murray, after seeing a performance of Medea in 1907 and
enjoying the music, that ‘my brother-in law Ralph Vaughan-Williams (who is a musical
composer and therefore prejudiced) would like to see a big orchestra and some frankly
modern music’. In 1909 the musicologist Henry Hadow recommended RVW to
Murray as ‘a very good musician – also keen on poetry and full of understanding’.

Isadora Duncan
Isadora Duncan (1877-1927) was an American dancer who
revolutionised dancing, writing that the dancer of the future ‘shall
dance the freedom of woman’. She and her siblings immersed
themselves in the culture of the ancient Greeks, studied the Byzantine
music of the Greek Church, began to build a temple near Athens to
dance in and took a chorus of Greek boys to Vienna. She became
obsessed with staging choruses from Greek tragedy: The Bacchae and
Iphigenia in Tauris. From 1903, she developed a dance-drama based
on Gluck’s two Iphigénie operas which was highly successful.

6
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Joyful Company of Singers (Music Director Peter Broadbent)

One of Europe’s most prominent chamber choirs, the Joyful Company of Singers is
known for its virtuosity and intensity of spirit, as well as for an astoundingly wide
repertoire, ranging from the 16th Century to the present day, including many first
performances. The choir was formed in 1988 by conductor Peter Broadbent and has
maintained its profile in the music world, winning an impressive list of national and
international competitions.
Concert performances include most of the leading UK festivals and regular concert
tours in Europe, broadcasting in many countries as well as on BBC and Classic FM. A
discography of over 25 CDs includes a number made with Richard Hickox and City of
London Sinfonia for Chandos, including three releases in the complete Percy Grainger
Series, Lennox Berkeley’s Ruth and a recording of Vaughan Williams’s Christmas choral
music. The choir has recorded works by Vaughan Williams with Albion Records on
three previous occasions: a selection of choral works on ALBCD006 Where hope is
Shining; joining the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra under Paul Daniel in the world
première recording of The Garden of Proserpine; and taking part (with Britten Sinfonia)
in ALBCD025/026 Fair Child of
Beauty including the first recording
of the masque The Bridal Day.
The following members of the
choir took solo or duet parts in the
recording of Electra – listed in
order of appearance: Rosalind
Russell soprano, Emma Bond
soprano, Lorna Perry alto, Cathryn
Caunt soprano, Annika Lindskog
alto, Rhiannon Randle soprano.

www.jcos.co.uk Left to right: 
Rhiannon, Rosalind, Lorna, Cathryn, Annika, Heather
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am getting clearer and clearer in my mind that musicians are devils’, and to a friend
‘… at a real concert I just get lost and sometimes want to howl like a dog.’ He once
mistook a Beethoven symphony recording for the ‘stuff ’ that Americans dance to.
However, the ancient Greeks had music in their plays, and Murray knew that music
was essential, even though his new rhythms provided a music of their own. He was
concerned lest the verbal lyricism and the literal meaning of the words be drowned
in an over-heavy musical setting. He wrote to Mrs Charlotte King, who presented
his plays in Sussex from 1910 to 1939: ‘The best plan [for the chorus] is to have the
words simply recited by the leader alone … or occasionally by two persons speaking
together. Then have full music for one or two choruses’.

Settings by Bantock and Holst
Granville Bantock wrote to Murray five times in 1908, professing his keenness to set
The Bacchae to music, and saw a performance in November in which music and
chorus were ‘a mere travesty’. His Overture and five choral songs and dances from
The Bacchae was completed in 1910 and published in 1945, but this music seems
not to have been used as incidental music. He was also discussing Electra with
Murray. So by the time RVW and Murray were corresponding in 1911, the two
composers were working on similar projects. Murray’s preference was for the
minimum of music to mark key points in the drama (as employed in a 1932
production of Oedipus directed by Murray himself ), while Bantock favoured a
‘rhythmic’ accompaniment with the melody used ‘for dramatic purposes’.  Bantock
wrote music for a production of Murray’s Iphigenia in Tauris at the Kingsway
Theatre in March 1912 (probably contracted for before RVW came on the scene) –
but his 1909 Electra music was for Sophocles’s Electra in an English translation by H
Orsmond Anderton.
RVW’s work on the plays probably inspired Holst’s Hecuba’s Lament from Murray’s
translation of The Trojan Women in the same year, and for the same forces:

5
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Britten Sinfonia (Leader Magnus Johnston)

Founded in 1992, the orchestra is inspired to world-class performances, illuminating
and distinctive programmes where old meets new, and a deep commitment to
bringing outstanding music to both the world’s finest concert halls and the local
community. The orchestra is acclaimed for its virtuoso musicianship and a versatility
that is second to none. Britten Sinfonia breaks the mould by not having a principal
conductor or director, instead choosing to collaborate with a range of the finest
international guest artists, resulting in performances of rare insight and energy.
Britten Sinfonia is a BBC Radio 3 broadcast partner and regularly records for
Harmonia Mundi and Hyperion. It is an Associate Ensemble at London’s Barbican,
and has residencies in Norwich, Cambridge and Saffron Walden. The orchestra
performs a chamber music series at Wigmore Hall, appears regularly at major UK
festivals including the Aldeburgh Festival and BBC Proms, and tours internationally.

www.brittensinfonia.com
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is the origin of ‘Heirs and Rebels’ – the title given to a book of letters between Holst
and RVW.
At Oxford in the 1880s, Murray made a lifelong friend of Herbert Fisher whose sister,
Adeline, RVW married in 1897. In 1898, Fisher referred Murray to RVW for advice
on finding a house in Surrey. They did not become close friends, but RVW enlisted
Murray’s support in April 1911 when campaigning for a civil list pension for Cecil
Sharp, sought his advice on whether he should accept a prize from Germany in 1937
and sought (unsuccessfully) for further support in opposition to The New English
Bible in 1949.
Murray published definitive Greek texts of many Greek plays and, in the early years
of the 20th century, translated some of them into English rhyming verse, with a view
to performance. Many of  these plays were by Euripides; in his book Euripides and his
Age (1913) he set out his (still controversial) view that Greek tragedy originated in
ritual or magical dances symbolising the annual death of vegetation and its return in
triumph next year.
Murray wrote that ‘Greek and Latin could do without rhyme because they had such
clear metres. Rhyme is needed to mark the end of the line and to provide the ear with
fixed resting places.’ His critics felt that the rhyming took him too far from the literal
sense of the words, and that his adherence to his favourite poet, Swinburne, was
inappropriate. In 1918, T.S. Eliot wrote: ‘it is inconceivable that anyone with a
genuine feeling for the sound of Greek verse should deliberately choose the William
Morris couplet, or the Swinburnian lyric, as an equivalent. As a poet, Mr. Murray is
merely a very insignificant follower of the pre-Raphaelite movement. As a Hellenist,
he is very much of the present day, and a very important figure in that day’. Neither
Murray nor the public were put off; the translations were very popular in the first half
of the twentieth century, and some of them were taken up by London theatres.
Gilbert Murray was notoriously unmusical. He wrote to a daughter in March 1912: ‘I

4
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Music for three plays of Euripides
At the beginning of the 17th century in Italy an interest in Greek tragedy led
indirectly to the creation of opera. At the beginning of the 20th century in England
an interest in Greek tragedy in translation led to Vaughan Williams (hereafter
“RVW”) composing the works comprising this première recording.

Gilbert Murray
George Gilbert Aimé Murray (1866-1957) was an Australian-born British scholar of
the language and culture of Ancient Greece, serving as Professor of Greek at
Glasgow (1889-1899), then (1908-1936) as Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford. His
mother was a cousin of W S Gilbert (known as Schwenck within the family) and his
friendship with the great dramatist may have been an early inspiration for his
theatrical ambitions. He served as Vice-Chairman of the League of Nations. There
are many parallels between Murray and RVW: Murray declared himself an agnostic
but had a deep knowledge of and keen interest in religion; his politics were left of
centre; his fierce patriotism was tempered with a care for conscientious objectors
and internees; his League of Nations work was mirrored by the efforts of RVW
towards Federal Union. Both men refused a knighthood but later accepted the
Order of Merit, and the ashes of each were to find an honoured place in
Westminster Abbey.
RVW knew Murray’s work and quoted him when writing about folk song: ‘Can we
not truly say of [folk songs], as Gilbert Murray says of that great National literature
of the Bible and Homer, “They have behind them not the imagination of one great
poet, but the accumulated emotion of the many successive generations who have
read and learned and themselves afresh re-created the old majesty and loveliness.
There is in them the spiritual life-blood of a people.”‘ This takes us a long way
towards the soul of both men. Four times in his writing he quotes (loosely)
Murray’s ‘Every man who possesses real vitality is at once the child of tradition and
a rebel against it’; Murray added: ‘And the best traditions make the best rebels’. This
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For further information visit: rvwsociety.com/albionrecords

A Cambridge Mass

The pioneering recording
of RVW’s doctoral thesis.

About Albion Records
Directors: John Francis FCA (Chairman), Mark Hammett
Fulfilment: Mark and Sue Hammett
A & R Manager: Charles Padley
Web-Master: Tad Kasa

Since its formation in 1994, The Ralph Vaughan Williams Society – a registered charity
with around 1,000 members worldwide – has sought to raise the profile of the composer
through publications, seminars and sponsorship of recordings.
The Society’s recording label, Albion Records, was formed in 2007 and is devoted to
recordings of works by Vaughan Williams. Each recording contains at least one world
première recording. Two recordings (The Solent and Discoveries) were nominated for a
Grammy award, and many recordings have spent some weeks in the UK’s specialist
classical chart.
Previous Vaughan Williams recordings, still available, include:
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The Bacchae

1 Thou immaculate on high 11’47
For his kingdom it is there
Where is the home for me?
Electra

2 1 Onward O labouring tread 13’50
3 2 O for the ships of Troy 6’54

There came a man 
Iphigenia in Tauris
Realised from short score by Alan Tongue

4 1 Prelude 2’06
5 2 Dark of the sea 8’38
6 3 Bird of the sea rocks 9’08
7 4 Oh, fair the fruits of Leto blow 6’53
8 5 Go forth in bliss 3’06

62‘44

RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS 1872-1958

World première recordings

Texts by Euripides, translated by Gilbert Murray
Heather Lowe ~ Mezzo Soprano
Joyful Company of Singers ~ Music Director Peter Broadbent
Britten Sinfonia ~ Leader Magnus Johnston
Alan Tongue ~ Conductor

“… an attempt at something new, and something which is neither German nor
French. This music is no experiment in styles. It would seem rather as though the
composer had disclaimed all styles and all schools, and found direct inspiration
in the material of the poet’s inspiration, and the result is something of
undeniable beauty.” The Globe, 25 May 1912
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