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Example 27: “The Lament of Ian the Proud,” mm. 37-39 

 

 As Macleod’s poetic wind imagery evolves, Griffes transforms the triplet figure 

from the grief motive into an expansive arpeggio which cascades throughout the piano 

accompaniment.  The triplet arpeggios musically portray the wind’s energy, adding a 

countermelody to the lyric vocal line and combining with the syncopated block sonorities 

to blur the meter and rhythmic pulse, as shown in measures 15 and 16 in Example 25.   

The grief motive and triplet wind gesture interact seamlessly to build musical vitality 

during pauses in the vocal line or transitions within the musical form.  During the climax 

of the song’s middle section, the triplet gesture allows Griffes to alternate rapidly 

between vertical sonorities with a sense of linear harmonic motion, as shown in Example 

28.  Even as Griffes layers contrasting melodies in the voice and piano, he never obscures 

the vocal declamation or poetic meaning, a skill honed during his studies of German 

Lieder with Rüfer.  While the piano has virtuosic passagework, Griffes’s knowledge of 

piano voicing and registration insures a transparency and focus on the vocal line.   
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Example 28: “The Lament of Ian the Proud,” mm. 32-36  

 

 “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine” is both a tribute to Griffes’s past German lied and a 

vast departure from its tonal simplicity.  Melodically, it has an ABA form, with the 

opening melodic gesture returning at the end of the song with a modified cadence.  The A 

section has an abac melodic form (with two-bar phrases), similar to many Irish folk 

ballads and German Lieder, and features a lyric opening melody with an ascending leap 

of a minor seventh and strong E tonal center, as shown in Example 29.   Griffes 

fragments the opening vocal phrase and repeats both its melodic gestures and the dotted-

quarter-eighth-note rhythmic cell throughout the piece, adding a sense of familiarity and 

cohesion throughout the song.   
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Example 29: “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine,” mm. 3-5 

 

He contrasts the melodic simplicity of “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine” with a sense of 

tonal and metric ambiguity by layering non-functional sonorities with syncopated or 

contrasting rhythmic subdivisions in the piano accompaniment, as shown in Example 29.  

The left hand juxtaposes a sustained Ab and Eb drone with a syncopated chord which 

stacks two vertical fifths (Eb and Bb, and Ab and Eb). The right hand has triplets that 

oscillate continually, outlining an F minor seventh chord.  This chord is the foundation of 

the opening vocal melody.  The open fifth pedal within the left hand anchors the opening 

of the song in the key of Ab.    As the poetry gets more expressive, Griffes uses parallel 

chromaticism within the oscillating triplet sonorities and eliminates the drone pedal to 

add color and harmonic freedom appropriate for the passionate imagery, reminiscent of 

the Impressionistic style of Debussy’s piano preludes and mélodies.   

 The B section of “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine” departs from the transparency of the 

opening, becoming more chromatic and complex due to the disappearance of the 

sustained left hand drone, more expansive vocal melodies, and countermelodies within 

the right hand of the piano accompaniment.  The oscillating vertical sonorities are 

replaced with arpeggios and arched melodic phrases within both hands of the 
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accompaniment, featuring contrary harmonies and rhythmic subdivisions, as shown in 

Example 30.  The vocal line and right hand create a supportive dialogue with arched 

phrases that double a segment of a melodic gesture, as in measure 17, before diving into 

large arched gestures in contrary motion, as in measure 18.   

Example 30: “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine,” mm. 16-18 

 

At times, Griffes continues to use a chord in the harmony as the basis of his 

melodic gestures, as in measure 20 and 21 in Example 31.  The piano accompaniment 

centers on a Bb minor seventh chord, which is the framework for the vocal melody above 

it.  A sustained Eb pedal returns into the left hand as the right hand of the piano dives into 

a molto espressivo melodic cell, which contains the dotted quarter and eight note rhythm 
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from the opening melody, preparing both a harmonic return to an Ab tonal center and 

melodic return to our A melodic material. 

Example 31: “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine,” mm. 20-22 

 

The opening melody (a) returns with the text: “If that called me to thee,” but 

enriched with a linear flow of triplets within both hands of the piano accompaniment.  

The return of the A section is abbreviated and builds into a bombastic cadence in both the 

voice and piano accompaniment.  The voice rises to a sustained Ab with the text “Aye, I 

would leap a far” before dropping a minor seventh to a Bb at a pianissimo dynamic for 

the text “a falling star.”  The beautiful simplicity of Griffes’s musical imagery in the 

voice is reinforced with a piano accompaniment that rapidly climbs into the treble 

register of the piano with multiple subdivisions only to drop to a sustained half 

diminished chord with the falling star text.  Even though the return of the A section is 

abbreviated, Griffes reinforces the cyclic feeling of the song in the piano postlude, which 

has a final statement of the melodic cell with a repetitious treatment of the dotted rhythm 

motive, as shown in Example 32. 
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Example 32: “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine,” mm. 26-33 

 
 

In “The Rose of the Night,” Griffes creates another leitmotif, similar to his grief 

motive in “The Lament of Ian the Proud,” to add cohesion to a through-composed song 

and musically enhance the imagery of the poem, as shown in Example 33.  He composed 

a chromatic sextuplet figure in the right hand which outlines an A key center even as the 

chromatic passing tones and rapid rhythm evoke an unsettled and ominous atmosphere.   

The sextuplets could depict the force of the wind that blows throughout the poem, the 
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longing of the beloved, the seductive power of the dark rose, or the dead soul’s luring of 

its victim. The melodic sextuplets are accompanied by triplets in the left hand, as shown 

in measure 2 of example 33.  The triplets oscillate from a major seventh (G# and G 

natural) to a major third (C natural and E).  The layered sextuplet figure and triplets 

combine to blur any sense of harmonic function or tonal center.   

Example 33: “The Rose of the Night,” mm. 1-2 

 

Beyond its melodic appeal, the sextuplet figure gives the only sense of constancy 

in the song.  The figure anchors the first vocal entrance, as shown in Example 34, 

providing pitch stability with its A centered melody and Romantic text painting.  While 

the vocal line is highly chromatic, Griffes mirrors the rise and fall of the pitches to create 

an arched melodic phrase, which is an elongated inversion of the sextuplet’s melodic 

figure.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



90 

 

 

 

 

 

Example 34: “The Rose of the Night,” mm. 6-8 

 

With the text “Thy breath is the wind of the south,” he replaces the sextuplet 

motive with highly chromatic scales and arpeggios in the piano accompaniment that 

move at times in contrary motion to the vocal line, surging with the power and vitality of 

Macleod’s wind imagery.  His counterpoint is a linear layering of melodic phrases and 

rhythmic motives, rather than placing an importance on vertical sonorities and functional 

harmony.  The wind countermelodies erase any sense of a key center (briefly created by 

the A centered sextuplet motive) and have equality with the vocal line.  The piano 

accompaniment in “The Rose of the Night” rarely doubles the vocal melody, as shown in 

Example 35. 
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Example 35: “The Rose of the Night,” mm. 10-13 

 With the text “Deep silence of the night,” Griffes abandons the complexity and 

chromaticism of the previous stanza of poetry.  He uses a sustained drone on octave C#s 

and G# within the left hand, and layers a syncopated octave G#s and C# sonority in the 

right hand.  The open fifths and blurred rhythmic pulse create a rhapsodic atmosphere on 

top of which he floats a soft lyric melody in the voice, as shown in Example 36.  The 

sudden texture change is another example of his sensitive text painting, and it offers a 

moment of musical relaxation and reprise from the previous passionate and complex 

music.  The reflective middle section allows Griffes the opportunity to rebuild the 

dynamics, rhythmic complexity and layering of counterpoint for the final climax.  
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Example 36: “The Rose of the Night,” mm. 21-24 

 Griffes returns to the sextuplet figure in the piano interlude between the second 

and third verses of poetry giving an illusion of an ABA musical form that is strengthened 

by the repetition of the opening vocal melody with the text “as a wind eddying flame 

Leaping higher and higher.”   The moment of familiarity is quickly discarded as the vocal 

melody climbs to bombastic vocal climax with Griffes layering virtuosic arpeggios 

underneath in the piano accompaniment, as shown in Example 37.  He fluctuates meters 

according to his melodic setting of the text, even as his blurs the rhythmic pulse with tied 

and syncopated figures in the piano.  All sense of key or tonal stability is lost, especially 

in measure 47 where the voice sustains G# and then F# over a G# pedal in the left hand 

underneath a repeated D Major triad with a G# non chord tone.   The voice climbs 

chromatically to a sustained A in measure 49 while the piano accompaniment builds 

drama by layering countermelodies, such as in measure 44 in the right hand, and its 

repetitive striking of parallel octaves and cluster chords.   
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Example 37: “The Rose of the Night,” mm. 44-49 

 

 The song closes with an extended piano postlude, which fluctuates between 

various triads (such as D sharp major) with half diminished and diminished seventh 

chords (such as a B# diminished seventh chord.)  The rapid sequencing of sonorities 

results from a linear chromaticism in the triplet arpeggios and the developing of the 

melodic cells found in the right hand of the piano in measures 44-47.  The postlude peaks 

in measure 58 with a C-major triad in the right hand and a return of the oscillating triplets 

(G# and G alternated with C natural and E) and sextuplet motive from the opening.  The 

right hand slowly ebbs away, leaving the left hand with a final sonority of G#, C, E, and 

G.  While a C major triad is present (even though the key signature suggests E major or 

C# minor), the Major seventh between the G# and G obscures a true cadential sensation.        
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Example 38: “The Rose of the Night,” mm. 58-61 

 

 Griffes composed the song cycle originally for piano and voice, and orchestrated 

them in the winter of 1918.  The orchestrated version has a full Romantic orchestra 

featuring a complete string section, two flutes, two oboes, three clarinets, two bassoons, 

four French horns, and three trombones.  He was carefully in his orchestration of the 

repeated melodic motives, often giving them to the upper woodwinds to avoid 

overwhelming the vocal line.  Both his grief motive and the sextuplet figure from “The 

Rose of The Night” first appear with a solo flute.  The orchestration enhances the various 

countermelodies with the string section used mainly in the oscillating triplet figures while 

the woodwinds and brass pierce the rhapsodic accompaniment with solo deliveries of the 

various melodic gestures.  Griffes’s experience in orchestral genres (such as his tone 

poem The Pleasure-Domes of Kubla Khan and his Notturno für Orchester) ensured a 

coloristic use of the orchestral forces without a density of counterpoint which would 

overwhelm the vocalist. 

 Griffes’s Three Poems of Fiona Macleod were premiered in March 24, 1919 by 

soprano Marcia van Dresser and the Philadelphia Orchestra.  On April 2, she gave them 

again with Griffes at the piano on a program presented at the MacDowell Gallery by the 
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Modern Music Society of New York.
17

  The songs were extremely well received due to 

their soaring and innately vocal melodies, rich harmonic language, vital rhythmic energy, 

and cohesive sense of form within each song independently and the cycle as a whole.   

The Three Poems of Fiona Macleod show Griffes’s various artistic influences, 

such as German lieder, French Impressionism, Irish folk ballads, and Asian exoticism, 

blended into a tight dramatic and narrative journey highlighting his mature compositional 

style and creative genius.  Throughout the song cycle, he combines repeated melodic 

motives, linear triplet accompaniment figures, sustained pedal drones, and syncopated 

and layered rhythmic cells to create an energized and passionate accompaniment on top 

of which he floated his lyric vocal melodies.  The vocal insights of William Earl Brown 

and his mentor Lamperti are seen in Griffes’s natural declamation of the text, lyric arched 

melodies, and vocally intuitive pacing of the breath lines, use of the vocal registers and 

phrasing of the vocal climaxes in each song.  He is less focused on capturing an authentic 

Irish folk song quality in the songs, even though he uses characteristics, such as a 

sustained drone, and ascending diatonic melodies, in “The Lament of Ian the Proud.”  

Instead, he musically enhances the passionate text by combining Romantic elements of 

melodic development with Impressionist ideas on counterpoint and harmony.  Griffes’s 

Three Poems on Fiona Macleod are a modern setting of Celtic folk poetry, meant to 

explore the emotions in the text without the responsibility of setting that text in an 

authentically Irish manner.   

 

 

 

                                                 
 

17
 Bauer, 371. 
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CONCLUSION 

  Artistic creations are born of an artist’s life experiences as well as the pressures 

and innovations of the world in which he lives.  One cannot isolate oneself from the 

financial demands of life or the images and stereotypes of society.  William Sharp, 

Arnold Bax, and Charles Griffes are three artists who matured during an unprecedented 

time of economic growth, artistic diversity, and personal discovery.  Each man sought to 

find a true voice for his artistic expression.  While their medias and techniques differ, 

they borrowed sense of nostalgia and grief from the past, refreshing it with modern 

methods of imagery and musical or poetic expression. 

 William Sharp and Fiona Macleod are two sides of the same artistic being, the 

first being bound to reality and the financial and social demands of success, while the 

other was able to escape into the dream world of the Celtic people and reinterpret their 

lives, stories, and spiritual beliefs.  However, neither persona could be truly successful 

without elements of the other.  Macleod needed the literary refinement and education 

Sharp gained through his time with Rossetti and the publishing connection that were 

opened due to that relationship.  Sharp escaped his prison of literary mimicry and endless 

tomes of biographical research with the passionate folklore and Romanticism of 

Macleod’s Celtic portrayals.  He was able to release his previous literary ties, which were 

slowly strangling his creative spirit, due to the support and encouragement of Mrs. 

Rinder.  She saw beyond his previous literary works and encouraged him to explore new 

styles and genres of writing, introducing him to the Symbolist French poets and 

playwrights.  The lush and veiled imagery of the Symbolist movement offered Sharp a 

path to connect the folklore from his youth with a passionate Romanticism.  The works of 



97 

 

 

 

Macleod are not genuine Celtic stories meant to preserve a culture; rather, they are a 

modern retelling of themes and legends meant to connect an audience with the emotional 

core of a people and culture.    

 In many ways, the musical settings of Arnold Bax and Charles Griffes have a 

similar struggle: how to set a poetic text with such a strong sense of cultural identity but 

without strictly quoting the folk music of those people.  Bax distained the repetition of 

folk songs championed by composer Cecil Sharp and other British contemporaries and 

felt English composers needed to re-interpret the melodic material beyond strict 

quotations.  In “Eilidh my Fawn,” he created a lyric vocal melody with folk elements, 

such as ascending sixth jumps, a pentatonic melodic flavor, and contrasting rhythmic 

figures of triplets and dotted eighth and sixteenth notes, that he then repeated and 

embellished throughout the song to evoke the sean nos style of Irish ballad singing.   

The development of Macleod’s imagery and passionate emotions were tied to the 

layering of countermelodies and rhythmic gestures in the piano accompaniment.   In “Thy 

Dark Eyes to Mine,” Bax floats an arched vocal gesture which outlines a half diminished 

D# seventh chord on top of arpeggios of that same chord and a descending chromatic 

scale in the piano part heightening the simplicity of the vocal line by the virtuosic piano 

accompaniment.  As the song continues, the vocal simplicity and its balance with the 

surrounding piano accompaniment is weakened as Bax layers various countermelodies 

within a linear harmonic language to portray an escalation of Macleod’s star and fire 

imagery. However, he returns to the song’s ballad roots in the piano postlude by 

repeating a fragment of the opening vocal melody.  The complexity of Bax’s Late 

Romantic counterpoint and melodic development is always tempered by his demand for a 
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folk-like melody, which often gives each song a sense of cyclic form.  The poetry of the 

Celtic Renaissance, and Fiona Macleod specifically, drew Bax and his poetic alter ego 

Dermot O’Byrne into a passionate realm of myths and legends, unlocking his creative 

inspiration.  In A Celtic Song Cycle and many of his later orchestral works, he combines 

cultural elements to evoke the story even as he enhances the story with a modern musical 

language and counterpoint. 

Charles Griffes approached the poetry of Fiona Macleod as an American 

composer with a diverse history of song and orchestral compositions.  He had composed 

songs in German, French, English, Japanese and Chinese, evolving elements of their 

musical style into his own compositional language.  While attracted to the Celtic poetry, 

he did not feel the responsibility that Bax did of setting the poems in a culturally 

appropriate manner, and instead he enriched the poems with his diverse experience in text 

setting and art song composition.  “Thy Dark Eyes to Mine” blends an ABA song form 

(common in his German lieder) with oscillating seventh chords which shift in a linear 

fashion, producing coloristic but nonfunctional harmonic progressions.  Like Bax, he 

layers various figures within the accompaniment, blurring a rhythmic pulse, obscuring a 

tonal center and creating a rhapsodic energy in the piano accompaniment.  However, the 

vocal line remains the principal melodic architect, supported by a virtuosic piano 

collaboration but never overshadowed.   Griffes’s main goals were the musical painting 

of the text, focusing on the intimate gestures, rather than Bax’s musical setting, which 

created a large scale mood or atmosphere for each song.  Griffes’s piano accompaniments 

are very complex, but never cross the line into Bax’s creating a “bevy of little devils.”
1
   

                                                 
 

1
 Stephen Banfield, “Bax as a Song Composer.”  Musical Times Vol. 124, no. 1689 (November 

1983), 666. 
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Griffes and Bax both enliven Macleod’s poetry with modern ideas on 

counterpoint and harmony, in a similar fashion to Sharp’s enriching of the Celtic legends 

and myths with modern imagery and poetic form.  The poems and song settings of Fiona 

Macleod are an amalgamation of their creators’ experiences, which combines to make 

them truly personal and touching works of art.    
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Appendix I: Major Works of William Sharp 

1882 The Human Inheritance; The New Hope and Motherhood 

Collection of Essays and Poems, including a cycle of Sonnets influenced 

by Sharp’s association with Dante Rossetti 

  

Dante Gabriel Rossetti: A Record and a Study 

Biography of Rossetti’s life and works.  The success of this volume 

opened many new opportunities in the publishing circles of London.   

Sharp would write similar volumes on the lives of Heine, Shelley and 

Browning for the Great Writers series. 

 

1884  Earth’s Voices: Transcripts from Nature: Sospitra and Other Poems 

 

1886 Jack Noel’s Legacy 

  A serially sensational novel printed in the Young Folks’ Paper. 

 

1887 Life of Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 

 Under the Banner of St. James: A Romance of the Discovery of the Pacific. 

  A serially novel published in the Young Folks’ Paper.    

 

1888 Life of Heinrich Heine 

 

1889 Life of Robert Browning 

 

1891 Sospiri Di Roma 

New collection of poetry featuring an irregular meter and no poetic rhyme 

scheme.  The poems are passionate and erotic images from the Italian 

countryside.  The volume was dedicated to Mrs. Edith Rinder and initially 

published at the composer’s expense.  

 

1892  The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn 

 

 A Fellowe and His Wife 

This novel is a series of letters written between Count von Jaromar 

(written by Blanche Willis Howard) and those of his wife, Countess von 

Jaromar (written by William Sharp.)  The exchange of letters discusses 

infidelity, the confines of marriage and the deeper definition of love.  This 

novel is the first example of Sharp writing in a female voice. 
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1892 The Pagan Review 

Only one edition of this review was published.  All seven articles (based 

on pagan ideals and mythology) were written by William Sharp, but 

published under different pennames.  With The Pagan Review, Sharp is 

testing the literary waters with new Celtic and folk like material.   

 

1894 Vistas 

 

1896 Madge o’ the Pool: The Gipsey Christ and Other Tales 

  The first publication of stories written from 1884-1889. 

 

 Ecce Puella: and Other Prose Imaginings 

 

1898 Silence Farm 

   

1912 Selected Writings of William Sharp 

Mrs. Sharp selected and edited the works of her husband after his death in 

1905.  The Selected Writings were published in five volumes and only 

included works completed under Sharp’s actual name.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

102 

 

Appendix II: Major Works of Fiona Macleod 

1894 Pharais: A Romance of the Isles 

Novel started during Sharp’s second visit in Rome.  The novel is dedicated 

to EWR.  Sharp originally submitted this novel for publishing in his own 

name.  After several rejections, he created the penname, Fiona Macleod 

and resubmitted the novel of publication. 

 

1895 The Mountain Lovers 

 

 The Sin-Eaters and Other Tales 

 

 The Washer of the Ford and Other Legendary Moralities 

The previous two collections are embellished retellings of Celtic legends, 

faiths and myths passed on through generations by oral tradition.   

 

 From the Hills of Dream: Mountain Songs and Island Runes 

 (re-issued in 1899 with revisions) 

 

This is Macleod’s first collection of poetry.  The poems are very 

influenced by the Celtic ballad tradition.  They are free verse, with short 

poetic lines.  Many of them have Gaelic characters in the titles and a song-

like style.  The majority of composer’s musical settings are from this 

initial collection of Macleod poems.  

 

 The Laughter of Peterkin: A Retelling of Old Tales of the Celtic Wonderland 

  This is a collection of children stories and fantasies.  

 

1899 The Divine Adventure, Iona: By Sundown Shores: Studies in Spiritual History.  

 

1903 The House of Usna 

This play was written and premiered in W. B. Yeats’ Irish Repertory 

Theatre. 

 

1904 The Winged Destiny: Studies in the Spiritual History of Gael 

 

1907 From the Hills of Dream: Threnodies, Songs and Later Poems 

This collection contains many poems and short stories written between 

1894-9 and previously published.  Sharp continued to revise his poetry 

until his death in 1904.  

 



103 

 

 

 

1908 The Immortal Hour: A Drama in Two Acts 

This play was written and premiered in W. B. Yeats’ Irish Repertory 

Theatre. 

 

1910 The Works of “Fiona Macleod”  

After William Sharp’s death, Mrs. Elizabeth Sharp collected all the works 

of “Fiona Macleod.”  The works were published in seven volumes.  The 

re-issuing of the works coincided with Mrs. Sharp’s release of William 

Sharp (Fiona Macleod), A Memoir written in two volumes.  The memoir 

released the secret of Fiona Macleod’s true identity, and tried to justify the 

literary pretense to the artistic world.   
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