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Songs to remember Arthur

In some ways I have no right to name these songs since the words are not mine. They are those of my fellow Quaker
Tony Bowland. I came across them on Facebook, and bought his published volume, relishing his Sufi-themed pcetry.
All T know about Tony is that he lives in the Cambridgeshire fens near Ely, which have inspired many of his poems. I
have now set eight of them: four for female acappella, and these four for solo mezzo-soprano.

I composed the first of this set during the last week of Arthur Simmonds’ life, and the remaining three in the week
after his death, and they seem particularly attuned to his ethos: with his love of walking in nature, his understated
spirituality and his passion for social justice. As members of Shaftesbury Quaker Meeting my wife and I had known
Arthur & Pat Simmonds for 30 years, and they were dearly loved F/friends. Arthur’s cancer had been in remission for
a number of years but in January he was given notice that it had returned and that he would not have long to live. In
March he died at home, peacefully and mercifully fast.

The set had begun as an experiment. Singer-songwriter Olivia Chaney was a friend of our daughter Serafina at
Chethams, and in February we had been to see her review her new album in Frome. I had been profoundly moved
by the maturity and professionalism of her presentation, not least the way she has scaled the whole conception of
her work to the orbit of her own skills. Olivia’s original songs are beautifully atmospheric and she projects them
with mesmerising simplicity. It suddenly reconnected me with the memory of my own thoughts /feelings as a young
composer and what my hopes for my life had been. There’s no way I could write songs that would be relevant for
Olivia’s self-expression, but I decided to employ some of the strophic constructional methods I observed in her songs
myself. It is a strange irony that I have always thought my particular genius as a composer lies in the combination
of words and music, being also a peet, yet almost all my professional life has been spent in one form of instrumental
music or another. And I don't sing to any degree myself. I therefore have found the unaffected way both Olivia and
Serafina have been able to integrate their voices and song-writing a wonderful gift. So it interested me to experiment
with composing a set of songs that make use of the conventions of popular song without necessarily imitating it.

1. For Thich Nhat Hanh

Poetry to hear the words to contain

Music the listening soul hears in silence

A presence that needs no invocation

A sky that rings like a bell that no hand strikes

Sunshine and my awareness not two lights
A single generosity of gold

There’s a leaf trembling in a breath of wind
I am that leaf this breath and sudden calm.

The sunshine shares its stillness and around us
The lit worlds follow concentric paths

And all that arises I hold in my arms

There’s nothing to be known but tenderness

Thich Nhat Hanh (1926-2022) was a Vietnamese Buddhist who was exiled from his country for opposition to the
Vietnam war. A tireless peace activitst, he took up residence in France where he established an open monastery, Village
des Pruniers in the Dordogne, which now has offshoots all over the world. These words also follow the sense of a
classic pcem by the 15"C Bengali mystic, Kabir.

Here the music is cast in a recurring seven bar pattern, while the word-setting overlaps in a quadratic form, except
for the middle section where the harmonic movement takes on a freer kind of expression.

2. Wonder

Asleep in the land of forgetfulness;
If there were one thing you would remember,



One state of mind you would wish to wake to,
What single desire would you wish fulfilled?

Both past and future are illusory,

The only location of life is now,
Always was, always will be, right here;
Invoke no ghosts, pursue no paradise.

When water rises fresh from the wellspring,
It bears no story of mountains and plains,
When fire consumes wood it leaves only ash,
The flames do not grow weary of their dance.

Do you ever wonder in the mirror,

Who it is, who is looking throu your eyes,
Or for what purpose you left formlessness
To walk this path of happiness and tears?

This is probably the most musically elaborate of the songs, but also one of the most atmospheric.

3. Uears end & stars die

The trees open their hands
New leaves for the season
Uncurl fresh and moist
And the blossom bursts

The great beauty appears
Is seen and is gone.

I smile and shed tears
Becausetime flows on

The years end and the stars die
Life loves to be known
New words will be made
And spring sung again
The beginning and end of the piece revolve around three repeated bars. The middle branches out with a sequence of
descending chords.

4 everything is singing
everything is singing,
it's not the wind
sighing throu the reeds
for the air is still,

as if I can hear

the presence of things,
the spirit singing

in every being;

the translucent river,
the tranquil reeds,
the slender poplar,
the ancient willow,
and in my own heart,
songs of grief and joy
rise up from silence
and in silence die.

The accompaniment ripples in descending chords.
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