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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this analysis of Arnold Bax’s sextet In Memoriam (1916) is to further 

the understanding of what compositional traits Bax considered Irish while acknowledging the 

influence of the Irish Literary Revival, often referred to as the “Celtic Twilight.” Through 

this analysis, I will explain the significance of the bard in Irish history, and the interpretations 

that can be drawn from its inclusion in the sextet, while highlighting the connection of the 

sextet to the Easter Rising. 

This discussion links In Memoriam (1916) to In the Faery Hills, an earlier Irish-

influenced work that previously used the English horn as the voice of the Irish bard. The 

study of the sextet investigates the influence of Irish folk music on the work and argues that 

Bax attempted to use these elements and the English horn to depict the character of an “Irish 

bard.” This essay also discusses the relationship between In Memoriam (1916) and “A 

Dublin Ballad,” both of which were responses to the Easter Rising of 1916.  
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Introduction 

During the years that he was active as a composer (1902-1953), Arnold Bax set 

himself apart from other English composers, such as Edward Elgar and Ralph Vaughan 

Williams, through the subject matter and the sound of many of his works. This unique style 

was characterized by the influence of Celtic traditions.
1
 In the years prior to World War I, 

Bax composed many tone poems depicting Irish moods, landscapes, myths and legends. 

These works represent a synthesis of Bax’s progressive musical education as a composer at 

the Royal Academy of Music, and his exposure to Irish culture while in Ireland.
2
 Using 

various compositional techniques, Bax created his own version of a Celtic atmosphere. Many 

of these works were inspired by the writings of the Irish Literary Revival or political events 

in Ireland prior to its independence from Britain. In Memoriam (1916) demonstrates this Irish 

influence. Bax composed the sextet following the events of the Easter Rising of 1916, an 

uprising in Dublin that resulted in the deaths of several insurgents that Bax knew personally 

or through reputation. 

Unfortunately, the significance of In Memoriam (1916) within the context of Bax’s 

musical output, or even its importance as a commemoration of the events of the Easter 

Rising, has not been properly recognized. Indeed, many of Bax’s Irish-influenced works have 

not been closely analyzed in regard to the Celtic atmosphere they portray. Further, critics 

have not investigated Bax’s employment of the English horn or the influence of Irish folk 

music. In his Bax biography, Lewis Foreman, after mentioning the events of the Easter 

Rising of 1916, glosses over the significance of the sextet by merely stating: “The sextet, In 

                                                           
1
 Edwin Evans, “Arnold Bax,” The Musical Quarterly 9, no. 2 (April 1923): 171. 

 
2
 Lewis Foreman, Bax: A Composer and His Times, 3

rd
 ed. (Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2007), 12, 25. 
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Memoriam, is of particular interest for its folk-like main theme.”
3
 The seriousness of this 

omission is compounded when we consider Bax’s response to the Easter Rising was to 

memorialize the rebels in his collection of poems (A Dublin Ballad and Other Poems). 

Furthermore, the sextet was the only work commemorating the individuals involved in the 

Rising that Bax allowed to be published and performed during his lifetime. Bax’s response to 

the Easter Rising, and the influence of Irish culture, makes this work worthy of further study 

than it has had up to this point.  

In this essay, I will summarize the events of the Easter Rising and their effects on 

Arnold Bax and I will suggest an explanation as to why an English composer like Bax would 

feel so connected to the Irish culture. I will also examine the sextet within the context of 

Bax’s other works and propose Irish folk music elements he may have used as a basis for his 

own imitation of a Celtic atmosphere. This imitation was modelled after so-called “Celtic 

Twilight” writers such as W. B. Yeats, who often included Irish mythology and folklore in 

his poems. This use of Irish folk materials, along with a sense of melancholy and nostalgia, 

defined the Celtic Twilight and inspired Bax to create many of these works.  I also intend to 

demonstrate that Bax associated the English horn with the voice of the “Irish bard” in the 

sextet, after having previously done so in his tone poem In the Faery Hills (1909). Finally, I 

will argue that, following the composition of In the Faery Hills, Bax was able to use his 

depiction of the Irish bard more symbolically in his sextet in an effort to show his sympathy 

for Ireland’s desire for independence.  

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Foreman, 149. 
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The Easter Rising 

 

On April 24, 1916, Easter Monday, members of the Irish Republican Brotherhood 

under the leadership of Padraig Pearse rebelled against the British Government in Dublin and 

declared a free and independent Irish Republic.
4
 These events constitute the Easter Rising. 

After a week of conflict, the immediate results were devastating. Over 1,300 people were 

killed or wounded, and nearly two hundred buildings were destroyed in central Dublin. The 

cost of this damage exceeded two and a half million pounds. With the disruption of local 

authority and infrastructure, roughly one hundred thousand residents of Dublin had to be 

given relief by the British government.
5
 

The rebellion itself was a serious issue, and the timing of the Easter Rising added to 

the severity of the British response. The Irish had staged the rising during Britain’s war with 

Germany in order to take advantage of the British government’s strained resources. The 

English, therefore, considered the Easter Rising an especially calculated and traitorous blow.
6
 

Rumors of German assistance to the rebels also caused the Easter Rising to be seen as a 

“German campaign” by Prime Minister Herbert Henry Asquith.
7
 Although the Irish obtained 

arms and ammunition from Germany, the uprising itself was done without German monetary 

support or German manpower.
8
  

The damage done by the Irish rebels and the involvement of Germany caused public 

outrage in England. Additionally, many of the English soldiers sent to Ireland to deal with 

                                                           
4
 Max Caufield, The Easter Rebellion (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan Ltd., 1963), 1, 72. 

 
5
 Caufield, 1. 

  
6
 Caufield, 123. 

 
7
 Caufield, 189. 

 
8
 Caufield, 284. 
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the rebellion believed the rebels were in the employ of the Germans and should be shot.
9
 The 

English composer Arnold Bax, however, responded with support for the Irish rebels, first 

through poetry and then through music. Following the Easter Rising Bax wrote a pamphlet of 

poems entitled A Dublin Ballad and Other Poems. His support for the rebels was so apparent 

that the British censor banned the collection of poems for being subversive.
10

 One of the 

most defiant, pro-Irish poems was “A Dublin Ballad,” written in 1916.  

 

“A Dublin Ballad”
11

 

Dermot O’Byrne (Arnold Bax) 

 

1. O write it up above your hearth 

2. And troll it out to sun and moon, 

3. To all true Irishmen on earth 

4. Arrest and death come late or soon.
12

 

 

5. Some boy-o whistled Ninety-eight 

6. One Sunday night in College Green, 

7. And such a broth of love and hate 

8. Was stirred ere Monday morn was late 

9. As Dublin town had never seen. 

 

10. And god-like forces shocked and shook 

11. Through Irish hearts that lively day, 

12. And hope it seemed no ill could brook. 

13. Christ! For that liberty they took 

14. There was the ancient deuce to pay! 

  

15. The deuce in all his bravery, 

16. His girth and gall grown no whit less, 

17. He swarmed in from the fatal sea 

18. With pomp of huge artillery 

19. And brass and copper haughtiness. 

 

20. He cracked up all the town with guns 

21. That roared loud psalms to fire and death, 

                                                           
9
 Caufield, 189. 

 
10

 Foreman, 147. 

 
11

 Arnold Bax, “A Dublin Ballad,” in Dermot O’Byrne: Poems by Arnold Bax, ed. Lewis Foreman (London: 

Thames Publishing, 1979), 62. 

 
12

 Italics original, line numbers added. 
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22. And houses hailed down granite tons 

23. To smash our wounded underneath. 

 

24. And when at last the golden bell 

25. Of liberty was silenced, --- then 

26. He learned to shoot extremely well 

27. At unarmed Irish gentlemen! 

 

28. Ah! Where were Michael and gold Moll 

29. And Seumas and my drowsy self? 

30. Why did fate blot us from the scroll? 

31. Why were we left upon the shelf, 

 

32. Folling with trifles in the dark 

33. When the light struck so wild and hard? 

34. Sure our hearts were as good a mark 

35. For Tommies up before the lark 

36. At rifle practice in the yard! 

 

37. Well, the last fire is trodden down, 

38. Our dead are rotting fast in lime, 

39. We all can sneak back into town, 

40. Stravague about as in old time, 

 

41. And stare at gaps of grey and blue 

42. Where Lower Mount Street used to be, 

43. And where flies hum round muck we knew 

44. For Abbey Street and Eden Quay. 

 

45. And when the devil’s made us wise 

46. Each in his own peculiar hell, 

47. With desert hearts and drunken eyes 

48. We’re free to sentimentalize 

49. By corners where the martyrs fell. 

 

 

 

There are several aspects of the poem that make it seditious. Lines 1-4, for instance, 

praise the Irish cause. Lines 20-27 are a negative reaction to the English response to the 

conflict, which included the execution of fourteen Irish rebels, including Padraig Pearse.
13

 

These lines may also refer to the attempt of the British government to cover up the murders 

                                                           
13

 Caufield, 283-295. 
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of Irish civilians by its own military.
14

 Finally, lines 37-49 express the speaker’s shame for 

not taking up arms with the Irish rebels. The poem demonstrates Bax’s knowledge of the 

Rising and the events that followed, and that he sympathized with the Irish against an 

imperial British power.  

The reasoning behind the banning of this pamphlet by the British censor needs to be 

considered in the context of World War I. During the war, the British Government was very 

careful to limit the spread of information that portrayed its rule in a negative light. The need 

to keep information like this contained was especially important due to the large number of 

Irish immigrants in America, one of England’s most important allies. Considering the content 

of Bax’s poetry, we can easily see why the British censor may have felt banning the 

pamphlet was necessary.
15

  

Bax’s emotional response to the banning of his collection of poetry remains 

uncertain. Whether it was a result of this censorship, or in spite of it, he sought musical 

outlets for commemorating the Easter Rising. Bax composed three works related to the event: 

In Memoriam for orchestra (1916), A Leader for tenor and piano (1916), and a work similarly 

titled to the first, but one that is completely distinct from it, In Memoriam (1916), a sextet for 

English horn, harp, and string quartet (1917).
16

 These works contain dedications and titles 

that demonstrate their connection to the Rising. The first work, In Memoriam for orchestra, 

                                                           
14

 Caufield, 188, 268. 

 
15

 Deian Hopkin, “Domestic Censorship in the First World War,” Journal of Contemporary History 5, no. 4 

(1970): 157. 

 
16

 One might argue that the Elegiac Trio for flute, viola, and harp (1917) was also composed to commemorate 

the events of the Easter Rising. Although several writers, including Lewis Foreman in his biography of Bax, cite 

the influence of Debussy on the trio, I acknowledge it is possible that this work was also influenced by Celtic 

traditions. The trio, however, lacks any dedication or title that would directly connect it with either Ireland or 

the Rising, and I have omitted it from this discussion for that reason. 
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contains the dedication “In Memory of Padraig Pearse,” in Gaelic.
17

 Pearse was the President 

of the Irish Republic declared by the rebels on Easter Monday and was executed for his 

involvement. Bax had met Pearse during one of his stays in Dublin, and remarked in his 

autobiography “I could not forget the impression that death-aspiring dreamer made upon me, 

and when on Easter Tuesday 1916 I read by Windermere’s shore of the idealist adventure in 

Dublin the day before, I murmured to myself ‘I know Pearse is in this.’”
18

  

The second work, A Leader, includes the dedication “In Memory of Certain Irish 

Patriots,” and utilized a text from Irish Literary Revival poet AE, which was the pen name of 

Arnold Bax’s Dublin friend and literary guide, George Russell.
19

 In Memoriam for orchestra 

and A Leader, however, were not performed or published in Bax’s lifetime. Bax’s musical 

commemoration of the Easter Rising was instead conveyed to the public through the 

publication and performance of the third piece, the sextet, In Memoriam (1916). The sextet 

contains no dedication, but he originally titled the work Irish Elegy and the piece’s final 

moniker includes, of course, the year of the uprising.
20

 

Up to this point, the discussion of In Memoriam (1916), and its connection to Bax’s 

own Irish-influenced works, has been negligible. The work itself is, however, a strong 

political statement, and demonstrates Bax’s support of Irish independence. The sextet is also 

significant in the context of Bax’s Irish-influenced works from the time period, and contains 

suggestions of Irish folk music and folk culture. There are also connections between his 

                                                           
 
17

 Graham Parlett, A Catalogue of the Works of Sir Arnold Bax. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), 121. 

 
18

 Arnold Bax, Farewell My Youth. (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press Publishers, 1943), 100. 

 
19

 Parlett, 124. 

 
20

 Parlett, 128. 
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sextet and his tone poem In the Faery Hills (1909). In the tone poem Bax used the English 

horn as the voice of the Irish bard, a voice that—as I will argue below—continues to be heard 

in the sextet, which adds weight to a commemorative interpretation of the work. In light of 

these observations, the sextet, In Memoriam (1916), is an important indication of Bax’s love 

and knowledge of Irish culture.  

 

The Celt Revealed 

In order to properly appreciate Bax’s reaction to the Easter Rising and his use of Irish 

folk music traditions, we need to go back a few years to when his interest in Ireland began. 

This will also allow us to discuss the significance of the Celtic Twilight and its relationship 

to Bax’s earliest noteworthy exposure to Irish culture. In his autobiography, Farewell My 

Youth, Bax described his Irish awakening, saying “I came upon W. B. Yeats’s poem ‘The 

Wanderings of Usheen’ [spelled Oisin by Yeats, and Ossian in other sources] in 1902, and in 

a moment the Celt within me stood revealed.”
21

 (This poem will be an important 

consideration in the discussion of In the Faery Hills below). This newfound interest in Celtic 

culture manifested itself in several ways. Apart from his music, it spurred several trips to 

Ireland, particularly to the isolated town of Glencolumcille on the western coast, a place to 

which he claimed to have returned each winter and summer for several years.
22

 These trips 

began when he was nineteen, shortly after his first introduction to the poetry of Yeats, and 

led to a lifelong love of Ireland and its culture. Additionally, these trips led to a considerable 

                                                           
21

 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 41-42. 

22
 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 52. 
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knowledge of the country’s musical traditions.
23

 While in Ireland, Bax learned as much 

Gaelic as he could from the people and, as he wrote in his autobiography, “steeped [himself] 

in history and saga, folk-tale and fairy-lore.”
24

 His absorption of Irish culture led one friend 

to claim he had a “completely Gaelicized mind.”
25

 In some circles, Bax also went by the 

name Dermot O’Byrne,
26

 and often referred to himself as some version of “Dermot” in his 

letters.
27

 It was under this name that he published A Dublin Ballad and Other Poems, the 

collection deemed subversive by the British censor. 

The influence of Irish culture on Bax extended to his music as well, or at least Bax 

claimed it did. Although some have questioned the legitimacy of this claim, this exposure to 

Irish culture arguably assisted Bax in finding his own musical style. He frequently cited 

Yeats as being responsible for this, as can be seen in the following passage from his 

autobiography. 

 

Once free of the [Royal Academy of Music] I spent more and more time alone 

in places lorded by the Atlantic and the dream-light of old tradition. As 

burningly as any half-starved peasant poet of seventeenth-or eighteenth-

century Munster I adored my beloved in all her symbolic presentments-as 

Eire, Foghla, Banba-as Cathleen ni Hoolihan, Silk o’ the Kine, or the Dark 

Rosaleen. In imagination I fought in her wars of old and dreamt cloudily of 

new and less material conflicts….Under this domination my musical style 

became strengthened and purged of many alien elements. In part at least I rid 

myself of the sway of Wagner and Strauss and began to write Irishly, using 

figures and melodies of a definitely Celtic curve, an idiom which in the end 

was so much second nature to me that many works of mine have been called 

Irish or Celtic when I supposed them to be purely personal to the British 

                                                           
23

 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 44. 

24
 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 47. 

25
 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 47. 

26
 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 42. 

27
 Foreman, 27. 
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composer, Arnold Bax…. And all this I owed in the first place to Yeats, for 

his was the key that opened the gate of the Celtic wonderland to my wide-

eyed youth, and his the finger that pointed to the magic mountain whence I 

was to dig all that may be of value in my own art. Neither does my debt to that 

great man end there, for his poetry has meant more to me than all the music of 

the centuries…. All the days of my life I bless his name.
28

 

  

This heavily romantic language shows the depth of Bax’s emotional attachment to 

both Ireland and the Celtic Twilight poetry of Yeats. Additionally, it sheds light on why a 

British composer would write a work like In Memoriam (1916) to commemorate the Easter 

Rising. As Bax states here, it is in this period prior to the Easter Rising (from 1902 to 1915) 

that he began to compose in his own Irish-influenced style; a style that some have suggested 

he moved away from due to the emotional impact of the Easter Rising.
29

  

It is helpful to determine what traits are characteristic of Bax’s Celtic Twilight-

inspired works in order to properly distinguish them from the works of his purely British 

personality. Most obviously, in many of the works from this time period, Bax included either 

program descriptions, or notes that directly stated the influence of Irish culture. Oftentimes 

these works either included Irish titles (In the Faery Hills and The Garden of Fand) or 

program descriptions (Into the Twilight) that clearly indicated their Celtic or Celtic Twilight 

inspiration. 

Another set of defining traits that help distinguish the Celtic Twilight works from 

Bax’s other compositions is the influence of Irish folk music. Many of Bax’s pieces from this 

period contain aspects of Irish song, as defined by the use of certain modes, scales, phrase 

structures, and variations. Indications of Irish dance also appear in the Celtic Twilight works 

                                                           
28

 Bax, Farewell My Youth, 47-48. 

29
 Fabian Gregor Huss, “The ‘Irish Music’ of Arnold Bax and E.J. Moeran,” in Music and Identity in Ireland 

and Beyond, edited by Mark Fitzgerald and John O’Flynn (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 73. 
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in the guise of particular rhythms, meters, ornaments, and forms. It is often the presence of 

these folk music traits that help to assign a Celtic Twilight atmosphere to abstract works, 

such as the Quintet for Oboe and Strings (1923), which includes jig rhythms in the third 

movement.
30

 Of particular interest to In Memoriam (1916) is Bax’s use of modes, phrase 

structures, variation, and ornamentation that stem from Irish music. 

Several works contain some combination of these two elements—Bax’s program or 

title and some influence of Irish folk music traditions—to give the impression of the Celtic 

Twilight. Aside from the programmatic title, In the Faery Hills, for example, also includes 

compositional traits commonly found in traditional Irish music. This includes figures such as 

jig rhythms (Figure 1), and, as I will argue, the voice of the Irish bard accompanied by a 

harp.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
30

 Foreman, 212. 
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Figure 1: Jig rhythms used to depict a Celtic Twilight mood in In the Faery Hills. Principal 

clarinet (written pitch), measures 47-62.  Bax seems to have created a melody that contains 

aspects of double jig and single jig rhythms.
31

 

 

  

 

While many of these elements overlap with other music traditions, a closer look at 

Irish music, Bax’s Irish-influenced works, and the values of the Celtic Twilight will help us 

to grasp Bax’s concept of Irish music. Although Bax was closer to the Irish culture in his 

Irish-influenced works than Puccini was to Japan when he composed Madame Butterfly, or 

Saint-Saëns was to the Middle East when he composed Samson et Delilah, we need to keep 

in mind that Bax’s concept is still a product of a British composer from the Royal Academy 

of Music, and, as a result, his works do not include strict transcriptions of Irish folk music 

traditions. 

 

                                                           
31

 It is worth noting, that the jig rhythms in this example are a combination of two different jig rhythms. The 

two groups of three eighth notes suggest a double jig rhythm. This is undermined, however, by the presence of 

the same pitch on the first and second eighth notes of most groups of three. This creates a suggestion of an 

eighth followed by a sixteenth, the characteristic rhythm of a single jig. This is only one example of the many 

instances in which Bax’s Celtic Twilight differs from his folk sources. 
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Irish Folk Music Influences 

In order to understand how Bax adapts elements of Irish folk music within his works 

it is necessary to have a basic knowledge of these musical traditions, and a few examples of 

this folk music to compare to Bax’s Irish-influenced works. For this discussion, the folk 

songs “Bonny Portmore,” (Figure 2) and “Lough Erne Shore,” (Figure 3) are quite useful. I 

make no claim that Bax ever encountered these folk tunes, but there are some similarities 

between these folk songs and the English horn solos found in his tone poem In the Faery 

Hills and in his sextet In Memoriam (1916). 

 

 

Figure 2: Irish folk song “Bonny Portmore.”
32

 Letters indicate different phrases and their 

repetitions (AABB). D is the centric pitch. 

 

 
 

                                                           
32

  Seán Ó Boyle ed., The Irish Song Tradition (Dublin: Gilbert Dalton, 1976), 50. 
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Figure 3: Irish folk song “Lough Erne Shore.”
33

 Letters indicate different phrases and their 

repetitions (ABABCCAB). Pentatonic scale: D-F-G-A-C. 

 

 
 

In order to capture the Irish atmosphere in his music, Bax often used modal scales as 

the basis for his melodies. Irish folk songs are largely based on Ionian, Mixolydian, Aeolian, 

and Dorian modes, and occur in that order of frequency.
34

 The mode of the melody is 

determined by looking at its pitch content and its final note. In Irish folk music, however, like 

many folk music traditions, there is ambiguity in regard to the classification of the modes. As 

                                                           
33

 Ó Boyle, 68. 

 
34

 Harry White and Nicholas Carolan, “Ireland, §2: Traditional Music,” Grove Music Online, accessed May 30, 

2015, Grove Music Online. www.oxfordmusiclonline.com 
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a result these tunes are generally classified as being part of diatonic collections, such as the 

one-flat collection. For folk songs with only five pitches, however, they are classified as 

pentatonic.  

 “Bonny Portmore,” demonstrates the need to classify folk songs based on diatonic 

collections rather than modes. This folk song centers around the pitch of D, but the mode is 

uncertain due to the implied F sharp of the key signature, potentially the result of editorial 

license on the part of the transcriber. Based on the pitches used, “Bonny Portmore” belongs 

to the 0-sharp collection (no sharps in the key signature but without the implication of C 

Major or A minor). Bax uses the diatonic collection in a similar manner in the English horn 

solo in his tone poem In the Faery Hills. Bax’s attempt to create a Celtic mood in his 

melodies is often seen through his use of diatonic collections that avoid the minor-second 

leading tone when they resolve to the tonic. This is a common practice in his Irish-influenced 

compositions since the absence of a leading-tone resolution creates a modal feel. This can be 

seen in the English horn and bassoon solos from his tone poem In the Faery Hills in which 

the written centric pitch is D and the melody resolves upwards from a written C natural 

instead of a C-sharp (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4: English horn/bassoon solo from In The Faery Hills mm. 281-285 and 299-303 (written 

pitch). 

 

 
 



16 

 

There are also Irish folk tunes that are based on the pentatonic scale, such as “Lough 

Erne Shore,” which uses the pentatonic scale D-F-G-A-C. Bax also utilized the pentatonic 

scale as a basis for some of his melodies, such as the unornamented framework of the second 

theme (P
2
) (b) from In Memoriam (1916), which uses G-A-B-D-E (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: Second theme (P
2
) (b) from In Memoriam (1916) Violin 1 mm.12-16. Pentatonic 

scale G-A-B-D-E. 

  

The use of pentatonic scales and diatonic collections as a basis for melodies in Bax’s 

Irish-influenced works contributes to the Celtic Twilight mood in many of these pieces, 

including In Memoriam (1916). It should be noted, however, that Bax did not limit himself to 

only these scales in his melodies and harmonies, and very often utilizes chromaticism in a 

way that would be out of place in Irish folk music, such as the distant or shifting tonal areas 

found in In Memoriam (1916).
35

 Writers like Stephen Banfield have even made the 

suggestion that the Celtic Twilight atmosphere in many of Bax’s works created a stylistic 

issue where a traditional Irish mood suggested a simplistic melody, but the conventions of 

the Romantic period required stronger indications of emotional significance that were not 

practiced in the folk music traditions.
36

 Bax’s favoring of diatonic collections over the 

                                                           
35

 The primary theme group of In Memoriam (1916) is in E Aeolian, but modulates to an A-flat centric tonal 

center in measure 43 and a polymodal chromatic section that is C centric starting in measure 65. 

 
36

 Stephen Banfield, Sensibility and English Song: Critical Studies of the Early 20
th

 Century (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1985), 1:256.  
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pentatonic scale in many of his works may also be a recognition that melodies with existing 

minor seconds allow for greater harmonic conflict and chromaticism while still portraying a 

Celtic atmosphere. This could be seen as a compromise between the more simplistic Irish 

folk music and the increasingly complex harmonies of the twentieth century. 

Bax also incorporated the phrase structure of Irish folk songs into many of his works, 

including In Memoriam (1916). In general, the melodic lines of Irish folk songs, like the text, 

are roughly four bars in length so that they are easier to remember and can be sung in one 

breath. The range is also narrow; and the melodic material consists of two to four basic 

melodic ideas, with subsequent phrases placed higher than the first melodic idea. This 

brevity, repetition and organization assists oral transmission, making the folk song easier for 

amateurs to sing and remember. 

Typical Irish folk song phrase structure can be seen in both folk song examples 

above. “Bonny Portmore” contains verses based on four lines per stanza, and the melodic 

phrases are four bars in length (each phrase is marked with an upper case letter in Figure 2). 

We can also see that there are two basic phrases and each one is repeated, giving an AABB 

structure to this folk song. In contrast, “Lough Erne Shore” contains verses based on eight 

lines per stanza, and the melodic lines are three measures in length. There are also three basic 

themes and the phrase organization is ABABCCAB (Figure 3). In Irish folk music many of 

the phrases begin with the same material but end slightly differently. As such, phrases that 

start similarly are labeled with the same letter, even if they contain slightly different phrase 

endings. These different phrase endings will either sound open if they imply a continuation 

or closed if they resolve to the primary tone. In other words, you can have three statements of 

an A theme in which every A statement ends differently. This kind of repetition of short 
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phrases with slightly different endings is another component of Bax’s Irish-influenced music, 

as we shall see. 

This influence of Irish-folk-song phrase structure and melodic contour can be seen 

when comparing English horn solos of Arnold Bax to “Bonny Portmore” and “Lough Erne 

Shore.” The English horn and bassoon solos from In the Faery Hills share several similarities 

with the Irish folk song “Bonny Portmore.” In regard to phrase length, each of these 

examples contain four bar phrases, the beginning melodic contour of the phrases bear a 

similar shape, and the repetition of phrases is consistent between the two examples (Figure 

6).  

 

Figure 6: Similar melodic contours, phrase length, and phrase repetition between Irish folk 

song “Bonny Portmore” and the English horn melody from In the Faery Hills. 

 

a. “Bonny Portmore” first eight bars (AA). 

 

 b. English horn/bassoon solo from In The Faery Hills mm. 281-285 and 299-303 (AA). 
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The principal theme that Bax composed for In Memoriam (1916) also shares several similarities with 

the folk song “Lough Erne Shore,” most recognizably the beginning intervals of each theme and the 

repetition of the basic thematic material (Figure 7). 

 

 

Figure 7: Similar melodic contours between Irish folk song “Lough Erne Shore” and the principal 

theme from In Memoriam (1916). 

 

a.“Lough Erne Shore” first 12 bars (ABAB). 

 

 
 

 

 

b. Principal Theme from In Memoriam (1916) English horn mm. 4-12. 

 
 

 

In each case the repetition of the phrases, and the scales upon which the melodies are based, 

work together with other aspects of Bax’s concept of Irish music to create his impression of a 

Celtic Twilight atmosphere. 

A final aspect of Irish folk song, and of song practice in general that Bax may have 

incorporated into In Memorian (1916), is the singing of multiple verses. There are four 

melodies in the sextet (ABCD) and they are organized according to sonata form. As stated 
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earlier, Bax repeats these basic melodies several times in a manner similar to the Irish folk 

song tradition, but these phrases are also consistently paired together. The A and B phrases 

comprise the primary theme group while the C and D phrases make up the secondary theme 

group. This organization resembles the phrase organization of “Bonny Portmore,” which was 

AABB, contained two different sections, and did not end with the primary melodic idea. The 

recapitulation of the primary theme group is standard in sonata form, but in the case of the 

sextet it also suggests two verses of the same folk song are being sung. I will discuss this in 

more detail in the analysis of the sextet below. 

Bax also incorporates ornamentation, a common trait of Irish folk music, into his Irish 

influenced works by heavily ornamenting the four main themes found in his sextet In 

Memoriam (1916). Frequent embellishments in Irish folk music involve several patterns of 

grace notes, and triplets in the place of single notes (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: Common Irish Ornaments.
37

 

a. cut 

 

b. short roll 

 

 

 

                                                           
37

 Dorothea E. Hast and Stanley Scott, Music in Ireland: Experiencing Music, Expressing Culture (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2004), 65. 
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c. long roll 

 

d. triplet 

 

e. cran 

 

 

Transcribing folk music sources in any tradition, however, is considerably difficult and often 

results in different ways of notating the same material. Because of this, Bax may have written 

his ornaments differently than the examples above because of what he heard in Ireland; or he 

may have merely wanted to suggest these figures—and by extension his Celtic Twilight 

atmosphere—without following strict folk music practice. In either case, Bax’s suggested 

ornaments, and the traditional Celtic ornaments sound very similar (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: Possible Irish-influenced ornamentation in In Memoriam (1916) 

a. Cut, Violin I m. 14. 
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b. Short roll, English horn, mm. 39-40. 

 

c. Long roll, Violin II m.68. 

 

d. Triplet, Violin I m. 13. 

 

 

Another aspect of Irish folk music ornamentation is altering the melody slightly so 

that no tune is played the same way twice.
38

 Seán Ó Riada, in his book Our Musical 

Heritage, referred to this practice in Irish folk song as the “variation principle,” and stressed 

that in the “old style” of unaccompanied Irish singing (called sean-nós) that “it is not 

permissible for a sean-nós singer to sing any two verses of a song in the same way.”
39

 This 

ornamentation most often involves increasing the complexity of a folk song’s rhythms, as 

                                                           
38

 Hast and Scott, 64. 
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 Seán Ó Riada, Our Musical Heritage ed. Thomas Kinsella (Mountrath: The Dolman Press, 1982), 24. 
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well as adding or changing pitches of the folk song. According to Ó Riada, these ornaments 

“must occur where they give most point and effect.”
40

 (Figure 10)  

 

 

Figure 10: Traditional ornamentation in the sean-nós singing style according to Seán Ó 

Riada.
41

  

 

a. The Ballad is presented first in its original unornamented form. Seán Ó Riada then presents 

three possible ways in which the opening theme could be ornamented by a folk singer. 

 

 

                                                           
40

 Ó Riada, 24. 

 
41

 Ó Riada, 27-28. 
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b. The same ballad as above, but now the entire folk song has been ornamented. Note the 

extensive use of triplets, and the inclusion of quintuplets that follow the pattern of a long roll. 

 

 

 

Bax was familiar with this style of singing due to repeated exposure to the folk singers of 

Ireland. His knowledge of the style was so complete that when recordings of Irish folk 

singers were played for him in the 1930s he was able to tell not only where the folk songs 

had been collected but he also identified who the singers were.
42

 

The first theme of In Memoriam (1916) (P
1.1

) is a good example of this sean-nós 

inspired ornamentation. It is primarily played by the English horn, and shows many 

similarities to the embellishments commonly made by sean-nós singers (Figure 11).  

 

 

                                                           
 
42

 Foreman, Bax: A Composer and His Times, 31. 
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Figure 11: Principal theme (P
1.1

) from In Memoriam (1916) and subsequent ornamentations. 

a. First statement of the principal theme in the English horn mm. 4-12, largely unornamented. 

 
 

 

b. Ornamented principal theme from In Memoriam (1916) played by the English horn mm. 96-104. 

Notice the use of triplet figures in places of significance, such as the beginning of the phrase, and the 

inclusion of thirty-second notes similar to grace notes that a sean-nós singer would use when singing 

a cut. 

 

 
 

 

c. Ornamented principal theme from In Memoriam (1916) and played by violin 1 mm. 112-120, 32
nd

 

notes included throughout and triplet figures added as well. 

 

 

 

While the principal theme demonstrates the kind of ornamentation and variation that Bax 

included in his Irish-influenced works, it should be noted that all four of the themes in In 

Memoriam (1916) are treated to an equal degree of variation and ornamentation. 
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In the Faery Hills 

All the different aspects of Irish folk music found in the sextet also appear in many 

Irish-influenced works that Bax composed. As stated before, however, the influence of the 

Irish Literary Revival is another indication of a Celtic Twilight atmosphere, and these 

indications should be considered as important as the stimulus of Irish folk music. The tone 

poem In the Faery Hills is of particular interest to the discussion of In Memoriam (1916). 

Composed in 1909, In the Faery Hills occupies a significant place in the music of Arnold 

Bax. It was the earliest symphonic work that he published, and his first work to be performed 

at Proms. It was also the second tone poem in a larger three-part cycle called the Eire trilogy. 

With regard to the Celtic Twilight, the subject material of Faery Hills also references “The 

Wanderings of Oisin,” the original poem that led to Bax’s love of Ireland. As we have seen, 

musically the work draws upon Irish folk music elements such as the use of melodies based 

on diatonic collections that do not resolve upward by half-step, and jig rhythms. In the Faery 

Hills has the added significance as the beginning of Bax’s portrayal of the English horn as 

the voice of the Irish bard, a character that he portrayed in later works such as In Memoriam 

(1916) and arguably the Concertante for Three Wind Instruments and Orchestra.
43

  

We know that Bax depicted the Irish bard in the tone poem, In the Faery Hills, 

because Bax acknowledged the influence of Yeats’ poetry in the score by writing the 

following on the manuscript: 

  

This work is an attempt to suggest the riots of the Hidden People in the hills of 

Ireland after twilight. The composer has endeavoured also to shadow forth the 

atmosphere of mystery and almost terror with which the Irish people regard 

their faery compatriots. The middle section was to some extent suggested by a 

passage in Mr. Yeats’ “Wanderings of Oisin” in which a human bard having 

                                                           
43
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strayed among the host of the Sidhe [Irish earthen mounds home to the fairies] 

is asked by them to sing a song for their pleasure. But when he sings a song of 

human joy the faeries declare it the saddest song that was ever sung and throw 

the harp away in sorrow and anger while the harper is swept away into their 

revel….In the middle section, referring to the incident of the harper, the 

gloomy caoine-like [Irish funeral song accompanied by wailing for the dead] 

melody must be understood not as the actual “song of human joy,” but rather 

as that singing as it sounded in the ears of those “who fear no dawning 

morrow,” and “dance like shadows on the mountains.”
44

 

 

 

 

As mentioned earlier, “The Wanderings of Oisin” is the poem that started Bax’s love 

of Irish culture in 1902. This gives the original poem special significance to Bax in regard to 

Yeats’s output, and makes In the Faery Hills even more important in the scope of Bax’s 

Irish-influenced works. While Bax does not utilize the entire poem, the passage in “The 

Wanderings of Oisin” to which Bax refers can be found in Book I of Yeats’s Oisin. In this 

section the pagan warrior, Oisin, tells St. Patrick: 

 

 

And once a lady by my side 

Gave me a harp, and bid me sing, 

And touch the laughing silver string; 

But when I sang of human joy 

A sorrow wrapped each merry face, 

And, Patrick! by your beard, they wept, 

Until one came, a tearful boy; 

“A sadder creature never stept 

Than this strange human bard,” he cried; 

And caught the silver harp away, 

And, weeping over the white strings, hurled 

It down in a leaf-hid, hollow place 

That kept dim waters from the sky; 

And each one said, with a long, long sigh, 

“O saddest harp in all the world, 

Sleep there till the moon and the stars die!”
45
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Finnerman (New York: Scribner Paperback Poetry, 1996), 361. 
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In this passage of text, Oisin says he sang to the fairies while playing a harp. It 

naturally follows that Bax portrays this material through a soloist accompanied by a similar 

instrument. Even without the connection to “The Wanderings of Oisin,” however, the 

presence of the Irish bard, and by extension the Irish harp, would be worth mentioning in an 

Irish-influenced work as they are important signifiers in Irish music. Because Bax is 

depicting the particular character of Oisin, however, I will save the discussion of the bard’s 

significance for the study of the sextet. 

Bax depicts the scene of Oisin singing to the fairies at the start of measure 276 of In 

the Faery Hills, and features the English horn playing a solo line with a harp accompaniment. 

This solo is prompted and interrupted by a pair of violins portraying the fairy folk who ask 

Oisin to sing and then react to his song. Their commentary can be heard throughout this 

scene, but begins within this example at the pickup to letter S. In the first statement of this 

“song of human joy,” which begins with the pickup to 282, the harp strums a simple chordal 

accompaniment while the English horn portrays the voice of Oisin, the Irish bard (Figure 12). 

Solo strings interrupt the song of Oisin briefly with the previously heard jig theme before the 

bassoon continues the bard’s song with a solo in the pickup to measure 300. While Bax has 

split the funereal “song of human joy” between the English horn and the bassoon, the range 

of the two phrases does not change and could have been played entirely by the English horn. 

This section, along with a similar programmatic moment in his tone poem The Garden of 

Fand (1913) may indicate that the bassoon was also a significant instrument to Bax. 
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Figure 12: In the Faery Hills mm. 279-303, the English horn as the Irish bard.  
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Given that “The Wanderings of Oisin” was the poem that originally led to Bax’s love 

of Ireland, it naturally follows that he considered this texture significant, especially when we 
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take into account he chose to portray the scene where Oisin sang and played the harp to the 

fairies (as opposed to any other events in the poem). That he used the specific texture of an 

English horn being accompanied by a harp makes its inclusion in the sextet significant as 

well. While the strumming accompaniment of the harp in In the Faery Hills is not indicative 

of traditional Irish harp playing, it does appear to be a consistent part of Bax’s conception of 

the Irish folk sound.
 46

 In both In the Faery Hills and In Memoriam (1916) (which I will 

discuss shortly) the music is in three-four time, and the harp has a consistent pickup on beat 

three to the next downbeat. Bax will again use the English horn and harp texture in the sextet 

to emulate a mournful sound after having previously established it in the tone poem. Unlike 

In the Faery Hills, however, the song of the Irish bard in the sextet will be tied to events in 

the real world. 

 

In Memoriam (1916) 

In Memoriam (1916) is significant due to its connection to the Easter Rising, and 

Bax’s previously composed tone poem In the Faery Hills. The connection to the Easter 

Rising, as I have explained previously, can be made through the year that is included in the 

title of the sextet and the previous title Bax gave it (An Irish Elegy). The association between 

In the Faery Hills and the sextet rests on the depiction of the Irish bard in both works. 

Comparing the English horn solo from In the Faery Hills to the principal theme of the sextet 

allows us to observe this connection. Both pieces contain a harp playing blocked chords in 

three-four time beneath a melodic English horn solo (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13: Opening of In Memoriam (1916), mm. 1-11 (P
1.0

 and P
1.1

), suggests the Irish bard 

due to the similarity between this texture and that found in In the Faery Hills. 

 

 

 

The depiction of the Irish bard in In Memoriam (1916) is of greater significance than 

in In the Faery Hills because unlike the bard in Faery Hills, the bard in the sextet appears 

throughout the work. Another difference between the two works is that the sextet does not 

have a program. By not assigning an identity to the Irish bard, Bax uses the harpist not as a 

literary figure, but as a signifier of Irish culture. Bax most likely chose to include these two 

aspects of Irish culture because the bard is directly associated with the Irish struggle for 

independence, and the harp is a well-known national symbol of Ireland.
47
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The significance of including this character in a work written to commemorate the 

events of the Easter Rising becomes more apparent when one considers the history of the 

Irish bard. The Irish bards were problematic to English endeavors to place Ireland under their 

control as an English colony as early as 1558. Edmund Curtis states that the bards were seen 

as the “chief inspirers of the native tradition and maintained the haughty pride and warlike 

spirit of their patrons, Gael or Gall, by their encomiums [that is, formal expressions of praise] 

in verse.”
48

 The bards encouraged their patrons, the Irish nobility, to defend Ireland’s dignity 

and to fight against the English invasion by the Tudors in the 1500s.
49

 The English horn, 

when interpreted as the voice of the Irish bard, makes In Memoriam (1916) a political 

statement in support of Irish independence following the Easter Rising. Recognizing that folk 

songs, or formal expressions of praise, are being sung by the Irish bard raises several 

interesting possibilities of musical meaning in the sextet. 

Because Bax is depicting the Irish bard, the subject of the bard’s song becomes a 

question that needs to be answered. A survey of several collections of Irish folk songs reveals 

some common topics.
50

 A considerable number of folk songs contain material in which the 

speaker deals with the mourning of a death. Many of these folk songs were written to 

commemorate the lives of important individuals or events, often in regard to Irish politics. 

Within these ballads the commemoration of the individuals involved is expressed alongside 
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outrage at the actions of the British. Several ballads based on political events in Ireland were 

written around the time that Bax was in the country.
51

 

These tragic ballads contain a basic story arc. Oftentimes these ballads begin with a 

patriotic call for attention, while also indicating to the listener that a tragedy has occurred. 

This tragedy will be the subject of the song. From there the story goes back to when the 

noble protagonist (or protagonists) was alive, outlines the defeat of the protagonist, reveals 

the manner in which the protagonist died, and ends with an indication that those involved 

will be remembered or venerated.  

“The Bachelor’s Walk: Mournful Lines on the Military Outrage in Dublin,” is an 

example of a folk song expressing indignation at the actions of the British, while 

commemorating the Irish individuals involved. 

 

 

“The Bachelor’s Walk: Mournful Lines on the Military Outrage in Dublin.”
52

 

 

You true born sons of Erin’s Isle come listen to my song 

My tale is one of sorrow, but I won’t detain you long, 

Concerning the murderous outrage that took place in Dublin town, 

When a cowardly regiment was let loose to shoot our people down. 

 

On the 26
th

 day of July, the truth I’ll tell to you, 

The Irish Volunteers all swore their enemies to subdue, 

They marched straight out to Howth and soon the people were alarmed, 

When they heard the glorious news “Our Irish Volunteers are armed.” 

 

The crowds they all kept cheering on as our brave defenders passed  

But their cheers were stopped by an outrage which for some time did last. 

Our gallant men, the Volunteers, were met in front and rear, 

By the King’s Own Scottish cowards who are doomed for everywhere. 
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God save our gallant Captain Judge, the hero of the band, 

Who nearly gave his precious life for the just cause of this land 

In spite of terrible injuries and weak from loss of blood, 

He fondly hugged his rifle grand the prize of his brotherhood. 

 

Next in the list of heroes is the scout so well renowned, 

With the butt end of his rifle felled a Borderer to the ground, 

He disarmed him of his weapons and soon made his escape, 

By climbing a wall in Fairview, for his young life was at stake. 

 

The Dublin Police were ordered the Volunteers for to subdue, 

But O’Neill and Gleeson boldly replied: “Such a thing we decline to do. 

For to fight against our countrymen would on us put a stain, 

For we wish to see our native land a Nation Once Again.” 

 

On Bachelor’s Walk a scene took place, which I’m sure had just been planned, 

For the cowardly Scottish Borderers turned and fired without command. 

With bayonets fixed they charged the crowd and left them in their gore, 

But their deeds will be remembered in Irish hearts evermore. 

 

God rest the souls of those who sleep apart from earthly sin, 

Including Mrs. Duffy, James Brennan, and Patrick Quinn; 

But we will yet avenge them and the time will surely come, 

That we’ll make the Scottish Borders pay for the cowardly deeds they done. 

 

I make no claim that Bax ever heard this folk song, but when the text of “The Bachelor’s 

Walk” is compared to “A Dublin Ballad,” a comparison I will get to shortly, it is reasonable 

to assume that Bax was well aware of the political nature and the basic values of the Irish 

ballad tradition. It is likely that in order to assist with his Celtic Twilight atmosphere that he 

tried to convey a similar sense of commemoration, outrage, and gloom throughout In 

Memoriam (1916). We can observe these parallel moods when the abstract music of the 

sextet is paired with portions of the text from “The Bachelor’s Walk” and “A Dublin Ballad.” 

Presenting In Memoriam (1916) in the different components of sonata-form is the 

easiest way to understand what is being depicted in the sextet (Table 1).  
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Table 1: In Memoriam (1916) Formal Analysis 

(In dialogue with Hepokoski and Darcy Type I Sonata form) 

Measure 1 5 9 13 17 25 29 35  43 45 49 53 57 61 65  

 Expository Rotation 

 Primary Theme Group     Codetta  Secondary Theme Group    Closing 

                (First Statement)  

 E Aeolian      E Pedal  A-Flat Ionian     C Phrygian 

(Thematic Material=P
1.1

, P
2
, etc. Lower case letters correspond to folk song melodic lines) 

 P
1.0

 P
1.1

 P
1.1

 P
2
 P

2
 P

1.1
 P

1.1
 anticipates S

2
 S

1.0
 S

1.1
 S

2
 S

1.0
 S

1.1
 S

2
 Based on S

2 

  A A B B A A anticipates D  C D  C D 

 

75      85  95 97 101 105 109 113 117 121 125 129  131 133 135 136 

    Recapitulatory Rotation 

Closing      Retransition Primary Theme Group     Secondary Theme Group     Coda 

(Second 

Statement) 

Polymodal   E Aeolian      E Ionian 

Chromaticism 

Based on S
2
  P

1.0
 P

1.1
 P

1.1
 P

2
 P

X
 P

1.1
 P

1.1
 S

1.1
 S

1.1
 S

2
fragment S

2
frag. S

2
frag. S

2
frag. 

    
A A B X B B C C D  D D D 
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Using this method we can connect portions of text in “A Dublin Ballad” and “The Bachelor’s 

Walk” to corresponding sections in the music. The sextet is in dialogue with Hepokoski and 

Darcy Type I sonata form—a sonata form without development subsuming only expository 

and recapitulatory rotations. In each section, the English horn as the Irish bard is an 

important voice, either as an initiator of musical content, or as the only remaining voice 

following tutti sections. 

The opening of In Memoriam (1916) corresponds to the beginning of both of the two 

ballad texts, in which the speaker calls for the attention of the listener, sets a tragic yet 

patriotic mood, and begins the story. Compare the first stanza of “A Dublin Ballad” and “The 

Bachelor’s Walk.” 

 

  

(“A Dublin Ballad”) 

 

O write it up above your hearth 

And troll it out to sun and moon, 

To all true Irishmen on earth 

Arrest and death come late or soon…
53

 

 

 

(“The Bachelor’s Walk”) 

 

You true born sons of Erin’s Isle come listen to my song 

My tale is one of sorrow, but I won’t detain you long, 

Concerning the murderous outrage that took place in Dublin town, 

When a cowardly regiment was let loose to shoot our people down.
54
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Bax depicts the bard’s call for attention and the melancholic mood in the music of the 

primary theme group of the exposition. This group consists of the introductory strumming of 

the harp (P
1.0

) and two short themes (P
1.1

 and P
2
). The English horn enters as the Irish bard 

and sings a plaintive melody in E Aeolian, P
1.1

 above the chordal harp accompaniment. This 

melody is somber in nature due to the sound of the Aeolian mode, the ascent and descent of 

the melodic line, and the decay in dynamic intensity as the English horn reaches into its 

upper range before descending back to the lower range (Figure 13). The first violin 

introduces P
2
, also in E Aeolian, in measure 13 (Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14: P
2
 in Violin I, mm. 13-16. 

 

 

Since Bax assigned the role of the Irish bard to the English horn and the harp, we can view 

the strings as characters within the story the Irish bard sings. The bard describing the action 

of the characters relates to the second stanzas of both ballads. 

 

 

(“A Dublin Ballad”) 

 

Some boy-o whistled Ninety-eight 

One Sunday night in College Green, 

And such a broth of love and hate 

Was stirred ere Monday morn was late 

As Dublin town had never seen.
55
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(“Bachelor’s Walk”) 

 

On the 26
th

 day of July, the truth I’ll tell to you, 

The Irish Volunteers all swore their enemies to subdue, 

They marched straight out to Howth and soon the people were alarmed, 

When they heard the glorious news “Our Irish Volunteers are armed.”
56

 

 

A change in the pitch center and increased duple and triple subdivisions creates more 

energy in the secondary theme group than the primary theme group. The secondary theme 

group begins with the addition of the accompaniment theme S
1.0

 in measure 43 (Figure 15).  

 

Figure 15: S
1.0 

mm. 43-46, duple against triple subdivisions in the harp replacing the simple 

chords in the first theme.  

 

 

 Rhythmically, the accompaniment subdivision moves from the simple duple feel in the 

primary theme group to a largely persistent duple against triple subdivision in the secondary 

theme group, especially in the harp. Following the accompaniment figure, the viola carries 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
56

 Ó Lochlainn, 198-199. 

 



40 

 

the secondary theme melody S
1.1

 in measure 45 (Figure 16), and the English horn plays the 

secondary theme melody S
2
 in measure 49 (Figure 17) 

 

Figure 16: Viola playing S
1.1

 mm. 45-48. 

  

Figure 17: English horn playing S
2
 mm. 49-52 (concert pitch).  

 

 The bard’s commentary on the chaos being depicted in the ballads, or on the chaos of the 

Easter Rising is heard in the closing. The activity that began in the secondary theme group 

intensifies when the secondary theme group, with an A-flat centric pitch center, moves to the 

closing and C Phrygian in measure 65 (Figure 18).  
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Figure 18:  C Phrygian in the closing section of the exposition, measures 64-69. 

 

 

The first statement of the closing theme is C Phrygian and diatonic. Bax increases the energy 

by introducing polymodal chromaticism in the second statement of the closing section, 

measures 75-84. The closing remains C centric, but moves through other parallel modalities, 

including C Dorian and C Aeolian (Figure 19) 
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Figure 19: Polymodal chromaticism in the second statement of the closing section, mm. 73-

79. Raising the A-flat to A-natural moves C Aeolian to C Dorian, mm. 75, 77, 79. 
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This polymodal chromaticism can be seen as an increase in tension as the conflict in a ballad 

unfolds. As the music progresses, the English horn, and therefore the Irish bard, is present 

throughout. The secondary theme group and the closing section of the sextet can therefore be 

tied to interior stanzas of the ballad where the heroes are portrayed as still alive but in the 

midst of struggle that increases in seriousness. 

 

(“A Dublin Ballad”) 

 

And god-like forces shocked and shook 

Through Irish hearts that lively day, 

And hope it seemed no ill could brook. 

Christ! For that liberty they took 

There was the ancient deuce to pay!
57

 

 

(“Bachelor’s Walk”) 

 

The crowds they all kept cheering on as our brave defenders passed 

But their cheers were stopped by an outrage for which some time did last. 

Our gallant men, the Volunteers, were met in front and rear, 

By the King’s Own Scottish cowards who are doomed from everywhere.
58

 

 

 

Following the closing section, a retransition to the recapitulation highlights the 

English horn in measures 83 through 96 (Figure 20), and is relevant to the discussion of the 

English horn as the voice of the Irish bard. 
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Figure 20: Retransition, mm. 83-96. 
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The retransition, based on a sixteenth note figure found in measure six of P
1.1

 (Figure 13) in 

the opening English horn solo, suggests an unravelling in some sense as the musical 

flourishes become simplified and the instruments are gradually removed until the English 

horn is the only remaining voice. The significance of this is open to interpretation, but the 

singer of a ballad commonly presents himself, or herself, as a lone survivor, or breaks from 

the subject matter of their song to comment on their personal feelings on the matter. The 

English horn could be depicting either of these points of view. In regard to the unravelling of 

musical flourishes, there is also an unravelling of rebellious hopes in both ballads. 
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(“A Dublin Ballad”) 

 

And when at last the golden bell 

Of liberty was silenced, --- then 

He learned to shoot extremely well 

At unarmed Irish gentlemen!
59

 

 

(“The Bachelor’s Walk”) 

 

The Dublin Police were ordered the Volunteers for to subdue, 

But O’Neill and Gleeson boldly replied: “Such a thing we decline to do. 

For to fight against our countrymen would on us put a stain, 

For we wish to see our native land a Nation Once Again.”
60

 

 

 

In the recapitulation, the Irish bard begins the second verse of the folk song. The 

second half of In Memoriam (1916) can be tied to two of the most important aspects of ballad 

texts, namely the speaker revealing the death of those commemorated, and the transition of 

the dead into venerated heroes. I say “revealing the death of those commemorated,” instead 

of “death occurs at a certain place within the music,” because death is not a musically 

marked event in In Memoriam (1916); this is consistent with the ballads. In each of the 

ballads the speaker suggests that a tragedy has taken place before the song began. From the 

first stanza the listener knows the outcome of this ballad is tragic, and the speaker reminds 

the listener of this impending tragedy throughout the text of the song. Bax musically hints at 

this tragic mood in the sextet by using small descending chromatic lines at various moments 

in all voices but the harp (Figure 21).  
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Figure 21: Chromatic descending lines found throughout In Memoriam (1916). 

a. Violin 1 and Viola mm. 28-31. 

 

b. Violin 2 and Cello mm. 49-52. 

 

c. English Horn mm. 61-63. 

 

 

Note that in each ballad death is an inevitable outcome; emotionally recognized, and 

revealed, from the perspective of the speaker, but not witnessed first-hand. The speaker 

reveals the death of the commemorated in both ballads. 
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(“A Dublin Ballad”) 

 

And when at last the golden bell 

Of liberty was silenced, --- then 

He learned to shoot extremely well 

At unarmed Irish gentlemen! 

 

Ah! Where were Michael and gold Moll 

And Seumas and my drowsy self? 

Why did fate blot us from the scroll? 

Why were we left upon the shelf, 

 

Folling with trifles in the dark 

When the light struck so wild and hard? 

Sure our hearts were as good a mark 

For Tommies up before the lark 

At rifle practice in the yard!
61

 

 

(“The Bachelor’s Walk”) 

 

On Bachelor’s Walk a scene took place, which I’m sure had just been planned, 

For the cowardly Scottish Borderers turned and fired without command. 

With bayonets fixed they charged the crowd and left them in their gore, 

But their deeds will be remembered in Irish hearts evermore.
62

 

 

 

 

Bax reflects the stanza in which the speaker reveals the death of the commemorated 

in the recapitulation of the primary theme group by featuring the English horn more 

prominently and by introducing a new theme into the primary theme group. Beginning this 

section in a recognizably different way prepares the emotional impact of this moment (Figure 

22). 
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Figure 22: Recapitulation, beginning in mm. 97. The harp is absent from the texture and the 

strings playing tremolos are marked sul ponticello for added intensity. 
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The addition of tremolo strings marked sul ponticello (playing with the bow near the bridge), 

creates a tenser atmosphere than the chordal harp accompaniment of the exposition, and 

suggests weakness in the strings. More significantly, Bax removed the harp from this portion 

of the primary theme group. Recalling that the Irish harp is directly symbolic of Ireland as a 

nation, and to the aspirations of Irish independence over the centuries, the loss of this symbol 

is significant to the interpretation of the sextet and may indicate the loss of the independent 

spirit. The dynamics in the English horn are also quieter, including crescendos that lead to 

subito pianos. This assists with the emotional reveal of the death of the protagonist 

(protagonists), which begins when the English horn plays P
2
, previously carried by the 

strings in the exposition (Figure 23).  

 

Figure 23: P
2
 played by the English Horn beginning in mm. 105. 
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In the exposition the members of the string quartet were thematically alive, in the 

recapitulation, P
2
, once played by the string quartet, now exists only through the voice of the 

bard, the English horn. 

This change in orchestration leads to the emotional climax of In Memoriam (1916), 

which starts in the primary theme group in the recapitulation (measure 109). Recognizing the 

importance of this moment, Bax sets it apart for emotional impact by introducing a new 

theme, P
X
 (Figure 24).  
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Figure 24: English horn playing P
X
 beginning in m. 109. 

 

 

Bax highlights the English horn and this theme by reducing the accompaniment, and by 

providing expressive indications that mark this theme as significant. When the English horn 

plays P
2
 (originally played by the strings) it is marked teneramente or tenderly. After playing 

through P
2
 once, the English horn breaks off in measure 109 and plays the new P

X
 material to 
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further accentuate that a change has taken place. Bax emphasized this change by marking the 

English horn as fortissimo and accented, with the added expressive direction “rough and 

fierce,” and by placing sforzando pizzicato triple stops in the strings. Following the English 

horn solo, the cello continues with the new theme material, and is eventually joined by the 

higher strings, which play P
1.1

 material before reaching the secondary theme group. 

The transition of the dead to venerated heroes occurs in the final stanzas of both 

ballads. 

 

 

(“A Dublin Ballad”) 

 

Well, the last fire is trodden down, 

Our dead are rotting fast in lime, 

We all can sneak back into town, 

Stravague about as in old time, 

 

And stare at gaps of grey and blue 

Where Lower Mount Street used to be, 

And where flies hum round muck we knew 

For Abbey Street and Eden Quay. 

 

And when the devil’s made us wise 

Each in his own peculiar hell, 

With desert hearts and drunken eyes 

We’re free to sentimentalize 

By corners where the martyrs fell.
63

 

 

(“The Bachelor’s Walk”) 

 

God rest the souls of those who sleep apart from earthly sin, 

Including Mrs. Duffy, James Brennan, and Patrick Quinn; 

But we will yet avenge them and the time will surely come, 

That we’ll make the Scottish Borders pay for the cowardly deeds they done.
64
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Bax depicts this veneration of the protagonists in S
1.1

 in measure 121 (Figure 25).  

 

Figure 25: S
1.1

 in E Ionian m. 121. 

 

 

After the primary theme group reaches a climax it gradually decreases in intensity to the 

secondary theme group. The secondary theme group is in E Ionian. This ends the previous 

harmonic conflict, as resolved by sonata form, and ends the somber mood created by the 

mode of E Aeolian in the primary theme group. Also assisting with this peaceful mood are 

the dynamic indications in this section. The dynamics of the secondary theme group in the 

recapitulation fall between pianississimo and mezzo forte. The dynamics rise to forte in 

measure 126, but the general dynamic is noticeably reduced, eventually ending with a 

morendo pianississimo and a fermata. Remembering that the Irish bard was the chief singer 

of formal praise in verse, the ending can be seen as a touching memorial and praise for those 

involved in the Easter Rising who have finally come to peace and rest. 
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Bax’s Celtic Twilight, An Explanation 

In the examples that I have given above, there have been several incongruities 

between the folk music traditions of Ireland and the Celtic Twilight works of Bax that show 

the influence of Irish culture. The occurrence of these kinds of discrepancies has resulted in 

several decades of debate in Bax scholarship about the authenticity of Bax’s “Irish style.” 

The two sides of this question can be seen in the articles of Derrick Puffett and Séamus De 

Barra. Derrick Puffett has taken the position that Bax’s Celtic style was present from his 

earliest successes as a composer, but that the style gradually lost its directness and easily 

identifiable traits until it was fully diffused within his abstract symphonies.
65

 In contrast, 

Séamus De Barra has advocated the position that the literary works of Arnold Bax contain 

Irish content, but that the music belongs to the non-existent Ireland of the Celtic Twilight.
66

 I 

would argue that these two scholars are both correct, and that the answer to the question of 

authenticity in Bax’s Celtic Twilight works may be found, as De Barra suggests, in the 

values of the Celtic Twilight itself. 

The Celtic Twilight movement (more commonly known as the Irish Literary Revival 

or the Celtic Revival) emerged from centuries of repression of Irish culture, and gained 

widespread popularity in the 1890s.
67

 Under its influence, the local mythology of Ireland—
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including its folktales and its legends—became a basis for creating an Irish style in English 

rather than Gaelic.
68

 When Bax read “The Wanderings of Oisin” in 1902, he unknowingly 

stumbled upon one of the most iconic poems of the movement by its chief figure, William 

Butler Yeats. 

Many of Yeats’s works were characterized by a melancholy, superstitious, magical, 

and nostalgic style mixed with elements of Irish folk traditions, scenery, folklore, and 

mythology.
69

 This included works such as The Celtic Twilight, which is a collection of folk 

stories from rural Ireland with added fictionalized memories by Yeats.
70

 This melancholy 

mixed with mythology is most clearly seen, however, in the “The Wanderings of Oisin.” This 

long poem by Yeats contains as a basic premise a fictional dialogue between the ancient 

pagan warrior poet Oisin (a figure from Ireland’s heroic mythic period) and the patron saint 

of Ireland, St. Patrick. In this work, Oisin, who has been struck feeble with old age after 

returning to the world of men, tells of his time spent with the fairies while simultaneously 

lamenting the current sad state of Ireland. 

There are further distinctions between the actual culture and history of Ireland and the 

works that were written under the influence of the Celtic Twilight. Aside from the 

substitution of English for Gaelic, writers like Yeats also insisted on holding the movement 

to the high literary standards of the day instead of less-strict folk standards.
71

 Additionally, 

Edward Hirsch has pointed out that “Yeats handled his folk materials freely, investing the 
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stories with his own supernatural and symbolist ideas.”
72

 In these and other works, the 

writers of the Irish Literary Revival used aspects of Irish folk traditions to varying degrees to 

celebrate and capture Irish culture without limiting themselves to the constraints of folk 

tradition. In doing so, they helped define the Celtic Twilight, but they also provide a basis to 

consider Bax’s own use of folk materials.  

Artistically, Bax used this movement and its writers as a model, both for his literary 

pursuits, and for the musical works from this period that are often labeled as Celtic.  

Following this example, Bax incorporated varying levels of Irish folk influence in order to 

convey a Celtic atmosphere in his music without an obligation to meet strict folk music 

standards of authenticity. Based on this understanding, we can say that Bax’s altered Irish 

style is in dialogue with Irish folk-music traditions. It is the flexibility of the Celtic Twilight 

that allows Bax to reference Irish culture in works such as In the Faery Hills and In 

Memoriam (1916) while still allowing him to meet the musical expectations of twentieth-

century romanticism. 

 

Conclusion 

All those who write about Bax are aware of his self-proclaimed love of Ireland, but 

few people are aware of what aspects of Irish folk music and culture Bax used to construct 

his Celtic Twilight atmosphere, or the depth that is added when we analyze these works from 

a perspective that takes into account the significance of Irish folk music. Bax’s depiction of 

the Irish bard and the influence of Irish folk song add gravity to his work In Memoriam 

(1916), as we have seen. Looking at these Irish-influenced works in more depth allows us to 

see how Bax borrowed from the culture he loved so much, and even from his own 
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compositions, to create additional meaning. Prior to In Memoriam (1916), Bax used the 

English horn to depict Oisin singing a song that “made the faeries weep” in his tone poem In 

the Faery Hills. Recognizing this connection demonstrates intertextuality in the music of 

Arnold Bax, and shows that his choices in orchestration are significant. Even though Bax’s 

works are not strict transcriptions of Irish folk-music traditions they are still in dialogue with 

the folk material in a way that was similar to other works of the Celtic Twilight. Folk 

traditions were a resource to assist in conveying a sense of “Irishness” in an Anglo tradition. 

If similar care is undertaken to distill what Bax considered to be Irish in his other works, it 

may allow scholars and performers to find previously unrealized depth in Bax’s Irish-

influenced compositions. 
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