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My introduction to the music of John Ireland was through my first piano teacher,
pianist/composer Robert Helps (1929-2001). Throughout his long performing career, Helps went
through a series of obsessions with forgotten and less-championed composers. Some earlier
phases included Henri Duparc, Isaac Albéniz, and Emmanuel Chabrier. When I studied with
Robert Helps he was embroiled in his last great musical passion, the works of John Ireland. He
played the U.S. premiere of the Ireland Legend for Piano and Orchestra, but his focus was mainly
the solo piano pieces and a few songs, such as Love is Sickness Full of Woes. I was very intrigued
by this music and also curious why it is not performed more often. Throughout my career as a
vocal collaborative pianist, I too have been drawn to the less popular twentieth-century British
composers like Kaikhosru Sorabji, Frank Bridge, and John Ireland more than the traditional canon
of Ralph Vaughan-Williams, Gerald Finzi, and Roger Quilter. Not only do I find the former to be
more harmonically daring, but also pianistically more rewarding. My reaction to the turgid, rootposition bound music of the English pastoral school is mirrored by a quote from Ireland about the
premiere of The Lark Ascending by Ralph Vaughan-Williams, “bored up to top D”1.

Several years after I studied with Robert Helps, I performed in an all Ireland masterclass
led by Bruce Phillips, then head of the John Ireland Trust. After several of Ireland’s more popular
works were presented, including Sea-Fever and a piano trio, it was my turn to perform We’ll to
the Woods No More, the three movement song-cycle from 1927. Bruce Phillips was immediately
more attentive and he announced just before we started to perform that: “Ah, here we have the
essential John Ireland.” This portentous comment led me on a quest to discover as much as
possible about this piece and to put it in context with Ireland’s other works.
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John Ireland’s intense blossoming of creativity just before World War I provides some of
the most fulfilling and compositionally rich repertoire in the genre. It is deserving of much more
attention and play on recitals in universities and conservatories than it currently enjoys. This
recording is the first to explore Ireland’s 16-year creative spring that coincided with his extreme
personal repression and loneliness during this time. Though he composed important and
interesting works after 19292, they lack the intense emotional involvement of the earlier essential
pieces included in this recording project.

John Ireland was born into a literary family in 1879. He was the youngest of five children
and his father and mother were respectively 70 and 40 years old. Ireland’s childhood, of which he
said very little, must have been quite solitary. He was the youngest child by a decade and would
not maintain a close relationship with any of his brothers and sisters into adulthood. Ireland
moved to London at 14 to study organ and composition. His parents died later that year and he
was forced to play at music halls and church services to cover expenses. Ireland studied with Sir
Charles Stanford and became friends with Ralph Vaughan-Williams and Frank Bridge. Sir
Charles Stanford claimed that Ireland’s student compositions consisted of only “Brahms and
water, me boy!”3 After graduating with highest honors, he settled near the center of London, in
Chelsea. Throughout his life, Ireland was a voracious concert-goer. He attended the English
premieres of Pyotr Tchaikovsky’s 6th Symphony, the Johannes Brahms Clarinet Quintet (with
Richard Mühlfeld on clarinet!), and Le sacre du printemps. He had a great appreciation for
Claude Debussy, Maurice Ravel and Richard Strauss.
2
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These particular influences are heard in the song-cycle Marigold: An Impression, from
1913. The first two songs employ poetry by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The words for the first song,
Youth’s Spring-Tribute, are especially sensuous: “… so shut your eyes upturn’d, and feel my kiss
creep, as the Spring now thrills through ev’ry spray, up your warm throat to your warm lips.”4
Also of note is the focus on the season of spring and youth, major themes in Ireland’s
compositions. The following two songs are much more fatalistic about love and happiness. The
last song of the cycle, Spleen, is a free translation of Paul Verlaine by Ernest Dowson. It speaks to
the renunciation of natural splendor, leaving the poet/singer unresponsive with only the memory
of the now departed lover having meaning. The music in the piano postlude is a direct quote from
Youth’s Spring-Tribute, providing organic closure to the set.

John Ireland was appointed organist at St. Luke’s Church in Chelsea in 1904 and remained
in this job until 1926. This position had a pivotal role in Ireland’s personal and professional life
and compositions. Part of Ireland’s job was to lead the boys’ and men’s choirs at St. Luke’s. At
that time in London, there was an accepted level of intimacy between organists and their flocks of
young choristers. The first notable friendships that Ireland developed were with Bobby Glassby
and Charles Markes.5
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St. Luke’s church clergy, choirs, and staff:6
Charles Markes became John Ireland’s student and went on to have a long career in music;
Ireland’s relationship with him seems to have been completely platonic in nature. Bobby Glassby,
on the other hand, quickly became the object of Ireland’s desire. Bobby Glassby’s father was a
famous sculptor and friend of Ireland. In fact, one of Ireland’s most treasured possessions was a
detailed sculpture of Bobby Glassby’s head. There is no indication Ireland ever acted on his
obsession with young Glassby, but his feelings form a key facet to understanding Ireland and his
music of this period.7 The same year of the Marigold cycle, Ireland composed four preludes for
piano. Each one was given an impressionist title; Ireland later wrote of his admiration for the
Debussy Preludes for piano. The second prelude is titled Obsession and the third is The Holy
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Ireland is seated at the right side of the second row from the bottom. Bobby Glassby is standing directly
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7
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Boy. The inspiration for these preludes, Bobby Glassby, was known only to Ireland’s close circle
of friends.

During World War I, Ireland had his first popular compositional success. His Violin
Sonata in A minor (1917) is a vast and darkly-driven work capturing the pathos of the time. It was
premiered by two servicemen in uniform, and Ireland was interrupted at breakfast the next day by
publishers eager to engrave the score to sell to the public. Along with works such as these meant
for a larger audience, Ireland continued writing a series of intensely personal songs and piano
pieces. Continuing the theme of spring rapture and melancholy are three songs from just after the
close of World War I. Hawthorne Time (1918) and The Heart’s Desire (1918) are both settings of
A.E. Housman, and Spring Sorrow (1919) uses a text by Rupert Brooke. All three songs are
infused with the pang of unrequited love in spring. Charles Markes made some harmonic
suggestions to the piano part of Spring Sorrow, which Ireland happily incorporated. Hawthorne
Time is taken from A.E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad. The phrase “Spring will not wait the
loiterer’s time” is set with a soaring melody marked espressivo.8

In 1920, Ireland composed two songs describing his lonely and secret amatory situation.
The Trellis, with words by a young Aldous Huxley, perfectly captures the sense of danger he felt
surrounding physical love: “Thick-flowered is the trellis, that hides our joys, From prying eyes of
malice...”9 Counterpoint to this imagined freedom is the song Love is a Sickness Full of Woes:
“Love is a torment of the mind, A tempest everlasting … More we enjoy it more it dies; If not
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enjoy’d it sighing cries.”10 Also from 1920 is the solo piano piece The Darkened Valley. This
score features an epigram by William Blake, “Walking along the darkened valley, With silent
Melancholy.”11 The jazz-inflected harmonies of this work reveal another compositional influence.
Ireland loved the music of George Gershwin and considered The Man I Love to be the finest song
ever written. The Darkened Valley features two deeply sad outer sections with a beautiful shift to
the major for the central portion of the work.

For Ireland the 1920’s were dominated by a third chorister, Arthur George Miller (19051986), though history may never know the depth or quality of this relationship.

Arthur Miller in the 1920’s12
From 1921-1929 Ireland would annually dedicate a piece of music to February 22nd, Miller’s
birthday. The first, a piano piece entitled On a Birthday Morning, is subtitled “Pro Amicita” or
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“for friendship.”13 The birthday gifts varied through the years in format from the solo piano
Prelude in E-flat (1924) to songs such as When I am dead my dearest (1925). The Prelude in Eflat is quite a dark piece and an interesting choice for a celebration. This highly dissonant work
speaks of turmoil and angst. In a very different mode, When I am dead my dearest is totally
diatonic, albeit in a minor key. The piano part is extremely sparse and the intimacy of the voice is
highlighted. This song was written while Ireland and Miller were on a countryside holiday
together. There is no record of how these gifts were received by Miller.

Three Songs (1926) have a muscular quality to the piano writing. The first, Love and
Friendship, is another birthday dedication for Miller. The author of the text is unknown and the
song muses on which condition is ultimately better, love like the “wild rose briar,” or “friendship
like the holly tree.” Charles Markes wrote:
To Ireland ‘Love and Friendship’ are synonymous, but, having to make a choice, it would
be on the side of ‘Friendship’, which, to him, was all-important – an ideal relationship.
‘Love’ can be momentarily ecstatic, but transitory – ‘Friendship’, embodying enduring
‘Love’, permanent, indestructible.14
Friendship in Misfortune is a brief respite from the desperation of the outer two songs. The
resolutely D-flat major setting continues the ambiguity about amity. The final song of this set,
The One Hope, ramps up the dissonance to an almost atonal level in certain moments. There is a
nihilistically deep unhappiness at the conclusion of this set. The Three Songs, while celebrating
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friendship as enduring love, also introduce the concept of sacrifice. Ireland must have felt that he
had to hide his deeper feelings for Miller in order preserve the surface friendship.

1927 was a year of great crisis for Ireland. Arthur Miller married Emmeline Orriss, and
Ireland served as his best man. Just months later, Ireland proposed to a female piano student
twenty years his junior, and Miller was Ireland’s best man. This unlucky marriage lasted but two
years before being annulled for lack of consummation. Ireland wrote to his student Alan Bush:
I have absolutely decided it is impossible for me to continue any academic or routine
work, for I am determined not to throw what time remains of my life into the gutter. I
have plans to cut adrift, & to risk everything in being a composer, not for ambition or
conceit, but because it is essential that I put into music, while I still can, what I know &
have been given to say – which is much, & far more than anyone can imagine … I will not
give into the horrible, deadening things which threaten to overwhelm me & make me just
a hack worker.15
During this dark time in his life, Ireland wrote the song-cycle We’ll to the Woods No
More. The text for these songs once again comes from Housman, Ireland’s favorite poet. Ireland
said, “I have the greatest admiration for A.E. Housman because he managed to say so much in
such a condensed way.”16 Indeed, Housman faced the same oppressive societal laws that bound
Ireland. In The Road of Danger, Guilt, and Shame: The Lonely Way of A.E. Housman, author
Carol Efrati explores the homosexual parables of the poet’s oeuvre:

15
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By the time Housman was publishing his poetry, it was no longer possible for a man to
speak of male friends in terms that carry, to our ears at least, an erotic charge. This posed a
problem for him. He solved it by adopting a relaxed, easygoing, casual tone when
speaking of male friendship, and a style of overtones and undertones drawing heavily on
the buried pun and charged with erotic force in speaking of male “friendship.”17
Surely Ireland found comfort and understanding in Housman’s treatment of these relationships,
and identified with the strict standards to which Housman held close friendships – platonic or
otherwise. However, neither man’s feeling about friendship was “relaxed, casual, or easygoing.”
Quite the opposite:
For Housman, friendship was one of the great values. It meant a total commitment to and
a readiness for self-sacrifice for the sake of the friend. It involved instinctive sympathy
and understanding that did not rely on clumsy words for communication… There were
few who could live up to his concept of friendship, but those few he cherished with loyalty
and fierce devotion. He, at least, as a friend lived up to his own ideal conception.18
The text for the first two songs of We’ll to the Woods No More is taken from Housman’s Last
Poems. Ireland would have known that these poems were dedicated to Moses Jackson, but not
that Housman had been unrequitedly in love with Jackson for 40 years, nor that he was dying of
cancer in Canada and Housman would never see him again. In a private letter to Jackson,
Housman wrote that he was, “a fellow who thinks more of you than anything in the world … you

17
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are largely responsible for my writing poetry.”19 Still, Ireland sensed and identified with the
theme of farewell to unhappy love (or friendship) latent in the poetry.

We’ll to the Woods No More is a harmonically rich and dissonant song cycle; Ireland is at
his most expressionistic, showing familiarity with the early songs of Alban Berg and Arnold
Schoenberg. The intensity and perhaps vulnerability of the message caused Ireland to avoid
listening to performances of this music later in life: “That work is terribly depressing. I’m afraid –
I rather wish I could withdraw it. The second song, however, is not in itself unduly sad, and is a
good example of my style, I think, at any rate during the period 1920 to 1930.”20 The most
outstanding feature of the cycle is the third song, Spring Will Not Wait. In performance, the singer
has the perplexing choice of standing and listening in quiet reflection or leaving the stage to
return later for a bow! This four-minute work for solo piano contains an epigraph from
Hawthorne Time: “Spring will not wait the loiterer’s time, who keeps so long away.” This piece
is Arthur Miller’s birthday gift for 1927, the fateful year of marriage. Ireland uses a principal
theme from the Prelude in E-flat of 1924 and then masterfully combines both accompaniments
from the first two songs in the concluding bars.

Ireland composed the last of the birthday tributes, February’s Child, in 1929. This
wistfully gentle work is a bittersweet coda to an intense decade-long obsession. Just before the
recapitulation, the piano falters in key with the marking irresoluto. For an indecisive moment
Ireland seems about to go to a very dark, depressing place before the main sunny theme re-
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emerges. Miller and Ireland remained in distant contact for the rest of Ireland’s life, yet their
former closeness came to a permanent end.

John Ireland’s music from 1930, though inspired by new people and places, was affected
by the composer’s severe alcoholism and depression. His music gradually fell out of fashion and
it seemed, with the exception of a few notable pieces, he had lost the spark of creativity. Late in
life he said, “I think that, although there have been exceptional cases like (Giuseppe) Verdi, who
wrote his best music towards the end of his life, most of us reach the highest peak much earlier.”21
In the same interview Ireland was asked if he was satisfied with his accomplishments. He
answered, “Oh, well, yes, I suppose so. It’s difficult to say exactly … I have always written what I
wanted to write when I had something to say, and have always tried to express myself
sincerely.”22 Ireland’s sincerity, though, took many forms, the most important of which was his
commitment to friends despite the confusion and sacrifice of his romantic self. His “Spring” of
self-denying love, of truth, of identity, and of prolific composition came at great personal cost,
though his deepest desires found some fulfillment through his brilliant work.

21
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