Sure on This Shining Night 						Morten Lauridsen
b. 1943
American composer Morten Lauridsen is the recipient of the National Medal of Arts. His lyrical works are beloved internationally and have inspired countless composers after him. As the Avant Garde movement faded, Lauridsen and his peers returned to tunefulness and functional harmony, but with the echoes of an expanded sense of dissonance as consonance. Choral music in this era utilized the cluster chords that changed music utterly in the mid-20th century, combined with long melodies and unresolved dissonance used as color became de rigueur.
Setting James Agee’s poem Sure on This Shining Night was a risk due to the popularity of Samuel Barber’s setting of the same text. The extraordinary beauty of Lauridsen’s setting does not eclipse Barber’s but offers a different and no less credible interpretation.
Choral and vocal music always creates the issue of interpretation. Some poets are guarded about allowing musicians to set their text. Goethe was famously against having any composer set his poetry. The inherent problem is that a musician is setting an interpretation of the text in the mind of the listener that may or may not have been the poet’s intent. There is no extant letter regarding his sentiments, but through his actions welcomed Barber’s setting of both this poetry and his very famous Knoxville: Summer of 1914. Sure on This Shining Night is an excerpt of a larger poem: Description of Elysium. It is interesting that Lauridsen chose the same section of the poem that Barber did. Perhaps a risk to reset that text, but Lauridsen was already internationally respected.
Sure on this shining night
Of star made shadows round, Kindness must watch for me This side the ground.
The late year lies down the north. All is healed, all is health.
High summer holds the earth. Hearts all whole.
Sure on this shining night
I weep for wonder
Wandering far alone
Of shadows on the stars.













Abendfeier in Venedig, Op. 19, No. 1					Clara Schumann
										1819–1896

Clara Schumann composed Abendfeier in Venedig (Evening Celebration in Venice) in 1848 as the opening work of Drei gemischte Chöre (Three Choruses for Mixed Voices), a collection of unaccompanied SATB works setting poetry by Emanuel Geibel (1815–1884). The three choruses were written during the Schumanns' years in Dresden, a period in which Clara continued to compose despite the considerable demands of her concert career and family responsibilities. The first documented performance took place on July 16, 1848, by the Dresden Choral Society, conducted by Clara herself. The works remained unpublished for many years, and their manuscript stayed in the Schumann family until 1931, when it entered the collection of the Schumann Museum in Zwickau.
Geibel's poem evokes Venice at evening, when the bells of the city's many towers call the faithful to prayer. The familiar invocation of the Ave Maria becomes the center of an imagined spiritual landscape in which the natural world and the celestial realm seem to converge. The imagery of angels kneeling before the Father's throne and heavenly songs descending through rose-colored clouds gives the poem an almost visionary quality. Venice is not simply a picturesque setting; it becomes a place where earthly and heavenly experience meet.
Schumann's musical setting captures this atmosphere through restrained, unaccompanied choral writing. The opening declaration of Ave Maria establishes a sense of collective reverence, while the independent movement of the vocal lines and expressive chromatic harmonies introduce moments of gentle tension and release. Imitative entrances and carefully shaped phrases give the music an organic ebb and flow, as though the evening bells and the voices of prayer were answering one another across the city. The composition ultimately returns to the serenity of its opening, leaving an impression of stillness, devotion, and reconciliation.
Ave Maria! Sea and sky are at rest, Bells ring out from all the towers. Ave Maria! Leave all earthly activity, Pray to the Virgin, to the Virgin’s Son! The angelic throng now is kneeling
With lilies wrapped around their staves,
And through the roseate clouds, the songs Of blessed spirits float ceremoniously down.

Translations by Richard Stokes, author of The Book of Lieder (Faber, 2005)










Zigeunerleben, Op. 29, No. 3						Robert Schumann 
										1810–1856

Composed in 1840, Zigeunerleben (Gypsy Life) sets a poem by German poet Emanuel Geibel (1815–1884), whose imagery captures a nineteenth-century Romantic fascination with the perceived freedom and mystery of itinerant peoples. To European audiences of the period, Romani life represented an alluring alternative to the conventions of settled society: a world of movement, communal celebration, passionate expression, and apparent independence from social restraint. Geibel's poem, and Schumann's musical response, reflect this idealized vision rather than an authentic portrait of Romani culture. The work belongs to a broader tradition of European artistic exoticism, in which unfamiliar peoples and places became vehicles for expressing contemporary longings for freedom, adventure, and escape.
Schumann's musical language gives this imagined world considerable dramatic character. Centered in E minor, the composition moves between shadowed, atmospheric passages and episodes of rhythmic exuberance. Its shifting harmonies and expressive tonal contrasts contribute to a sense of movement and unpredictability, while the interplay of the vocal parts creates both intimate exchanges and expansive choral sonorities. The optional triangle and tambourine add a distinctive percussive color, evoking the dance and celebration associated with the poem's imagined encampment. Schumann's treatment of the text is particularly effective in its movement between the excitement of communal revelry and the quieter, more reflective moments that follow. While the first performance in December of 1840 was done by a small group of soloists, as documented in Clara Schumann’s diary, it is more often done today by choirs of many sizes while maintaining some solo moments in the center of the work.
The work originated during Schumann's extraordinarily productive Liederjahr (Year of Song) of 1840. It was initially conceived for vocal ensemble and piano, with the three Geibel settings eventually published together as Drei Gedichte, Op. 29. Zigeunerleben became and remains one of Schumann's best-known secular choral compositions. Its evocative melodic writing filled with text painting, dynamic contrast, and accessible yet sophisticated choral writing has secured its place in the international choral canon.
In the shaded wood, among the beech tree’s boughs Things stir and rustle and murmur;
The flames flicker, the glow dances
Round coloured forms, round foliage and stone.
It is the gypsies who throng there With flashing eyes and waving hair, Suckled alongside the sacred Nile, Bronzed by Spain’s southern heat.
Around the blazing fire in the burgeoning green The bold, wild men are stretched,
The women crouch and prepare the meal, And busily fill the ancient goblet.
And fables and songs sound all around,
Colorful and blooming as the gardens of Spain, And the old gypsy recites to the listening throng Her magic spells against famine and danger.
Dark-eyed girls begin the dance; Torches sparkle in the reddish gleam,
Passionate guitars entice, cymbals sound, As the dance grows wilder and wilder.
Then, exhausted, they rest from the nightly dance, The beech trees rustle them to sleep,
And, banished from their native land, They see in dreams that happy land.
But when the day dawns in the east, The nocturnal visions fade;
The mule at daybreak paws at the ground, The figures set off, but who knows where?

Translation by Richard Stokes, author of The Book of Lieder (Faber, 2005)































Spanish Serenade, Op. 23							Edward Elgar
1857–1934

At the age of thirty-five, Edward Elgar completed his Spanish Serenade, well before the works that would establish his international reputation, including the Enigma Variations, The Dream of Gerontius, and the Pomp and Circumstance Marches. The composition sets an excerpt from The Spanish Student, a long poem by American poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807–1882), in which a young man serenades his sleeping beloved. Originally published by Novello for four-part chorus, piano, and two violins or woodwinds, the work reflects Elgar's early interest in colorful vocal and instrumental writing. In 1893, he undertook an orchestration of the piece, demonstrating an imaginative command of instrumental color that would become one of his defining compositional characteristics. The work was first performed in Hereford in 1893.
Like Schumann's Zigeunerleben, Elgar's Spanish Serenade reflects the nineteenth-century European fascination with the music and imagined cultural identities of other lands. Often described as musical exoticism, this tradition drew upon idealized depictions of distant places and peoples, offering audiences an imaginative escape from the conventions of everyday European life. From the Spanish-inflected melodies of Bizet's Carmen, the Hungarian dance traditions evoked by composers such as Brahms, the vast depiction and interest in the East of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade, and the later operatic worlds of Puccini's Turandot, composers found in these imagined musical landscapes opportunities for vivid characterization and heightened expression.
These explorations also expanded the musical vocabulary available to composers and audiences. Modal scales affect the melodies and nationalistic dance rhythms, while unfamiliar harmonic colors introduced new possibilities into an increasingly exciting musical language. The growing interest in folk traditions and regional musical identities would also find expression in the nationalist movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as composers increasingly drew upon the musical heritage of their own countries.
This period also coincided with a transformation in the relationship between composers and their audiences. As public concerts, publishing, and commercial musical institutions expanded, composers increasingly depended upon a broader listening public rather than exclusively upon aristocratic patronage. Music that could captivate, surprise, and transport its audience held considerable appeal. In this respect, the exotic imagination of the nineteenth century offered something akin to the escapism of modern movies: an invitation to experience, through music, a world beyond one's own.


Stars of the summer night!
Far in yon azure deeps
Hide, hide your golden light!
She sleeps!
My lady sleeps!
Sleeps!

Moon of the summer night!
Far down yon western steeps
Sink, sink in silver light!
She sleeps!
My lady sleeps!
Sleeps!

Wind of the summer night!
Where yonder woodbine creeps
Fold, fold thy pinions light!
She sleeps!
My lady sleeps!
Sleeps!

Dreams of the summer night!
Tell her, her lover keeps
Watch! while in slumbers light
She sleeps!
My lady sleeps!
Sleeps!








































Nachtlied, Op. 108								Robert Schumann
1810–1856
Composed in November 1849, Nachtlied (Night Song) is a setting of a poem by German poet Friedrich Hebbel (1813–1863). Written for eight-part mixed chorus and orchestra, the work reflects Schumann's mature Romantic imagination, in which the natural world becomes a vehicle for exploring the mysteries of human existence. Hebbel's poem begins with a vision of a vast, star-filled night sky, but gradually turns inward, contemplating the relationship between individual life and the immense, seemingly eternal forces that surround it.
The poem's central image is sleep, personified as a gentle nurse who approaches quietly and draws a protective circle around a small, vulnerable flame. This tender image carries a deeper ambiguity: sleep may represent the ordinary surrender of consciousness at day's end, but it also suggests the final rest of death. The contrast between the vastness of the universe and the fragile nature of individual existence gives the poem its quiet philosophical weight.
Schumann's setting is filled with orchestral imagination and richly textured choral writing. The orchestral introduction establishes an atmospheric soundscape of night and stars, with tonal ambiguity delaying the arrival of a clear D-minor foundation. The chorus enters in interweaving, often antiphonal phrases, while chromatic harmonic movement creates a sense of searching and unsettled wonder. The choral rests figure nearly as prominently as the singing – haltingly in places, as if the speaker is working out their thoughts as they go and allowing the palette of the orchestra to inspire the next set of words. As the text describes the immense forces of life, the music gradually accelerates and builds in intensity. At the word riesenhaft (gigantic), the opening orchestral theme returns with striking force beneath the continuing choral lines. Some listeners may hear hints of Beethoven in the orchestral writing and perhaps Brahms in the vocal writing. 
The final section shifts to a major tonality, and the repeated invocation of Schlaf (sleep) echoes back and forth between the upper and lower voices like an invitation, but also a contemplation of what all this final sleep means and leads to a serene, hymn-like passage. The work concludes with delicate orchestral writing, including pizzicato strings, settling the mind down to sleep.
Schumann completed the composition in just eight days, sketching the work and orchestrating it between November 4 and 11, 1849. He held it in particular affection, writing in 1854 that he had always regarded it with special love. The work was first performed by the Dresden Choral Society in 1850 and subsequently heard in Düsseldorf in 1852. Its publication followed that same year. In a letter to Hebbel, Schumann expressed his wish that he could send the poet not merely the score, but an entire ensemble of winds, strings, and chorus to lull him into a beautiful dream with his own poetry. It is a fitting description of this extraordinary musical meditation on night, mortality, and repose and demonstrates Schumann’s great care for the poetry he set.
Rising and swelling night,
full of lights and stars;
in the eternal far-away distance
tell us: what has been awakened?

Heart and chest are tightening,
ascending, descending life;
I feel its gigantic web
weaving to displace me.

Sleep, now you come near me softly
like the nursemaid to the child,
and around the sparse flame
you draw a guarding circle.


—Program notes by Lisa Fredenburgh
