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The major part of Benjamin Britten’s vocal music consists of song-cycles for voice and piano.  Apart from 
the Canticles, the composer wrote five cycles for his partner and muse, tenor Peter Pears, and himself to 
perform.  Three cycles were composed, however, for distinguished female singers who featured in 
performances of Britten’s music at various times in his career:  Sophie Wyss, Nancy Evans and Galina 
Vishnevskaya.  This evening, we perform these three cycles. 
 
Sophie Wyss (1897-1983) was a Swiss soprano who settled in England in 1925.  She sang the first 
performances of Britten’s song-cycles with orchestra, Our Hunting Fathers and Les Illuminations.  Her 
career faded away after the war and she rarely visited Aldeburgh.  Mezzo Nancy Evans and soprano Galina 
Vishnevskaya, however, each taught at the Britten-Pears School for many years while the artistic directors 
of the Aldeburgh Connection were working there:  Stephen Ralls and Bruce Ubukata count their 
friendships with these two great singers among the chief joys of their careers. 
 
 

* 
 
 
Sound the trumpet (Nahum Tate?) (Six Duets) (soprano/mezzo)                             
                                                                   Henry Purcell (1659-95), realised by Benjamin Britten (1913-76) 
 
Britten found this duet in Purcell’s Birthday Song for Queen Mary:  Come ye Sons of Art of 1694.  He 
realised his version some time before 1944, but it was not published until 1961 in Six Duets for High and 
Low Voices. 
 
Sound the trumpet till around 
You make the listening shores rebound. 
On the sprightly Oboy play, 
All the instruments of joy 
That skilful numbers can employ 
To celebrate the glories of this day. 
 
 
On This Island (W. H. Auden), Op.11 (soprano)                                                                                 Britten 
 
One of the most, perhaps the most, important influence on Britten in the early part of his career was the 
poet Wystan Hugh Auden.  They met in 1935.  Britten, only recently graduated from the Royal College of 
Music, had begun working as a composer for the General Post Office Film Unit (under John Grierson, who 
later became the first Commissioner of the National Film Board of Canada), and Auden was part of the 
writing team of the unit.  He and Britten collaborated on films and plays through the remaining years of the 
decade, interrupted by Auden’s seven weeks’ adventure as an ambulance-driver for the Republicans in the 
Spanish Civil War.  Finally, Auden set sail for America in January 1939 with his current partner, the writer 
Christopher Isherwood.  It was their example which led Britten and Peter Pears to leave for Canada and the 
USA later the same year.   
 
A major collaboration between Auden and Britten was to be their operetta, Paul Bunyan, premiered at 
Columbia University in 1941.  Before that, however, Britten set much of Auden’s poetry, during his work 
at the GPO Film Unit and for various plays performed in the ’30s by the Group Theatre.  He wrote the 



songs of On This Island between May and October 1937.  On March 28, after an evening of listening to 
records of Flagstad, Elisabeth Schumann and Lotte Lehmann, Britten had confided to his diary:  “I have 
such a passion for sopranos that I may some time become ‘normal’.”  Sophie Wyss had premiered his Our 
Hunting Fathers six months earlier, and it was for her that he embarked on the composition of his new 
cycle, to be premiered by the two friends at a BBC contemporary music concert on 19 November.   
 
The opening song, with its cascading piano arpeggios and brilliant, baroque vocalisation, throws down the 
gauntlet to the English song tradition (in which one note per word and a restrained pastoralism were de 
rigueur).  The remaining songs include allusions to Auden’s and Britten’s left-wing political instincts, 
ending with a sardonic, Weill-like cabaret song.  On the night of 19 November, after the premiere, Britten 
wrote:  “The songs have a public success, but not a success d’estime  -  they are far too obvious and 
amenable for contemporary music.” 
 
1.  Let the florid music praise 
 
Let the florid music praise, 
   The flute and the trumpet, 
Beauty’s conquest of your face: 
In that land of flesh and bone, 
Where from citadels on high 
Her imperial standards fly, 
          Let the hot sun 
          Shine on, shine on. 
 
O but the unloved have had power, 
    The weeping and striking, 
Always; time will bring their hour: 
Their secretive children walk 
Through your vigilance of breath 
To unpardonable Death, 
         And my vows break 
         Before his look. 
 
2.  Now the leaves are falling fast 
 
Now the leaves are falling fast, 
Nurse’s flowers will not last; 
Nurses to the graves are gone, 
And the prams go rolling on. 
 
Whispering neighbours, left and right, 
Pluck us from the real delight; 
And the active hands must freeze 
Lonely on the separate knees. 
 
Dead in hundreds at the back 
Follow wooden in our track, 
Arms raised stiffly to reprove 
In false attitudes of love. 
 
Starving through the leafless wood 
Trolls run scolding for their food; 
And the nightingale is dumb, 
And the angel will not come. 
 



Cold, impossible, ahead 
Lifts the mountain’s lovely head 
Whose white waterfall could bless 
Travellers in their last distress. 
 
3.  Seascape 
 
Look, stranger, at this island now 
The leaping light for your delight discovers, 
Stand stable here 
And silent be, 
That through the channels of the ear 
May wander like a river 
The swaying sound of the sea. 
 
Here at the small field’s ending pause 
Where the chalk wall falls to the foam and its tall ledges 
Oppose the pluck 
And knock of the tide, 
And the shingle scrambles after the suck- 
ing surf,  
And the gull lodges 
A moment on its sheer side. 
 
Far off like floating seeds the ships 
Diverge on urgent voluntary errands; 
And the full view 
Indeed may enter 
And move in memory as now these clouds do, 
That pass the harbour mirror 
And all the summer through the water saunter. 
 
4.  Nocturne 
 
Now through night’s caressing grip 
Earth and all her oceans slip, 
Capes of China slide away 
From her fingers into day 
And th’Americas incline 
Coasts towards her shadow line. 
Now the ragged vagrants creep 
Into crooked holes to sleep: 
Just and unjust, worst and best, 
Change their places as they rest: 
Awkward lovers lie in fields 
Where disdainful beauty yields: 
While the splendid and the proud 
Naked stand before the crowd 
And the losing gambler gains 
And the beggar entertains: 
May sleep’s healing power extend 
Through these hours to our friend. 
Unpursued by hostile force, 
Traction engine, bull or horse 
Or revolting succubus; 



Calmly till the morning break 
Let him lie, then gently wake. 
 
5.  As it is, plenty 
 
As it is, plenty; 
As it’s admitted 
The children happy 
And the car, the car 
That goes so far 
And the wife devoted: 
To this as it is, 
To the work and the banks 
Let his thinning hair 
And his hauteur 
Give thanks, give thanks. 
 
All that was thought 
As like as not, is not; 
When nothing was enough 
But love, but love 
And the rough future 
Of an intransigent nature 
And the betraying smile, 
Betraying, but a smile: 
That that is not, is not; 
Forget, forget. 
 
Let him not cease to praise 
Then his spacious days; 
Yes, and the success 
Let him bless, let him bless: 
Let him see in this 
The profits larger 
And the sins venial, 
Lest he see as it is 
The loss as major 
And final, final. 
 
 
A Charm of Lullabies, Op.41 (mezzo)                                                                                                  Britten   
 
Nancy Evans (1915-2000) was a colleague of Pears at the Glyndebourne Opera in 1938.  She first worked 
with Britten as one of his first Lucretias, double-cast with Kathleen Ferrier, in 1946.  The stage director for 
those performances was Eric Crozier, who created for her the role of Nancy in his libretto for Albert 
Herring, Britten’s next opera, premiered in 1947.  They married in 1949 and remained an important part of 
music at Aldeburgh:  after her retirement from singing, Nancy Evans taught at the Britten-Pears School and 
was a Director of Singing Studies for twenty-two years.  An obituary in 2000 described her “warm, vibrant 
natural voice, remarkable for its clear diction, while her sparkling personality brought charm and vitality to 
all her roles.” 
 
A Charm of Lullabies was written for Nancy Evans in December 1947 and premiered by her in The Hague 
(Holland) a month later.  The selection of material from a number of poets shows (like the Serenade, Op.31 
and the Nocturne, Op. 60) an uncanny instinct as to what will work together.  In this instance, Britten found 
the texts in a volume entitled A Book of Lullabies 1300-1900, purchased in a second-hand bookshop when 



he and Crozier were visiting Dublin in the first week of December; the songs were already composed and 
in the mail to Nancy Evans on the 17th of the month, less than two weeks later. 
 
 
 
1.  Cradle Song (William Blake) 
 
Sleep!  Sleep! beauty bright, 
Dreaming o’er the joys of night; 
Sleep!  Sleep! in thy sleep 
Little sorrows sit and weep. 
 
Sweet Babe, in thy face 
Soft desires I can trace, 
Secret joys and secret smiles, 
Little pretty infant wiles. 
 
O, the cunning wiles that creep  
In thy little heart asleep.  
When thy little heart does wake  
Then the dreadful lightnings break,  
 
From thy cheek and from thy eye,  
O’er the youthful harvests nigh.  
Infant wiles and infant smiles  
Heaven and Earth of peace beguiles. 
 
2. The Highland Balou (Robert Burns) 
 
Hee balou, my sweet wee Donald, 
Picture o’ the great Clanronald! 
Brawlie kens our wanton Chief 
What gat my young Highland thief. 
 
Leeze me on thy bonnie craigie! 
An thou live, thou’ll steal a naigie, 
Travel the country thro’ and thro’ , 
And bring hame a Carlisle cow! 
 
Thro’ the Lawlands, o’er the Border, 
Weel, my babie, may thou furder! 
Herry the louns o’ the laigh Countrie, 
Syne to the Highlands hame to me! 
 
3. Sephestia’s Lullaby (Robert Greene) 
 
Weep not, my wanton, smile upon my knee; 
When thou art old there’s grief enough for thee. 
 
      Mother’s wag, pretty boy, 
      Father’s sorrow, father’s joy; 
      When thy father first did see 
      Such a boy by him and me, 
      He was glad, I was woe; 
      Fortune changed made him so, 
      When he left his pretty boy, 



      Last his sorrow, first his joy. 
 
      The wanton smiled, father wept, 
      Mother cried, baby leapt; 
      More he crowèd, more we cried, 
      Nature could not sorrow hide: 
      He must go, he must kiss 
      Child and mother, baby bliss, 
      For he left his pretty boy, 
      Father’s sorrow, father’s joy. 
 
4.  A Charm (Thomas Randolph) 
 
Quiet!  sleep! or I will make 
Erinnys whip thee with a snake, 
And cruel Rhadamanthus take 
Thy body to the boiling lake, 
Where fire and brimstone never slake; 
Thy heart shall burn, thy head shall ache, 
And ev’ry joint about thee quake; 
And therefore dare not yet to wake! 
 
Quiet!  sleep! or thou shalt see 
The horrid hags of Tartary, 
Whose tresses ugly serpents be, 
And Cerberus shall bark at thee, 
And all the Furies that are three - 
The worst is called Tisiphone - 
Shall lash thee to eternity; 
And therefore sleep thou peacefully! 
 
5.  The Nurse’s Song (John Philip) 
 
Lullaby baby, lullaby baby, 
Thy nurse will tend thee as duly as may be. 
 
Be still, my sweet sweeting, no longer do cry; 
Let dolours be fleeting, I fancy thee, I, 
To rock and to lull thee I will not delay me. 
 
The gods be thy shield and comfort in need! 
They give thee good fortune and well for to speed, 
And this to desire I will not delay me. 
Lullaby baby, lullaby baby. 
 
Two Ballads (soprano/mezzo)                                                                                                               Britten 
 
Britten composed these duets for Sophie Wyss and her sister, Colette, in 1936.  They were first performed 
at a contemporary chamber music concert in the Wigmore Hall on December 15.  In the event, the mezzo 
part was sung by Betty Bannerman “who takes Colette W’s place in my duets as she is scared of the 
English”.  The composer also writes that “the duets go down very well  -  surprisingly.  After the concert 
Wystan, Louis MacNeice, Lennox Berkeley, Beth [Britten’s sister] & I all go to Café Royal & have a nice 
supper  -  back by 12.45.” 
 
1.  Mother Comfort (Montague Slater) 
 



Montagu Slater (1902-56) was a poet and playwright who worked alongside Britten and Auden in the GPO 
Film Unit.  (He was to write the libretto for Peter Grimes.)  This Ballad seems to be depicting two sides of 
a personality trying to come to a decision over a complicated love affair. 
 
Dear, shall we talk or will that cloud the sky? 
Will you be Mother Comfort or shall I? 
If I should love him where would our lives be? 
And if you turn him out at last, then friendship pity me! 
My longing, like my heart, beats to and fro. 
Oh that a single life could be both Yes and No. 
 
Ashamed to grant and frightened to refuse – 
Pity has chosen: Power has still to choose. 
But darling, when that stretched out will is tired 
Surely your timid prettiness longs to be overpower’d? 
Sure gossips have this sweet facility 
To tell transparent lies and, without pain, to cry. 
 
2.  Underneath the abject willow (W. H. Auden) 
 
Here, the two voices take the part of a friend  -  Auden himself, in fact, who wrote the poem for Britten in 
March 1936  -  giving fatherly, and much-needed, advice on matters of the heart. 
 
Underneath the abject willow, 
   Lover, sulk no more; 
Act from thought should quickly follow: 
   What is thinking for? 
Your unique and moping station 
   Proves you cold; 
   Stand up and fold 
Your map of desolation. 
 
Bells that toll across the meadows 
   From the sombre spire 
Toll for those unloving shadows 
   Love does not require. 
All that lives may love; why longer 
   Bow to loss 
   With arms across? 
Strike and you shall conquer. 
 
Geese in flocks above you flying. 
   Their direction know; 
Brooks beneath the thin ice flowing 
   To their oceans go; 
Coldest love will warm to action, 
   Walk then, come, 
   No longer numb, 
Into your satisfaction. 
 
 
INTERMISSION 
 
 
Five folksongs (mezzo)                                                                                                       arranged by Britten 
 



Early in the thirty-plus years of their performing career, the Pears/Britten duo achieved most immediate 
success in the composer’s folksong arrangements.  Like the Purcell realisations which also featured 
regularly in their programmes, the folksongs were designed to provide a more approachable framework for 
Britten’s original compositions.  Six volumes, containing 43 songs, were published during the composer’s 
lifetime and more have appeared in subsequent years, giving present-day performers an unrivalled source 
of material in the vernacular.  In the group chosen for performance tonight, it is worth noting that the 
original poems by Robert Burns (Ca’ the yowes) and Thomas Moore (The Last Rose of Summer) were each 
written to be sung to the respective folk-tunes. 
 
1.  Sweet Polly Oliver (English folksong) 
 
As sweet Polly Oliver lay musing in bed, 
A sudden strange fancy came into her head. 
“Nor father nor mother shall make me false prove, 
I’ll ’list as a soldier, and follow my love.” 
 
So early next morning she softly arose, 
And dressed herself up in her dead brother’s clothes. 
She cut her hair close and she stained her face brown, 
And went for a soldier to fair London Town. 
 
Then up spoke the sergeant one day at his drill. 
“Now who's good for nursing? A captain, he's ill.” 
“I'm ready,” said Polly.  To nurse him she’s gone, 
And finds it’s her true love all wasted and wan. 
 
The first week the doctor kept shaking his head, 
“No nursing, young fellow, can save him,” he said. 
But when Polly Oliver had nursed him back to life 
He cried, “You have cherished him as if you were his wife.” 
 
O then Polly Oliver, she burst into tears 
And told the good doctor her hopes and her fears, 
And very shortly after, for better or for worse, 
The captain took joyfully his pretty soldier nurse. 
 
2.  Ca’ the yowes (Robert Burns, to the Scottish tune) 
 
Ca’ the yowes to the knowes, 
  Ca’ them where the heather growes, 
Ca’ them where the burnie rows, 
  My bonnie dearie. 
 
Hark, the mavis evening sang, 
Sounden Clouden’s woods amang; 
Then a-folding let us gang, 
  My bonnie dearie. 
 
We’ll gang down by Clouden side, 
Through the hazels spreading wide 
O’er the waves that sweetly glide 
  To the moon sae clearly. 
 
Fair and lovely as thou art, 
Thou hast stol’n my very heart; 
I can die, but canna part, 



  My bonnie dearie. 
 
3.  The trees they grow so high (Somerset folksong) 
 
The trees they grow so high and the leaves they do grow green, 
And many a cold winter’s night my love and I have seen. 
Of a cold winter’s night, my love, you and I alone have been, 
Whilst my bonny boy is young he’s a-growing. 
 
O father, dearest father, you’ve done to me great wrong. 
You’ve tied me to a boy when you know he is too young. 
O daughter, dearest daughter, if you wait a little while, 
A lady you shall be while he’s growing. 
 
I’ll send your love to college all for a year or two, 
And then in the mean-time he will do for you; 
I’ll buy him white ribbons, tie them round his bonny waist 
To let the ladies know that he’s married, 
 
I went up to the college and I looked over the wall, 
Saw four and twenty gentlemen playing at bat and ball. 
I called for my true love, but they would not let him come, 
All because he was a young boy and growing, 
 
At the age of sixteen, he was a married man, 
And at the age of seventeen he was a father to a son. 
And at the age of eighteen the grass grew over him, 
Cruel death soon put an end to his growing. 
 
And now my love is dead and in his grave doth lie. 
The green grass grows o’er him so very, very high. 
I’ll sit and I’ll mourn his fate until the day I die, 
And I’ll watch all o’er his child while he’s growing, 
 
4.  The Last Rose of Summer (Thomas Moore, to the Irish tune) 
 
’Tis the last rose of summer, 
Left blooming alone; 
All her lovely companions 
Are faded and gone; 
No flow’r of her kindred, 
No rosebud is nigh 
To reflect back her blushes, 
Or give sigh for sigh. 
 
I’ll not leave thee, thou lone one, 
To pine on the stem; 
Since the lovely are sleeping, 
Go, sleep thou with them; 
Thus kindly I scatter 
Thy leaves o’er the bed 
Where thy mates of the garden 
Lie senseless and dead. 
 
So soon may I  follow, 
When friendships decay, 



And from love’s shining circle 
The gems drop away! 
When true hearts lie wither’d 
And fond ones are flown, 
Oh! who would inhabit 
This bleak world alone? 
 
5.  Come you not from Newcastle? (English folksong) 
 
Come you not from Newcastle? 
Come you not there away? 
O met you not my true love, 
Riding on a bonny bay? 
 
Why should I not love my love? 
Why should not my love love me? 
Why should I not speed after him, 
Since love to all is free? 
 
 
The Poet’s Echo (Alexander Pushkin), Op.76 (soprano)                                                                      Britten 
 
“How I hope that there will be a chance of hearing you sing!  I have recently heard several of your 
wonderful records, which have made me a great admirer of yours.”  These lines were written to Galina 
Vishnevskaya (1926-2012), who responded to Britten’s enthusiastic letter and accompanied her husband, 
Mstislav Rostropovich to the Aldeburgh Festival in 1961.  The cellist performed several concerts with 
orchestra and with Britten at the piano, then accompanied his wife in a song recital.  In her autobiography, 
the Russian soprano writes:  “I met Ben the day I arrived, and my heart opened to him instantly.  From the 
beginning I felt at ease with him; I’m sure that everyone who was lucky enough to know that charming man 
must have felt the same sense of simplicity and naturalness in his company.”  Britten, too, entered into an 
immediate and lasting friendship.  After his death, as her singing career was coming to an end, 
Vishnevskaya became a regular teacher at the Britten-Pears School through the ’80s and ’90s.  For several 
years, she and her husband owned a large house in Aldeburgh which, on their whirlwind visits, they filled 
with an intense Russian atmosphere.  
 
Soon after their first meeting, Britten composed the soprano role in his War Requiem for Vishnevskaya 
(although Russian intransigence prevented her singing at the 1962 premiere).   Several years later, Britten 
and Pears were invited to stay at the Composers’ Retreat, Dilizhan, Armenia, as guests of the 
Rostropoviches and it was there, in August 1965, that Britten’s Pushkin cycle, The Poet’s Echo, was 
written.  (Vishnevskaya’s favourite role was Tatyana, in Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, based on 
Pushkin’s narrative poem.) 
 
Two direct quotations from composer and first interpreter will provide some background.  Firstly, Britten 
refers to the texts as “a dialogue between the poet and the unresponsiveness of the natural world he 
describes: in one of them, when the thunder sounds or a beast roars, an echo comes back, but the echo itself 
gets no answer  -  and this is the poet’s nature, too.”  The cycle’s public premiere was given by the 
Rostropoviches in Moscow on 2 December, 1965.  Before that, however, the party from the Composers’ 
Retreat visited the Pushkin House Museum at Mikhailovskoye, where Pears and Britten tried out the songs 
in the poet’s own sitting-room.  Vishnevskaya takes up the story:   
 
“The room was cloaked in semi-darkness  -  only two candles burned.  They reached the last song, Lines 
Written During a Sleepless Night.  The moment Ben started to play the prelude, which he had written to 
suggest the ticking of a clock, Pushkin’s clock began to strike midnight, and the twelve strokes chimed in 
exact synchrony with Ben’s music.  We all froze.  I stopped breathing and felt my scalp prickle.  Pushkin’s 
portrait was looking straight at Ben . . . He was shaken and pale, but didn’t stop playing . . .  The Poet’s 
Echo . . . Not daring to speak, we silently dispersed to our rooms.” 



 
1.  Ekho 
 
Revjot li zver' v lesu glukhom, 
Trubit li rog, gremit li grom, 
Pojot li deva za kholmom - 
    Na vsjakij zvuk 
Svoj otklik v vozdukhe pustom 
    Rodish' ty vdrug. 
 
Ty vnemlesh' grokhotu gromov, 
I glasu buri i valov, 
I kriku sel'skikh pastukhov - 
    I shlesh' otvet; 
Tebe zh net otzyva. . . Takov 
    I ty, poet! 
 
1.  Echo 
 
From leafy woods the savage howl, 
A distant horn, the thunder’s roll, 
A maiden sighing up the hill, 
   To every sound 
Your answering cry the air doth fill 
   In quick rebound. 
 
You listen for the thunder’s voice, 
The ocean wave’s wild stormy noise, 
The distant mountain-shepherd’s cries 
   You answer free; 
To you comes no reply.  Likewise 
   O poet, to thee! 
 
2.  Ja dumal, serdce pozabylo 
 
Ja dumal, serdce pozabylo 
Sposobnost' legkuju stradat', 
Ja govoril: tomu, chto bylo, 
Uzh ne byvat'! uzh ne byvat'! 
Proshli vostorgi, i pechali, 
I legkovernyje mechty. . . 
No vot opjat' zatrepetali 
Pred moshchnoj vlast'ju krasoty. 
 
2.  My heart . . . 
 
My heart, I fancied it was over, 
That road of suffering and pain, 
And I resolved:  ’Tis gone for ever, 
Never again! never again! 
That ancient rapture and its yearning, 
The dreams, the credulous desire . . . 
But now old wounds have started burning 
Inflamed by beauty and her fire. 
 
3.  Angel 



 
V dverjakh Edema angel nezhnyj 
Glavoj poniksheju sijal, 
A demon mrachnyj i mjatezhnyj 
Nad adskoj bezdnoju letal. 
 
Dukh otrican'ja, dukh somnen'ja 
Na dukha chistogo vziral 
I zhar nevol'nyj umilen'ja 
Vpervyje smutno poznaval. 
 
«Prosti,» on rjok, «tebja ja videl, 
I ty nedarom mne sijal: 
Ne vsjo ja v nebe nenavidel, 
Ne vsjo ja v mire preziral.» 
 
3.  Angel 
 
At Eden’s gate a gentle angel 
With lowered head stood shining bright, 
While Satan sullen and rebellious 
O’er hell’s abysses took his flight. 
 
Soul of negation, soul of envy, 
He gazed at that angelic light, 
And warm and tender glowed within him 
A strange confusion at the sight. 
 
“Forgive”, he said, “now I have seen thee, 
Not vainly didst thou shine so bright: 
Not all in heaven have I hated, 
Not all things human earn my spite.” 
 
4.  Solovej i roza 
 
V bezmolvii sadov, vesnoj, vo mgle nochej, 
Pojot nad rozoju vostochnyj solovej. 
No roza milaja ne chuvstvujet, ne vnemlet, 
I pod vljublennyj gimn kolebletsja i dremlet. 
Ne tak li ty pojosh' dlja khladnoj krasoty? 
Opomnis', o poet, k chemu stremish'sja ty? 
Ona ne slushajet, ne chuvstvujet poeta; 
Gljadish'  -  ona cvetet; vzyvajesh'  -  net otveta. 
 
4.  The Nightingale and the Rose 
 
The garden’s dark and still; ’tis spring; no night wind blows. 
He sings! the nightingale, his love song to the rose. 
She does not hearken, his rose beloved, disdainful, 
And to his amorous hymn she dozes, nodding and swaying. 
With such words would you melt cold beauty into fire? 
O poet, be aware how far you would aspire! 
She is not listening, no poems can entrance her; 
You gaze, she only flowers; you call her, there’s no answer. 
 
5.  Epigramma 



  
Polu-milord, polu-kupec, 
Polu-mudrec, polu-nevezhda, 
Polu-podlec, no jest' nadezhda, 
Chto budet polnym nakonec. 
 
5.  Epigram * 
 
Half a milord, half of a boss, 
Half of a sage, half of a baby, 
Half of a cheat; there’s hope that maybe 
He’ll be a whole one by and by. 
 
[*The subject of this epigram was Count Vorontsov, Pushkin’s chief in Odessa.  He was brought up in 
England (‘Half a milord’) and had financial interests in Odessa (‘Half of a boss’).] 
 
6.  Stikhi, sochinjonnyje nochju vo vremja bessonnicy 
 
Mne ne spitsja, net ognja; 
Vsjudu mrak i son dokuchnyj. 
Khod chasov lish' odnozvuchnyj 
Razdajotsja bliz menja, 
Parki bab'je lepetan'je, 
Spjashchej nochi trepetan'je, 
Zhizni mysh'ja begotnja. . . 
Chto trevozhish' ty menja? 
Chto ty znachish', skuchnyj shopot? 
Ukorizna, ili ropot 
Mnoj utrachennogo dnja? 
Ot menja chego ty khochesh'? 
Ty zovjosh' ili prorochish'? 
Ja ponjat' tebja khochu, 
Smysla ja v tebe ishchu. . . 
 
6.  Lines Written During a Sleepless Night 
 
Sleep forsakes me with the light; 
Shadowy gloom and haunting darkness; 
Time ticks on its way relentless 
And its sound invades the night. 
Fateful crones are at their mumbling, 
Set the sleepy night atrembling, 
Scurrying mouse-like, life slips by. . . 
Why do you disturb me, say? 
What’s your purpose, tedious whispers? 
Do you breathe reproachful murmurs 
At my lost and wasted day? 
What is this you want to tell me? 
Do you prophesy or call me? 
Answer me, I long to hear! 
Voices, make your meaning clear. . . 
 
(Singing translations by Peter Pears) 

 
 


