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Five Soutar Songs

This is a sequence of settings of five poems by the Scots poet William Soutar (1898-
1943), for Soprano and Piano.  The texts of the songs are shown on the following 
page. 

In the third song, ‘Faith’, Sprechgesang passages, notated with square noteheads, 
are intended to be closer to singing than speaking.  Sprechstimme passages, 
notated with crossed noteheads, are intended to be closer to speaking than singing.

Duration is around 18 minutes.

The songs were first performed in March 2019, at the Scottish Music Centre in 
Glasgow.  The soprano was Nora Holden, with the composer at the piano.



Five Soutar Songs: the texts

1. Ae Simmer’s Day

Up by the caller fountain, 
A’ through a simmer’s day,
I heard the gowk gang cryin
Abune the ferny brae.

The reemlin licht afore me
Gaed up; the wind stude still:
Only the gowk’s saft whistle
Lowden’d alang the hill.

The wee burn loppert laichly;
A bird cam and was gaen:
I keekit round ahint me
For I was a’ my lane.

(1932)

2. The Sea-Shell

Listen! For a lost world maunners here
Frae the cauld mou o’ a shell;
And sae far awa the blufferts blare
And the sea-birds skreel:

And the wail o’ women alang yon shore
Whaur the swaw comes rowin in;
And the swurly waters whummlin owre
The cry o’ the sailor-men.

(1941)

3. Faith

Look up; and yonder on the brae,
Like a sang in silence born,
Wi’ the dayspring o’ the day
Walks the snaw-white unicorn.

Sae far awa he leams in licht;
And yet his glitter burns atween
The darkness hung ahint the hicht
And hidden in the lifted e’en.

Look doun and doun; frae ilka airt
The flutherin worlds through darkness fa’:
But yon bricht beast walks, in the hert,
Sae far awa; sae far awa.

(1938)

4. Brichtness

Frae straucht abune
The licht dreels doun,
And the bare stane
Lowes in the toun.

Through reemlin air
Steeple and street 
Are burnin clear
In steady heat:

In steady fire
Sae crystal bricht
Causey and spire 
Burn back to licht.

(1943)

5. Song

Whaur yon broken brig hings owre;
Whaur yon water maks nae soun’;
Babylon blaws by in stour:
Gang doun wi’ a sang, gang doun.

Deep, owre deep, for onie drouth:
Wan eneuch an ye wud droun:
Saut, or seelfu’, for the mouth;
Gang doun wi’ a sang, gang doun.

Babylon blaws by in stour
Whaur yon water maks nae soun’:
Darkness is your only door;
Gang doun wi’a sang, gang doun.

(1935)
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