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Babel
Therefore is the name of it called Babel

AND still we stood and stared far down
Into that ember-glowing town

Which every shaft and shock of fate
Had shorn unto its base. Too late

Came carelessly Serenity.

Now torn and broken houses gaze
On to the rat-infested maze
That once sent up rose-silver haze
To mingle through eternity.

The outlines, once so strongly wrought,
Of city walls, are now a thought

Or jest unto the dead who fought. ..
Foundation for futurity.

The shimmering sands where once there played
Children with painted pail and spade

Are drearly desolate, afraid

To meet Night's dark humanity,

Whose silver cool remakes the dead,
And lays no blame on any head

For all the havoc, fire, and lead,
That fell upon us suddenly.

When all we came to know as good
Gave way to Evil's fiery flood,

And monstrous myths of iron and blood
Seem to obscure God's clarity.

Deep sunk in sin, this tragic star
Sinks deeper still, and wages war
Against itself ; strewn all the seas
With victims of a world disease.
—And we are left to drink the lees
Of Babel's direful prophecy.

OSBERT SITWELL:

1 Osbert Sitwell, ‘Babel’ in The Muse in Arms ed. by E. B. Osborn (London: John Murray,
1917).



Performance instructions

Piano: where pedal markings are not specified, the pianist should use phrase
marks to guide legato pedaling according to taste. The una corda pedal can
also be used according to taste.

Programme note

I chose to set Osbert Sitwell’s first published poem ‘Babel’ (1916) in Babel for
soprano voice and piano, a commissioned song for a First World War
memorial event.: I was seduced by the poem’s direct and vivid metaphorical
links, in this case between war’s futility and the Tower of Babel’s chaos.
Sitwell (1892-1969), Edith’s younger brother, wrote poetry during his time
spent in the trenches near Ypres, and his poem doesn’t generate pity for
combatants or victims. Nevertheless, I wished to musically encapsulate the

disturbing emotions Sitwell’s poem stirred in me.

The setting follows the poem’s seven stanza structure with overt word-
painting. For example, an allusion to a children’s nursery rhyme in stanza
four (bar 37 ff.) to evoke stanza four’s suggested poignant memories: ‘where
once there played | Children with painted pail and spade’. Or exploiting the
full soprano voice range from Middle C to a top B to point the word ‘world’
in the phrase “With victims of world disease’ (bar 97). The hidden connection

in this case was a musical cipher based on the letters B-A-B-E-L — translated

into musical notes as B-A-Bb-E-G#

KT

2 Osbert Sitwell, ‘Babel’ in The Muse in Arms, ed. by E. B. Osborn (London: John Murray, 1917), p. 38, in Internet Archive
Copyright held by David Higham Associates.
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