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I: Gerald Finzi, Thomas Traherne, and the Centuries of Meditations 

Gerald Raphael Finzi was born in London on 14 July 1901 to John Abraham ‘Jack’ 

and Eliza ‘Lizzie’ Finzi. Gerald’s parents were of Jewish ancestry;1 his father was not 

a practicing Jew and was ‘a man of scientific mind.’2 This well-to-do, scientific, and 

culturally invested environment gave Gerald a wealth of opportunity and resources 

to expand his mind and visions in his early childhood. Shortly before Gerald’s eighth 

birthday, his father died, followed by his brother Douglas four years later. In 1918 

he suffered a double blow at the hands of the First World War – his brother Edgar 

was killed in action and his beloved teacher, Ernest Farrar, was also killed after only 

a few short months at the front.3 These deaths devastated Finzi. From this he 

gained a pessimistic and distorted view of the world which he cradled through the 

texts and poetry of Thomas Hardy which spoke so truly to him. Comfort was also 

found in the writings of Thomas Traherne, whose writings were of the wonders and 

joy of infancy, a birth into a new paradise where the infant, clothed in innocence, is 

ignorant to all the evil in the world. It is unsurprising that Gerald became attached 

to these texts and more particularly to the subject matter, offering an escapist 

fantasy to the childhood that Finzi remembered, away from a future without those 

whom he had loved and held dearest. 

Thomas Traherne (1637-74) was an English theologian and metaphysical poet. 

Despite having studied theology at Oxford, Traherne was not a particularly religious 

man.4 He dedicated the years that followed to finding purpose in life, something to 

which he refers as ‘felicity’.5 His poems and writings were thought to be lost for over 

two hundred years before their discovery in a London bookstall in 1896.6 In 1903 
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the poems were published by Bertram Dobell, who in his introduction blames the 

poet’s parents for ‘failing to appreciate that [Traherne] was an uncommon type.’ In 

the introduction he writes: 

His early and innocent thoughts, he says, were quite obliterated by the influence 

of a bad education. He found that those around him were immersed in the trivial 

cares and vanities of common life; that they were wholly wrapped up in the 

outward show of things.7 

 

This experience would have resonated with Finzi and having modelled his own 

artistic life on that of the minor English poet, it is easy to comprehend Finzi’s strong 

affiliation with Traherne and why, after setting Traherne’s Recovery, he took to 

setting the Centuries of Meditations and other poems. Finzi went on to try and set 

a collection of Traherne’s poems to music, but died before the project’s completion. 

Realising that he had not long to live, he requested in his catalogue of compositions 

that Intrada,8 a setting of some of Traherne’s First Century should be included in a 

set of songs with texts by various authors.9 

Finzi, on writing Dies Natalis, worked carefully with the text he had chosen. As 

Diana McVeagh explains in Gerald Finzi: His Life and Music, ‘Finzi was composer 

enough to be ruthless with Traherne’s words.’10 For the ‘Rhapsody’, Finzi chose only 

those paragraphs that he wished from the prose of the first three verses of the Third 

Century. From Traherne’s original text, Finzi has removed almost all references to 

religion and the glorification of God. Those which he does keep in the new adapted 

context portray the deity in a quasi-metaphoric manner, thus removing the religious 

affiliations within the text, thereby creating a philosophical and metaphysical 

undertone. Choosing the sections of text which spoke to him (Finzi almost never set 

texts unless they inspired music at its first reading),11 Finzi began to rearrange the 

order of the text to create a coherent selection of prose. Finzi’s adaptation is 

seamless and flows as if it were the original and intended text. It embodies the 

narrative of a new-born child absorbed in an everlasting instant in time, clothed with 

innocence and oblivious to all evils and human downfall. Finzi groups together 

Traherne’s disparate lines concerning Adam at the beginning, collates the ‘I knew 

not…’ sections, and concludes: 

I saw all in the peace of Eden. Everything was at rest, free and immortal.12 
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The rest of the text chosen by Finzi comes from Dobell’s suggestion of Traherne’s 

‘finest poems’13 collected in the 1906 edition of Poems of Felicity. Finzi chose texts 

bound by the same themes as the ‘Rhapsody’, selecting the verses which he felt to 

fit with the sentiment, and only made use of the full text of a poem for one of the 

movements, titled as The Rapture. The poems that Finzi used are not by Traherne 

verbatim; rather, the text is a version edited and adjusted by the poet’s brother, 

Philip, whose editorial method often involved the substitution of words in order to 

give an allegedly greater realism to the poetry.14 In Margoliouth’s reflections on 

Philip’s changes in an appendix to his Thomas Traherne: Centuries, Poems, and 

Thanksgivings, he seems to criticise most of the changes that Philip made to 

Thomas’ text.15 Some of the oversimplification of many of Thomas’ vocabulary 

choices creates an unwanted naivety; however, this added realism, particularly in 

the poems chosen by Finzi, aids the text setting and is more representative of the 

changes that he has made to the text for the Rhapsody. This, in all, creates a fluent 

and comprehensive selection of texts for setting to music, a setting which would 

become Dies Natalis. 

Finzi encountered quite the struggle in getting the work published. Having sent 

it to Boosey & Hawkes, they demanded a fast movement, in response to which he 

wrote The Rapture. Its composition put Finzi under much time pressure. With the 

1939 Three Choirs Festival being held at Hereford, the birthplace and parish 

diocese of Thomas Traherne, this was the perfect place to push for a premiere of 

Dies Natalis.16 At the suggestion of composer Robin Milford, Finzi submitted the 

work to Percy Hull, Organist of Hereford Cathedral and Director of that year’s 

Festival. To Finzi’s surprise, the work was accepted by Christmas. 

Having tried to secure the publication of the final two movements, Finzi faced 

the struggle of getting the full work published. He faced multiple rejections, 

including Boosey & Hawkes, and refused to try the Oxford University Press, making 

the following remark in a letter: 

I have not tried the O.U.P. yet and don’t want to; and even if I do, I think one 

knows the result beforehand!17 
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Howard Ferguson had obtained permission on behalf of Finzi from Dobell to publish 

the text of the work in the programmes and insisted on pressing Boosey & Hawkes. 

He even suggested to ask Elsie Suddaby (the soprano who was to perform Dies 

Natalis) that, if she liked the work, to ‘write a stinker to Boosey.’18 Even after 

Ferguson, Finzi, and Suddaby all congregated at her house to discuss a plan of 

action in June 1939, the work was still refused by Boosey & Hawkes and, shortly 

afterward, refused by both Novello and Oxford University Press—Finzi capitulated 

and had sent them a copy.19 In August 1939 however, Boosey & Hawkes agreed to 

publish Dies Natalis, with Ferguson making final adjustments as the copy-editor. 

Scores were printed and primed for Dies Natalis’s first performance on 8 

September 1939; the parts were copied franticly by Finzi himself and bowings by 

Rubbra at Ashmansworth.20 With the first two orchestral rehearsals held in the 

composer’s presence, a new set of scores arrived at Ashmansworth on 1 

September. Two days later Hitler declared war on Poland and the Three Choirs 

Festival was cancelled: thus, Dies Natalis remained unperformed.21 

On 26 January 1940, Maurice Miles put together and ad hoc string orchestra for 

a concert in London and was seeking a new work to perform. On the 

recommendation of Ernest Chapman of Boosey & Hawkes, Dies Natalis was finally 

to get its premiere in the Wigmore Hall with Elsie Suddaby as the soprano soloist.22 

It was met with glowing reviews; The Times gave a very positive review23 and 

Vaughan Williams wrote, ‘your tune is beautiful and Elsie sang it divinely.’24 Finzi 

was to conduct the work himself at the return of the Three Choirs Festival in 1946, 

again with Suddaby, and shortly before that, at Vaughan Williams’ invitation with 

tenor Bradbridge White at the Leith Hill Festival in April that year.25 

The work was first recorded in 1946 under the baton of Boyd Neel and Gerald 

Finzi,26 with Wilfred Brown as soloist. Although the work was originally conceived for 

soprano, this and other early recordings27 seemingly shaped a performance 

tradition of Dies Natalis. It is now more prominently known for its performances by 

tenors and has since been recorded by renowned artists such as Philip Langridge, 

John Mark Ainsley, James Gilchrist, Mark Padmore, Ian Bostridge, and Toby Spence.  
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II: A Critical Analysis of Gerald Finzi’s Dies Natalis 

In 1926, Finzi moved to London where he began studies in counterpoint with R. O. 

Morris. By the following year, Finzi completed the penultimate and final movements 

in their basic forms, though they underwent some revisions, with particular 

emphasis on Wonder.28 The opening passage of the Intrada (see Ex. 2) bears a 

striking resemblance to the melodic contour of the beginning of Elgar’s Serenade 

in E minor, opus 20 (Ex. 1).29 It is unlikely that Finzi’s opening was written at the 

same time as the other two movements. Harmonic depth, including circle of fifths 

mobility, and the ‘Bach idiom’ of the Sempre con moto theme (see Ex. 4) were 

hallmarks which Finzi would only acquire later in life.30  

 

Ex. 1: Serenade in E minor, opus 20 (1892) by Edward Elgar, bb. 1-2. 

 

In a letter from Edmund Rubbra in 1929, he talks of a work sent to him by Finzi for 

‘Soprano solo and strings, words by Thomas Traherne’, consisting of an ‘Intrada, 

Recitative, and Aria “Dies Natalis”’.31 As Rubbra makes no reference to this Intrada 

being purely instrumental and given the stylistic dating of the Intrada in the 

completed work, it is likely that Rubbra refers to the Finzi song of the same name.32 

This other Intrada has text taken from Traherne’s First Century of Meditations and 

shares the same sentiment as Dies Natalis; ‘An empty book is like an infant’s soul 

in which anything may be written.’ This Intrada, eventually included in the cycle To 

a Poet, may have been intended as the first movement of Dies Natalis but then later 

substituted for the instrumental Intrada and the accompanying Rhapsody which 

was formed from its material. It is also likely that the recitative to which Rubbra 

referred was the completed cantata’s fourth movement, Wonder, in its initial form.33  

Wonder itself seems to have undergone two transformations. Following the 

completion of its early form in 1926, Finzi sent a copy of Movements 1, 2, 4, and 5 

to Howard Ferguson in 1938 for him to part his wisdom on the dynamics and 

markings.34 On its return (Jan 1939) Ferguson had given his own markings in pencil, 
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however he struggled to truly grasp the fourth movement. Finzi, ever grateful for 

Ferguson’s help, replied: 

I quite agree with all that you say about No. 4, except that I quite like it, though 

I see its weaknesses through your spectacles even more since trying to do the 

phrasing myself!... I wouldn’t write it now, yet I still like it.35 

 

In this very letter, Finzi admits to having partially re-written the movement, although 

it seems to have been completely re-written in 1938.36 

1938 was likely the same time that Finzi revised the fifth movement, titled as 

The Salutation. This movement depicts a child pondering how he came to be born. 

The child admires the glorious world around him and revels in the untouched 

spectacle to which he belongs, and also dwells on the ‘so many thousand, thousand 

years’ in which he lay oblivious to the world. Subtitled as ‘Aria’, it is curiously similar 

to the Aria ‘His Golden Locks’ from A Farewell to Arms. These two works both share 

not only the same style but also share similarities in their cadential processes.  

The Intrada, which shares little thematic content with the rest of the work 

besides the Rhapsody, opens with a rising figure from G to D (see Ex. 2), arriving at 

a cluster chord in the third bar, resolving itself gradually over a pedal on E, doubled 

at the octave.37 The thematic material in the first section remains consistent whilst 

the harmonic ambiguity of its opening gives an inquisitive feeling. The inner 

contrapuntal lines are derived from the lilting crotchet-quaver figure of the opening 

bars, and movement is retained using a melodic line which leaps onto dissonances 

on the strong beats of a bar, resolves the appoggiatura, then falls to another 

harmony note. This ensures the harmony is kept in motion, never resting long 

enough for tonicisation, and mostly avoiding the use of any root position triads other 

than at points of arrival. As in other works by Finzi, tonal obfuscation is a common 

feature. This is supported by Parker, who opines that 

Even when the tonality is clear, Finzi often uses tonic avoidance at cadences to 

achieve continuation of poetic thought.38  
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Ex. 2: Intrada, bb. 1-6. 

 

The Rhapsody opens with the same material as in Ex. 2, bearing the indication ‘in 

modo dell’ intrada’. The opening of the text is set to music in a modal form of D 

major, the subdominant of the opening of the Intrada. As the Rhapsody is marked 

‘recitativo stromentato’,39 this recitativo style of word setting allows Finzi to get 

around the problem of setting prose, with no regular line length or rhyme scheme, 

in which one can order the music around the structure of the text. Finzi manages to 

form rhythmic rhymes in some of the melodic phrases; this establishes structural 

cohesion, and assures inter-sectional thematic continuity. The rhythmic character 

of ‘saluted and surrounded with innumerable joy’, which appears in duplets, gives 

the impression of natural speech, aiding the recitativo style.  

Trevor Hold comments: 

Though setting prose rather than poetry, Finzi is completely at ease, and the 

song is one of the finest examples of his gift for fusing vocal line and the 

inflections of speech.40  

 

This duplet rhythmic scheme, which aids the metrical fluidity, shifting between three 

and two, is the earliest example of Finzi’s ‘rhythmical rhyming’ in this work. This 

same duplet pattern is found at ‘could not make melody to Adam than to me,’ and 

‘O what venerable creatures did the aged seem!’ Although the examples I mention 

differ in melodic content, the replication of the rhythmic process provides a familiar 

feel, demonstrating an underlying thematic connection. 

In addition to metrical rhymes, the composer’s approach to metrical 

organisation within the movement creates an overarching sense of structural unity 

in the movement. A few bars after the return the aforementioned duplet figure, the 

strings marked colla voce sustain a second inversion F minor triad under the 

liberamente voice to allow an opportunity for a more traditional recitativo style of 
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singing. This is achieved by Finzi’s use of duplets to create a break between the 

lyrical feel of three (Ex. 2 and Ex.4) and the more recitativo two (Ex.3).   

Ex. 3: Rhapsody, bb. 44-49. 

 

Finzi also employs a system of climax in the melodic line to accentuate the words 

which are most important and chosen most often by Traherne. The rising seventh 

and falling sixth on the top A flat on ‘Glorious’ (Ex. 4), the top G-sharps on ‘splendour 

and glory’ at bar 25, and the top ‘G’ on ‘eternally’ are all approached by melodic 

leap to firstly form the dramatic high-point of the phrase, and secondly to place 

emphasis on such words.  

 

Ex. 4: Rhapsody, bb. 57-58. 

 

As Trevor Hold explains: 

Certain fingerprints recur time and again in Finzi’s [music]. The expressiveness 

of his vocal line is usually achieved by contour rather than chromaticism, in a 

mixture of conjunct movement and large expressive leaps.41  

 

Throughout the Rhapsody, arguably more so than in his lyric movements, it is this 

contouring which gives such expressivity to these emphasised words. This 

establishes a textural hierarchy, allowing the musical framework to make sense of 

the verseless prose.  

 



MATTHEW MCCULLOUGH 

48 

 

Ex. 5: ‘Sempre con 

moto’ in Intrada, bb. 37-

39. 

 

The ‘Sempre con moto’ section is a more lyrical passage in E-flat (Ex. 5), 

foreshadowing that of The Rapture, and Salutation. Finzi expands and develops the 

opening theme of the section before running a second subject over a rippling 

pizzicato bass line which drifts into C minor (bar 67). This is to become the ‘I know 

not…’ passage of the Rhapsody (Ex. 6). In Traherne’s original text, the first of these, 

‘I knew not that they were born or should die,’ refers to the ‘Boys and Girls tumbling 

in the street, moving jewels’; yet in Finzi’s adaptation the omission of this this text 

suggests that the phrase refers to the young men and maids of the previous piece 

of sung text.42 The considerations of placing this text in the adaptation perhaps 

relate to thoughts of the War. With the death of both Farrar and his brother Edgar 

in the war efforts in 1918 just a year before the supposed composition of the 

Intrada, Finzi’s textual placement would not be atypical, much like the irony in his 

chosen texts for A Farewell to Arms.43 To include a reference to death in the war 

within a work about the serenity and wonder of birth would not be out of tune with 

Finzi’s often cynical personality. The melodic idea in ‘I knew not…’ is heard for the 

final time on ‘I dreamed not’, and the section melts to a close. 

 

 

 

Ex. 6: The ‘I knew not …’ theme. 

 

Much like the material in the Rhapsody, the ‘I knew not’ theme in the Intrada 

continually avoids cadencing onto C minor; Finzi substitutes it with an inversion of 

A-flat major. A falling series of suspensions leads to a modal plagal cadence from F 

minor to a bright C major, bringing about an exact restatement of the ‘Sempre con 

moto’ theme. The theme falls back to C minor where it is extended using more 

duetting contrapuntal violin lines. After a climax at bar 113, the music leads to the 

recapitulation in G minor and from the ‘poco meno mosso’ drifts around the 
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phrygian mode on A. The tonal ambiguity continues towards the close of the Intrada, 

something which is to be replicated at the end of the Rhapsody. There is a sense of 

incredible profoundness to this modal dissolution. Diana McVeagh illustrates the 

sentiment thus:  

There perhaps lies the remarkable hold that this music has on so many. It sings 

of ecstasy, sharp and glorious, but knows that the chance of immortality is 

fragile.44 

 

The Rapture, or the ‘Danza’, as Finzi subtitles it, was his ‘dance of delight’.45  This 

angelic roundabout comes in the form of a rondo with a defiant and heroic vocal 

line. The opening melodic theme comes from the figure used at bar 100 in the 

Intrada and again at bar 41 in the Rhapsody. The second theme which rises through 

a fifth (Ex. 7) is taken from the opening of the Intrada (Ex. 2). Although not an exact 

exposition in the Intrada, Finzi integrates the themes from the opening movement 

in a subtle manner. The vocal line is declamatory and jumps consistently through 

the interval of a fourth or fifth, with long sustained notes at a high tessitura providing 

a trumpet-like call to all praise of the divine in man. The bass pizzicato strings 

provide a relentless energy, whilst the violins provide a swirling fantasy duet, 

intertwining amongst the soaring vocal line. The string figure under ‘Magnify’ is 

familiar also; it is almost identical to the figure used at the ‘poco stringendo’ of the 

Intrada.  

Ex. 7: The Rapture, bb. 1-5. 

 

The second stanza of text (’O heavenly joy’) is given a new lease of life. The theme 

(Ex. 8) is again derived from the stepwise movement of the opening Intrada (Ex. 2), 

this time resting an octave above instead of on the fifth. The theme is first 

announced by the strings, followed by the singer. This melodic material can also be 

found at the beginning of Wonder, and was perhaps incorporated in The Rapture 

on account of its serene passages.  
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Ex. 8: ‘B’ theme in The Rapture. 

 

The passage marked Tempo I in ‘So great a joy’ brings the return of the A section of 

the rondo. Here, the strings occupy a part of prominence, later dissolving onto C 

minor. The material has the same sostenuto accompaniment as the B section but 

develops new melodic material. Here exists another example of Finzi’s melodic 

rhyming; the melodic shape of the next theme is again foreshadowed in the strings’ 

introductory statement. Mirroring the previous stanza, at the exact same point in 

the verse, the Tempo I section reappears and there is a return of the main material.  

The close of the stanza sees the singer soar to a top B-flat, sustaining it for three-

and-a-half bars. Finzi could not have written a more declamatory and poignant note 

for the sun to ‘shew his love’. The fantasy dance of the strings rises in thirds and 

comes to an abrupt stop. The final stanza is introduced by two strong string hits and 

a pleading top G from the voice. This powerful moment in the movement is 

reminiscent of the ‘Take me’ in Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius (Ex. 9), where Gerontius 

begs his guardian to rescue him and lead him to a place where he can be healed 

and recrafted in the image of God. It is this atmosphere that Finzi recreates. The 

singer exclaims ‘O how Divine am I!’ over a static, yet resolute string section. The 

rest of the stanza is compiled of vocal leads which seem to speak directly to the 

listener before a final exclamation and a five-bar top G on one of Finzi and 

Traherne’s emphasised words, ‘Divine’, and a reprise of the opening. The strings 

dance in triplets and strike a sforzando chord on the major subdominant of the 

movement, C major. An unusual climax giving that it doesn’t appear at all 

throughout the movement. 
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Ex. 9: ‘Take me away’ from Elgar’s Dream of Gerontius. 

 

The penultimate movement, titled Wonder, is one of the least thematically attached 

movements within the work. It is a much gentler movement than the Rapture which 

precedes it, and it reflects Finzi’s interest in early English music – including his 

awareness of Vaughan Williams’ and Parry’s interest in music of that same period.  

The string accompaniment is lyrical and contrapuntal, often completely 

independent of the vocal line. Finzi also makes use of many false relations 

throughout the movement, perhaps reminiscent of the third bar of the Intrada or 

the hints of an English cadence found elsewhere in that movement. The ‘Arioso’ 

movement is tripartite in structure, separated, like The Rapture, by a short 

instrumental interlude between stanzas. A false relation on ‘entertain’ marks 

exactly the half-way point in the text, and another marks the reprise of the opening 

section at ‘A Native Health.’ The second stanza is accompanied by an 

interpenetrative violin solo line as the accompaniment in response to the text. The 

final stanza begins to agitate with a staccato semiquaver bass and, similar to the 

close of the Rhapsody, the music draws to a halt before a quiet and calm coda. The 

coda also finishes in the same light as The Rapture with a crescendo to a sustained 

note by the solo voice on ‘Divine’ over a surging string section with a repeat of the 

link between the first and second stanzas, with an alteration in dynamic for 

dramatic effect. Banfield46 considers this the weakest movement of the Cantata. 

However, McVeagh points out that  

Wonder… is almost painfully introspective. The closest possible imitations and 

semitone clashes make for dense harmony. There is a sense of hearing private 

devotion. But the words ‘are all things here’, ‘did with me talk’, ‘how great, how 
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fair’, ‘but ‘twas divine’, are all set to rhyming musical figures, giving shape to 

what sounds like a spontaneous meditation.47 

 

This is quite possibly one of the reasons why Finzi still had a special attachment to 

the movement, despite Ferguson’s dislike48 thereof and the challenges it posed for 

Herbert Sumison when he would conduct it.  

Coupled with the influence of the pastoral and an awareness of the English 

tradition, there exists in Dies Natalis a strong Bachian flavour. The inspiration for 

the ‘cantata' form of the work may have come from his move to London in 1926. In 

the same year, Hubert Foss and Charles Kennedy Scott founded the Bach Cantata 

Club which gave regular concerts in St Margaret’s Westminster.49 At their first 

meeting on 14 February, Finzi heard three Bach cantatas. In the same month he 

also heard ‘the finest performance [he] had ever heard’50 of the B minor Mass.51 In 

June, Finzi attended the Bach Choir’s Jubilee concert series; three all-Bach concerts 

conducted by Vaughan Williams, and also, shortly after, heard the first performance 

of a Toccata and Fugue by R. O. Morris.52 The final movement, titled The Salutation 

(composed ca. 1926, sketches dating from 1925),53 is certainly the most Bachian 

of the work and is evidence of the influence of Finzi’s Honorary Membership of the 

Bach Cantata Club. Initially, Finzi never quite took to his lessons in counterpoint, 

particularly in his early lessons with Bairstow, who proved to be a strict teacher. His 

attitude to counterpoint would change for the better upon attending a course under 

R. O. Morris. Bairstow was glad to see that Finzi was learning that ‘a little hard graft 

at counterpoint wouldn’t do him any harm’. Finzi, ever bold and brave, added at the 

bottom of the letter: 

Yes, dear old ECB, but the counterpoint is nothing to do with the rubbish you 

tried to teach me for a year. I showed extraordinary common sense in jabbering 

against it. I learnt cpt by writing it as music and that’s what I’m going on doing 

with ROM – not your sort of cpt.54 [sic.] 

 

The extent of Finzi’s understanding of counterpoint and his newfound interest in 

Bach are evident in The Salutation. Despite its serenity, the movement teems with 

counterpoint. The rising and falling sevenths (Ex. 11) feel as though attributed to 

Parry and the accompaniment also bears a striking resemblance to Parry’s ‘To 
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everything there is a season’ from Beyond these Voices there is Peace,55 (Ex. 10) 

which perhaps Finzi encountered through his studies with Bairstow.56  

  

 

 

 

 

Ex. 10: ‘To everything there is a season’ from Beyond these Voices there is Peace by 

Hubert Parry.  

 

 

 

Ex. 11: Counter-melody in The Salutation. 

 

The structure of the counterpoint with a short quaver moving bass is almost 

certainly attributed to Bach’s Cantata ‘Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme’ (Ex. 12):57  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Ex. 12: Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme, BWV 140 by J. S. Bach. 

 

The structure of the movement is a similar rondo form to that of the The Rapture. 

After a statement of the first stanza of the poem set in G major, new material is 

introduced and an ‘a tempo’ marking placed in the final lines of the following two 

stanzas, bringing back the opening material from the string ritornello. A short string 

interlude with a violin descant of ‘Parry’ sevenths bring a full reprise of the first 

verse. After a reduction in the density of the string texture, the cadential melody (to 

be found in bar 6 of Ex. 13) encloses onto a unison G and the cantata draws to a 

peaceful end. The first accidental does not appear until the first line of the second 
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stanza of text and apart from a brief move to the relative minor, the whole 

movement remains firmly in G major. This shows the delicacy with which this 

movement has been composed. Mixing the style of Bach with the twentieth century 

harmonic influences of Parry and Vaughan Williams, the composer is able to 

maintain a captivating atmosphere, mainly concentrated around one tonal centre. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex. 13: Principal theme in The Salutation. 

 

Dies Natalis is a tightly woven fabric of thematic, textual, and musical connections. 

The musical themes in the first two movements are strongly linked, whilst the 

Intrada provides the basic thematic material used in the other three movements. 

The mix of Bachian and twentieth century styles with Finzi’s habitual speech-like 

rise and fall of the phrase structure create an atmospheric illustration of the text. 

Having carefully handpicked the texts, with the Rhapsody choosing only the 

sentiments he wished, and with the other poems only the stanzas that fitted the 

sentiments of metaphysical innocence, Finzi creates a comprehensive narrative in 

the work. A Rhapsody of the sublime beauty in nature, a Rapture of the divinity of 

man, a Wonder at the miracle of the commencement of existence, and a Salutation 

to the world and a humbling as one measures oneself against eternity. All of this 

placed in a singular moment of time, cast in the form of a cantata.  

‘No-one but Finzi could have composed this radiant and tender masterpiece.’58 

 

Matthew McCullough graduated from Durham University in July 2019 with First Class 

Honours, including a first for his dissertation titled Requiem for a Dream: Sir Arthur 

Bliss’ ‘Morning Heroes’ as a Cathartic Requiem, supervised by Professor Jeremy Dibble. 
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