Songs
Settings of poems

by Robert Frost
Ephrem Feeley
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Four Frost Songs

Notes

Robert Frost (1874-1963) was born in San Francisco. Following the death of his father, Frost moved to his
grandfather’s home in Massachusetts with his mother. He started to write poetry, and at twenty-three, entered
Harvard, but left two years later without completing his degree. For eleven years, Frost worked as a farmer,
but when the farm failed, moved to England. There he met poets such as Rupert Brooke and Edward Thomas.
He continued to write, and by 1915 had published two collections of poetry. He returned, famous, to the Unit-
ed States, where he took a series of lectureships, finally becoming Professor of Poetry at Harvard.

Much of Frost’s poetry is inspired by the New England countryside, the forests, snow and farming
communities. Still widely read today, his poetry has a simplicity of language and ideas that many find accessi-
ble and appealing.

These four songs were written in Summer 2005, and include settings of two of Frost’s best-known
poems: Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening and The Road Not Taken; along with two less well-known
poems: Spring Pools and The Aim was Song. They are scored for medium to high voice and piano.

I began to approach Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening sometime back to 1998, but put sketches
for this piece aside, and later turning them into a setting of the Benedictus hymn for Morning Prayer. Eventu-
ally I returned to the original sketches and completed the Frost poem setting. The opening idea, heard in the
introduction and the first verse, is heard later in the final verse. The middle two verses are melodically differ-
ent, with the accompaniment in the third verse capturing the shaking of the horse’s bells. The open chord at
the end has a hint of ambiguity - reflecting the desire of the poet to remain at the woods, setting him in conflict
with his “promises to keep”. This piece also exists in a version for two- and three-part choir.

The song The Road Not Taken is in simple ternary AABA form. The four-bar interlude, as well as giv-
ing the singer an occasion to breathe, gives the listener the chance to reflect on the text sung. There is a change
of tone in the third verse, as the poet seems to be slightly annoyed at the not being able to choose the first
road. Bars 49-52 mirror his sadness at the realisation that he will probably never travel the path he did not
choose. It is important in bar 52 that the singer finishes their note just before the fermata on the note F# in the
accompaniment, and that the pedal is lifted just prior to this note too. In all pieces, the pedal should be used
sensitively throughout.

Spring Pools is a quiet reflection on the beauty at the end of winter. In his writings, Frost hinted that
his poetry should stand alone, without being set to music. In this song, I have allowed the words to speak for
themselves by keeping the setting extremely simple, using mainly crotchets in the vocal line, and having the
music sung in a style similar to chant, taking the rhythm from the words. The sparse accompaniment should be
colla voce at all times. It would be best if accompanists tried to bring out the internal A-B-A-G# figure in the
right-hand chords.

The final song in the cycle, The Aim was Song, starts with an introduction that is heard again after
each verse. These six bars have no regular metre, changing time signature each measure before finally settling
on 6/8 for the sung text. The changing time signatures of the introduction and interludes represent the chang-
ing and fickle nature of the wind, while the more regular metre found in the verse represents the order that
humankind tries to impose on nature - one of the themes of this poem. The song has much movement and en-
ergy, but should be sung lightly to allow the words to be heard clearly, with the exception of the fourth verse,
which is more declamatory in style.

Ephrem Feeley
16 July 2005



Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening
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The Road Not Taken
to Fr Joseph McEvoy,

on the occasion of the 25th anniversary

Music: Ephrem Feeley

of his ordination to the priesthood

Words: Robert Frost
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Words:

Robert Frost

Mysteriously, chant-like (. = 88)

Spring Pools

Music: Ephrem Feeley
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The Aim Was Song

Music: Ephrem Feeley

Words: Robert Frost

With movement (.. =70)
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