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American Death Ballads was composed especially for tenor Brian Thorsett. We have been frequent col-
laborators since 2011, when he premiered the complete set of my Three Settings of W. B. Yeats for string
quartet and tenor. At his urging, I transcribed and published my Zhree Poems of Christina Rossetti (origi-
nally for medium voice) for high voice, which he premiered at the San Francisco Conservatory in 2014.
American Death Ballads was premiered by him at the San Francisco Conservatory; ember 1, 2015,
with pianist John Churchwell, and at the National Association of Teachers of Singin TS) Confer-
ence in Chicago, July 10, 2016, with pianist Warren Jones.

'The choice of texts for my American Death Ballads was inspired partly by Copl d American
which I deeply admire, but more by my dear friend and colleague the lat

Ballads. The ingenuity of Susa’s accompaniments for his ballads in imag

material owes a great deal to Copland’s accompaniment for his so
is completely original and not based on preexisting melodies,d ha
the texts are much longer, and go through many different

t

include stories about murder, death, and dying. Though ts were writ

ngland, they
traveled to the colonies almost immediately. The subje‘ merica, and

s had spent ti
their stories were well known to Americans.

Wicked Polly is a cautionary tale. Polly has lived a dissolute and immoral life;saying, “I'll turn to God

when I grow old.” Suddenly taken ill, she realiz dies in agony and is
presumably sent to hell; young people are e d. My musi i tately and preacherly
in character for the narrator; for Polly it becc& cading and re

The Unguiet Grave was brought to the agtention of Alan Loms g American field collector of
tolk music, by English folk singer Shi llins. The text is (@, om an English folk song dating
from 1400. In 7he Unquiet Grave, a mourns eadlover too fervently and prevents her
from obtaining peace. The dea ains that his wWeeping is keeping her from peaceful rest.
He begs a kiss; she tells?n i u 11 him. When sts, wanting to join her in death, she
explains that once they 0 would simply decay, and that he should enjoy life
while he has it. My setti ith a rocking accompaniment. Three voices are
delineated here: the the dead lover speaking from the grave.

The Dying Califo
from a New E
his fortune i ornia g
mother, children. My

b no, moves th
er “gained a p

dd was a S ilor who was tried and executed for piracy and murder in 1701. The

'on@allad is that Kidd escaped to America and for a time lived in New York

a wanted criminal by the British authorities and was extradited to Britain,
xecutioner’s Dock.” The lyric was printed in Britain in 1701, traveling to the

ngland Diadem in 1854. Its lyrics are based on a letter
who is dying at sea while on the way to California to seek
e implores his brother to impart his message to his father,
*opens with the singer alone in a moderate dirge tempo, then,
h many tonalities and moods before ending with supreme confidence
Heaven/Where the gold will never rust.”

and Boston,
where he

no regret until thefinal lines: “Take warning now by me, and shun bad company, / Lest you come to hell
with me, for I must die.” My setting is fast and spirited, expressing the confidence of a man who lived
life as he wanted.

—David Conte
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Wicked Polly
Young people who delight in sin, I'll tell you what has lately been:
A woman who was young and fair died in sin and deep despair.

She went to frolics, dances and play in spite of all her friends could say.
“I'll turn to God when I get old, and He will then receive my soul.”

“O mother, mother, fare you well, your wicked Polly’s doomed to hell,
'The tears are lost you shed for me; my soul is lost, I plainly see.
\ The Unquiet
today, my love,

“My earthly father, fare you well, your wicked Polly’s doomed to hel'
“The wind dot
small drops of rain;

'The flaming wrath begins to roll; I'm a lost and ruined soul.
And

I never but one true-love,
In she was lain.

One Friday morning she took sick, her stubborn heart began to break.
She called her mother to her bed, her eyes were rolling in her head:

“Your counsels I have slipted all, my carnal appetite to fill.
When I am dead, remember well, your wicked Polly ggns i

as'much for my true-love
ny young man may;
and mourn all at her grave
For a twelvemonth and a day.”

She wrung her hands and groaned and cried and gnawe e
before she died;

Her nails turned black, her voice did fail, she died left this lower vale.

Young people, let this be your case, oh, turn to
Down on your knees for mercy cry, lest yo

O\

st His gra
in y die. The twelvemonth and a day being up,
The dead began to speak:

“Oh who sits weeping on my grave,
And will not let me sleep?”

“Tis I, my love, sits on your grave,
And will not let you sleep;
For I crave one kiss of your clay-cold lips,

And that is all T seek.”

i “You crave one kiss of my clay-cold lips,
a But my breath smells earthy strong;

If you have one kiss of my clay-cold lips,

Your time will not be long.
0 “Tis down in yonder garden green,
Love, where we used to walk,

The finest flow’r that e’re was seen
Is withered to a stalk.

“The stalk is withered dry, my love,
So will our hearts decay;
So make yourself content, my love,

Till God calls you away.”



The Dying Californian

Lay up nearer, brother, nearer,

For my limbs are growing cold;
And thy presence seemeth dearer
When thine arms around me fold.

I am dying, brother, dying,

Soon you'll miss me in your berth,
For my form will soon be lying
"Neath the ocean’s briny surf.

Tell my father when you see him
That in death I prayed for him,
Prayed that I might only meet him
In a world that’s free from sin.

Tell my mother—God assist her

Now that she is growing old—

That her child would glad have kissed her
When his lips grew pale and cold.

Listen, brother, catch each whisper,
"Tis my wife I speak of now;

Tell, O tell her how I missed her
When the fever burned my brow.

Tell her she must kiss my children
Like the kiss I last impressed,
Hold them as when last I held them,

Held them closely to my breast.

caven '

It was for them I crossed the o
What my hopes were I'll not
But they gained an orphan’s p
Yet He doeth all things well.

Tell them I have reac
Where I sought the
And I gained a por
Where the go

n
n
To Execution Dock, I must go, I must go,

Captain Kidd

My name was Robert
My name was Robe
My name was Ro

And so wi

And so

sa1led as | sai

s I sailed!
t me well, as I sai Oaﬂed,
t me well, as I saile

I curs ther dear, andéher that did me bear,
dso chkedly did sw ailed, as I sailed,
o wickedly did s iled.

a bible in my [ %

ut I sunk it i

0

sailed, as I sailed,

as I sailed.

od I would not bow,

er al ow, when I sailed, when I sailed,
ayer allow, when I sailed.

I made a so

Nor mysel

illiam Moore, as I sailed, as I sailed,
William Moore, as I sailed;

d being cruel still, my gunner did I kill,

d much precious blood did I spill, as I sailed, as I sailed,

I mur

d much precious blood did I spill, as I sailed.

To Execution Dock, I must go;

To Execution Dock, where many thousands flock,

But I must bear my shock, and must die, and must die,
But I must bear my shock, and must die.

Come all ye young and old, see me die, see me die,
Come all ye young and old, see me die;

Come all ye young and old, you're welcome to my gold,
For by it I've lost my soul, and must die, and must die,
For by it I've lost my soul, and must die.

Take warning now by me, for I must die, for I must die,
Take warning now by me, for I must die;

Take warning now by me, and shun bad company,

Lest you come to hell with me, for I must die;

Lest you come to hell with me, for I must die.
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1. Wicked Polly
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2. The Unquiet Grave
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3. The Dying Californian
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4. Captain Kidd
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