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Edgar the King 

Cantata for soloists, chorus and small orchestra 

Jolyon Laycock 

  

"Edgar the King" celebrates the life of a King who presided

over a peaceful episode in the history of this country. Edgar

became king of Mercia in 959 and, upon the death of his

father, Edmund of Wessex, in 971, he succeeded also to the

throne of Wessex. His coronation at Bath in 973 was an act of

union which brought together for the first time the whole of

England as a single kingdom. The coronation was performed

by the great bishop, St. Dunstan on the day of Pentecost,

presumably in the old Saxon abbey which stood on the sight

of the present building. 

  

The cantata is a setting of three poems from the Anglo-Saxon

Chronicle. I chose this material because it gave me an

opportunity to concentrate on a period of English history 

which has always interested me, and to celebrate in music an

important event which happened in my native city. 

  

The first poem simply records the event of the coronation,

and goes to great lengths to tell us when it happened, and how

old Edgar was at the time. The poem is full of the kind of

poetic epithets typical of Anglo-Saxon heroic verse. For

instance Jesus Christ is described as "Shepherd of the Stars",

or "the Lord of Victories". Interestingly the city of Bath had

two names at this time."Acemannes ceastre" - "the city or

stronghold of the oak man" seems to have been its official

name, while "Bath" was its local name. 

  

The second poem records Edgar's death in 975 (he only

reigned for 3 years) and the country's subsequent

deterioration into  anarchy and lawlessness. Edgar was

succeeded by his young son Edward, described in the poem as

a "cild unweaxen". Evidently the child was the victim of

ambitious intrigue among his noblemen and he was murdered

in 978. The bard singles out Mercia in particular, which, only

recently christianised, probably reverted to the old pagan ways

of Woden worship. But superstitious fear of the comet that

appeared in 975, and the famine that decimated the land in

976 which the bard clearly interpreted as the vengeance of the

Lord, are given as reasons for the subsequent restoration of

Christianity and the rule of law. 

The third poem is a short funeral ode for the dead king which

praises him, not for his valour in battle, but for his love of

peace. 

  

I first thought of setting the poems in modern translation, 

but I could find no version which preserved the vigour and 

colour of the original Old English, which, like Latin and

Greek, is a fully inflected language. Meaning is dependent on

grammatical word-endings, and not so much on word-order

as in modern English. All this means that the language is

capable of extra-ordinary poetical inversions creating very

subtle sentence constructions which simply cannot be

converted into our present-day language. 

  

But more importantly, in modern translation I would lose the

sound of the original language. Old English had many

guttural consonants, often grouped in clusters. It was a

language of strong and earthy stress patterns with a

predilection for alliteration - words which start with the same

consonant sound. Modern English has been invaded by

softer-sounding French words which have displaced perhaps

as many as fifty percent of their English synonyms. 

  

When I began to study the original, I found its rhythmic 

force, its alliteration and its vowel colours irresistible. 

It suggested and invited musical setting in a way that none 

of the available translations did.  

  

All extant Old English poetry, and even some from the later 

middle-ages like Chaucer, obeys the conventional rules of 

Anglo-Saxon alliterative sprung verse. All lines have four 

stressed syllables, grouped in pairs with a break or caesura 

in the middle of the line. Stressed syllables are interspersed by

an indeterminate number of unstressed ones. (typically one two

or even three unstressed syllables separate two stresses.) Even

today, the four-stress line is instinctive in much popular and

vernacular poetry, although nowadays the metre is reduced to

an all-pervasive iambic pattern, and the rhyming couplet has

replaced alliteration as the unifying principle. 

  

The pattern of alliteration in Old English poetry is strict. The

first syllable in any line must alliterate with either the second or

third stressed syllable, or with both, but never with the fourth

stress. Pairs of syllables are united by assonance or vowel

harmony, for example "heal and weal" (health and wealth). 

  

The classic paradigm for the 4-stress line is found in 

Beowulf: "In field and fen : his fastness was."  The spoof school-

boy howler: "Boldly Beowulf brandished his battle-axe" breaks

the rule which says the fourth stress should not alliterate. 

  

The rules may seem academic when expressed in this way, but 

in the hands of a skilled poet they become infinitely flexible. It is

presumed that they derive from an oral tradition of bardic

improvisation, and that the poems which have survived are but

the tip of an iceberg which was captured in written form by

monkish scribes such as the Venerable Bede who were anxious

to preserve a disappearing tradition. 

  

Clearly the function of such poems was partly to record 

history in an oral tradition by converting it into a verse form

which was therefore easier to commit to memory, and partly to

glorify the life and deeds of individual kings and princes.

The 4-stress pattern of the lines provides the basis of all 

the musical material in "Edgar the King". I do not in any way 

attempt to recreate the sound of Old English music, but the 

music does very much derive its rhythmic drive from the 

stress patterns of the poetry. "Edgar the King" was finished 

in short score by the end of 1993, but I did not decide on 

the orchestration until the opportunity to present the first

performance came about in a concert which included  

Britten's "Cantata Misericordium", scored for strings, piano,

harp and percussion, and a piece for brass quintet by Matthew

Locke. 

 

The first movement introduces the musical material in a slow- 

moving quasi plainsong style, and this is the only gesture I 

make towards any archaic musical style. The 4-stress pattern 

is quickly established in a fast-moving morris dance rhythm 

in which the dancers appear from time to time to possess two 

left feet. Whatever its true origins, the Morris Dance has 

become the quintessentially English dance form, although the 

word is said to derive somehow from the word "Moorish"

suggesting that it is intended to be a parody of north African

dance styles. The earthy 4-stress pattern of morris music seems

to parallel exactly the metre of Old English verse. The two left

feet happen because of the stress pattern of the phrase

"Pentecostenes daeg" - the day of Pentecost - which has four 

unstressed syllabes between two stresses. The mood is one of 

joy in keeping with the spirit of pentecostal celebration

described in the poem. 
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The second movement is more extended. A solo quartet relates

the death of Edgar, and the accession of his small son 

Edward. A fast-driving rhythmically complex passage describes

the country's descent into lawlessness. After that, the 

banishment of Oslac becomes the excuse for a descriptive 

seascape. Then comes another fast-moving and rhythmically 

complex section building up to the climax when the comet 

appears. The movement ends in a peaceful "a capella" after 

the famine. 

  

The third movement is a majestic and slow-moving funeral 

cortege. 

  

The harmonic idiom of "Edgar the King" is based on the 

seascape music I developed for the opera "Seven Stars". 

In this, chords consisting of four, five or six different notes

derived from a modal scale built in fifths were piled up to

produce massive dissonances. But in subsequent works such as

"A Dream of Flying" the same chords with the use of certain

octave doublings, turned out to be capable of producing more

harmonically consonant sonorities. In "Edgar the King", with 

its progression of moods - joy, grief, desolation, terror, and

peace - both dissonant and consonant forms of the chords find

their uses. 

  

The first movement explores the possibilities of the mode 

built in fifths to create a multi-part infinite canon in which the

voices imitate one another at the interval of a fifth. In theory this

imitative canon could pile up to infinity, but in practice we are

limited to 5, and sometimes 6 layers by the vocal range of the

singers, and by the instrumental ranges of the string orchestra.

The second and third movements use the chords in more

homophonic textures, and the section about the banishment of

Oslac refers back to the original descriptive purpose of the

chords to create sonorities for a  seascape. 

Jolyon Laycock 

Biographical note

Jolyon Laycock was born in Bath in 1946 and studied for

B.Mus. and M.Phil. in composition at the University of

Nottingham between 1965 & 1971. His composition teachers

included Arnold Whittall, Henri Pousseur and Cornelius

Cardew. Later in life he studied for his Ph.D. at York

University under Nicola Lefanu. 

During the 1970s he pursued a freelance career as an

experimental sound artist based at the Birmingham Arts

Laboratory and Spectro Arts Workshop, Newcastle. In 1979

he took up the post of Music and Dance Coordinator at the

Arnolfini, running a programme of contemporary music and

dance regarded as one of the most innovative outside London.

In 1990 he to0ok up a joint post as Concert Director at the

University of Bath and at the newly opened Michael Tippett

Centre at Bath Spa University where he founded the award-

winning concert series Rainbow over Bath. He left the

University in 2000 to complete his book A Changing Role for

the Composer in Society. In 2004 he was appointed Senior

Lecturer in Arts Management at Oxford Brookes University

until 2010. 

In 2012 he won the EPSS Jubilee Song Competition with his

setting of Philip Larkin’s The North Ship which led to a

collaboration with Sarah Leonard resulting in the composition

of Dark Seas, a setting of five poems of Philip Larkin for

soprano, clarinet and piano. Other song settings include Six

Sonnets of Edna St. Vincent Millay written for the English

mezzo-soprano Lore Lixenberg and first performed by her in

2012, and Three Sonnets of Gerard Manley Hopkins first

performed in 2013 by the composer himself accompanied by

Geoffrey Poole. In 2017 he added nine more settings of the

poetry of Hopkins to complete the song cycle Mountains of

the Mind that takes its name from a line in one of Hopkins'

sonnets: The mind mind has mountains...

Edgar the King was written in 1996 for "The Spirit of

Thomas Ken", a series of concerts and events organised by

the Diocese of Bath and Wells celebrating the life and work of

Thomas Ken (1637-1711), Bishop of Bath and Wells

(1685-1691). It was first performed in Bath Abbey on 20

April 1996 by the Eclectic Voices and the Western Sinfonia,

conducted by Scott Stroman. The four soloists were Joelle

David, soprano, Keiron Cooke, counter-tenor, Nicholas

Thorne, tenor, and Niall Hoskin, bass.
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Eadgar Cyning - original language

I. 973 A.D.

Full choir: Slow

Her Eadgar wæs, Engla Waldend, 

corδre micelre, to cyninge gehalgod 

on δære caldan byrig, Acemannes ceastre 

eac hie buend oδre words beornas 

Baδan nemnaH. 

Double choir: Fast and lively

                          Hær wæs blis micel, 

on  Ham eadgen dæge, eallum ge worden 

Honne niδa bearn, nemnaH and cigaδ 

Pentecostenes dæg. Hær wæs preosta heap 

micel muneca dreat, mine gefrege, 

gleawre ge gaderod. 

Counter tenor or soprano solo: slow

                                And δa agangen wæs 

tyn hund wintra, geteled rimes 

fram gebyrd tide bremes cyninges, 

leohta hyrdes, buton δær to lafe 

δa agan wæs winter geteles, Hæs δe gewrita secgaδ, 

seofan and twentig, swa neah wæs sigora frean 

δusend aurnen δa Ha His gelamp. 

Full choir: faster

And him Eadmundes eafora hæfde 

nigon and twentig. Niδ weorca heard 

wintra on worulde His geworden wæs 

and Ha on Ham δrittigeH wæs δeoden gehalgod. 

II. 975 A.D.

Vocal quartet: very slow

Her ge endode earδan dreamas 

Eadgar Engla cyning. Ceas him oδer leoht 

wlitig and wynsum, and His wace forlet 

lif His læne. Nemnaδ leoda bearn 

men on moldan, Hæne monaδ gehwær 

in Hisse eδel tyrf, Ha He ær wæran 

on rim cræfte, rihte getogene 

Julius monoδ He se geonga gewat, 

on Hone eahteδan dæg, Eadgar of life 

beorna beah gyfa, and feng his bearn syδδan 

to cyne rice, cild unweaxen, 

eorla ealdor Ham wæs Eadweard nama. 

  

Full choir: fast

δa wæs on Myrceon, mine gefrege 

wide and wehwær, Waldendes lof 

afylled on foldan. Fela wearH to dræfeδ 

gleawra Godesδeowa. Ha wæs gnornung micel 

Ham He on breostum wæg byrnende lufan 

metodes on mode. Ha wæs mærde fruma 

to swiδe forsewen, sigora Waldend, 

rodera Rædend. Ha man his riht to bræc. 

Edgar the King - modern translation

page 7

  

In this year Edgar, ruler of the English, 

Was crowned king by a great company 

in the city called Acemannes Chester, 

But otherwise known to the inhabitants 

by the name of Bath. 

  

page 8 

  

                                 There was great joy 

on that blessed day, by common agreement 

among all the people, named and called 

the Day of Pentecost. There were many priests, 

and many monks, and, as I am told, 

wise men gathered together. 

  

page 22

  

                                            And there had passed 

ten hundred winters, according to the rhymes, 

since the birth of that renowned King, 

Shepherd of the stars, except that there were 

seven and twenty winters yet to count, 

thus say the writers. So it was almost a thousand years 

since the time of the Lord of Victories when this happened, 

  

page 24

  

And Edmund's son had, by strong deeds, 

attained the age of twenty nine 

winters in this world, when this event took place, 

for he was in his thirtieth year at his coronation. 

  

  

page 26 

  

In this year ended the earthly dreams 

of Edgar, King of the English. He chose another light, 

splendid and joyful, and forsook this world; 

departed this life. The children of men 

upon this earth, all those in this 

our native land, and all those who were 

schooled in the art of rhyme, rightly give the name 

July to the month in which, on its eighth day, 

the young man, Edgar, patron of men, 

passed away from this life, and caused his own son, 

a small child, to rule the folk. 

This prince of earls was called Edward. 

  

page 30

  

Then far and wide throughout Mercia, 

as I am told, the Lord's praise 

fell away. Many wise, God-fearing men 

were banished. There was great mourning 

among those who, with heavy hearts, bore love 

of the Creator in their minds. Then was His glory 

greatly forsworn ‒ the Lord of victories, 

Ruler of Heaven! Then were his laws broken! 
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Pronunciation:

δ ‒ "th" sound usually equivalent to Greek delta Δ ‒ modern "this"

H ‒ "th" sound usually equivelent to Greek theta Θ ‒ modern "thin"

c ‒ usually a "k" sound except: "ce" or "ci" = modern "ch"; "cg" = modern "dg" in "edge"

æ ‒ long "a" sound as in modern "day"

u ‒ like modern northen English as in "bull"

y ‒ like German "ü"

w ‒ usually as modern "v" except "hw" = modern "w"

h ‒ always "rough" breathing

o ‒ usually a centering vowel e.g. "gehalgod"

All diphthongs should be pronounced e.g. bearn = modern scots "bairn"

Full choir: slow

And Ha wearδ eac adræfed, deormod hæleδ 

Oslac of eared ofer yδa gewealc 

ofer ganotes bæd. Gamolfeax hæleδ 

wis and word snotor, ofer wætera geδring 

ofer hwæles eδel, hama bereafod. 

Full choir: very fast

And Ha weard æt ywed uppe on roderum 

steorra on staδole, Hone stiδfer�e 

hæleδ hige gleawe hataδ wide 

cometa be naman, cræft gleawe men 

wise soδboran. Wæs geond werδeode 

Waldendes wracu wide gefrege 

Choir and solo alto: moderate

hungor ofer hrusan. Honne eft heofena weard 

gebette, Brego enga, geaf eft blisse gewhæam 

egbuendra Hurh eorδan wæstm. 

  

III. 975 A.D.

Full choir: Slow and Majestic

Her Eadgar gefor 

Angla recent 

West Seaxena wine 

and Myrcena Mundbora. 

  

Cuδ wæs Het wide 

geond feola peoda 

Honne aferan Eadmundes 

ofer ganetes baδ. 

  

Cyningas hine wide 

wurδodon siδe 

bugon to cyninge 

swa wæs him gecynde. 

  

Næs se flota swa rang 

ne se here swa strang 

Honne on Angel cynne 

æs him gefetede, 

  

Ha hwile He se æHela cyning 

cyne stol gerehte. 

page 35

Then it was that the bold hero Oslac 

was banished from the land, over the tossing waves, 

over the gannet's bath. Then was the grey-haired hero, 

the wise and prudent one, forced to flee over water, 

over the whale's domaine, bereft of a home. 

  

page 43

  

And then there appeared, up in the heavens, 

a star in the firmament, to astronomers, 

to heroes high in wisdom, to skilled and wise men, 

and to soothsayers widely known 

by the name of Comet. Everywhere the people 

knew the vengeance of the Lord. 

  

page 53

  

There was hunger over the land. After that heaven's Keeper, 

Lord of the angels, brought joy again to all 

dwellers through the fruits of the earth. 

  

page 56

  

In this year Edgar passed away. 

He was Ruler of the English, 

Friend of the West Saxons, 

and Protector of the Mercians. 

  

This son of Edmund was known 

Among many peoples, 

When he journeyed widely 

over the gannet's bath. 

  

King's everywhere 

honoured him 

and submitted to his sovereignty 

as was his birth-right. 

  

No fleet was as proud, 

no army as strong 

then in England, 

as his, to win booty,

  

while that noble king 

sat on the royal throne. 

  

translation by Jolyon Laycock 
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Performance notes

It is essential that the work be performed only in the Anglo-Saxon language. 

No performance in modern English or in any other language is permitted.

It is advisable that the pronunciation should be as close as possible to modern English equivalents where they exist. e.g. 

Hær wæs blis micel... = there was bliss mickle... 

proesta = priest-a 

ofer hwæles eδel, hama bereafod = over whale's ethel, hama beriev-ed

Instruments:

Brass quintet:

2 Trumpets in Bb

2 Tenor trombones

1 Bass trombone

Percussion:

Timpani

4 drums of graduated size including 1 snare drum, 1 bass drum, 5 temple blocks, 1 suspended cymbal, 

1 tamtam.

Vibraphone doubling xylophone and single tubular bell (C4 - Movement III, bar 32 only)

Harp

Piano

Voices:

Solo vocal quartet (SATB)

The vocal solo in the first movement, bars 104-119, was originally written for a counter tenor with an exceptional vocal range.

If no such singer is available it may be sung by a soprano.

Double mixed choir (SATB) arranged in two antiphonal groups of equal size with the same balance of voices in each.

Strings:

Violins I & II

Violas

Violoncellos

Double basses

There should be sufficent string instruments in all sections to allow effectively for frequent divisi a 2.

All transposing instruments except double basses notated at sounding pitch.

Accidentals apply to the end of the bar (occasional cautionary accidentals apply).

At the first performance in 1996, the bass drum roles in the 1st movement at bars 1-10 and the drum strokes and roles at bars

120-131 were performed to shattering effect by a "drum choir" of primary school children.

Cover image: The Edgar window, Bath Abbey
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Music by Jolyon Laycock 

Four Times Four for 16 actors/dancers/singers with electronics (1971) 

Locations I, II, III, and IV - sound sculptures (1970 rev. 1973) 

Lattice - for 12 solo strings and electronics (1972 - Commissioned by the Barber Institute, University of Birmingham) 

Pluramusic - electronic sound installation (1972-1977) 

This Could Happen to You - participatory audio-visual installation (1974-1976) 

Tyrannos - 12 audio-visual cycles on the myth of Oedipus (unfinished) - Earth Cycle, Moon Cycle, Uranus Cycle, Pluto Cycle, and

Equinox Cycle first performed 1977 

Bladud - a wordscape with music - commissioned by Bathampton Primary School (1985) 

Woden's Dyke - music-theatre for school and community performance based on the story of the Anglo-Saxon chieftain Ceawlin of

Wessex. Commissioned by Wansdyke Arts Council (1987). 

Hetty Pegler - music theatre piece commissioned by Prema Arts Centre, Uley, Gloucestershire (1988) 

High Wood - solo oboe (1988) 

In Bruton Town - Fantasia on a Somerset folk song for string orchestra (1988)

Seven Stars - Community opera based on Thomas Clarkson's investigations into the Bristol slave trade in 1787. Bristol City

Commission.(1994) 

A Dream of Flying - for clarinet, horn, bassoon, string trio, double bass and piano (1995 revised 2017). 

Eadgar Cyning - settings for soloists, choir and orchestra in the original language of three poems from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle about

the coronation and death of King Edgar at Bath in 973 and 975. (1996 revised 2018). 

Un Tiento Rasguado (homage to Joaquin Rodrigo) junior competition test piece for the Bath International Guitar Festival 1996. 

Sinfonietta for String Orchestra (1998) - revised and re-issued as Tetraktis (2014) 

Mengjiang Weeping at the Wall - Music-theatre piece for soprano, choir, small ensemble, Chinese instruments and junior school

children; Commissioned by the Corsham Festival (2002). 

Die! A-One Sparrow for piano duet (2002) 

Among Seven Hills Sinfonia Concertante for piano and orchestra (2009) 

12 Landscape Studies for piano (1996-2010) 

12 River Preludes for piano (2011) 

6 Sonnets of Edna St. Vincent Millay for mezzo soprano and piano (2011)

3 Sonnets of Gerard Manley Hopkins for tenor or high baritone and piano (2012; revised 2018 and incorporated into Mountains of

the Mind see below)

String Quartet (2012)

An Entangled Bank - A setting for 8 part a cappella choir of the final paragraph of The Origin of Species by Charles Darwin  (2013).

Harmonice Mundi for mixed choir and small orchestra (2013) text in Latin by Thomas Kepler (1619)

Cantilena for solo cello and open score ensemble (2013) 

Clarion Call for solo bass clarinet and open score ensemble (2014) 

Dark Seas - 5 poems of Philip Larkin for coloratura soprano, clarinet and piano (2014) 

The Swan - after Camille Saint-Saëns for cello and two pianos (2014)

Orbium Cœlestium - Cantata for mixed chorus, soloists and orchestra on a text by Nicholaus Copernicus (2015)

Trilithon for orchestra (begun 1968 – completed & revised 2015) 

Three Shakespeare Sonnets for tenor or high baritone and piano (2016)

The Persistence of Memory sonata for violin and piano (2016 - title after Salvado Dali)

Latham Variations for oboe and piano (2017; revised 2018 for wind quintet)

Mountains of the Mind song cycle of 12 poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins for tenor or hign baritone and piano (2012-2018)

Theoretical writings: 

A Changing Role for the Composer in Society 

A Study of the Historical Background and Current Methodologies of Creative Music-Making 

Peter Lang, European Academic Publishers, Switzerland (2005)  http://www.peterlang.com/all/index.cfm 

All Interval Fractal Sets - a technical explanation - http://www.jolyonlaycock.uk/theoretical-writings

Poetry:

To Tolverne - a Riddle A poem inspired by the D-day museum at Tolverne, Cornwall (2001)

Berliner Schnauze A collection of poems in the form of an entertainment in words and music inspired by a visit to Berlin ten years after

the fall of the Berlin wall (1999).

A Mendip Ploughing Match at Priddy and other Mendip poems

Estrildis operatic libretto in verse on a story from Geoffrey of Monmouth The History of the Kings of Britain.

Polonaise of Chopin declamation with piano accompaniment (2015)

For more details visit: http://www.jolyonlaycock.uk/




