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The Borders of Sleep John Pickard (b.1963)
- Nine Poems by Edward Thomas

This work was composed for its dedicatee, the baritone Jeremy Huw Williams, who
commissioned it with financial assistance from the Arts Council of Wales. It was begun in the
summer of 2000 and completed a year later.

Until recently I have written very little vocal music. For me, the problem is not writing for the
voice but finding the right words. If I find a good poem I am afraid that 1 will spoil it by
setting it to music. Conversely, a poem only needs one musically problematic word and I am
unable to set it. So the task of selecting appropriate texts invariably takes far longer than
actually setting them. This was a great inhibition, until I started reading Edward Thomas - and
everything feli into piace.

Edward Thomas (1878-1917) was killed in the Great War, at the Battle of Arras. He is
therefore often grouped with Owen, Sassoon and Brooke as a “war poet”. In fact, he tends to
deal far less directly with the war in his work than do the others, but in some of the poems one
can, as it were, hear the shell-fire in the background: As a composer, that obliquity interests
me: it opens up an expressive space for the music o’ occupy. For similar reasons, I was also
attracted to the striking lack of metaphors in ainst of these poems. Generally speaking, the
poems are simply intense observations - any/symbolic associations stand outside and beyond
the text itself. Again, this uncluttered approach frees up space for the composer and aids
comprehensibility when set to music,

Apart from the first and last, [ wrote tfie songs in a completely different order from the one in
which they now appear. As I becam® increasingly involved with Thomas’s poetic world, what
began as an arbitrary collection of“three or four songs, each of which could stand alone as a
separate item, grew into an extensive nine movement cycle, lasting about half an hour. This is
because, as I worked at the songs, a sort of imaginary narrative began to emerge: a soldier at
the front lies in his bunk, half-awake (at “the borders of sleep” as the last poem says) the night
before he goes “over the top” into no-man’s land. Recollections of the natural world from back
home (he is a countryman) and of lost love, merge with images of war. The memories to
darken, culminating in the macabre vision of the central song “The Gailows”. The final song,
“Lights Out”, brings release in the oblivion of sleep.

It is worth mentioning that the penultimate song, “The Sorrow of True Love”, sets Thomas’s
last poem. It was found on the final page of the war diary he kept untii the 10th Aprii 1917,
the day a shell blast killed him. He was 39 years old and had been writing poetry for just two
years.

John Pickard
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Jor Jeremy Huw Williams

The Borders of Sleep
1. Tall Nettles

Poems by Edward Thomas (1878-1917) John Pickard
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2. The Trumpet
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9. Lights Out
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The Borders of Sleep

1. Tall Nettles

Tall nettles cover up, as they have done

These many springs, the rusty harrow, the plough
Long worn out, and the roller made of stone:
Only the elm butt tops the nettles now.

This corner of the farmyard [ like most:
As well as any bloom upon a flower

I like the dust on the nettles, never lost
Except to prove the sweetness of a shower.

2. The Trumpet

Rise up, rise up,

And, as the trumpet blowing
Chases the dreams of men,
As the dawn glowing

The stars that left unlic

The land and water,

Rise up and scatter

The dew that covers

The print of last night’s lovers -
Scatter it, scatter it}

While you are listening

To the clear horn,

Forget, men, everything

On this earth new-born,
Except that it is lovelier
Than any mysteries,

Open your eyes to the air
That has washed the eyes of the stars
Through all the dewy night:
Up with the light,

To the old wars;

Arise, arise!

3. The Mill-Water

Only the sound remains

Of the old milt;

Gone is the wheel;

On the prone roof and walls the nertle reigns.

Water that toils no more

Dangles white locks

And, falling, mocks

The music of the mill-wheel’s busy roar.

Pretty to see, by day

Its sound is naught

Compared with thought

. And 1alk and noise of labour and of play.

Night makes the difference.

In calm moonlight,

Gloom infinite,

- The sound comes surging in upon the sense:

Solirude, company, -
When it is night, -
Gref or delight

By it must haunted or concluded be.

Often the silentness

Has but this one

Companion;

Wherever one creeps in the other is:

Sometimes a thought is drowned

By it, sometimes

Qut of it climbs;

All thoughts begin or end upon this sound,

Only the idle foam

Of water failing

Changelessly calling

Where once men had a work-place and 2 home.

4. Out in the Dark

Qut in the dark over the snow
The fallow fawns invisible go
With thefailiw doe;

And theinds blow

Fast s thye stars are slow.

Steclrnily the dark haunts round

And, when the lamp goes, without sound
At a swifter bound

Than the swiftest hound,

Arrives, and all else is drowned;

And star and [ and wind and deer,
Are in the dark together, - near,
Yet far, - and fear

Drums on my ear

In that sage company drear.

How weak and hittle is the light,
All the universe of sight,

Love and delight,

Before the might,

If you love it not, of night.

5, The Gallows

There was a weasel lived in the sun

With all his family,

Till a keeper shot him with his gun

And hung him up on a tree, ‘

Where he swings in the wind and the rain,
In the sun and in the snow,

Without pleasure, without pain,

On the dead oak tree bough.

There was a crow who was no sleeper,
But a thief and a murderer

Till a very late hour; and this keeper
Made him one of the things that were,
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To hang and flap in rain and wind,
In the sun and in the snow.

There are no more sins to be sinned
On the dead oak tree bough. -

There was a magpie, too,

Had a long tongue and 2 long tail;
He could both talk and do -

But what did that avail?

He, too, flaps in the wind and rain
Alongside weasel and crow,
Without pleasure, without pain,

On the dead oak tree bough.

And many other beasts

And birds, skin, bone, and feather,
Have been taken from their feasts
And hung up there together,

To swing and have endless leisure
In the sun and in the snow
Without pain, without pleasure,

On the dead oak tree bough.

6. Rain

Rain, midnight rain, nothing but the wild rain
On this bleak hur, and solitude, and me
Remembering again that I shall die

And netther hear the rain nor give it thanks
For washing me cleaner than I have been
Since [ was born into this selitude,

Blessed are the dead that the rain rains upon:
But here I pray that none whom once I loved
Is dying tonight or lying still awake

Solitary, listening to the rain,

Either in pain or thus in sympathy

Helpless among the living and the dead,

Like a cold water among broken reeds,
Myriads of broken reeds all sull and suff,

Like me who have no love which this wild rain
Has not dissolved except the love of death,

If love it be for what is perfect and

Cannot, the tempest tells me, disappoint.

7. No One Cares Less than I

‘No one cares less than I,

Nobody knows but God,

Whether I am destined to lie

Under a foreign clod,’

Were the words | made to the bugle call in the
MOrning.

But Jaughing, storming, scorning,

Only the bugles know

What the bugles say in the morning,

And they do not care, when they blow

The call that I heard and made words 1o early this

morning.

8. Last Poem [The sorrow of true love]

The sorrow of true love is a great sorrow
And true love parting blackens a bright morrow:
Yet almost they equal joys, since their despair
Is but hope blinded by its tears, and clear
Above the storm the heavens wait to be seen.
Bur greater sorrow from less love has been
That can mistake lack of despair for hope
And knows not tempest and the perfect scope
Of summer, but a frozen drizzle perpetual
Of drops that from remorse and pity fall
And cannot ever shine in the sun or thaw,
Remeoved eternally from the sun’s law.

9. Lights Out

I have come to the borders of sleep,
The unfathomable deep

Forest where all must lose

Their way, however straight,

Or winding, scon or late;

They cannot choose.

Many a road and track

That, since the dawn’s first crack,
Up rathe forest brink,

Deceived the travellers,

Suddenly now blurs,

And in they sink.

Here love ends,

Despair, ambition ends;

All pleasure and all trouble,
Alchough most sweet or bitter,
Here ends in sleep that is sweeter
Than tasks most noble.

There is not any book

Or face of dearest look

That I would not turn from now
To go into the unknown

I must enter, and leave, alone,

I know not how.

The tall forest rowers;

15 cloudy foliage lowers -
Ahead, shelf above shelf;
Its silence I hear and obey
That I may lose my way
And myself.

Edward Thomas (1878-1917)



http://www.bmic.co.uk/about/cr_bmic.asp



