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Programme Note 

Elegies for Emma 

I – Days to Recollect (part 1) 
II – The Walk 
III – Rain on a Grave 
Interlude – I Look into My Glass 
IV – The Voice 
V – She to Him 
VI – Days to Recollect (part 2) 

 

This piece began life as a single song – The Walk – written after hearing Lotte Betts-Dean sing for the first 

time in 2018. The rest of the piece was written over the following five years as a large-scale project 

celebrating Hardy over 100 years, including a sister piece for string quartet and voice (Elegies for Tom) 

and a suite of arrangements, emerged. 

 

Thomas Hardy met Emma Gifford in Cornwall in 1870. After a whirlwind courtship and not without the 

complication of both family’s disapproval of the match they married four years later. Over the years their 

marriage soured to the point of acrimony and by the time Emma died in 1912 they lived practically 

separate lives, Emma spending most of her time in the attic rooms of their house where Florence Dugdale 

(who would become Hardy’s second wife in 1914) was a frequent guest. 

 

Within this context, the outpouring of grief that comes in Hardy’s Poems of 1912-13 is something of a 

surprise. Hardy published over 900 poems, more than one-fifth are about Emma and just one was written 

before her death. These elegies do not shy away from the couple’s complicated relationship, including 

regret, remorse, anger and threaded through with nostalgic love – often love for the Emma he first met in 

Cornwall as a young man. As such, this poetry is a dream to set! I hope to retain some of the complex, 

often contradictory emotional core of the poetry and to portray Emma’s voice as much as possible (albeit 

always through Thomas’s words and perspective). 

 

These songs were a joy to write, and it was a deeply collaborative process – my thanks go to Lotte Betts-

Dean and James Girling for their ideas, advice and hard work putting this together. 

 

Arthur Keegan 

www.arthurkeegan.co.uk @arthur_keegan_music 
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Poetry 
Days to Recollect 
Do you recall 
That day in Fall 
When we walked towards Saint Alban's Head, 
On thistledown that summer had shed, 
Or must I remind you? 
Winged thistle-seeds which hitherto 
Had lain as none were there, or few, 
But rose at the brush of your petticoat-seam 
(As ghosts might rise of the recent dead), 
And sailed on the breeze in a nebulous stream 
Like a comet's tail behind you: 
You don't recall 
That day in Fall? 

Then do you remember 
That sad November 
When you left me never to see me more, 
And looked quite other than theretofore, 
As if it could not be you? 
And lay by the window whence you had gazed 
So many times when blamed or praised, 
Morning or noon, through years and years, 
Accepting the gifts that Fortune bore, 
Sharing, enduring, joys, hopes, fears! 
Well: I never more did see you. — 
Say you remember 
That sad November! 

 
The Walk 
You did not walk with me 
Of late to the hill-top tree 
By the gated ways, 
As in earlier days; 
You were weak and lame, 
So you never came, 
And I went alone, and I did not mind, 
Not thinking of you as left behind. 
 

I walked up there to-day 
Just in the former way; 
Surveyed around 
The familiar ground 
By myself again: 
What difference, then? 
Only that underlying sense 
Of the look of a room on returning thence. 

Rain on a Grave 
Clouds spout upon her 
Their waters amain 
In ruthless disdain, – 
Her who but lately 
Had shivered with pain 
As at touch of dishonour 
If there had lit on her 
So coldly, so straightly 
Such arrows of rain: 
 
One who to shelter 
Her delicate head 
Would quicken and quicken 
Each tentative tread 
If drops chanced to pelt her 
That summertime spills 
In dust-paven rills 
When thunder-clouds thicken 
And birds close their bills. 

Would that I lay there 
And she were housed here! 
Or better, together 
Were folded away there 
Exposed to one weather 
We both, – who would stray there 
When sunny the day there, 
Or evening was clear 
At the prime of the year. 
 
Soon will be growing 
Green blades from her mound, 
And daisies be showing 
Like stars on the ground, 
Till she form part of them – 
Ay – the sweet heart of them, 
Loved beyond measure 
With a child’s pleasure 
All her life’s round. 
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I Look Into My Glass 
I look into my glass, 
  And view my wasting skin, 
And say, “Would God it came to pass 
  My heart had shrunk as thin!” 
 
For then, I, undistrest 
  By hearts grown cold to me, 
Could lonely wait my endless rest 
  With equanimity. 
 

But Time, to make me grieve, 
  Part steals, lets part abide; 
And shakes this fragile frame at eve 
  With throbbings of noontide. 
 
 
 
 
 

The Voice 
Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to 
me, 
Saying that now you are not as you were 
When you had changed from the one who was all 
to me, 
But as at first, when our day was fair. 
 
Can it be you that I hear? Let me view you, then, 
Standing as when I drew near to the town 
Where you would wait for me: yes, as I knew you 
then, 
Even to the original air-blue gown! 

Or is it only the breeze, in its listlessness 
Travelling across the wet mead to me here, 
You being ever dissolved to wan wistlessness, 
Heard no more again far or near? 
 
Thus I; faltering forward, 
Leaves around me falling, 
Wind oozing thin through the thorn from norward, 
And the woman calling. 
 
 

 
She to Him 1 
When you shall see me in the toils of Time, 
My lauded beauties carried off from me, 
My eyes no longer stars as in their prime, 
My name forgot of Maiden Fair and Free; 
  
When, in your being, heart concedes to mind, 
And judgment, though you scarce its process 
know, 
Recalls the excellencies I once enshrined, 
And you are irked that they have withered so; 
  

Remembering mine the loss is, not the blame, 
That Sportsman Time but rears his brood to kill, 
Knowing me in my soul the very same 
One who would die to spare you touch of ill! 
Will you not grant to old affection’s claim 
The hand of friendship down Life’s sunless hill? 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Thomas Hardy  
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Dedicated to David Fay, with love. 

 

 

 
 

Each song in this piece was commissioned by a key supporter  
of the ‘Wessex Songs’ project, to whom I am indebted. Thank you! 

 
 

Days to Recollect – Toby and Marie-Louise Fay 

The Walk – Anna & Ian Taylor 

Rain on a Grave – James Allen 

The Voice – David Fay & Rachel Hodgins 

She to Him – Neal Farwell 
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