


“David’s Liebestod” 
Extracts from operas by James Cook 

Abishag (2019) 

1 Opening Scene 5:13 
2 Closing Scene 8:59 
3 David’s Liebestod 2:52 

Jane the Quene (2015) 

4 Gentle Mr. Aylmer 6:08 
5 Love’s Farewell 8:07 

Total duration 31:24 

Joanna Songi, soprano (tracks 1,2,4,5) 

Roberto Abate, tenor (tracks 1,2,5) 

Adam Green, baritone (track 3) 

Paul McKenzie, piano (all tracks) 



Program notes by the composer 

Since 2010 I have specialised in writing opera. In 2010 my first opera Dorothy was performed with piano accompaniment at Theatre N16 in 
Balham, South London by Secret Opera. The opera tells the story of the martyrs Dorothy and Theophilus, who were put to death for their faith in 
Cappadocia (now a region in central Turkey) during the fifth century. 

My second opera The Dying Thoughts of Richard Baxter (a grand opera in five acts completed in 2014) is a musical biography of the troubled 
Puritan preacher and his wife Margaret which follows their story through marriage, parting of death and imagined reunion in heaven. 

In 2015 I completed Jane the Quene, my third opera, which tells the tragic but true story of the teenaged Tudor queen who reigned for just nine 
days in July 1553 and was executed the following year. 

From 2016 until its completion in 2019 I wrote a cycle of four Biblical operas; the first in the series, Luluwa, is about the sibling rivalry of Cain 
and Abel over their sister Luluwa and the terrible outcome of the friction between the two brothers. The next opera in the cycle, Abishag, tells the 
story of another male dispute, this time by three men over King David's supposed concubine Abishag.  

The third opera in the series, Gomer and Hosea, relates the tale of the minor prophet's entanglement with the prostitute Gomer and their 
reconciliation.  At four and a half hours, this is I believe the longest opera in the English language. 

The final opera in the cycle, Mary Magdalene depicts Mary’s relationship with Jesus and her commissioning by Him to be 'The apostle to the 
apostles' after she witnesses His resurrection at the empty tomb. 

The opera cycle is unified with 'characteristic themes' which bind the structure together. Like Wagner's 'Ring cycle' my cycle was written 
backwards because at the time I did not realise that I was embarking on an interconnected series of operas. 

The two operas featured in this recording both exist in full orchestral form but are here presented with piano accompaniment. The texts of the 
five extracts are provided in this booklet in addition to these notes. 

Abishag 

Abishag is the second of a series of four interconnected Biblical operas inspired by Wagner's 'Ring Cycle'. In three acts, the work lasts for about 
an hour and a half. 

The story of Abishag comes from the Old Testament: 1 Kings, chapter 1. The elderly King David is dying and in order to keep him warm  as his 
health fatally deteriorated 'they sought for the king a fair damsel' and found Abishag, a young virgin from the village of Shunam who was indeed 
very beautiful. She becomes David’s bed companion but although rumours to the contrary (she was referred to as the king’s concubine) seem to 
have circulated, the relationship was purely one of platonic comfort.   The Opening Scene (track 1)begins with Adonijah’s pursuit of Abishag; 
she eludes him by fleeing to the king’s chamber. 

During Act 2,  the uneasy liaison between King David and Abishag develops as his condition deteriorates. At the end of Act 2, the ailing David 
sings a Liebestod as he dies in her arms. This aria is inspired, as the title suggests, by the work of Richard Wagner in Tristan und Isolde. 



Adonijah (David's fourth son) is attracted to her not only because of her beauty but because she offers him an eventual way to the throne. 
However when he asks Bathsheba (the late King David's wife) for her hand in marriage, Solomon (Adonijah's half brother and rightful heir to 
the throne) has Adonijah killed because his pursuit of Abishag is considered to be an act of treason. 

All along Abishag has been in love with Solomon and once his rival is gone, Solomon marries Abishag (Closing Scene) 

The story of Abishag was used as the plot for the opera 'Hagith' by Karol Szymanowski in 1913. 

Jane the Quene 

The story of Lady Jane Grey has been much dramatised and has been turned into an opera on at least two occasions prior to my version. The 
opera is in three acts and lasts one hour forty minutes; the libretto is mostly taken from original sources, 
which include two letters written by Jane herself. 

In 1553, the boy King Edward VI lay dying and this tragedy provided an opportunity for Jane's scheming father and father-in-law to attempt to 
usurp the throne from Mary, King Henry VIII's daughter, because Jane was the grand-daughter of Henry's sister and Edward was persuaded to 
change his will in her favour. 

On Edward's death on the sixth of July 1553 Jane was proclaimed queen; however she was never formally crowned, and her reign lasted only 
nine days as public sentiment was on the side of Mary. 

Although willing to spare her life at first for Jane's unwitting part in the plot, Mary later decided to have Jane executed in order to solidify her 
power and this sentence was duly carried out on February the 12th 1554.  

During the first Act, Jane sings (track 4) of the cruelties inflicted on her by her manipulative parents, but also of the consolation she finds in 
scholarship under the tutorage of her schoolmaster, Mr Aylmer. 

Act 2 dramatises the ill-conceived plot of her father and father-in-law to snatch the throne of England after the untimely death of the incumbent 
Edward VI. 

At the start of Act 3 as Jane and her husband Guilford Dudley are awaiting execution in The Tower of London they sing their final farewell  
(track 5) 

These two operas both have a young female character at the centre of the plot and both these roles are sung by Joanna Songi. Roberto Abate 
sings the role of Jane's husband Lord Guilford Dudley (who was executed on the same day as Jane) and both Abishag's lustful suitor Adonijah 
and her true love Solomon. The central track 'David's Liebestod' is sung by baritone Adam Green. 



The Musicians 

Joanna Songi, soprano 

A graduate of the Royal College of Music and Cambridge University, Joanna has been a Britten-Pears Young Artist (2014) and Philip and 
Dorothy Green Young Concert Artist (2015-2017) and is an Opera Prelude Young Artist (2019).  

She won first place in the Dean & Chadlington Competition (2018) Brooks-Van der Pump English Song Competition (2013), second place in the 
Maureen Lehane competition (2012) at the Wigmore Hall, the Thelma King Award for Singers (2014), and the 20th Century Song Prize at the 
John Kerr English Song Awards (2016). She was semi-finalist in the Das Lied Competition and the Nadia et Lili Boulanger competition (both 
2019).  

Her developing career has seen her perform with Glyndebourne Festival, Garsington Opera, Opera de Tenerife and Hurn Court Opera. 

Roberto Abate, tenor 

Roberto completed his Masters degree in Advanced Vocal Technique at the Wales international Academy of Voice, under the tutelage of Dennis 
O’Neill, having been awarded an Australian International Opera scholarship and an award from the Tait Memorial Trust. In his home country of 
Australia, he performed with WA Opera from 2006 to 2010. He won various awards and competitions at that time and was a finalist in the Bel 
Canto Award from the Joan Sutherland Society n both 2012 and 2013.  

Since relocating to the United Kingdom, Roberto has performed in a wide range of roles in bel canto, verismo and contemporary operas with 
Opera North, Opera Vera and several other companies.  His repertoire also includes the solo parts in Verdi’s Requiem, Dvořák’s Stabat Mater and 
Bach’s B Minor Mass to name but a few, and has appeared as soloist alongside both Sumi Jo and Dame Kiri Te Kanawa. He recently made his 
European debut as Don José in Carmen, in Holland.  

Adam Green, baritone

British baritone Adam Green made his Royal Opera debut in 2011 in James MacMillan’s Clemency and has since sung Ibn Rashid (Zaid Jabri’s 
Cities of Salt). 

Adam studied at St John’s College, Cambridge, the Royal Academy of Music and the National Opera Studio. His engagements include Belcore 
(L’elisr d’amore) and Arbace (Idomeneo) for English National Opera; Figaro (Il Barbiere di Siviglia) for Welsh National Opera; the title role in Don 
Giovanni for the Berbiguières Festival, France; Police Lieutenant (Tippett’s The Ice Break) for Birmingham Opera Company; Steuermann in 
Tristan und Isolde for Longborough Festival; and Aeneas (Dido and Aeneas) for ENO, Opera North, Opéra de Lille and the Aix-en-Provence 
Festival.  

His concert appearances include Bach’s Christmas Oratorio in Frankfurt, Brahms’s Ein deutsches Requiem, Handel’s Messiah and Fauré’s Requiem
at the Royal Albert Hall, Elgar’s Coronation Ode with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, Elijah in Budapest and Telemann’s St Matthew Passion in 
Aldeburgh. 



Adam has won several prizes and awards, including the Song Prize at the National Mozart Competition, the Great Elm Competition, and the Ian 
Fleming and Sybil Tutton awards. 

Paul McKenzie, piano 

Paul lives in London, and works as a Repetiteur for Opera: most recently with Grange Park Opera, English Touring Opera, and Opera Up Close.  

Paul McKenzie was the holder of the Adami Award for Piano Accompanists Junior Fellowship at the Royal College of Music 2014-2015 and has 
continued to work there since.  

Previously, Paul completed a Masters in Piano Accompaniment at the RCM, studying with Simon Lepper. Paul has also performed many 
concertos, and enjoys working as an orchestral pianist, a song accompanist and jazz pianist. 

The Composer 

James Cook completed his musical education by studying composition as a student  at Oxford University 
during the Hilary Term of 1994. Prior to that, he had composed several major works which include  
A Carrollean Symphony, Symphony in Yellow and the Jude the Obscure Symphony. 

After his time at Oxford, James wrote sacred vocal music, principally based on English Puritan texts of 
the 16th and 17th centuries, much of which has been recorded and released by Divine Art /Diversions 
Records. 

From the year 2000 he turned to writing organ music and in 2006 completed a sequence of nine organ 
symphonies, four of which have also been released by Divine Art. From 2010 he has composed opera, 
four of which make up a cycle of Biblical operas.  

His first opera, Dorothy, was performed by Secret Opera at Theatre N16 in London in December 2015. 



Texts 

Abishag 

[1] Opening Scene 

Adonijah 
Delicate harlot! Once again shall my love subdue thee; Look my mouth and my cheeks are ruddy, and thou art cold, and fire is in my body.  
Oh! That I should be the first to make you bleed, who love and love you. 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882) 
Abishag 
Nay, my lord do not force me; For no such thing ought to be done in Israel: Do not thou this folly. And I, whither shall I cause my shame to go? 
And as for thee, thou shalt be as one of the fools in Israel 

(2 Samuel 13 v. 12) 
Adonijah 
What sweet one, all men have seen your lifted silken skirt advertise dainties through the dirt; the delicate day of love we two shall share. 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

A living dog is better than a dead lion.  
Ecclesiastes 9 v. 4

Abishag 
O loose me! Seest thou not my bridegroom’s face that draws me to him? 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
Adonijah 
I will be king: and I prepared me chariots and horsemen to run before me. 

(1 Kings 1 v. 5) 

[2] Closing Scene 

Solomon 
Her hair crosses my lips and draws my burning breath. 
Abishag 
Behold now, the hour is at hand and my Bridegroom is come to lead me to his soft bed. 
Solomon 
Tell me what flame is this that burns in my bosom, what hands are these which enfold my spirit? 



Abishag 
What gaze to thine which now absorbs within its sphere my worshipping face? 
Solomon 
A little while a little love the hour yet bears for thee and me. 
Abishag/Solomon 
Our love is unity: Stands it not by the door Love’s Hour till s/he and I shall meet? 
Solomon 
I kiss the smile which I have longed to win. 
Abishag 
Then he who naught can sever from me now forever kiss my mouth all quivering. 
Solomon 
So my bride, one sweet night awaits. 
Abishag 
Come into me, the sun sinks fast with the rising dew. 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti 
[3] David’s Liebestod 

Come now, fair death, for my spirit yearns toward you. 
Come nigh and loose the fetters of matter, for I am become weary of their dragging. 
Come to me sweet death, and take me, clasp me to your breast, which is full of love. 
Hasten death and kiss my lips, hasten and embrace me death, my beloved. 
Embrace my soul, my beloved death, 
Let me sleep, for my soul is drunk of love. 

Kahlil Gibran (1883-1931) 

Jane the Quene  

[4] Gentle Mr Aylmer 

Jane 
I will tell you, and tell you a truth which perchance ye will marvel at, one of the greatest benefits that ever God gave me, is that he sent so severe 
parents, and so gentle a schoolmaster. For when I am in presence of father or mother, whether I speak, keep silence, sit or stand or go, be merry or 
sad. Be sewing, playing, dancing or doing anything else, I must do it as God made the world or else I am so sharply taunted so cruelly, some times 
with pinches nips and bobs and other ways which I shall not name that I think myself in hell, till the time come that I must go to Mr Aylmer, who 
teacheth me so gently, that I think all the time nothing whilst I am with him. 

And when I am called from him I fall on weeping because whatever I do else but learning is full of trouble, fear and whole misliking unto me. 
And thus my book hath been my pleasure. 

Lady Jane Grey (c.1536-1554)  



[5] Love’s Farewell 

Jane 
Let innocence at last your pity move and spare my lord, my husband and my love. 
Guilford 
Might these fond eyes once more that form behold, those arms ‘tho’ twere in death my love enfold. 
Jane 
One last parting sigh is left for you, for what exchange could Guilford's wife desire? 
The bloom of May was spread beneath our feet. 
Guilford 
How little thought we while the flow’ry wreath entwined our temples, it were wove by death. 
Jane 
And all its roses decked our nuptial bed, with thee conjoined each social joy I found. 

Guilford 
But think not Jane that cowardly I faint. That death so much my courage can control, at the departing of my living soule. For if one life a 
thousand lives could be, all these few to consummate with thee. 
Jane/Guilford 
One parting look a wretched wife desires, one parting kiss the seal of death requires; 
As the swan singing at his dying hower so I respire. 

Michael Drayton (1563-1631) 

The words of the Liebestod are taken from ‘A tear and a smile’ (1914) by Kahlil Gibran (1883-1931) Reprinted with permission of Penguin 
Random House 

The words of  ‘Love’s Farewell  originate with Michael Drayton (1563-1631) in his ‘England’s Heroical Epistles’ of 1597, ‘The Lady Jane Gray to 
the Lord Gilford Dudley’. They later inspired George Keate (17291797) in ‘An epistle from Lady Jane Gray To the Lord Guilford Dudley 
Supposed to have been written in the Tower a few days before they suffered’ and with some added minor adaptations. 



Music by James Cook from Divine Art 

Heaven’s Happiness sacred choral music
Voces Oxonienses, directed by Michael McCarthy 
Rufus Frowde (organ) 
Divine Art DDA 25023 
Vespers / Hymnus Divinus
Extracts from Gradualia & Triptych 
“Sincere, accomplished and assured. Strongly recommended.” 
– MusicWeb 

The Way to Heaven sacred choral music 
Voces Oxonienses, directed by Rufus Frowde 
Iestyn Evans (organ) 
Divine Art DDA 25027 
17 settings of English Puritan writings 
“Strikingly personal and individual musical style. Outstanding.” – Penguin Guide to Compact Discs 

The Everlasting Habitations music for organ 
Myles Hartley (Harris Manchester Chapel, Oxford) 
Divine Art DDA 25031 
Organ Symphony [no. 1] 
Suite for Organ | Two Voluntaries  
Heaven and Hell Epitomised 
“One might make a correlation with Messiaen. Myles Hartley is 
 a very persuasive advocate.” – Penguin Guide to Compact Discs 

Exequy and Elysium music for organ 
Samuel Hayes & Samuel Hudson with Lucy Jack (contralto) 
Divine Art DDA 21206 (2CD) 
Sinfonia Lacrimosa | Symphonia Melodia | Sacred Fancies 
Exequy | Euphony | Sinfonietta 
“Clearly and idiomatically written” – Records International 
“An attractive and varied palette: – MusicWeb

Empyrium-heroines in heaven music for organ, harp & voices 
Augusta Hebbert & Jennifer Clark (sopranos) 
Tacye Phillipson (harp) | Samuel Hudson (organ) 
Voces Oxonienses, directed by Rufus Frowde 
Diversions DDV 24121 
Symphony for Organ and Harp | Trilogy for Organ and Harp 
Three songs 
“Captivating” – International Record Review 

From Wonderland to Heaven music for organ, harp & voices 
Kathryn Copeland (soprano) | Elizabeth Scorah (harp) 
Rufus Frowde (organ) | Voces Oxonienses 
Diversions DDV 24123 
Seven Motets | Quaternion | Carollean Symphony – Prelude 
Extracts from  Psalmodia Sacra  & Body of Divinity, and more 
“Something well out of the ordinary” – MidWest Record 

The Heavenly Anchorage  music for voice and harp 
Abigail Smith (soprano) | Elizabeth Scorah (harp) 
Divine Art DDS 29003 (digital-only EP) 
The Heavenly Anchorage | Hope’s richest treasure 
The refulgent signatures of love | Lullaby 
How shall  I hit my way to heaven? 

This mini-album was recorded at St. Gabriel’s Church, Pimlico, 
London, in January 2020, just prior to the outbreak of the  
Covid-19 Pandemic in the United Kingdom. 

Engineered, edited and mastered by Jan Capinski. 
Executive Producer: James Cook 
Programme notes by James Cook 

Front cover image: ‘Bathsheba brings the young maid Abishag to 
the ageing King David for body heat.” (Mezzotint by R, Earlom, 
1779, after G. Farington, after Adriaen van der Werff, 1696). 
Public domain work, Wellcome collection. 

Back cover image: “The execution of Lady Jane Grey” by Paul 
Delaroche (1833) Public domain work via Creative Commons 
licence: original hangs in the National Gallery, London. 
Copyright Control 

Roberto Abate is represented worldwide by Hancock Artists. 

℗+© 2022 Divine Art Ltd. 



�

A full list of over 600 titles, with full track details, reviews, artist profiles and audio samples,
is on our website. Our recordings are available on disc or download at all good dealers or direct

from us. Direct customers get discount vouchers and rapid shipment. 
The Divine Art store offers all titles in lossless flac and high quality mp3;   

most new titles are also available in 24-bit studio HD quality. 

Diversions LLC (Divine Art USA)  email: sales@divineartrecords.com

Divine Art Ltd (UK)  email: uksales@divineartrecords.com 

www.divineartrecords.com 

Also available in digital download and streaming through all major platforms 

Samples from every album can be accessed on the Divine Art Records YouTube channel 

https://www.facebook.com/DivineArtRecordingsGroup https://www.youtube.com/divineartrecords
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