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ANTHONY MILNER (1925-2003)
Op. 5 (1954)

1 I.  ‘Beautiful is Thy dawning’ (Adagio)
 II.  ‘All cattle rest upon the pasture’ (Vivacissimo) (4’39”)
2 III.  ‘For every day walks in Thy praise’ (Moderato)
 IV.  ‘When Thou settest in the western horizon of heav’n’ (Adagio) (4’27”)
3 V.  ‘How manifold are all Thy works’ (Allegretto)
 VI.  ‘I shall breathe the sweet breath which comes from Thy mouth’ (Adagio) (5’11”)
 BBC Broadcast 17 January 1973

Janet Price, soprano  BBC Training Orchestra

(1961)*
4 Scene I : Descent into the Pit (13’24”)
5 Scene II : Encounter (11’39”)
6 Scene III : The Waters by Night (4’53”)
7 Scene IV : The Easter Fire (27’13”)

BBC Broadcast 13 January 1977

Hazel Holt, soprano  John Elwes, tenor  Stephen Roberts, baritone
BBC Northern Singers (Chorus Master Stephen Wilkinson)

Manchester Grammar School Boys Choir (Director of Music Richard Sinton)

BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra (Leader Barry Griffiths)

conducted by Meredith Davies

Total playing time : (71’26”)

Anthony MILNER

The Water and the Fire • The Song of Akhenaten
Hazel Holt, John Elwes, Stephen Roberts
BBC Northern Orchestra & Singers

Janet Price
BBC Training Orchestra

Conducted by Meredith Davies



‘Resisting the temptations of fashion, he has written precisely the music he has wanted
to write … consistent in its integrity, its economy of means, and its intellectual force’.1

The single-minded approach to his craft by Anthony Milner (1925-2002) highlighted
here by one of his most illustrious former composition pupils is echoed by an
observation from a fellow composer that his music is ‘entirely fashion-proof’.2  Milner’s
writing is characterised by architectural strength, rhythmic zest and thematic economy,
and shows a fundamental commitment to melody as the essence of music, however
chromatic the style.  A dedication to direct communication is confirmed by his remark
to the writer Arthur Jacobs: ‘If a composer wants to get his music performed and liked
he must think of his listeners’.3

Anthony Francis Dominic Milner was born in Clifton, Bristol on 13 May 1925 into a
Roman Catholic family.  An illness contracted during childhood resulted in his being
partially deaf throughout most of his creative life.  He went to Douai School in
Woolhampton, Berkshire, where he won a scholarship to the Royal College of Music.
At college he studied piano with Herbert Fryer and theory with R.O. Morris, whose
formidable discipline influenced Milner’s own rigorous counterpoint.  From 1944 to
1948 he also studied composition privately with the Hungarian émigré teacher and
composer Mátyás Seiber.

From 1947 to 1965 Milner was a tutor in music history, music theory, composition and
harpsichord at Morley College, London.  Before taking up this appointment he had
already met the College’s Music Director, Michael Tippett, who was a great influence
on Milner’s artistic development and whose style can be detected in some of his early
scores.4  An authority on the subject of twentieth-century British music, Milner was
highly regarded as a teacher.  In 1965 he was appointed Lecturer in Music at King's
College, London.  Six years later he moved to Goldsmiths College as Senior Lecturer,
becoming Principal Lecturer there in 1974.  In 1980 he was appointed Principal
Lecturer at the Royal College of Music where he had taught part-time since 1961.  His
1  David Matthews, ‘Foreword’ in James Siddons, :  (Westport: Greenwood
Press 1989), xi.
2  Stephen Dodgson, ‘Composer of our time: Anthony Milner’, , April 1980, p.20.
3  In: Arthur Jacobs, ‘The Music of Anthony Milner’, , Vol. 99, No.1387 (September 1958),
p.482.
4  The syncopations of the opening movement of Milner’s Oboe Quartet, Op.4 (1953) provide an example.

Let not your heart be troubled, nor let it be afraid.
For lo, I am with you all days,
 even to the consummation of the world.

Let nothing disturb you,
 nothing affright you.
All things are passing;
God never changes.
Who God possesses in nothing is wanting;
 alone God suffices. Though it be night.
Lumen Christi.
Though it be night.

Liturgy of the Easter Vigil
The Easter Preface
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St Matthew VIII. 8; XXVIII. 20

St John XIV. 27
Extract from the writings of St Teresa of Avila

Tape transfer and restoration by;
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Always, O Lord, is it right and good to thank Thee,
 most of all and loudest on this Night
 when Christ offers Himself a victim for us all;
Who by dying overcomes our death,
 and by rising again restores our life,
 taking away the sins of the world.
And therefore, with Angels and Archangels,
 with Thrones and Dominations,
 with Virtues, Princedoms, and Powers,
 Cherubim and Seraphim,
 and with all the heavenly host,
 on this night (O holy night)
 wherein Thy chosen people passed out of the house of bondage;
 on this night (O truly blessed night)
 which purges away the blackness of sin by the light of Thy pillar of fire;
 on this night (O holiest night which lights up our joy)
 when Christ burst the bonds of death
 and rose victorious from the grave,
 we sing a hymn to Thy glory abiding unchanged for ever.

Sanctus, sanctus, sanctus, Dominus Deus Sabaoth.
Pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria tua.
Hosanna in excelsis.
Benedictus qui venit in nomine Domini.
Hosanna in excelsis.

Lord, I am not worthy that Thou shouldst enter under my roof,
 but speak the word only, and my soul shall be healed.

Speak the word only. ...

My peace I leave you,. My peace I give you,
 not as the world gives do I give unto you.

pupils at the RCM included the conductor Lionel Friend, as well as David Matthews.
Milner retired from the College in 1989.

An interest in sacred and liturgical music led to his appointment as composer-in-
residence at the Summer School of Liturgical Music at Loyola University, New Orleans,
in 1965 and 1966. He gave a postgraduate course on twentieth-century music at the
University of Western Ontario in the summer of 1976 and five years later lead another
course on the music of Purcell and Britten.

From 1954 to 1965 he was director and harpsichordist of the London Cantata
Ensemble, specialising in the performance of Baroque chamber music. They gave the
first broadcasts of many of Buxtehude’s solo cantatas, as well as the premieres of some
of Milner’s own works.

An accomplished writer, he was a deputy music critic to the  (1952-55)
and became a regular columnist for  and , a weekly
journal for Catholics.  He also co-wrote (with Richard Harman) :

 (Barrie and Rockliff, 1959), contributed
to  (Penguin, 1963), and provided the section on Britten's

 in Christopher Palmer’s  (Faber & Faber, 1984).

He was active in the Roman Catholic Church’s introduction of the vernacular liturgy
after the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), lecturing and writing on the subject,
composing congregational hymns, and providing mass settings. In recognition of his
endeavours for Catholic liturgical music, in 1985 Pope Paul II appointed Milner a
Knight of St. Gregory.

Despite all these diverse demands on his time and energies, his major preoccupation
remained composing.  Though modest in size, his output is uniformly well-crafted and
embraces several genres.  The orchestral works include three symphonies (1971, 1978
and 1988),  (1958), the overture  (1961),

 for string and woodwinds  (1963), and a Chamber Symphony
(1968).  Among his chamber and instrumental pieces are a wind quintet (1964), a string
quartet (1974), a piano sonata and various works for organ including the
(1955).  He wrote a number of secular songs, most notably (1957),



a song-cycle for high voice and piano with an extended, bravura setting of Gerard
Manley Hopkins’ substantial poem ‘The Blessed Virgin compared to the air we breathe’
at its core.

His principal offerings to mainstream music, however, are a series of very fine sacred
choral pieces, prompting fellow composer Hugh Wood to write, ‘Working in a strongly
conservative idiom, but with wide and humane musical interests, Milner has succeeded
in bringing an enlightened and refreshing breath of life to the English choral tradition’.5

His brilliant Opus One,  (1948),6 is a Finzi-like cantata for chorus,
woodwind and strings in praise of the Virgin Mary which made a strong impact at its
premiere in 1950.  Its rhythmic vitality, lyricism and fastidious craftsmanship
proclaimed the arrival of a cultured, unmistakably English voice.  Further vocal works
such as an  Mass (1952) and the three cantatas  (1955),

 (1956) and  (1956) confirmed that initial impression.
Commissioned by the Redcliffe Concerts, the secular cantata,  (1969) is
a compact and beautifully evocative setting of Latin poems on the themes of spring, the
renewal of love and the transitory nature of life.7  This score marked a significant change
in direction for the composer, whose music became more and more expressively
dramatic.

By the time of the premiere of his Third Symphony in November 1987, Milner was
fighting the onset of multiple sclerosis which had been diagnosed in his forties.  It was
a condition he faced with fierce determination.  Completed in 1994, his Oboe Concerto
was composed laboriously and painfully during his increasing illness, yet it is one of his
most eloquent and uplifting statements. This turned out to be his last completed score.
He spent the last two years of his life in Spain and died there on 22 September 2002 at
the age of 77.

, Op.5, is a setting for soprano and chamber orchestra of a text
based on the utterance of an Egyptian Pharaoh regarded as one of the early monotheists.

5  Hugh Wood, ‘English Contemporary Music’, in Hartog, Howard, ed.
(rev. ed.) (Middlesex: Penguin, 1957), p.168.
6  Featured on Lyrita SRCD.267.
7  Featured on Lyrita SRCD.267.

Alleluia.

And the voice of the turtle dove is heard in our land.

Alleluia.

The figtree puts forth her figs and the vines are in blossom.

Arise my love, my fair one, and come away.

My beloved is mine, and 1 am his.

Alleluia

Vere dignum et justum est, aequum et salutare,
Te quidem, Domine, omni tempore,
sed in hac potissimum nocte gloriosius praedicare,
cum Pascha nostrum immolatus est Christus.



SCENE 4 -

Lumen Christi. Deo gratias.
Lumen Christi. Deo gratias.
Lumen Christi.

Deo gratias.

Rejoice, O choirs of angels in the heavens:
 rejoice, ye mysteries around the throne of God.
Let the trumpet of salvation sound the triumph of our mighty king.
Rejoice, O earth, in the radiance of this great splendour:
 know that from all thy globe the darkness has been scattered.
O dear brethren, who are here with me at this wondrous lighting of the holy flame,
 join me and proclaim the mercy of our God.

This the night wherein Thy chosen people passed out of the house of bondage.
This the night when Israel walked dryshod through the sea.
This the night which purges away the blackness of sin
 by the light of Thy pillar of fire.
This the night when Christ burst the bonds of death
 and rose victorious from the grave.
O holy night;
 the very time and hour of Christ's rising from the dead.
O truly blessed night,
 where heaven weds earth and God restores mankind.
O holiest night as bright as day, which lights up our joy.
Lo, the old things have passed away: all is made new.

Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.
For lo the winter is past, the rain is over and gone.
The flowers appear upon the earth
 and the time of the singing of birds is come.
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It was written in 1954 and first performed in an unpublished version for percussion
ensemble by Monica Sinclair (mezzo-soprano), Gilbert Webster (timpani) and James
Blades and Thomas Webster (percussion) on 19 October of that year at the Institute of
Contemporary Arts, London.  Monica Sinclair also gave the premiere of the version for
chamber orchestra (flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, horn, trumpet and strings) with the
London Chamber Orchestra under Anthony Bernard on 21 February 1956 in a BBC
Third Programme radio broadcast.  Further performances include a BBC Third
Programme radio broadcast on 22 November 1957 with Heather Harper (soprano) and
the BBC Northern Orchestra under Lawrence Leonard and a BBC Radio 3 broadcast
on 17 January 1973 featuring Janet Price (soprano) and the BBC Training Orchestra
conducted by Meredith Davies, a recording of which is presented here.

 was also programmed at the composer’s 60th Birthday Concert at St. John’s,
Smith Square on 21 May 1985 with Jane Eaglen (soprano) and the Orchestra of Roslyn
Hill under Lionel Friend.

The text is freely adapted by the composer from Arthur Weigall’s English translations
of the Hymn to Aten (Egypt of XVIII Dynasty, c.1360 B.C.) and the Prayer on the
Coffin of King Akhenaten (1380-1362 B.C.).  According to the composer, ‘The whole
… work is a hymn of praise to the sole God, whose symbol was the sun-disc or Aten,
musically portraying the various moods of the words of praise.  The musical material is
mainly derived from the opening horn theme which rises in steps of a fourth, and which
appears at the beginning of the sixth and final section’.8

In the introductory , after the rising horn theme, the initial vocal line, ‘Beautiful
is the dawning in the horizon of heav’n, O Living Aten, Lord of life’, has a declamatory
quality.  This, together with the melody’s progression by repeated notes and by step and
its return to the starting-note, are all indicative of Milner’s interest in plainsong.  There
follows a faster, playful episode, marked , in which the previously stated
ascending theme assumes the role of a skittish accompaniment to the soloist’s naming
of God’s creatures.  The music rises to a climax of praise, after which a new
passage features an expansive cello theme before the soloist enters with, ‘For every day
walks in thy praise, and the land declares thy blessing forever’.  Hushed and implacable,
the ensuing  section recalls the introduction in the plainchant qualities of its solo

8  James Siddons,  (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1989), p.65.



line.  A lighter, scherzando-like  setting of the words ‘How manifold are all
thy works, O Lord of all’ leads into a closing  in which the opening material
returns, giving the oratorio a satisfyingly cyclical structure.

When  was published by Novello and Co. in 1969, the
 critic wrote that ‘… it is a pleasure to see a composer writing for the voice,

rather than against it’,9  whilst Peter J. Pirie described the vocal part as ‘rewarding’.10

This score ably demonstrates Milner’s sensitive treatment of texts by creating vocal lines
which are both grateful and challenging to sing and by fashioning deft instrumental
accompaniments that genuinely enhance his settings.

Arguably the highpoint of the composer’s large-scale choral writing is
.  Lasting around 55 minutes in performance, this substantial dramatic oratorio

was completed in 1961 and premiered at Hereford Cathedral on 8 September 1964 as
part of that year’s Three Choirs Festival.  The performers on that occasion were
Heather Harper (soprano), Gerald English (tenor), John Shirley-Quirk (baritone), with
the festival chorus and the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Melville Cook.
The work was next heard at Leeds Town Hall on 17 November 1965 in a concert of the
Leeds Philharmonic Society with Jennifer Vyvyan (soprano), Gerald English (tenor),
John Shirley-Quirk (baritone), the boys’ choir of Leeds Parish Church, the Leeds
Philharmonic Society Chorus and the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra
conducted by Donald Hunt.  Its London debut took the form of a student performance
in Duke’s Hall at the Royal Academy of Music in 1975 conducted by Meredith Davies.
The first public performance in London was given on 19 May 1980 at the Royal Festival
Hall by Sheila Armstrong (soprano), Richard Morton (tenor), Stephen Roberts (bass),
Royal Choral Society, choristers of Westminster Cathedral and the London Symphony
Orchestra conducted by Meredith Davies.

The score calls for a large choir (capable of division into two separate and equal choirs);
a boys’ choir (singing mainly in unison), and three soloists – soprano, tenor and
baritone.  The instrumentation consists of two flutes (both doubling piccolo), two
oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, bass

9  ‘Solo voice with instruments’, , 92 (July 1969), p.529.
10  ‘Modern Song’, , September 1969, p.972.

SCENE 3 -

How well I know that fountains rushing flow
Although by night

Its deathless spring is hidden. Even so
Full well I guess from whence its sources flow
Though it be night.

I know there is no other thing so fair
And earth and heaven drink refreshment there
Although by night

Full well I know its depths no man can sound
And that no ford to cross it can be found
Though it be night.

Its clarity unclouded still shall be:
Out of it comes the light by which we see
Though it be night.

Flush with its banks the stream so proudly swells;
I know it waters nations, heavens and hells
Though it be night.

The eternal source hides in the Living Bread
That we with life eternal may be fed.
Here to all creatures it is crying, hark!
That they should drink their fill though in the dark,
For it is night.

This living fount which is to me so dear
Within the bread of life I see it clear
Though it be night.

(Stanzas 1-2, 4-7, 10-12) by St John
of the Cross, translated by Roy Campbell
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It is I, the Lord thy God, that hold thee by the hand and whisper to thee:
    Do not be afraid.
For if I be lifted up, I will draw all things to Myself ...

Late, late have I loved Thee, O Beauty so ancient and so new,
 late have I come to love Thee!
For Thou wert within me, and I outside;
Thou wert with me, yet I was not with Thee.
Thou didst call and cry to me and break through my deafness:
Thou didst shine forth and my darkness was scattered;
Thou didst touch me, and I burned for Thy peace.
Now is all my hope only in Thy great mercy.

I tread the way of death. I go before thee.
As thou passest through the waters I will be with thee.
Take up thy cross and follow Me.

Whither Thou goest I shall go, and where Thou dwellest I too shall abide.
For by Thy grief my fall is stayed, and by Thy bitter agony I am healed.

And there is darkness over all the earth, darkness so thick that it may be felt.

Isaiah XLI. 13; XLIII. 2; LII. 14; LIII. 2-5; LXIII. 1
Exodus X. 21; XII. 16

Job XVII. 15
Ruth I. 16

St John XII. 32
St Matthew XXVII. 27 & 45

The Confessions of St Augustine, Book X., Cap. 27-28

tuba, timpani, percussion (two players: bass drum, cymbals, side drum, glockenspiel,
tubular bells, antique cymbals, tam-tam and handbells11), two harps, organ and strings.

 was originally intended to be premiered at the 1960 Three
Choirs Festival at Worcester but, since an illness prevented Milner from finishing the
fourth scene in time to allow sufficient choral rehearsal, the performance had to be
cancelled and deferred until the 1964 festival in Hereford.  The score’s structure and
textures were designed to accommodate the considerable resonance and echoes of a
large medieval cathedral and the generally straightforward choral writing was Milner’s
practical response to the festival’s necessarily limited rehearsal schedule.

The text, compiled by the composer himself, consists of Biblical extracts (Knox and
Revised Standard version), a quotation from , poems by St.
John of the Cross (translated by Roy Campbell) and St. Teresa of Avila, and portions
of the Liturgy of the Easter Vigil.  In his programme note for the premiere performance,
Milner wrote that the text ‘… narrates symbolically and allegorically the plight of man
estranged from God and his subsequent repentance and reconciliation, viewed in the
context of Christ’s Passion and Resurrection: “All of us who have been baptised into
Christ were baptised into His death.  We were buried therefore with him by baptism
into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father we too
might walk in newness of life” (Romans VI, 3-4)’.12

The oratorio’s structure is cumulative and the four movements, or scenes, gain an
irresistible dramatic impetus.  A line is traced from darkness to light, from the Waters
of Tribulation, which dominate the first two sections, to the radiant expanse of the
culminating Easter Fire.  The soprano soloist represents the soul; the tenor takes the
role of a quasi-Evangelist, and the baritone represents Christ.  The role of the chorus
changes from mere spectators in the first scene to ritual participants in the fourth.

Two quotations prefacing the score - ‘O vere beata nox’ (from the Easter Liturgy) and
a phrase of Jacques Maritain, ‘toute l’immense nuit du corps animé’ (‘the whole
immense night of the animate body’) - point to the background of the drama: night seen
first as the darkness of the sin and separation, later as the dark night of the soul and the

11  The score specifies the handbells must be ‘of the dinner-bell type and of varying sizes’.
12  Programme book of the Three Choirs Festival, Hereford, 1964, p.52.



prelude to resurrection.  The other two main symbols, the water and the fire of the title,
also have several significations: water symbolises the storm of retribution (Scene I), the
waters of death (Scene II), yet also the presence of God (Scene III) and the waters of
baptism and renewal (Scene IV), whilst the chastening fires of Hell give way ultimately
to the new fire of the Easter Vigil.  The separation of the male and female soloists in
Scenes I and III represents the disunity of fallen man; their duet in Scene IV signifies
the renewal of human harmony of the Redemption.

Scene I, ‘Descent to the Pit’, begins with a recitative for the soprano soloist, whose first
(unaccompanied) phrase introduces the motivic intervals (seventh, semitone and
tritone) that dominate the entire score. The obsessive rhythmic two-note figure that
follows ‘he gave no answer’ is another key ingredient of the piece and in its first
appearance it builds up under the voice to an orchestral  at which the chorus
enters over an  of four notes with the first important fully-fledged theme:

‘Mourns the world and withers’.  The soprano joins the lament; the falling semitone
stressed by the choir at ‘for their guilt’ becomes an accompaniment figure.  There
follows an aria in two sections for tenor, representing mankind.  The opening

 is introduced by solo bassoon and basses (whose figures provide accompaniment
material) and later joined by a solo trumpet and the main orchestral body.  The aria’s
second portion, , is built on a scale motif, introduced on icy, vibrato-less
high violins, which later descends to the bass leading to an orchestral restatement of the
music of the first chorus.

Orchestral pounding at the figure used earlier for the words ‘therefore a curse devours
the earth’ culminates in a powerful  climax which subsides into a restless
murmuring in the bass.  A recitative: ‘The windows of heaven open …’ ushers in the
approaching storm.  The chorus fearfully describes its onslaught and at the central point
of the scene the storm breaks: the chorus sings in four-part harmony against the hissing
of the rain and the surge of the sea.  The orchestra carries the storm to its height before
the manifestation of the Divine Majesty is praised and glorified by the chorus in large
sweeping diatonic lines as ‘mightier than the thunders of many waters, mightier than
the waves of the sea, mightier than the storms and the tempests’.

Song of Solomon III. 1-2
Isaiah XXIV. 4-6, 11, 18

Ecclesiastes XII. 5
Jeremiah IV. 19-20, 23-26; VIII. 15; X. 13

Psalms XVIII. 4; XLII. 7; LI. 1, 3-4;
LXIX. 1; LXXVII. 17-18; XCIII. 3-4; CXXX. 1 & 3

Jonah II. 3
Job IX. 11; XI. 13-14, 16; XXIII. 8; XXVII. 17

SCENE 2 -

Who is this in the shadows, coming in crimsoned garments?
The world stands gazing in horror; was ever a human form so
 mishandled, human beauty so defaced?
There is no stateliness, no majesty here to catch our eyes,
 no beauty to win our hearts.
Nay, here is one despised, left out of all human reckoning; bowed with misery, and no
stranger to  our weakness; how should we recognize that face?
How should we take any account of him, a man so despised?

What mean you by this sacrifice?

For my people's guilt I am smitten; for their sins I am wounded.

Our weakness, and he carries the weight of it;
 our miseries, and he bears them;
 an outcast, a man God has smitten and brought low.

Where then is my hope? Will it go down to hell?
Shall we descend together into the dust?
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 bringing the wind from His storehouse.
Deep calls to deep at the noise of His cataracts.
The crash of His thunder is in the whirlwind:
His lightnings lighten up the world.
Mightier than the thunders of many waters,
 mightier than the waves of the sea,
 mightier than the storms and the tempests,
 the Lord on high is mighty.

He has cast me into the heart of the deep
 and the flood is round about me.
All His waves and billows pass over me.
The torrents of perdition assail me,
 the cords of death encompass me.
Save me, O God, for the waters are come in even to my soul.
Have mercy on me, for I know my transgressions,
 and my sins are ever before me.

Against Thee have I sinned, and done that which is evil in Thy sight,
 so that Thou art justified in Thy sentence,
 and righteous in Thy judgement.
Out of the deep I cry to Thee: Lord, hear my voice.
If Thou, O Lord, wilt mark iniquities,
Lord, who shall abide it?

If you set your heart aright, you will stretch out your hand towards Him.
If iniquity is in your hand, put it far away.
Surely then you will forget your misery;
 you will remember it as waters that have passed away.

Behold, I go forward, but He is not there,
 and backward, but I cannot perceive Him.
He passes me by, and I see Him not.
Darkness hems me in; thick darkness covers my face.

The ensuing section for tenor is tripartite: an arioso accompanied by demisemiquaver
runs and swirls over a simple harmonic foundation: ‘he has cast me into the heart of the
deep’; a recitative employing previously stated figures, ‘Have mercy on me, for I know
my transgressions’, and a song of two strophes, ‘Out of the deep I cry to Thee: Lord
hear my voice’.  Closing the first scene, an expressive orchestral interlude for strings
presents a melody containing the scene’s chief motivic intervals.

Scene II, ‘Encounter’, contrasts with the intricacy of the preceding music.  In a
straightforward rondo form, it is dramatically more direct13 and simpler in its tonality,
which is centred on B flat.  To the various Biblical texts of the first scene, the second
adds extracts from the Confessions of St. Augustine, the chorus changing its role from
narrator to humanity .  This scene also introduces the baritone soloist,
representing Christ, in dialogue with the tenor as spokesman of humanity.  Especially
moving is the repeated use of the halting rhythms derived from the opening of the first
scene14, here present right through to the last bars, where the chorus sings of ‘darkness
over the earth, darkness so thick that it may be felt’.

In the third and shortest scene ‘The Waters by Night’, the soprano sings part of the
poem by St. John of the Cross, ‘Song of the Soul that is glad to know God by Faith’.
The opening bars of the orchestra and the soprano’s first stanza contain the basic
material of the movement, which is varied and developed in subsequent stanzas, the
choral refrain either repeating or inverting an important four-note B-A-C-H motive to
the words ‘Though it be night’. This taut yet lyrical movement represents a pause in the
unfolding of the drama, a period of waiting expressing hope and trust, symbolising the
interval between Christ’s death and resurrection.

The climactic fourth scene ‘The Easter Fire’ takes roughly as long in performance as the
sum of the preceding three scenes.  It commences with a slow orchestral processional,
the function of which in the general structure corresponds to that of the interlude
ending Scene I.  The melody of the first section is played by low brass over organ pedal

13  The composer suggested Scene II could be staged: ‘The Water and the Fire’ in ed. Robert Stephan Hines,
:  (Oklahoma:

University of Oklahoma Press, 1963), p.95.
14  Ernest Bradbury described this accompaniment as an evocation of Christ dragging his cross, in ‘The music of
Anthony Milner, , Vol. LXXII, No. 1852, (24 September 1964), p.484.



notes,  After a moment’s silence, a solo boy treble sings ‘Lumen Christi’ (taken from
the procession that follows the Blessing of the New Fire in the Vigil rite), answered by
the rest of the trebles, ‘Deo gratias’.  Three times we hear ‘Lumen Christi’: first at a
great distance, then gradually drawing nearer.  Each successive entry is higher in pitch,
and louder, while the orchestral passages separating them, representing the slow
movement of the procession, consist of variants of previously heard material.   The
composer intended that in a cathedral performance the boys should come from the back
of the church down the nave.  In a concert hall setting, he requested that the boys
should be placed high up in the choir seats, preferably where they cannot be seen by the
audience.  At the full choir’s third answer of ‘Deo gratias’ a momentous chord of C
major is buttressed by organ and full orchestra while the trebles ring handbells in an
imitation of the procedure followed at the solemn intoning of the Gloria in the Vigil
Mass.

An invocation for the solo tenor follows: ‘Rejoice, O choirs of angels in the heavens’,
giving way to a dance-like episode for choir.   The tenor then addresses the soprano in
a new key accompanied by woodwind roulades: ‘Arise my love, my fair one, and come
away’.  The soprano joins the tenor in an ecstatic duet featuring ornamented melisma
and birdsong, punctuated by choral repetitions of the Vigil Alleluia.  The mood changes
from vernal joy to liturgical exaltation as the tenor assumes the role of a priest,
summoning the choir to join him in the Eucharistic sacrifice.  Blazing trumpet fanfares
accompany the harmonised Gregorian responses.

The tenor begins the Preface of the Vigil Mass in the ritual Latin and traditional chant,
the choir accompanying him with a translation of his text.  The choir continues alone,
leading to a condensed recapitulation of the ‘alla danza’ section by two choirs, with the
soloists weaving coloraturas over both to the words of the second choir.  The dance
quickens with a new melody shared between the soloists to the words ‘And therefore
with angels’, etc.; this is repeated with added harmonies by the two choirs, leading to
an incandescent orchestral  with bells and organ to the words: ‘We sing a hymn to
Thy glory abiding unchanged for ever’.

A semi-chorus of boys and men begin the central prayer of praise: ‘Sanctus, sanctus,
sanctus, Dominus Deus Sabaoth’, joined by the full choir for the second phrase: ‘Pleni

The Water and the Fire
SCENE 1 -

By night upon my bed I sought him whom my soul loveth.
I sought him, but I found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer.
I said, 'I will arise now and go about the city;
 in the streets and in the squares I will seek him whom my soul loveth'
I sought him, but I found him not.

Mourns the world and withers;
 men have transgressed the laws, broken the everlasting covenant.
Therefore a curse devours the earth, and men suffer for their guilt.
The wine sours, the vine languishes, all the merryhearted sigh.
Desire fails, and love is troubled and made cold.
All joy has reached its eventide.

I look for peace, but no good comes,
 for a time of healing, but behold, terror!
For I hear the sound of the trumpet, the alarm of war.
Disaster follows hard on disaster. The whole land is laid waste.
Suddenly, my tents are destroyed, my curtains in a moment.
I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void,
 and to the heavens, and they had no light.
I looked on the mountains, and they were quaking,
 and all the hills moved to and fro.
I looked and there was no man; all the birds of the air had fled;
 the fruitful land was a desert; all its cities laid in ruins.

The windows of heaven open. The earth's foundations tremble.

The floods lift up, the floods lift up their voice,
 the floods lift up their roaring.
The clouds pour out water, the skies thunder.
The Lord makes lightnings for the rain,
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How manifold are all Thy works, O lord of all:
All men see Thee before them.
Dawning, shining afar and returning,
Thou, only Thou, makest all beauty.
The world is in Thy hand,
Even as Thou hast made it.
For Thou art Aten of the day, of the day over, over the earth.
Thou art in my heart.
There is no other that knoweth Thee;
Thou hast made me wise in Thy designs and in Thy might.

I shall breathe the sweet breath which comes from Thy mouth.
I shall behold Thy beauty every day.
I desire to hear Thy sweet voice, even the west wind,
That my limbs may grow young again with love of Thee.
Give me Thy hands, holding Thy spirit, that I may receive it and live by it.
Call Thou upon my name throughout eternity, and it shall never fail.

The text was freely adapted by the composer from
Hymn to Aten (Egypt of XVIIIth Dynasty, c.1360 BC)

and the Prayer on the Coffin of King Ahkenaten (1380-1362 BC)

3

sunt coeli et terra gloria tua. Hosanna in excelsis’.  An intense instrumental interlude
descends from the heights in violins and woodwinds to the lower strings and brasses,
sprinkled with antique cymbal taps.  The semi-chorus continue the prayer: ‘Benedictus
qui venit in nomine Domini’, joined by the full choir for a (transposed) repeat of

‘Hosanna in excelsis’.  Taken from Milner’s Mass, Op.3, the music for both Sanctus and
Benedictus is deliberately ecclesiastical in style, to point the contrast between the
previous drama and present ritual.

As the final chord of ‘excelsis’ dies away, the cellos recall a key figure from the opening
scene in a recitative-like  passage; as it continues, the memory of past sin and evil rises
threateningly but sinks after a few bars into an anguished dissonance.  Over this the
tenor joins in, ‘Lord, I am not worthy that Thou shouldst enter under my roof’, the
choir repeating ‘speak the word only’ in a whisper.  In the following arioso, a hushed
orchestra gently sustains the blessing of Christ (baritone) upon mankind: ‘My peace I
leave you, my peace I give you’.

A serene coda presents an entirely new, berceuse-like melody of naïve simplicity in D
flat: ‘Let nothing disturb you, nothing affright you’.  First heard in the trebles, this
cradle-song is taken up by the choir and leads to a double statement of the chant

‘Alleluia’.  This fades into iterations by the trebles and choir of principal motifs from the
piece - ‘Lumen Christi’ and ‘Though it be night’ - before settling firmly on a chord of
C.  At the end of the oratorio, in the composer’s words, ‘the night remains, but is lit by
the brightness of Christ’.15  In a superscription at the end of the score next to his
signature, Milner has written the Benedictine motto, ‘in omnibus glorificetur Deus’
(‘That God may be glorified in all things’).

Reviews following the premiere of  were generally very
favourable.  Ernest Bradbury wrote, ‘… music of striking power, individuality and
emotional depth, and highly successful … in awakening some spiritual structure as well
as musical response in the listener. ... I regard this score as one of most important to
emerge from any Three Choirs festival since the Second World War …’16  Echoing these
15  Anthony Milner, ‘The Water and the Fire’, in ed. Robert Stephan Hines,

 (Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963),
p.102.
16  Ernest Bradbury, ‘Three Choirs Festival: Oratorio has Night as Theme’, , 9 September



sentiments, Hugh Ottaway commented that ‘To date this may well be his [Milner’s]
masterpiece; and probably it is the most considerable ‘first’ the Three Choirs has given
us since Howells’s  (1950)’.17  In , Felix
Aprahamian referred to it as ‘… the most powerful and evocative score he [Milner] has
yet composed’.18  For , Christopher Grier observed that ‘… its thoughtful
and elaborate text has inspired a score of pungency, eloquence and serene beauty’.19

The same writer, in his review for , described it as ‘… a synthesis of
Milner’s choral and orchestral experience, which immensely varied, sometimes
recondite, sometimes visually descriptive, is throughout informed by a fervour that can
blaze or merely glow with the most innocent serenity’.20

 is a truly visionary piece in that Milner’s very personal choice
of text has had a strong bearing on the character and form of the music resulting in a
strikingly powerful and unified conception.  The composer’s deep religious faith
informs every bar and he is unafraid to interpret his text literally in places e.g. trumpet
fanfares answer the tenor’s call in the first scene, ‘… for I hear the sound of the trumpet’
and also the tenor’s cry in the fourth scene, ‘Let the trumpet of salvation sound the
triumph of our mighty King!’, whilst in Scene III, for the soprano’s phrase, ‘Heavens
and Hells’, the three words are placed in the singer’s highest, middle and lowest register,
respectively.  Yet there is also enormous subtlety in the setting: a large orchestra is
employed with unflagging imagination in terms of colour and texture (such as the
telling use of clarinets and harp in Scene III) and only unleashed in full at crucial
moments for maximum impact, whilst the upper registers of soloists and chorus are
used brilliantly for climactic effect.  The music unfolds in a natural arc, from the jagged
harmonies of the opening scene to the tranquil, diatonic closing melody.  It is perhaps
above all an eminently balanced work counterpoising instinct and logic, passion and
intellect within a convincing large-scale statement that is built to last.

1964.
17  Hugh Ottaway, ‘Hereford’, , November 1964, p.830.
18  Felix Aprahamian, , 13 September 1964.
19  Christopher Grier, ‘In the Cathedral’, , 14 September 1964.
20  Christopher Grier, ‘At the Three Choirs’, , 1 October 1964, p.530.

The Song of Akhenaten

Beautiful is thy dawning in the horizon of heav’n,
O living Aten, lord of life.
When Thou risest in the eastern horizon of heav’n,
Thou fillest every land with Thy beauty,
For Thou are great, glittering, high over the earth.
Thou art Ra, and Thou hast carried them all away captive;
Thou bindest them by Thy love.
Tho’ Thou art afar, Thy rays are on the earth.
Though Thou art on high, Thy footprints are the day.

All cattle rest upon the pasture.
All trees and green things flourish.
The birds flutter, flutter, flutter in their marshes,
lifting their wings in Thy worship.
The fish in the river leap up before Thee,
and Thy rays are seen in the depths of the sea.

The little mouse with its beady eyes sits in its hole
    and cleans its nose with its paws.
The little chick cries in the eggshell out of which it bursts
    when thou hast made it ready.
The apes adore thee with lifted heads.
The elephants trumpet their joy.
All beasts which Thou hast made, running and leaping in gladness, praise Thee.

For every day walks in Thy praise, and the land declares Thy blessing for ever.

When Thou settest in the western horizon of heav’n,
The world is in darkness, darkness like the dead.
Men sleep, sleep in their chambers, their heads wrapped up,
Their nostrils stopped, and none sees the other.
Stolen are all things that are under their heads while they know it not.
Forgotten are all things seen in thy light while the darkness holds them.
The world is silent: He that made it rests in His horizon.
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ANTHONY MILNER (1925-2002)
Op. 5 (1954)

1 I.  ‘Beautiful is Thy dawning’  II. ‘All cattle rest upon the pasture’ (4’39”)
2 III.  ‘For every day walks in Thy praise’  IV. ‘When Thou settest in the western horizon of heav’n’  (4’27”)
3 V.  ‘How manifold are all Thy works’  VI. ‘I shall breathe the sweet breath which comes from Thy mouth’  (5’11”)
 BBC Broadcast 17 January 1973

Janet Price, soprano  BBC Training Orchestra

(1961)*
4 Scene I : Descent into the Pit (13’24”)     5  Scene II : Encounter (11’39”)
6 Scene III : The Waters by Night (4’53”)    7  Scene IV : The Easter Fire (27’13”)

BBC Broadcast 13 January 1977

Hazel Holt, soprano  John Elwes, tenor  Stephen Roberts, baritone
BBC Northern Singers (Chorus Master Stephen Wilkinson)

Manchester Grammar School Boys Choir (Director of Music Richard Sinton)

BBC Northern Symphony Orchestra (Leader Barry Griffiths)

conducted by Meredith Davies
Total playing time : (71’26”)
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