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The Wound-Dresser 
by Walt Whitman (1819-1892)
Adapted by John Adams

Bearing the bandages, water and sponge,
Straight and swift to my wounded I go,
Where they lie on the ground after the battle brought in,
Where their priceless blood reddens the grass, 

the ground,
Or to the rows of the hospital tent, or under the 

roof’d hospital,
To the long rows of cots up and down each side

I return,
To each and all one after another I draw near, not one 

do I miss,
An attendant follows holding a tray, he carries a refuse 

pail,
Soon to be fill’d with clotted rags and blood, emptied, 

and fill’d again.

I onward go, I stop,
With hinged knees and steady hand to dress wounds,
I am firm with each, the pangs are sharp yet 

unavoidable,
One turns to me his appealing eyes - poor boy! 

I never knew you,
Yet I think I could not refuse this moment to die for 

you, if that would save you.

On, on I go, (open doors of time! open hospital doors!)
The crush’d head I dress, (poor crazed hand tear not the 

bandage away,)
The neck of the cavalry-man with the bullet through 

and through examine,
Hard the breathing rattles, quite glazed already the eye, 

yet life struggles hard,
(Come sweet death! be persuaded O beautiful death!
In mercy come quickly.)

From the stump of the arm, the amputated hand,
I undo the clotted lint, remove the slough, wash off the 

matter and blood,
Back on his pillow the soldier bends with curv’d neck 

and side falling head,
His eyes are closed, his face is pale, he dares not look 

on the bloody stump,
And has not yet look’d on it.

I dress a wound in the side, deep, deep,
But a day or two more, for see the frame all wasted and 

sinking,
And the yellow-blue countenance see.

I dress the perforated shoulder, the foot with the 
bullet-wound,

Cleanse the one with a gnawing and putrid gangrene, so 
sickening, so offensive,

While the attendant stands behind aside me holding the 
tray and pail.

I am faithful, I do not give out,
The fractur’d thigh, the knee, the wound in the 

abdomen,
These and more I dress with impassive hand, (yet deep 

in my breast a fire, a burning flame.)

Thus in silence in dreams’ projections,
Returning, resuming, I thread my way through the 

hospitals,
The hurt and wounded I pacify with soothing hand,
I sit by the restless all the dark night, some are so 

young,
Some suffer so much, I recall the experience sweet and 

sad,
(Many a soldier’s loving arms about this neck have 

cross’d and rested,
Many a soldier’s kiss dwells on these bearded lips.)
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an atonement, and the words float gorgeously above the
orchestra. There is a build (in Adams’ work, there is
always a build), but climaxes in this piece are
understated and tasteful. This piece is sort of a brother to
Harmonium, his setting of three poems of Emily
Dickinson. Both deal in the nineteenth century (in
different ways), and both poets are, like Adams, at root,
salt-of-the-earth New Englanders.

Many think of Shaker Loops, a piece Adams wrote in
the mid-1970s, when minimalism in New York was
peaking, the period of Glass’s Music in Twelve Parts or
Reich’s Music for 18 Musicians, seminal works both
from the same period. The work began as a piece for
string quartet called Wavemaker, something he has since
withdrawn, and now ends in this version, for string
orchestra. He based the piece on “shaking”, translating
this to trills and tremolos. “The ‘loops’,” writes Adams,
in liner notes to a prior recording, “are small melodic
fragments whose ‘tails,’ so to speak, are tied to their
‘heads,’ creating loops of repeated melodies, a technique
borrowed from tape music composition.” He is referring
here to Reich’s monumental pieces like Come Out and
It’s Gonna Rain, where small fragments of tape were
played at speeds just different enough to, over time,
create a ‘phasing’ effect. He is also, in his title, referring
to a religious sect that made their home near his own rural
New Hampshire town. “I would try to imagine,” writes
Adams, “what a Shaker ceremony must have felt like—
those normally stern souls suddenly sprung loose in a
rapture of religious ecstasy as they shook in sympathetic
vibration with their creator.”

The piece is cast in four movements, called Shaking
and Trembling, Hymning Slews, Loops and Verses and
A Final Shaking. The first is rapturous and exciting, fast
and wildly caffeinated; the second is a break from the
frenzy of the first, favoured by glissandi (sliding around
on the strings) and pitting intrusions (rounded and
mellow) of the high strings against the lush chords of
the lower ones, ending with a collective shimmer; the
third is a slow burn, picking up where the second left off
and running far afield, moving slowly from a low,
throaty cello melody to a shake, to a scamper, to an all
out blast, and ending with a sluff-off to the highest, most
crystalline register; the fourth, and final movement,
makes reference to the first, but in a colder, more
controlled way, as the piece dwindles to a calculated
whimper.

Berceuse élégiaque was written in 1991 and is an
arrangement for chamber orchestra of Ferruccio
Busoni’s piano Berceuse, the seventh of his Elegien of
1907, which he himself orchestrated in 1909 under the
title Berceuse élégiaque, Des Mannes Wiegenlied am
Sarge seiner Mutter, Op. 42, (The Man’s Cradle-Song
by His Mother’s Coffin). Adams based the second
movement of his Naïve and Sentimental Music of 1999
on the same work, sensing the duality implied in the
latter title in the apparent reaction of the sophisticated
Busoni to his mother’s death.

Daniel Felsenfeld
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“Two things particularly excited me about John’s
music,” said conductor Simon Rattle. “One was that it
always seemed to be moving forward in space, that I
would imagine while listening to it that I was in a light
aircraft flying rather fast, close to the ground. The other
thing is that, in almost all of his best pieces, there’s a
mixture of ecstasy and sadness.” This quotation, from
one of the world’s pre-eminent conductors, pretty well
sums up the appeal on the work of composer John
Adams: its immediacy, its speed (even when slow), and
its power, like all great art, to give catharsis through
despondency, despair, or even through frantic motion.

The story of John Adams is a truly American one, in
the vein of the peripatetic journeyman ranging from
Johnny Appleseed to Bob Dylan to the former president
who shares his name. Raised in Massachusetts, Adams,
in 1971, the tail end of the “love generation”, packed his
things into a Volkswagen Bug and headed west to San
Francisco, the apex of the waning revolution, in order to
distance himself from his neo-European upbringing. He
was a trained composer, studying at Harvard with
eminent mentors like Leon Kirchner, David Del Tredici
and Roger Sessions, pursuing not only composition but
conducting and playing the clarinet as well. However, in
order to shuffle off this petit bourgeois training, and to
reconcile himself with the wave of popular music in
which he felt himself (perhaps in spite of his Ivy League
affiliation) swept up, Adams, rather than deny it, ran
toward it, to California.

This split explains Adams’ œuvre very well. Who
else but such a polyglot could write both the gloomy,
sedate Wound-Dresser, the Rent aspirant opera I Was
Looking at the Ceiling and then I Saw the Sky, and the
ersatz electronica of Hoodoo Zephyr? When he got to
the coast, his career blossomed, and he created pieces
for all media: from film scores and operas to
symphonies, concertos, string quartets, and think pieces
for orchestra, enduring works like Harmonielehre,
Harmonium, The Chairman Dances (a suite taken from

his opera Nixon in China) and two of the gems found on
this disc, Short Ride in a Fast Machine and Shaker
Loops.

Adams went on to become one of the most famous
composers in the world, with awards too numerous to
mention (though the 2002 Pulitzer Prize deserves
special dispensation) and new recordings always being
released. He conducts regularly, both his own music and
that of others, and has earned his place in the mighty
triumvirate of American Minimalist composers
alongside Philip Glass and Steve Reich. 

Short Ride in a Fast Machine is, as the title
suggests, a whirling dervish of a piece, where a huge
orchestra is juggernauted in to four minutes of high
speed life by the insistence of a wood block. Composed
as a companion piece to a slow, anti-fanfare called
Tromba Lontana, this is four minutes of open throttle
fireworks, a concert (or disc) opener if there ever was
one. The piece was first performed in 1986 by a young
conductor called Michael Tilson Thomas, who would go
on to become music director of the San Francisco
Symphony, where Adams is composer-in-residence. 

Adams’ Nixon, in his opera Nixon in China, was a
golden-voiced baritone called Sanford Sylvan, for
whom he wrote the gloomy, lamenting Whitman setting
called The Wound-Dresser. Whitman was himself a
nurse during the civil war, and he wrote, in his
inimitable elegiac fashion, of these terrible times,
speaking bluntly about the “stump of arm” or
“perforated shoulder” or “crush’d head”, all horrid
sights he bore witness to while doing his duty. Adams,
in making his piece, accents the solemnity and dignity
of Whitman’s heroic, unheralded acts of bravery. The
music itself, scored for orchestra and baritone, is one of
the slowest, most pensive compositions in the Adams
canon. Strings dominate, in sparse (but somehow heavy)
textures, and though the text is quite brutally dramatic,
Adams does not soup it up; his admirable restraint gives
the work’s repetition a monodic quality, like a prayer or

John Adams (b. 1947)
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Groves and Paavo Berglund. More recently Andrew Litton raised the orchestra’s standards to new levels, crowning
its centenary season with a triumphant début tour of the United States in April 1994, followed by Yakov Kreizberg
and débuts at the Musikverein, Vienna, the Concertgebouw, Amsterdam, and Carnegie Hall, New York. In October
2002, Marin Alsop became Principal Conductor, the first woman to hold this title for any British symphony
orchestra. The name of the orchestra is internationally known through over three hundred recordings, including the
award-winning release of Anthony Payne’s sketches for Elgar’s Symphony No. 3 with Paul Daniel (8.554719), and
the symphonies of Vaughan Williams with the former Chief Guest Conductor Kees Bakels and Paul Daniel for
Naxos, and through overseas tours. In addition to its recording and international touring commitments, the
Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra is dedicated to providing orchestral music across the South and West of Britain,
with a varied programme of educational and outreach commitments, and makes regular appearances in major
festivals and concert-halls throughout the country.
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Loops.

Adams went on to become one of the most famous
composers in the world, with awards too numerous to
mention (though the 2002 Pulitzer Prize deserves
special dispensation) and new recordings always being
released. He conducts regularly, both his own music and
that of others, and has earned his place in the mighty
triumvirate of American Minimalist composers
alongside Philip Glass and Steve Reich. 

Short Ride in a Fast Machine is, as the title
suggests, a whirling dervish of a piece, where a huge
orchestra is juggernauted in to four minutes of high
speed life by the insistence of a wood block. Composed
as a companion piece to a slow, anti-fanfare called
Tromba Lontana, this is four minutes of open throttle
fireworks, a concert (or disc) opener if there ever was
one. The piece was first performed in 1986 by a young
conductor called Michael Tilson Thomas, who would go
on to become music director of the San Francisco
Symphony, where Adams is composer-in-residence. 

Adams’ Nixon, in his opera Nixon in China, was a
golden-voiced baritone called Sanford Sylvan, for
whom he wrote the gloomy, lamenting Whitman setting
called The Wound-Dresser. Whitman was himself a
nurse during the civil war, and he wrote, in his
inimitable elegiac fashion, of these terrible times,
speaking bluntly about the “stump of arm” or
“perforated shoulder” or “crush’d head”, all horrid
sights he bore witness to while doing his duty. Adams,
in making his piece, accents the solemnity and dignity
of Whitman’s heroic, unheralded acts of bravery. The
music itself, scored for orchestra and baritone, is one of
the slowest, most pensive compositions in the Adams
canon. Strings dominate, in sparse (but somehow heavy)
textures, and though the text is quite brutally dramatic,
Adams does not soup it up; his admirable restraint gives
the work’s repetition a monodic quality, like a prayer or
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Nathan Gunn

Nathan Gunn is recognised as one of America’s most exciting baritones. He has appeared in many of the world’s
most prestigious opera houses including the Metropolitan Opera, the Lyric Opera of Chicago, the San Francisco
Opera, the Seattle Opera, the Houston Grand Opera, the Dallas Opera, the Opera Company of Philadelphia, the
Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, the Paris Opéra, the Glyndebourne Festival, and La Monnaie in Brussels. His
many rôles include the title-rôle in Billy Budd, Guglielmo in Così fan tutte, Marcello in La Bohème, Harlekin in
Ariadne auf Naxos, Papageno in Die Zauberflöte, Prince Andrei in War and Peace, and the title-rôle in Hamlet.
Equally at home on the concert platform, Nathan Gunn has appeared with the New York Philharmonic, the Boston
Symphony Orchestra, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, the London
Symphony Orchestra, and the Rotterdam Symphony Orchestra. A frequent recitalist, he was featured in John
Wustman’s seven-year series, The Songs of Franz Schubert, which concluded in 1997 on the 200th anniversary of
Franz Schubert’s birth and included performances of Die schöne Müllerin and Winterreise. He has also been
presented in recital by Weill Recital Hall at Carnegie Hall, the Wigmore Hall in London, Théâtre Royal de la
Monnaie, Brussels, the 92nd Street Y in New York, Cal Performances at Berkeley, the Philadelphia Chamber Music
Society, Vanderbilt University, and the University of Chicago. An alumnus of the Metropolitan Opera’s Lindemann
Young Artists Program, Nathan Gunn is also the winner of the 1994 Metropolitan Opera National Council
Competition, the 1998 ARIA award, and a 1997 Tucker Foundation Career Grant. He received his Bachelor’s
Degree in Music from the University of Illinois, where he studied with William Miller and John Wustman. 

Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra

Founded in 1893 by Sir Dan Godfrey, the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra has had among its Principal
Conductors some of the finest musicians in the world, including Rudolf Schwarz, Constantin Silvestri, Sir Charles
Groves and Paavo Berglund. More recently Andrew Litton raised the orchestra’s standards to new levels, crowning
its centenary season with a triumphant début tour of the United States in April 1994, followed by Yakov Kreizberg
and débuts at the Musikverein, Vienna, the Concertgebouw, Amsterdam, and Carnegie Hall, New York. In October
2002, Marin Alsop became Principal Conductor, the first woman to hold this title for any British symphony
orchestra. The name of the orchestra is internationally known through over three hundred recordings, including the
award-winning release of Anthony Payne’s sketches for Elgar’s Symphony No. 3 with Paul Daniel (8.554719), and
the symphonies of Vaughan Williams with the former Chief Guest Conductor Kees Bakels and Paul Daniel for
Naxos, and through overseas tours. In addition to its recording and international touring commitments, the
Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra is dedicated to providing orchestral music across the South and West of Britain,
with a varied programme of educational and outreach commitments, and makes regular appearances in major
festivals and concert-halls throughout the country.
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The Wound-Dresser 
by Walt Whitman (1819-1892)
Adapted by John Adams

Bearing the bandages, water and sponge,
Straight and swift to my wounded I go,
Where they lie on the ground after the battle brought in,
Where their priceless blood reddens the grass, 

the ground,
Or to the rows of the hospital tent, or under the 

roof’d hospital,
To the long rows of cots up and down each side

I return,
To each and all one after another I draw near, not one 

do I miss,
An attendant follows holding a tray, he carries a refuse 

pail,
Soon to be fill’d with clotted rags and blood, emptied, 

and fill’d again.

I onward go, I stop,
With hinged knees and steady hand to dress wounds,
I am firm with each, the pangs are sharp yet 

unavoidable,
One turns to me his appealing eyes - poor boy! 

I never knew you,
Yet I think I could not refuse this moment to die for 

you, if that would save you.

On, on I go, (open doors of time! open hospital doors!)
The crush’d head I dress, (poor crazed hand tear not the 

bandage away,)
The neck of the cavalry-man with the bullet through 

and through examine,
Hard the breathing rattles, quite glazed already the eye, 

yet life struggles hard,
(Come sweet death! be persuaded O beautiful death!
In mercy come quickly.)

From the stump of the arm, the amputated hand,
I undo the clotted lint, remove the slough, wash off the 

matter and blood,
Back on his pillow the soldier bends with curv’d neck 

and side falling head,
His eyes are closed, his face is pale, he dares not look 

on the bloody stump,
And has not yet look’d on it.

I dress a wound in the side, deep, deep,
But a day or two more, for see the frame all wasted and 

sinking,
And the yellow-blue countenance see.

I dress the perforated shoulder, the foot with the 
bullet-wound,

Cleanse the one with a gnawing and putrid gangrene, so 
sickening, so offensive,

While the attendant stands behind aside me holding the 
tray and pail.

I am faithful, I do not give out,
The fractur’d thigh, the knee, the wound in the 

abdomen,
These and more I dress with impassive hand, (yet deep 

in my breast a fire, a burning flame.)

Thus in silence in dreams’ projections,
Returning, resuming, I thread my way through the 

hospitals,
The hurt and wounded I pacify with soothing hand,
I sit by the restless all the dark night, some are so 

young,
Some suffer so much, I recall the experience sweet and 

sad,
(Many a soldier’s loving arms about this neck have 

cross’d and rested,
Many a soldier’s kiss dwells on these bearded lips.)
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Marin Alsop

Principal Conductor of the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra since Autumn 2002, Marin Alsop won the Royal
Philharmonic Society Conductor of 2002 award and was Gramophone’s Artist of the Year 2003. Regular guest
appearances include the Chicago Symphony, Philadelphia Orchestra, New York and Los Angeles Philharmonics,
the London Symphony and London Philharmonic Orchestras, and in 2004 she made her débuts with the Munich
Philharmonic and the Berlin Deutsches Symphony Orchestra. Marin Alsop studied at Yale and at the Juilliard
School and won the Koussevitzky Prize at Tanglewood, where she was a pupil of Leonard Bernstein, Seiji Ozawa,
and Gustav Meier. Her recordings for Naxos include a highly acclaimed Barber cycle with the Royal Scottish
National Orchestra, Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony with the Colorado Symphony (8.555714), and the first in her
series of recordings with the Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra, Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms, On the Town and
On the Waterfront (8.559177). 

Portman Building Society has supported the BSO as Corporate Benefactor since 1998, and in 2003
announced a further three-year commitment as the orchestra’s Principal Sponsor. The Society’s
award-winning sponsorship is widely appreciated as a model of continuing good practice and
development, and includes several important initiatives including support for recordings of the
orchestra conducted by its Principal Conductor, Marin Alsop. Portman is the UK’s fourth largest
Building Society and offers a wide range of personal finance products, including savings, mortgages,
insurance, financial planning and sharedealing.

Naxos Radio
Over 50 Channels of Classical Music • Jazz, Folk/World, Nostalgia

Accessible Anywhere, Anytime • Near-CD Quality
www.naxosradio.com
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The story of John Adams is a truly
American one. Raised in Massachusetts
and trained as a composer at Harvard, at
the age of 24 he headed west to San
Francisco in order to distance himself
from his neo-European upbringing.
Shaker Loops, written in the heyday of
American minimalism, helped to earn
him a place as one of the most famous
living composers. It borrows the
technique of looping fragments of melody
from Steve Reich’s early tape
experiments, and continues to be one of
Adams’ most frequently performed
works. Also included on this disc is Short
Ride in a Fast Machine, four minutes of
pure aural adrenaline, and The Wound-
Dresser, a pensive adaptation of Walt
Whitman’s poem about his experiences as
a nurse during the civil war.
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1 Short Ride in a Fast Machine (1986) 4:05

2 The Wound-Dresser (1988)* 19:19

3 Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924):
Berceuse élégiaque (arr. Adams, 1991) 9:27

Shaker Loops (1978, rev. 1983) 25:28
4 I. Shaking and Trembling 8:34
5 II. Hymning Slews 5:32
6 III. Loops and Verses 7:13
7 IV. A Final Shaking 4:09

Nathan Gunn, Baritone*
Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra

Marin Alsop

Publishers: Tracks 1 and 3: Boosey & Hawkes
Track 2: Red Dawn Music • Tracks 4-7: Chester Music
Recorded at the Lighthouse Poole Centre for Arts, UK,

on June 10th and 11th, 2003
Producer and engineer: Tim Handley
American flag, folk artist, 1880s.
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Portman Building Society is the Principal Sponsor
of Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra

559031 rr Adams US  17/11/2004  04:17pm  Page 1


