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When preparing an art song, understanding its text is essential to a 

meaningful performance.  The texts of some songs are simple, others are 

complex, and still more seem easy to understand while hiding a deeper 

meaning underneath the surface.  It is for this reason that I began my 

research.  The writing of Irish author James Joyce can be complicated to 

understand; but layered under all the seemingly unintelligible passages of 

his writing deep meaning can be found.  The music of Samuel Barber, a 

leading 20th century American composer, fits well with the writing of Joyce.  

Although many critics called Barber‟s compositions old fashioned and 

overly simple for his time, I find that his work is not only beautiful, but 

intricate.  It is my belief that the development in Barber‟s composition of 

songs parallels the development of Joyce‟s writing style.  In order to study 

this development I have researched the nine songs composed by Samuel 

Barber that features texts by James Joyce.   

Barber and Joyce
Samuel Barber is considered one of the finest 20th century 

American composers.  Born in Pennsylvania in 1910, Barber began 

composing at a young age. He enjoyed early success as a composer 

and continued to produce beautiful music until the end of his life at the 

age of 70 in 1981.  Some of his most celebrated works include: Adagio 

for Strings, “Knoxville: Summer of 1915”, and Hermit Songs. 

Although James Joyce did not enjoy the early acclaim that Barber 

did, by the end of his life he was credited as being one of the most 

influential writers of his generation.  Joyce was born in a suburb of 

Dublin, Ireland in 1882.  His early work includes Chamber Music, and A 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, but he is most well known for his 

later novels, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake.  Joyce died shortly after the 

publication of Finnegans Wake in 1941.   

Samuel Barber’s Use of the Texts of James Joyce

Process
Learning the nine songs composed by Barber that feature texts by 

James Joyce

Gathering information on Barber and Joyce

Locating primary source documents

Researching the texts used for each song

Completing a musical analysis of each song

Presenting a lecture recital in which I sang the nine songs and 

discussed the settings 
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The text of the song, Nuvoletta, is from Joyce‟s final masterpiece, his 

novel entitled Finnegans Wake.  In this novel, Joyce wanted to represent the 

experience of dreaming, and to do so he created essentially his own language, 

referred to as, „dream speak‟. Joyce‟s last novel takes the reader through 

writing full of illusions and double meanings to create a work that could truly be 

considered an encyclopedia of human history.

Nuvoletta could be considered a masterpiece for Barber as well. 

Through his use of accompanimental patterns, standard tonality mixed with 

added chord tones, and a melodic setting meant to complement the sound of 

the written text, he creates a dramatic piece that embodies the dreamlike 

quality and sense of excitement found in the passage.

The Songs
 “Strings in the earth and air”

 “In the dark pinewood”

 “Of that so sweet imprisonment”

 “Rain has fallen”

 “Sleep now”

 “I hear an army”

~ all with texts from Joyce‟s Chamber Music

 “Solitary Hotel” ~ text from Joyce‟s Ulysses

 “Nuvoletta” ~ text from Joyce‟s Finnegans Wake

 “Now Have I Fed and Eaten up the Rose” 

~ text from Joyce‟s translation of a poem by Gottfried Keller 

The Development of Artists
The first six songs Barber composed that feature texts by James Joyce 

use Joyce‟s first published work, his book of poems entitled, Chamber 

Music.  These representative works by both men show their initial tendencies 

towards styles and ideas that would become standard for them later on.   

For Joyce, it is the use of the theme of relationships being tested and 

failing, as well as his stylistic quest for aesthetic ideals that are carried 

through to his later writing.  In Barber‟s later work he is well known for 

shifting meters in order to fit the flow of the text.  He does this in all of the six 

songs but one.  Also, his characteristic use of piano accompaniment to 

embody the meaning of the text is shown strongly in two of the six songs.  

Lastly, we see Barber‟s affinity for texts about the complexity of love which 

he would continue to set throughout his career. 

Conclusion

After examining these nine songs as well as the texts they came from 

I‟m reminded that great artists have growth, and not all of their work is 

created equal.  In the beginning of Joyce‟s work we find an idealistic young 

man with a passion for words, while in his final novels, readers discover an 

innovator creating fiction that represents the macrocosms and microcosms 

of our culture, history, and humanness.  Looking at Barber‟s early songs we 

find a love of words and sound, while his later compositions show true 

understanding for the wedding of text and music through the complexity of 

his writing and his dedication to the expression of our humanity.           

Barber‟s song, “Solitary Hotel” features text from Joyce‟s novel Ulysses.  

In comparison to his earlier songs, Barber‟s use of expressive accompani-

ment in this song is much more apparent.  Here, the accompaniment is used 

to set the mood of the piece, but also to serve as a commentary on Joyce‟s 

writing.  

In his novel Ulysses, Joyce‟s writing style is much more complex than 

what was seen before in his poems.  His talent at layering complex ideas over 

a large scale work is first shown in this novel, and his ability to employ many 

different genres of writing gives the book a modern feel.  

Solitary hotel in mountain pass.

Autumn.  Twilight, fire lit. 

In dark corner young man seated.

Young woman enters.

Restless. Solitary.  She sits. 

She goes to window.  She stands. 

She sits.  Twilight.  She thinks.

On solitary hotel paper she writes. 

She thinks. She writes. She sighs. 

Wheels and hoofs. She hurries out.

He comes from his dark corner.

He seizes solitary paper.

He holds it towards fire. Twilight.

He reads. Solitary. What?

In sloping, upright and backhands:

Queen's hotel, Queen's hotel, 

Queen's ho . . .

Nuvoletta in her lightdress,

spunn of sisteen shimmers,

was looking down on them,

leaning over the bannistars

and listening all she childishly could. . . .

She was alone.

All her nubied companions

were asleeping with the squirrels. . . .

She tried all the winsome wonsome ways

her four winds had taught her.

She tossed her sfumastelliacinous hair

like la princesse de la Petite Bretagne

and she rounded her mignons arms

like Mrs. Cornwallis-West

and she smiled over herself

like the image of a pose of a daughter

of the Emperour of Irelande

and she sighed after herself

as were she born to bride with Tristus

Tristior Tristissimus.

„Galloping theme‟ from Barber‟s “I hear an army”

I hear an army charging upon the land,

and the thunder of horses plunging, 

foam about their knees: 

Arrogant, in black armour, behind them stand,

Disdaining the reins, with fluttering 

whips, the charioteers. 

They cry unto the night their battle name:

I moan in sleep when I hear afar their 

whirling laughter.

They cleave the gloom of dreams, a blinding 

flame,

Clanging, clanging upon the heart as 

upon an anvil.

Excerpt from poem XXXVI from Joyce‟s Chamber Music

Samuel Barber
(1910-1981)

James Joyce
(1882-1941)

„Tango theme‟ from Barber‟s “Solitary Hotel”

Text from Ulysses featured in “Solitary Hotel”

Lecture recital photo and program

Excerpt from Barber‟s Nuvoletta
Excerpt from text of Finnegans Wake featured in Nuvoletta


