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On June 26, 1962, the Ford Foundation announced a series of grants awarded to fifteen 

performing musicians for the commission of a new work from the composer of each performer’s 

choice.1 From this group of commissions, known as the Program for Concert Soloists, six new 

vocal works resulted, and nine new instrumental works. The works for voice, in order of their 

New York premieres, are: 

Virgil Thomson: Praises and Prayers 
Song cycle for mezzo-soprano and piano 

Commissioned by Betty Allen 
New York premiere: October 24, 1963 

 

 
Early versions of this paper were presented at the 2012 annual meeting of the Society for American Music and the 
Fall 2010 meeting of the New England chapter of the American Musicological Society. I would like to thank Jim 
Moske, Managing Archivist at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and Idelle Nissila-Stone, Research Associate at the 
Ford Foundation Archives, for their assistance with this work. © 2018 by Gabe C. Alfieri. All rights reserved. 
1 The brochure from the Metropolitan Museum for the 1964-65 season gives the number as thirteen. Regarding the 
discrepancy, see Note 8 below. 
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Richard Cumming: We Happy Few 
Song cycle for bass-baritone and piano2 

Commissioned by Donald Gramm3 
New York premiere: January 17, 1964 

 
Milton Babbitt: Philomel 

For soprano and four-track tape 
Commissioned by Bethany Beardslee 

New York premiere: February 21, 1964 
 

Ezra Laderman: Songs for Eve 
Song cycle for soprano and piano 
Commissioned by Judith Raskin 

New York premiere: October 9, 1964 
 

Coleridge-Taylor Perkinson: Attitudes 
Cantata for tenor, violin, cello & piano 

Commissioned by George Shirley 
New York premiere: November 6, 1964 

 
Ned Rorem: Poems of Love and the Rain 
Song cycle for mezzo-soprano and piano 

Commissioned by Regina Sarfaty 
New York premiere: April 9, 1965 

 
The instrumental works (in alphabetical order by composer) include:4 

Norman Dello Joio, Colloquies: Concert Suite for Violin and Piano 
Commissioned by Sidney Harth 

 
Anis Fuleihan, Piano Sonata No. 9 
Commissioned by Abbey Simon 

 
Alexei Haieff, Cello Sonata 

 
2 According to a letter from Gramm to the Ford Foundation dated April 9, 1962, the singer originally nominated 
Leonard Bernstein, Samuel Barber, and Aaron Copland, before Cumming. Copland, who evidently also received 
offers from Oscar Shumsky and Abbey Simon for the Program, seems to have considered writing the vocal work 
and finally declined. Donald Gramm to W. McNeil Lowry, April 9, 1962, PA 62-333, R-2560, Ford Foundation 
Archives, New York (FFA); Edward F. D’Arms to the Ford Foundation Records Center, May 5, 1962; and Aaron 
Copland to W. McNeil Lowry, May 16, 1962, FFA. Bernstein also received a request to compose a work for Janos 
Starker as part of the Program, but turned down both offers. Phyllis Horowitz to the Ford Foundation Records 
Center, April 25, 1962, and Helen Coats to W. McNeil Lowry, April 25, 1962, PA 62-333, FFA. So far, I have 
found no records in the Ford Foundation Archives regarding the offer made to Barber on behalf of Gramm. 
3 For a brief summary of Gramm’s career, see Peter G. Davis, The American Opera Singer: The Lives and 
Adventures of America’s Great Singers in Opera and Concert from 1825 to the Present (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 505. 
4 Untitled document listing artists, works, and performance venues, n.d., FFA. 
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Commissioned by Zara Nelsova 
 

Roy Harris, Duo for Violoncello and Piano 
Commissioned Janos Starker 

 
Benjamin Lees, Piano Sonata No. 4 
Commissioned by Gary Graffman 

 
Peter Mennin, Fantasy for Piano 

Commissioned by Claudette Sorel 
 

Quincy Porter, Variations for violin and piano 
Commissioned by Oscar Shumsky 

 
Laurence Rosenthal, Four Orphic Tableaux for violin and piano 

Commissioned by Berl Senofsky5 
 

Roger Sessions, Piano Sonata No. 3 
Commissioned by Eugene Istomin, but eventually given its premiere by Jacob Lateiner.6 

 

Originally, Irving Fine was announced as Senofsky’s choice, but Fine died soon after the 

announcement; Senofsky then chose Rosenthal. Sessions’s work was not completed in time and, 

when it was finally ready, Istomin was unable to perform it; it was given its premiere, still under 

the auspices of the Program, in 1969 by Lateiner. According to the terms of the commissions, 

each work was to be presented three times by the original commissioner and various assisting 

artists, once on a series of concerts at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City during 

the 1963-64 and 64-65 concert seasons, and two more times at various venues around the 

country, mostly colleges and universities, as arranged by the Foundation.7 For some of the vocal 

works, the composers were involved as performers: Cumming, Rorem, and Thomson each 

 
5 William McPeak to Henry T. Heald, October 4, 1962, “Fellowship Program Request—Humanities and the Arts,” 
FFA. 
6 Edward F. D’Arms to Stanley W. Gregory, “Grant to Eugene Istomin under the Concert Soloists Program,” March 
20, 1968, FFA. 
7 In addition to the delay of Sessions’s work, the Mennin-Sorel collaboration, originally slated to open the 1963-64 
season, did not end up a part of the original two-season series at the Metropolitan Museum, for reasons that remain 
unclear. The various required performances outside New York City appear to have taken place between 1963 and 
1969. 
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played the piano part for his own work at its  premiere.8  

This rather spectacular assemblage of mid-twentieth-century American musicians, and 

the circumstances of the series of commissions that resulted in so many new works, would make 

a fascinating study in itself. It seems safe to say that this was an event, or series of events, of 

some significance in American classical music at the time and beyond. The total funding 

originally announced for the grant program was $120,000—adjusting for inflation that would be 

over $980,000 today.9 To us now, it may seem almost fantastical that, even just fifty years ago, 

the chamber recital could have received such institutional affirmation. Public affirmation, too, 

evidently: New York audiences for most of the concerts numbered over 500.10 Regarding other 

works programmed along with each commissioned work, a letter in the Ford Foundation 

Archives, in draft form, to the grantees, states that, “since no considerations of ‘box office’ need 

enter into your selection, you are urged to satisfy your own wishes and to perform whatever you 

wish to perform.”11 For these artists, at least, this was Camelot, indeed. 

On the larger geo-political scene, however, it was a time of unrest and the very real threat 

 
8 Cumming had a rather extensive career as a concert accompanist, especially for singers, including Jennie Tourel, 
Martial Singher, John Reardon, Herta Glaz, Phyllis Curtin, and many others; early in his career, he accompanied 
comedienne Anna Russell and, later, ballerina-actress, Vera Zorina, in her capacity as a noted diseuse. Cumming 
and Gramm had performed together for over ten years by the time of the Project. Richard Cumming, Curriculum 
Vitae, Estate of Richard Cumming. 

A letter from Cumming to Edward D’Arms in the FFA, dated November 24, 1964, indicates that We Happy Few 
was broadcast on NBC-TV on November 29 of the same year, presumably by Gramm and the composer. This same 
letter states that the work was being performed with some regularity at the time, by him and Gramm, as well as 
others. 
9 Press Release, June 26, 1964, FFA. In the end, the total spent by the Foundation on the Program was $116,000.00. 
“Program Action,” June 13, 1968, FFA. Inflation adjustment calculated using the inflation calculator at 
http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm (accessed February 6, 2016).  
10 According to an Attendance Report for the two seasons of concerts presented in connection with the Program, 
supplied to the Foundation by William Kolodny of the Metropolitan Museum, the average attendance for the 1963-
64 season was 547, for 1964-65, 577. 539 attended the New York première of We Happy Few. Even for New York 
City, these figures seem impressive, and provide evidence of a chamber-recital culture that was still thriving. 
William Kolodny to Edward D’Arms, June 24, 1965, FFA. 
11 Edward F. D’Arms to Concert Soloists, n.d., FFA. Gramm’s Metropolitan Museum recital included Buxtehude’s 
cantata, “Mein Herz ist bereit,” Barber’s Dover Beach, and Fauré’s La Bonne chanson, in addition to We Happy 
Few. 

http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm
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of atomic aggression. The Cold War was at its height and tensions were escalating in southeast 

Asia a decade after Korea. World War II was less than twenty years in the past and its memory 

still fresh for many. This essay considers the only work resulting from the Program for Concert 

Soloists to deal directly with the topic of war, Richard Cumming’s We Happy Few, a cycle of ten 

songs for voice and piano that offers a complex commentary upon its subject matter, both 

reflecting its time and transcending it in striking ways. The work was first performed at the 

University of Colorado, Boulder, on December 3, 1963; a performance in Kentucky followed 

within a few days. After the Metropolitan Museum performance on January 17, 1964, a final 

performance under the terms of the Program took place at East Carolina College (now East 

Carolina University) in Greenville, NC, on April 27 of that year. According to a letter from 

Cumming to the Ford Foundation, he and Gramm also performed the work in Houston, TX 

sometime between the Colorado and New York performances.12  

At its New York  premiere, in January, 1964, New York Tribune critic, Judith Robison, 

wrote that “Cumming’s adroit use of polyharmonies and polyrhythms combined with his lucid 

melodic gift and Poulencian wit will make this work a worthy addition to the concert 

repertoire.”13 But Ross Parmenter of the New York Times called it “a rather feeble and 

conventional effort” of “little musical invention,”14 and Musical America commented on “the 

limits of Cumming’s emotional range.”15 At the work’s  premiere in Boulder, Robert Donalson 

of the Colorado Daily criticized the cycle’s “lack of ‘focus’ of aesthetic impact” but felt that, 

“taken separately, the songs were accessible and well conceived musically,” observing, too, that 

“Mr. Cumming is obviously not one of the young adventurers who equate consonance with 

 
12 Richard Cumming to Edward D’Arms, December 10, FFA. 
13 Judith Robison, “Donald Gramm’s Recital,” The New York Tribune, January 18, 1964. 
14 Ross Parmenter, “Music: ‘We Happy Few’,” The New York Times, January 18, 1964. 
15 Michael Brozen, “Review: Donald Gramm,” Musical America 84.2 (February, 1964): 34. 
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decadence. These were songs in the traditional sense of the word—conceived in a lyric mold and 

designed to be compatible vehicles for the human voice.”16 

When We Happy Few was eventually published, in 1969, it again received some critical 

attention.17 In the April 1970 issue of Music & Letters, one reviewer called it “a celebration 

(incredible as it seems today) of the old-fashioned, healthy kind of war, without a trace of irony,” 

adding that, “judged simply as songs, those in optimistic and heroic mood are the worst 

(Shakespeare and Moses), those in elegiac mood the best (Housman, Whitman, Rilke), and there 

are two effective parodies. [. . .] But overall the means are ill-assorted and the end irrelevant.”18 

Emphasis has been added here because these descriptors touch upon some of the very 

characteristics of the work with which the present essay is concerned: its stylistic heterogeneity 

and its possible relevance to audiences today. Perhaps the most nuanced of the reviews came 

from George F. DeVine, in the September 1970 issue of Notes, quoted here at length because it 

specifically addresses issues, especially with regard to the poetic texts, considered more fully 

below: 

A most interesting aspect of this set of songs is the diversity of sources from 
which the texts were drawn—Shakespeare, Housman, Whitman, the book of 
Exodus, among others. Some of the texts are two-edged, which is to say they are 
either pro- or antiwar, depending on the performer's approach to them. "The Feast 
of Crispian" would seem to be in praise of warfare; "A Sight in Camp" is 
Whitman's gentle rebuke of warfare. The last of the ten songs, "The Lord is a Man 
of War,"19 demonstrates my point, for it is either a triumphant affirmation of the 
Old Testament concept of Deity or else it is a harsh refutation of the Avenging 
God notion. The performer, if he has command of his art, may stress either 
aspect.20 
 

This diversity of literary sources, and the textual ambivalence that leaves such important choices 

 
16 Robert P. Donalson, “Critic’s Corner—Highly Polished: A Review,” The Colorado Daily, December 4, 1963. 
17 Richard Cumming, We Happy Few: Ten Songs for Voice and Piano (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1969). 
18 I.S., untitled review, Music & Letters 51.2 (April 1970): 21–20.  
19 The actual title is “The Song of Moses.” 
20 George F. DeVine, “Solo Songs,” Notes 27.1 (September 1970): 163–4. 
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to the performers, both are notions of central importance to a functional understanding of the 

cycle.  

By 1984, when a recording of We Happy Few was finally released on LP, one critic 

called the songs “gemlike creations,” adding that “Richard Cumming [. . .] surely ranks, with his 

friend Ned Rorem, among the very finest of contemporary art-song composers.”21 When the 

same recording was re-issued on CD in 1997, nearly thirty-five years after the cycle’s  premiere, 

it was called the work of “one of America’s most rewarding and delightful composers.”22 Joseph 

McLellan of the Washington Post wrote, “Cumming's music has several qualities rare in 

contemporary music—among them, wit, charm, melodic grace and, above all, a knack for saying 

much in a little space.” What was once “ill-sorted” and “irrelevant” had become, by century’s 

end, “splendidly varied in style [ . . . ] a modern classic.”23 

 

The 1960s: Contrasting Aesthetics 

By far the most celebrated vocal work to come out of the Program for Concert Soloists 

was Milton Babbit’s Philomel, presented at the Metropolitan on February 21, 1964, just over a 

month after We Happy Few.24 It would be hard to find another work that contrasts more vividly 

with Cumming’s cycle, and his art generally; together the two serve to exemplify the extremes of 

 
21 Peter M. Knapp, “We Need More ‘Survivors’ like Composer Richard Cumming,” The Patriot Ledger, June 25, 
1984. Knapp’s use of the term “survivor” refers to Ned Rorem’s comment, in the liner notes that eventually became 
his essay on Cumming’s songs, quoted throughout the present writing, that Cumming was “a survivor not only in an 
uncalled-for medium, but speaking a dialect which itself sounds dated.” Ned Rorem, Settling the Score: Essays on 
Music (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988), 67. 
22 Erik Eriksson, “Intriguing Package Made for Exceptional Listening,” The Door County Advocate, October 31, 
1997. 
23 Joseph McLellan, “Richard Cumming: Silhouettes,” The Washington Post, January 11, 1998. McLellan 
specifically uses the phrase, “a modern classic,” in relation to We Happy Few, which is contained, along with other 
works, on the recording entitled Silhouettes. 
24 According to records in FFA, the première of Philomel took place at Amherst College in Massachusetts on 
February 13, 1964. After the New York performance, the work was presented at Grinnell College in Iowa. N.a., 
untitled document listing artists, works, and performance venues, n.d., FFA. 
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style in American art music of the 1960s. Scored “for soprano, recorded soprano, and 

synthesized accompaniment,” Philomel is an early masterpiece of American electronic music, 

written in collaboration with the poet John Hollander, based on Ovid’s story of the 

metamorphosis of Philomela into a nightingale. It represents the experimental avant-garde of 

American art music at the time. The synthesizer and recording work was done at the famed 

Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Center at Columbia University, where Babbitt was 

director. Of the Philomel premiere, Howard Klein wrote 

there were four KLH high-fidelity speakers paired on both sides of the stage. Miss 
[Bethany] Beardslee sang John Hollander’s text [. . .] to a background of 
synthesized sounds and multitrack recordings of her own voice. These served as a 
chorus to the soloist, commenting, repeating and giving breathing space. The 
effect of the work was startlingly original [. . .] It was a concert to remember.25 

 
This, then, was the sort of thing that at least one New York Times critic was inclined to praise in 

unqualified terms in 1964, in contrast to the damning Times review (albeit by a different 

reviewer) of Cumming’s work just a month earlier. Philomel went on to win the 1964 New York 

Music Critics Circle Award.  

In contrast to Babbitt and the avant-garde of the period, Cumming’s music is grounded in 

tonality, unconcerned with experimentation per se and, in the case of his vocal music, derives its 

form, content, and raison d’être from the literary texts upon which it is built.26 Generally 

contrived to be recognizable and easily understood, to entertain and move, it is music that very 

much “cares if you listen.” Cumming belongs to a multi-generational group of largely gay, 

largely tonal American modernist composers that included Thomson, Aaron Copland, Samuel 

Barber, Paul Bowles, Leonard Bernstein, Rorem, Lee Hoiby and others, a group whose 

 
25 Howard Klein, “Miss Beardslee Sings ‘Philomel’,” The New York Times, February 22, 1964. 
26 See Victoria Etnier Villamil, A Singer’s Guide to the American Art Song 1870-1980 (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow 
Press, 1993), 122. 
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accessible styles and crossover proclivities contrast decisively with the experimentalism of 

Babbitt and other (mainly heterosexual) post-war composers whose work is broadly 

characterized by atonality and a spectrum of non-traditional techniques from serial to aleatoric.27 

In this context, Cumming’s musical language is markedly old-fashioned—in terms of classical 

song—and often quite French. In fact, Rorem, a long-time friend and colleague of Cumming, 

called him “the most derivative composer since Francis Poulenc,” adding that  

like Poulenc, whom he also resembles shamelessly, he is not ashamed of being 
shameless [. . .] For like the cuckoo, laying eggs only in the nests of other species, 
yet hatching out thoroughbred cuckoos, Cumming takes what he needs and makes 
it his own. [. . . T]hough [he] is like many others, no one is quite like him; that is 
all that counts in an artist.”28 
 
We Happy Few makes reference to a range of preexisting works and recognizable styles 

outside itself. Among the most obvious and pervasive influences upon Cumming’s work are the 

French harmonies of the early-and-mid-twentieth century: as we have seen, Poulenc is often 

invoked, and Cumming’s “Franco-American” style was mentioned by more than one critic.29 The 

French flavor is frequently indebted to, and melds particularly well with jazz. But Cumming’s 

jazz influence often comes by way of the theater, calling to mind the likes of Gershwin, Weill, 

and the Great American Songbook. An easy piano-bar sound—what Rorem calls Cumming’s 

 
27 See Nadine Hubbs, The Queer Composition of America’s Sound: Gay Modernists, American Music, and National 
Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004). Barber provided advice and assistance to Cumming during 
the writing of his only finished opera, The Picnic, indicated by notes in Cumming’s hand in both the sketches and 
final manuscript of the work (Estate of Richard Cumming). The opera as a whole is dedicated to pianist John 
Browning who was a great champion of the music of both Barber and Cumming. Most of Cumming’s best-known 
works after We Happy Few are piano pieces written for Browning, including Twenty-four Preludes and Silhouettes, 
both of which Browning performed frequently. Browning’s recording of the Preludes also includes Barber’s Piano 
Sonata (Phoenix PHCD 105, 1988); his recording of Silhouettes (CRI CD 766, 1997) also contains a remastered 
version of We Happy Few recording that Gramm and Cumming made in 1983. 
28 Rorem, Settling the Score, 68, 72. This chapter is a reprint of the liner notes Rorem wrote for the recording of 
Cumming’s songs, Cycles & Songs (Cambridge Records CRS 2778, 1984). 
29 Walter Simmons, review of Barber: Piano Sonata/Cumming: Twenty-four Preludes, Fanfare (November 1989): 
122; and Mark L. Lehman, review of Richard Cumming: Silhouettes, American Record Guide 61.2 (March-April 
1998): 109. 
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“martini harmonies”—is used more than once in We Happy Few.30 Cumming piles up his thirds 

freely. Mode-defining scale-degrees are often altered.31 Though tonal centering is never 

abandoned for long, his tonality/modality is peripatetic and complex, shifting frequently but 

almost always ending where it began. No grand architect of musical structures, he favored the 

character piece, the song, and for larger works, the suite or cycle made up of these smaller units.  

Cumming made most of his living in the theater, including twenty-five years at the Tony-

winning Trinity Repertory Company in Providence, Rhode Island, beginning in 1968.32 The 

theater is never far from Cumming’s sound: his fundamental aesthetic may be read as theatrical, 

in the best and worst senses of that word: the immediate and often straightforward ways it aims 

to communicate; the way that many of his larger works, including We Happy Few, are 

constructed from smaller “scenes” into often narrative “acts”; and the ways these two 

characteristics interact. A theater composer is mainly expected to deliver a playwright’s or 

director’s intention to an audience as immediately and economically as possible, with no 

question of the music being there to do anything else.33 Cumming turns the necessities of the 

theatrical cue into a virtue of his style. 

Both Babbitt and Cumming were students of Roger Sessions—Cumming, in California, 

 
30 Rorem, Settling the Score, 70. 
31 See Ruth C. Friedberg, American Art Song and American Poetry, Volume III: The Century Advances (Metuchen, 
NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1987), 197. 
32 He composed scores and served as music director for many other theaters across the country, from Princeton to 
Los Angeles, Milwaukee to Dallas, before, during, and after his time at Trinity. In 1981, during Cumming’s tenure 
there, Trinity won the Tony award for Best Regional Theater. “Richard ‘DeeDee’ Cumming Passes Away at 81,” 
Trinity Repertory Company, http://www.trinityrep.com/about_us/press_releases/richard_deedee_cumming_ 
passes_away_at_81.php (accessed May 2, 2011); “History,” About Us, Trinity Repertory Company, 
http://www.trinityrep.com/about_us/history/history.php (accessed May 2, 2011). For Cumming’s work with Trinity, 
see Jaennie Marlin Woods, Theatre to Change Men’s Souls: The Artistry of Adrian Hall (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press; London & Toronto: Associated University Press), passim. Along with Hall and scenic designer, 
Eugene Lee, Cumming was instrumental in bringing Trinity from a small community theater group to one of the 
most important regional theaters in the United States during the 1970s and 80s. 
33 Cumming composed over 130 art songs (in addition to his many songs for plays), the majority of which remain 
unpublished as of this writing. Cumming, Curriculum Vitae. 

http://www.trinityrep.com/about_us/history/history.php
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from 1945 to 1951; Babbitt, before and during his studies at Princeton in the mid-1930s. 

Cumming also studied with Arnold Schoenberg and Ernest Bloch. Though Schoenberg’s 

influences were still generally strong at mid-century, even among those who never worked with 

him directly, Cumming’s music is virtually free of anything particularly Schoenbergian, in 

contrast to Babbitt who, though never a student of the expatriate Viennese master, nonetheless 

embraced serialism in all its ramification. Rorem writes that “within [Cumming’s] entire oeuvre 

there lurks not a shadow of his three mentors, Sessions and Bloch and Schoenberg [. . .] as 

though to utterly deny them were his sole salvation.”34 Yet Cumming himself spoke of Bloch’s 

influence: “This influence of Mr. Bloch on me, Mr. Sessions thought it was perhaps a tad too 

voluptuous. All that Jewish pulsating, palpitating [. . .] yearning, churning, burning!”35 Though 

Sessions had also been a student and close colleague of Bloch, it was he who eventually arranged 

for the younger composer to work with Schoenberg.36 

Babbit’s and Cumming’s products of the Ford Foundation Program may each be viewed 

as musical manifestations of broader impulses in American art at mid-century, perhaps most 

readily identifiable in painting. Philomel, with its surface complexity and gestural abstraction, 

calls to mind aspects of Abstract Expressionism.37 I would like to suggest that We Happy Few, 

with its wit, tongue-in-cheek humor, and pervasive pastiche aesthetic, shares elements of the 

repurposings, recontextualizations, and complex politicizations of the familiar to be found in 

 
34 Rorem, Settling the Score, 68. 
35 Bill Rodriguez, “Cumming: Making Music as Lively as Himself,” Narragansett Times, June 30, 1983; as quoted 
in Susan Carol Kindall, “The Twenty-four Preludes for Solo Piano by Richard Cumming: A Pedagogical and 
Performance Analysis,” (PhD diss., University of Oklahoma, 1994), 18.  
36 Kindall, 18. 
37 Drawing upon the work of Serge Guilbaut and Dave Hickey, Nadine Hubbs arrived at a similar analogy between 
Babbitt’s work and Abstract Expressionist painting; see Hubbs, 164-65. Hubbs also makes a fascinating comparison 
of the musical “scientism” of Babbitt, Allen Forte, and others, with the “populism” of the gay tonalists modernists, 
in the context of the Cold War polemic that operated so divisively in American society of the 1950s and 1960s (162-
65). 
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works by Rauschenberg, Warhol, Johns and others from around the period of the composition—

characteristics that are actually strengthened and clarified by the conservatism of its musical 

idiom and the often uncomfortable ambiguity of the work’s comment on war. 

 

Pastiche, Intertextuality, Pop Art: The Songs of We Happy Few 

We Happy Few opens with a setting of Shakespeare’s Sts. Crispin & Crispian Day 

monologue from Henry V. The theater is immediately evoked, and the sounds of the theatrical 

British cinema of Laurence Olivier and William Walton echo through the opening fanfare. “The 

Feast of Crispian” is the setting of a composer who, already by 1963, had written scores for 

fifteen plays, including three by Shakespeare.38 Through the course of his career, Cumming 

would score over eighty plays, including fifteen by Shakespeare, several of them more than once, 

though Henry V was not among them.39 In this song, the composer controls Shakespeare’s text 

like an actor, demonstrating his knowledge of the anatomy of a dramatic monologue: dramatic 

beats are clearly delineated in the music, which ebbs and flows within a precisely controlled arc 

of dramatic tension that builds, after the opening flourish, steadily to its cinematic denouement. 

Notwithstanding the evocation of British cinema, an American popular idiom is also apparent. 

Rorem writes of this song that “the music soon flows from the Avon to the Mississippi [. . .] Is it 

an illicit pleasure to hear the Bard’s verbs fall on hot blue notes? Is Cumming’s lush view of 

Shakespeare less congruent than Prokofiev’s lean or Foss’s quaint or Diamond’s angular one?”40 

The title of the cycle, drawn from the text of this song, presents a puzzle that may be 

among those aspects of the work leading some to question its position on the subject of war. The 

 
38 Love’s Labour’s Lost (1957), Romeo and Juliet (1959), and Twelfth Night (1963). Cumming, Curriculum Vitae. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Rorem, Settling the Score, 70. 
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identity of Shakespeare’s “happy few” is clear enough: the English soldiers fighting the French 

at the battle of Agincourt on the Feast of Sts. Crispin and Crispinian, October 25, 1415. The 

alleged happiness is, of course, purely rhetorical, purely propaganda. But who are the “happy 

few” of the song cycle’s title? Musicians, perhaps (such as the “happy few” participating in the 

Ford Foundation Program), or artists generally? The brotherly band of gay composers and 

performers of which Cumming and Gramm were each a part, especially well represented in the 

mid-century American theater? No definitive answer is so far forthcoming. 

But the question does compel a consideration of We Happy Few as social commentary, 

reflected in Cumming’s poetic choices (and Gramm’s, as we shall see), the music put to them, 

and the work’s relationship to the broader historical context in which it was conceived, written, 

premiered, and heard. That context, of course, included the impending Viet Nam War, and the 

larger implications of the Cold War with its ever-present threat of nuclear conflict. From the 

beginning, the cycle produced some uncertainty regarding its “position” on the subject of war. 

As mentioned above, the 1969 publication of the score elicited an assessment of the work as “a 

celebration [. . .] of the old-fashioned, healthy kind of war”.41 Several years earlier, a letter to 

Gramm, dated December 5, 1963, from one Omer C. Stewart, professor of anthropology at the 

University of Colorado, where the work had its world premiere, reveals one audience member’s 

reaction to the ambiguity in the work. Included with the letter was a copy of an academic paper, 

advocating the involvement of the anthropological community in civil rights and antiwar 

education, which Stewart had delivered to the American Anthropological Association just prior 

to the Boulder performance of We Happy Few. In his letter, Stewart expressed his concern that 

the cycle, especially the first and last songs, “seemed to praise warfare.”42 He suggests that, if 

 
41 I.S., untitled review, Music & Letters. 
42 Omer C. Stewart to Donald Gramm, December 5, 1963, FFA. 
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this is not the case, future performances should include a word to the audience to avoid possible 

confusion or misunderstanding. Whether or not Gramm saw fit to follow Stewart’s advice we do 

not know.  

Regarding “The Feast of Crispian,” though no one can question the propagandistic aspect 

of the original text, the historical context is left intact in the song by retaining the references to 

Crispin and his feast day, thereby keeping it within the realm of storytelling—history—rather 

than advocacy. If, however, Henry’s speech is perceived by the hearer of the song as having 

become, by extraction from its original dramatic setting, a universal call to arms, it could, in that 

case, just as legitimately be heard as a call to any sort of collective struggle—civil rights or even 

anti-war activism—as to specifically military action. The rest of the cycle, too, problematizes 

what Rorem called an “approvingly military” reading of the work as a whole.43 

In an interview on December 4th, 1963, the day after the Boulder premiere, Cumming 

talked briefly about the selection of the cycle’s texts: 

Donald [Gramm] and I talked over this project for several months, just getting the 
idea, the general direction the cycle should take. We collected dozens of poems and 
excerpts. Finally, we started sorting through them and found that many of them had 
the idea of war as a theme. War from the standpoint of both the soldier and the 
civilian. These ten songs are the distillation of 20 times that many poems. They 
range from the Book of Exodus to Shakespeare to A. E. Housman.44 
 

Most likely, the final selection owes as much to the personalities of the two men and the musical 

possibilities Cumming may have intuited for Gramm beforehand, as to any more rigorous 

 
43 The quote is from Rorem, Settling the Score, 69. Even as astute an observer as Rorem could write of We Happy 
Few: “Melded [the songs] are too by theme, which, though a bit too approvingly military for my Quaker heart, is 
deadly serious.” But a close examination of the work refutes such an analysis. According to Cumming’s nieces 
Susan Knox and Carolyn Noland, Cumming’s brother was killed at the age of twenty-four while serving in the Air 
Force during World War II, and his father spent well over three years in a Japanese POW camp in the Philippines 
during that same war. Susan Knox and Carolyn Noland, conversation with author, June 4, 2011. 
44 Jack Boyd, “Wonderful World of Music: Conversations with a Composer,” Paducah Sun-Democrat, n.d. As noted 
above, the Kentucky performance was not one of the three contracted performances under the auspices of the Ford 
Foundation. 
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selection process. As mentioned, the poets range across some five thousand years, from an 

anonymous ancient Egyptian to Laurence Durrell, who died in 1990 (see Table 1). This wide 

chronological distribution is itself a comment on the universality of the subject matter. 

Shakespeare, as noted, was a force of major importance for Cumming. The works of both 

Housman and Whitman were inspirational for many gay male song composers of this period, 

drawing poignancy from the tragic irony of forbidden love and mandated murder. Cumming 

himself set four other Whitman poems, and two more by Housman. 

“To Whom Can I Speak Today?” the second song, uses the oldest poem of the set: the 

published score names the poet “Anon. Egyptian (circa 3000 B.C.).” Despite what one reviewer 

called “a bogus bit of Egyptiana,”45 the music’s unabashedly Blochian orientalism is effectively 

evocative of distance in time and space, because of (or perhaps in spite of) its obvious use of a 

gapped hexatonic scale, heavy on the alternating minor thirds and minor seconds, and some zil-

like ornamentation introduced briefly in the middle and at the end of the work. After the rousing 

bravado of the first song, to be suddenly displaced to an otherworldly realm of hushed exoticism 

intensifies this distance, while the poem tells of ancient but timeless despair and the longing for 

escape from a world of ubiquitous malevolence. This song reveals several of Cumming’s favorite 

musical devices: a unifying figure or idea in the piano that describes some aspect of the text and 

continues throughout the song (or a discrete section thereof), à la Schubert; and an extreme 

economy of means through which the text is expressed with compelling clarity, recalling late 

Fauré.46  

 
45 Brozen, “Review,” Musical America. 
46 For all its neo-romanticism, chromaticism, and theatricality, Cumming’s piano writing in his songs tends toward 
the spare and supportive, though he wrote some extremely virtuosic music for the solo piano: he himself was a fine 
pianist, as his several recordings attest, having begun his professional career as a concert soloist; and he was the go-
to composer for the great American pianist, John Browning, for whom he wrote brilliantly (see above). In fact, his 
first major success as a composer (and his first important publication) was the Piano Sonata (1951), published when 
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After the striking contrast of the first two pieces, and followed by the exquisite Housman 

setting discussed below, “Fife Tune,” the third song, brightens the mood with a touching little 

parlor piece that perfectly captures the sentiment in John Manifold’s miniature drama of soldiers 

marching blithely to war, proud to be admired, knowing nothing of what awaits them. From a 

tomb-like umbra of ancient despair we are recalled, as if from afar, to something nearer the 

present by a little Yankee-doodle melody on the piano—the fife tune—that makes free 

counterpoint with the voice throughout. In his music, Cumming has opted only for the immediate 

charm and innocence of the young soldier and the admiring girl—the hearer may or may not 

choose to supply the subtext of potentially dark futures that await each one. Eventually, the 

music breaks into full waltz swing evoking a certain antebellum naïveté (any later nineteenth- or 

early twentieth-century war will do) reminiscent of Friml or Quilter or Foster. Throughout, the 

pianist’s right hand maintains its independent melody in counterpoint with the vocal line, another 

frequent device in Cumming’s songwriting. 

 The setting of Housman’s “Here Dead Lie We” captures the sad irony of a choice 

between shame and death, and an utter weariness with a world that continues to insist upon such 

choices, latent in the lines,  

Life, to be sure, is nothing much to lose; 
But young men think it is, and we were young.47 

 
Here, the identifiable idiom is the drowsy haze of a mid-century piano bar—a cocktail lounge for 

the dead, populated by the shades of fallen soldiers. The simplicity of the chordal 

accompaniment echoes another masterpiece of world-weary simplicity, Fauré’s “Diana, Séléné,” 

 
he was only twenty three, and championed by his own piano teacher, Rudolph Firkusny. It received notably better 
treatment from the critics at its première than We Happy Few. Cumming’s piano music is the subject of two doctoral 
dissertations, one by Susan Kindall, mentioned above, and one by Theresa Sanchez, “A Study of the Twenty-four 
Preludes for Solo Piano (1968) by Richard Cumming” (DMA diss., University of Southern Mississippi, 1992). 
47 A. E. Housman, “Here Dead Lie We,” Collected Poems; in Cumming, We Happy Few, 13. 
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a similarly placid product of a similarly troubled time.  

 Lawrence Durrell’s raunchy “Ballad of the Good Lord Nelson” provided the inspiration 

for the most straightforward parody in the cycle, a satiric Gilbert-&-Sullivan-esque hornpipe that 

merrily reduces a revered war hero to a sex-crazed masturbator. It also calls Walton to mind 

again, this time the “Hornpipe” from Façade, a work Cumming knew well, having coached his 

friend, the dancer-actor Vera Zorina, in the narration parts not long before the song was 

written.48 Though the work’s musical references may remain recognizable to modern 

audiences—thanks probably to cartoons—many of the poetic references may be lost nowadays 

without program notes or commentary from the performers. Some, however, still land. Lines 

like, “Think of Good Lord Nelson and avoid self-abuse/For the empty sleeve was no mere 

excuse” or “he thought of little Emma out on Biscay’s wave/And remembered working on her 

like a galley slave” are still funny, if not so shocking, today as in Cumming’s or Durrell’s day. 

There is little doubt as to the composer’s intention—the same as the poet’s—and it is definitely 

not a celebration of “the old-fashioned, healthy kind of war, without a trace of irony”49 

mentioned at the beginning of this essay. 

 “Going to the Warres,” the sixth song in the cycle, takes a 17th-century poem by Richard 

Lovelace and turns it into a 20th-century pop song, another mid-century piano-bar number with a 

gently breezy, boozy familiarity. This time the singer is a soldier trying to justify leaving his 

lover for war, another age-old dilemma, the Poulencian harmonies suggesting a tipsy 

disingenuousness. The poem itself employs that brand of old-time sophistry whereby the selfish 

and complaining lover is made to understand the concept of duty through clever, and somewhat 

 
48 Cumming, Curriculum Vitae. Zorina went on to record Walton’s work with Ormandy and the Philadelphia 
Orchestra. 
49 Cumming achieved a similarly satiric comment in his setting of the much more cryptic and terrifying war poem, 
“Scyros,” of Karl Shapiro, with a sort of vaudevillian send-up for baritone, clarinet, and piano (unpublished, 1998). 
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arch, turns of phrase like “I could not love thee (Deare) so much/Lov’d I not Honour more.” The 

song Cumming has made of all this could have slipped easily into a modern cabaret set and its 

urbane banality serves to transition from the ribaldry of “Lord Nelson” to the deadly earnest of 

what follows. 

 “A Sight in Camp” is the dramatic center of the cycle as a whole. It may also be the one 

wholly original song in the cycle, without any obvious intertextual reference. Whitman’s poem, 

from Leaves of Grass, relates his experience aiding wounded soldiers during the Civil War. With 

a severe economy of means—wandering octaves and chords in the piano—Cumming creates a 

moving operatic drama. His affinity for Whitman’s words is evident, especially when compared, 

for example, to Rorem’s melodramatic War Scenes, a somewhat disjunct and grandiloquent 

setting of Whitman war texts made in 1969, the same year that We Happy Few was published.50 

Again, there seems little doubt as to the comment upon war that poet and composer wished to 

make: Christ is being crucified anew with each soldier’s death. Rather more than merely a 

“gentle rebuke of warfare,” as mentioned above, even without a hint of judgment, it is an 

indictment. 

In a work that combines so many styles and sentiments absent any uniting narrative, the 

transitions between songs become extremely important to the overall effect. In fact, if 

juxtapositions are heard to speak meaningfully, the interstices become loci of important 

signification. The transition from “The Feast of Crispian” to “To Whom Shall I Speak Today?” 

 
50 This is confirmed by Cumming’s other Whitman settings, “To You” (1959), “As Adam Early in the Morning” 
(1960), “O, Tan-Faced Prairie Boy” (1981), and “Sometimes with the One I Love” (1981). Rorem’s cycle, as 
performed by Gramm, is contained on the recording, Ned Rorem, War Scenes, Five Songs, Four Dialogues for Two 
Voice & Two Pianos, Phoenix Records PHCD 116. The same recording also contains some of Rorem’s other 
Whitman settings, performed by Gramm and Eugene Istomin (who was also originally part of the Ford Foundation 
Program); the latter tend to foreground the text more than the War Scenes and, in so doing, come closer to 
Cumming’s approach. 
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is affecting in its contrast between theatrical bravado and sepulchral despair. In “Fife Tune,” the 

opening suggests not only the soldiers marching, but also a metaphoric return from the ancient 

distance of what precedes it. A song like “Going to the Warres” itself acts as a sort of transition 

between the two more substantial musico-dramatic events that flank it.  

The transition from “A Sight in Camp” to “The End of the World,” the eighth song, 

speaks even more strikingly in its contrast. Following the low, stark delivery of Whitman’s lines 

“I think this face is the face of Christ himself/Dead and divine, and brother of us all, and here 

again he lies,” Cumming goes from rage to giddy madness in four bars, evoking another 

powerful French product of a war-torn world, Ravel’s La Valse.  

“The End of the World” is dedicated to Rorem,51 who wrote: “did [Cumming] realize that 

the chunk he borrowed from my ditty, ‘My Papa’s Waltz’, was in turn stolen from an earlier 

song of mine, ‘Whiskey Drink, Divine’, which came from Satie’s ‘Je te veux’?”52 Archibald 

MacLeish’s sonnet is the most elusive of the texts chosen for We Happy Few. Nevertheless, the 

theater-of-the-absurd images suggest Felliniesqe or Buñuelian surrealism, or a wormwood-fueled 

waltz through the Moulin Rouge: the armless ambidextrian lighting a match with his foot, Ralph 

the lion biting one Madame Sossman in the neck, Teeny coughing in waltz-time while swinging 

Jocko by the thumb. A note in the score at the beginning instructs the piano, after the four-bar 

opening, to remain “always in the background—as if accompanying a circus performance.” The 

second quatrain ends with the line, “Quite unexpectedly, the top blew off” to reveal “the black 

pall of nothing.” Though war is not mentioned, it is easy to imagine that, in 1952, when the poem 

was first published, in 1963 when it was set to music, or in 1969 when the setting was published, 

 
51 Each song in the cycle is dedicated to a different person, in some cases indicated only by initials. The light that 
such dedications might shed upon this or any work is always interesting to consider, though it must remain 
unexplored here. 
52 Rorem, Settling the Score, 70. 
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images of war, rumors of war, and memories of war stood in for “the end of the world” in the 

minds of many. 

 Out of the “nothing, nothing, nothing at all” that ends “The End of the World,” the distant 

toll of a bell is suggested as the next song, “Grave Hour,” begins. It quickly builds to an 

anguished outcry and as quickly subsides, returning to the quiet numbness of the opening. 

Rilke’s sense of being the focus of all unnecessary suffering in the world dominates this 

strikingly minimalist setting, a single melodic idea, transposed higher for each poetic stanza up 

to the songs climax, then dropping again for the final lines, “Who now dies anywhere in the 

world/without cause dies in the world/looks at me.” Of this song, Rorem writes, disapprovingly, 

that “it draws too close for comfort to Barber’s ‘A Desire for Hermitage’ blurred with Ravel’s 

‘Le Gibet’”53 (which may or may not have been Cumming’s intention). 

The finale of the cycle, “The Song of Moses,” with text from Exodus 15, is the work’s 

most philosophically ambiguous. It can sound like a rabblerousing celebration of divinely-

sanctioned bellicosity; or, depending upon the choices of the performers, it can be read as 

another indictment of war and a rebuke of the kind of primitive deism that not only sanctions but 

glorifies it, all in the guise of a big, boisterous closer. Several aspects of the song are anomalous 

within Cumming’s oeuvre, suggesting that the composer’s relationship to the text was 

problematic. First, portions of the text are repeated: text repetition not in the literary original is 

unusual in Cumming’s work.54 Second, the use of extended melisma is also uncharacteristic. 

Nowhere else in the cycle has a melisma of more than two notes been employed, except once at 

the very end of “The End of the World.” Like Gerald Finzi and others, Cumming uses melisma 

sparingly and to specific purpose, since it tends not only to obscure the comprehensibility of the 

 
53 Rorem, Settling the Score, 70. 
54 In the previous song, “The End of the World,” all text repetition is part of the original poem. 
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word it prolongs, but to decontextualize it poetically. The ubiquitous melismas in “The Song of 

Moses” may be performed, at the singer’s discretion, either as energetic lyric artillery, or as 

puffing, childish, even vaguely animal, vocalizations. Finally, there is the music itself. A rousing 

closer it may be, owing much to Bartok and Bernstein, but it is not a very attractive song. With 

its jumpy changing meters (alternating 5/8 and 6/8, mostly) and war-dance feel, it is at once 

menacing and vaguely comical—the kind of menace that the glorification of war constantly 

imposes upon us, and the vaguely horrific comedy that comes from the implications of the very 

act of performing the song itself. The music’s jazzy primitivism and jerky, apish quality serve to 

complicate the exultant Old Testament text significantly.55 

 

Conclusion: Then and Now 

Intertextuality—the generation of meaning in one text from reference to another—and the 

related concepts of pastiche and collage—the repurposing of culturally significant material 

through quotation, imitation, juxtaposition, and recontextualization—have become integral parts 

of the dominant aesthetic of twenty-first century America and may be identified as an important 

part of the aesthetic legacy of the previous century. Collage and pastiche tend to create or derive 

their meaning through intertextuality. In American art song, greater or lesser degrees of 

intertextual referentiality, of sonic repurposing, of borrowing and collaging of musical styles are 

common in such works as William Bolcom’s Cabaret Songs, Paul Bowles’ Blue Mountain 

Ballads, and Andre Previn’s Honey and Rue, to name just a few well-known examples.  

 
55 Its disturbing elements aside, modern audiences may hear in the piano part, occasionally, a marked similarity to 
Vince Guaraldi’s music for Charles Schulz’s early Peanuts cartoon movies, though there can be no question of any 
intentional reference here on Cumming’s part because, while the first Peanuts television special was being 
conceived and created at precisely the same time as We Happy Few, it did not air till December 1965. Charles M. 
Schultz Museum, http://schulzmuseum.org/timeline/#!/1960 (accessed February 6, 2016). 

http://schulzmuseum.org/timeline/#!/1960
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Today, an aesthetic of pastiche and collage has established itself as fundamental to 

popular culture, too. Common currency in product marketing and advertising, this aesthetic may 

have found its greatest commercial triumph in hip hop music with its foundational use of pre-

existing samples and the resulting tapestry of intertextuality that is characterizes it . And the 

concept of the playlist, with all its potentially complex musical interrelations and juxtapositions, 

is a particularly rich locus for aesthetic theories of twenty-first century aurality. 

As we have seen, Cumming’s work may be read to derive meaning both from intertextual 

reference and the juxtaposing and recontextualizing of signifying elements in both music and 

words. As such, it is a manifestation of the aesthetic of its time. It resonates today with those 

elements of that aesthetic that have been incorporated, since then, as fundamental characteristics 

of the dominant aesthetic of the 21st century. The cover to the published score for We Happy Few 

is the work of collage artist Sunny Warner, juxtaposing black-and-white image-fragments of a 

stone angel blowing a trumpet, a skeleton in a hat playing an aulos, rows of soldiers merging 

with rows of cross-marked graves, snippets of text, a phallic cannon, and more. Warner created a 

similarly apt, if less overtly political, collage for the cover of the 1984 recording of Cumming’s 

work, Cycles & Songs, that includes We Happy Few, even incorporating bits of the composer’s 

manuscript. 

We Happy Few, then, is a work with the potential to communicate in particularly relevant 

ways to audiences today. Clearly, its comment upon war remains timely and the multifaceted, 

nuanced, and potentially ambiguous nature of that comment seems remarkable modern. At least 

two of the poems (Houseman and Durrell), even without music, could hardly be more ironic with 

regard to the topic. The cycle’s presentation of multiple perspectives—historic, civilian, military, 

dead, alive—is unquestionably intentional. The work may be heard today as a sort of “playlist” 
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song cycle that uses its cogent intertextuality, its meaningful juxtapositions of materials and 

styles, to makes a complex and thought-provoking statement about its content. At the same time, 

it forces us to reconsider notions of musical style, originality, and our changing sensibilities. 

With its broad array of more or less recognizable styles, stylistic borrowings, and outside 

references, it does some of what pop art does, with a heterogeneity that resists dating. What is 

more, it fits comfortably into a modern aesthetic within which we are particularly adept at 

processing meaning in the juxtaposition of disparate texts. In fact, it may well fit more 

comfortably into today’s aesthetic than it did into that of the period in which it was written, if 

only because certain elements and techniques of the high-art-culture of “then” have become the 

mainstream aesthetic of “now.” 
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Cover of We Happy Few by Sunny Warner
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  Song Title   Poet   Musical References/Idioms 

1 
 

“The Feast of Crispian” 
  

Shakespeare 
  
British cinema/theater 

2 
 

“To Whom Can I Speak Today?” 
  

  

Anonymous Egyptian, 
ca. 3000 B.C. 

  

Bloch; Middle Eastern 
“orientalism” 

3 
 

“Fife Tune” 
  

  

John Manifold 

  

military fife tune; 
19th/early 20th-c. “parlor song” 

4 
 

“Here Dead Lie We” 

  

Housman 

  

Fauré’s “Diana Séléné”; “piano 
bar”/jazz/popular song 

5 
 

“A Ballad of the Good Lord Nelson” 
  

  

Lawrence Durrell 

  

Gilbert & Sullivan; Walton’s 
Façade (hornpipe) 

6 
 

“Going to the Warres” 
  

  

Richard Lovelace 

  

“piano bar”/popular song 

7 
 

“A Sight in Camp” 
  

Whitman 
  
(none obvious) 

8 
 

“The End of the World” 
  

  

Archibald MacLeish 

  

Rorem’s “My Papa’s Waltz”, 
“Whiskey Drink, Divine” 
(Satie’s “Je te veux”); Ravel’s 
La Valse 

9 
 

“Grave Hour” 
  

Rilke 
  
(Barber? Ravel?) 

10 
 

“The Song of Moses”   Moses/The Bible   Jazz (Bernstein? Bartok?) 
 

 
Table 1: The Songs of We Happy Few 


