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Mary’s Dream 
2016 
 
This work was Commissioned by Royal Collection Trust for  
the exhibition Scottish Artists 1750-1900: From Caledonia  
to the Continent at The Queen's Gallery, Buckingham Palace. 

 
SSAATB Choir 
[Solo Soprano, Solo Tenor] 
 
Dur: 9’ 
 
Mary’s Dream is a special piece, as it was a distinct step forward stylistically. The work is a 
tone poem, actively describing the story being told in the words. By using a combination of 
techniques, including repeated cells to build harmonic textures as well as melodic polyphony, 
it creates a musical fabric thus far unseen in the portfolio. Also, this piece is more 
harmonically adventurous than previous works, yet still has elements of static harmony. The 
opening chord in the bass and tenor is supposed to ring out like bagpipe drones, and this 
continues in places like bar 18. Also at 18, the use of the Lydian mode appears here to harken 
back to a ‘bard’ telling the story, as the words here are in the narrator’s voice. When the 
voice in the poem changes to a different perspective, the melodic mode changes as well. 
 
Following on from other pieces, non-linear textures are also used a few times, including a 
passage at bar 70 where the women sing a delicate passage reminiscent of rain drops. The 
way this unexpectedly arrives creates a special moment where the men, through the ‘rain,’ 
delicately emerge one last time before Mary’s lover vanishes forever. The continued use of 
non-linear melodies helps to define the portfolio by highlighting special moments, such as the 
one here, as well as creating a unified voice amongst the pieces. 
 
The premiere at Buckingham Palace was given by the German Choir of London, and the idea 
behind the commission was that it would bring together the worlds of Scotland and Germany. 
The brief was to use a text from Schottische Lieder (Scottish Songs) which were previously 
set by various composers such as Beethoven, Weber, and Mendelssohn. Mary’s Dream was 
written by an Edinburgh based poet, and previously set by Felix Mendelssohn and Joseph 
Haydn. There exist, however, two versions of the poem – one in a Scottish dialect and one in 
traditional English. Mendelssohn uses the English in his setting, whereas I chose the Scottish 
dialect. Also, differing still, Mendelssohn uses a more traditional song form, whereas I broke 
with this tradition and chose to tell the story in a more formally free tone poem. 
 
Originally, the entire poem was set, however the piece seemed a bit long and the proportions 
were not correct. Thus, it made sense to cut lines 9-16 to help keep the flow of the piece 
moving. Interestingly, after it was finished, I realized that Haydn made the same cut. 
 
 
Program note: 
“Mary’s Dream was originally a poem and song written by Edinburgh based poet John Lowe. In the poem, 
an unnamed man, who had been engaged to Mary, is unfortunately lost at sea. His ghost comes back to 
comfort Mary, and urges her to ‘weep nae mair for me’. This heartbreaking story has been reimagined as a 
tone poem, using the choir to both tell the story and musically paint the scenes.” 
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Performance and Rehearsal Notes:  
 

1.! At the start - the drones in the tenor/bass should start a bit louder at the entrance, and then 
decay - just a small bump in dynamic, not accented. The idea is to sound like bagpipes 
deflating with each emptying of the bellows. � 
 

	
 �! For the bagpipe sound - the most important thing is the men work together as a unit, separate 
from what the women are doing. For rehearsal - it might be helpful to work with the men 
separately, cuing them every 7-8 seconds. Then, once they are comfortable, let one of the 
section members cue the group.�From there, build the layers in the women, while the men 
continue their own part.�The most important (and hardest) thing is to have a gradual 
crescendo until the fermata.�
�

3.! From Rehearsal marker 8 onward, the moving lines should come out a bit more than the static 
ones, even if the dynamic is not marked as such. 
 

4.! For each of the cascading entrances, the notes should almost function like a fortepiano 
making way for the next entrance. (i.e. bars 28, 43, etc) � 
 

5.! Rehearsal markers 6, 7, 14, and 15 likely shouldn't be conducted and just cued at the 
rehearsal mark. This should help the accompanying figures sound more free and allow the 
soloists to take their time. � 
 

6.! Rehearsal marker 13 should be in time, however the women should not follow a tempo � 
 

7.! Bar 54/55 Alto2 - the 'I look' should cut through to support the cascade upward. Perhaps the 
men might have to back off a bit here. � 
 
Text: 
 
  1 The lovely moon had climb'd the hill 
  2 Where eagles big aboon the Dee,  
  3 And, like the looks of a lovely dame, 
  4 Brought joy to every body's e’e:  
 
  5 A' but sweet Mary, deep in sleep, 
  6 Her thoughts on Sandy, far at sea; 
  7 A voice dropt saftly in her ear — 
  8 Sweet Mary, weep nae mair for me! 
 
  9 She lifted up her waukening een, 
10 To see from whence the voice might be, 
11 And there she saw her Sandy stand, 
12 A shadowy form, wi’ hollow e’e 
 
13 “O Mary dear, lament nae mair!�
14 I'm in death-thraws aneath the sea;  �
15 Thy weeping makes me sad in bliss, �
16 Sae, Mary, weep nae mair for me! 

17 The wind slept when we left the bay, 
18 But soon it wak'd, and rais'd the main, 
19 And God, he bore us down the deep, 
20 Wha strave wi' him but strave in vain. 
 
21 He stretch'd his arm and took me up,  
22 Tho’ laith I was to gang but thee.  
23 I look frae heaven aboon the storm, 
24 Sae, Mary, weep nae mair for me! 
 
25 Take aff the bride sheets frae thy bed, 
26 Which thou hast faulded down for me;  
27 Unrobe thee of thy earthly stole — 
28 I’ll meet wi’ thee in heaven hie” 
 
29 Three times the gray cock flapt his wing, 
30 To mark the morning lift his e’e, 
31 And thrice the passing spirit said, 
32 Sweet Mary, weep nae mair for me! 
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