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The Sea-Limits
Instrumentation

Tenor
Piano

Performance Notes

The piano pedalings at times hold over several harmonic changes, with the intent of creating a resonant, blurry effect.

In general, the tempo should be fluid with the singer and pianist pushing and pulling ad libitum.

Duration: 3 minutes, 30 seconds

Texts

Consider the sea's listless chime:
Time's self it is, made audible,
The murmur of the earth's own shell.
Secret continuance sublime
Is the sea's end: our sight may pass
No furlong further. Since time was,
This sound hath told the lapse of time.

No quiet, which is death's, it hath
The mournfulness of ancient life,
Enduring always at dull strife.
As the world's heart of rest and wrath,
Its painful pulse is in the sands.
Last utterly, the whole sky stands,
Gray and not known, along its path.

Listen alone beside the sea,
Listen alone among the woods;
Those voices of twin solitudes
Shall have one sound alike to thee:
Hark where the murmurs of thronged men
Surge and sink back and surge again,
Still the one voice of wave and tree.

Gather a shell from the strown beach
And listen at its lips: they sigh
The same desire and mystery,
The echo of the whole sea's speech.
And all mankind is thus at heart
Not anything but what thou art:
And Earth, Sea, Man, are all in each.

Program Note

Gabriel Dante Rossetti’s lyric poem “The Sea-Limits” concludes the Songs section of a larger collection, The House of Life.
Originally entitled “At Boulogne. Upon the Cliffs: Noon,” it dates from 1849, when the poet traveled to France and
Belgium. This remarkable, early poem takes as its subject the unity of being, a concept central to Rossetti’s belief
that the spirit inherent in all creatures is joined. A meditation on nature, it uses clever formal and sonic devices to
enhance the poet’s commentary. The undulating rhythm of its iambic tetrameter mimics the imagery of waves pounding
the cliffs. I was drawn to this poem by its vivid sound world that inspired my setting, which paints Rossetti’s imagery in
impressionistic colors awash with piano resonance. “The Sea-Limits” was written for tenor Patrick McGill, a dear friend
who first introduced me to the poem during our summer together at the Tanglewood Music Center in 2019.

sidrichardsonmusic.com
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