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Program Notes

When I first heard the folk song Death and the Lady, 1 was fascinated by it in many ways. The
snaking melody, the shifting modes, and the lyrical content (shown below) that, while somber in
nature, weren’t depressing and in some ways joyous in sound. All of these elements were
fascinating to me and I instantly wanted to take the material as a basis of a composition. I
decided to take the core melody of the first verse, in the versions that I have heard it as, and use
it as the basis for a theme and variations. In the short 6 minutes of the piece there’s 12
variations, an introduction, and a coda. Each variation contains at least a small fragment of the
original melody, though it is more hidden in some than others. Despite the storytelling nature of
the original song, this piece isn’t really programatic, though it still plays with the meaning
behind the lyrical content in the final two variations. The second to last variation represents the
woman’s pleas to give her a little more time, while the final variation and coda turn into a
funeral march to reflect how despite her pleas, Death still comes for her in the end.

As1 out one day, one day
I a ed man by the way.

is h was bald, his beard was grey,

1 thing made of the cold earthen clay,
is clothing made of the cold earthen clay.

@said, “Old man, what man are you?

What country do you belong unto?”

“My name is Death—hast heard of me?

All kings and princes bow down unto me

And you fair maid must come along with me.”

“T'll give you gold, I'll give you pearl,
T'll give you costly rich robes to wear,
If you will spare me a little while
And give me time my life to amend,
And give me time my life to amend”

“I'll have no gold, I'll have no pearl,

I want no costly rich robes to wear.

I cannot spare you a little while

Nor give you time your life to amend,
Nor give you time your life to amend”

In six months time this fair maid died,;

“Let this be put on my tombstone,” she cried,
“Here lies a poor distressed maid.

Just in her bloom she was snatched away,
Her clothing made of the cold earthen clay.”
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