
 

A SINGERôS GUIDE TO GWYNETH WALKERôS SONGS FROM THE HIGH 

SIERRA 

 

by 

 

Matthew Clegg 

 

 

Doctoral Document 

 

 

Presented to the Faculty of 

The Graduate College of the University of Nebraska 

In Partial Fulfillment of Requirements 

For the Degree of Doctor of Musical Arts 

Major: Music 

(Voice Performance) 

 

Under the Supervision of Kevin Hanrahan 

 

 

Lincoln, Nebraska 

August, 2023  



 
 

A SINGERôS GUIDE TO GWYNETH WALKERôS SONGS FROM THE HIGH 

SIERRA 

Matthew Clegg, DMA 

Advisor: Kevin Hanrahan 

Songs from the High Sierra is a distinct addition to Gwyneth Walkerôs 

compositions. The text consists of a series of letters written by John Muir to Mrs. Jeanne 

Carr while the former was exploring the area now known as Yosemite National Park. 

Walker uses unusual compositional techniques to portray Muirôs vibrant personality, to 

navigate the prose text, and to portray the majesty of the grand peaks being described. 

This study contains background information on Walker and Muir comprising Chapters 

One and Two. Chapters Three through Seven contain an analysis of each song and 

performance considerations. Appendices include a transcription of the authorôs interview 

with Walker regarding the cycle. 
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Chapter One  

ñMusic was something I wrote, and other people played.ò 

- Gwyneth Walker1 

 

Music and language have been linked together as far back as history can date. 

Whether or not they originated as a unit or separately, which was first initiated continues 

to be debated. Some theorists believe that pitch and rhythm were used in primal courtship 

and speech arose after it. Others believe that out of the emotions of speech, music was 

born. Still others argue that music and language occurred simultaneously as a singsong 

type of speech and then became separate entities.2 No matter their origin, out of the 

perfect marriage of music and text came the stirring art of vocal music.  

Songs from the High Sierra displays that symbiotic relationship between language 

and music. Gwyneth Walker paints the words of John Muirôs letters to his dear friend 

Mrs. Jeanne Carr so effectively that the listener and performer feel as though they are in 

the mountains.  This expressive song cycle is an important setting of a prose text. 

 This song cycle, and further justification will be provided showing that this is 

indeed a song cycle, was written after Tana Rene Field-Bartholomew wrote, ñA 

Performerôs Guide to the Songs of Gwyneth Walkerò in 2007. This means that no 

significant analysis has been done on these new songs. Walker also does not use letters 

texts in any of her other songs which sets these songs apart from her other works.  

 
1  Gene Brooks, ñAn Interview with Gwyneth Walker,ò Choral Journal (February 1999), Website of 

Gwyneth WalkerðComposer, accessed September 01, 2020, 

https://www.gwynethwalker.com/walkinf5.html. 
2 Oliver Sachs, Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain (New York: Alfred A Knopf, Inc., 2007), x. 
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Gwyneth Walker 

It was the spring of 1947 when John Walker Jr. and Adele Van Anden Walker 

welcomed their newest daughter, Gwyneth van Anden Walker, into the world on March 

22. They lived in New Canaan, Connecticut, but Gwynethôs grandfather, president of the 

New York Medical Society, insisted she be born in a New York hospital. 3 John was a 

physicist and inventor who worked on television and radio, while Adele ñwas mostly a 

housewife.ò4 As the youngest of three girls, Walker had older sisters who began piano 

lessons while she was still very young.5 Hearing her sisters at the piano prompted her to 

try playing herself, and so began her path to becoming a renowned and respected 

American composer. 

Music was always present in her parentsô home. While neither was a trained 

musician, both John and Adele loved music. Walker credits her inventiveness to her 

father but feels that she received most of her musical ability from her mother.6 Adele 

loved opera, could sing, and would play melodies by ear on the piano. John and Adele 

encouraged Gwyneth in her piano lessons, but these lessons were short lived. Walkerôs 

interests lay in composing more than playing, and after only four lessons her teacher 

suggested that John and Adele let Walker develop her music abilities on her own.7 

The majority of Walkerôs early music training came from her own exploration and 

discovery. Though she was mostly self-taught, she did study music theory privately with 

 
3 Gwyneth Walker, Letter to Carolyn Clark, January 27, 2003, 

https://www.gwynethwalker.com/letrep.html#CLARK. 
4 Gwyneth Walker, Letter to Corin Maple and students, January 29, 2004, 

https://www.gwynethwalker.com/letrep.html#MAPLE. 
5 Brooks, ñAn Interview.ò 
6 Gwyneth Walker, Letter to Carolyn Clark, January 27, 2003, 

https://www.gwynethwalker.com/letrep.html#CLARK. 
7 Brooks, ñAn Interview.ò 
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a teacher in high school.8 This was the only formal music training that she had until she 

went to college; however, that did not stop Gwyneth from composing throughout her 

childhood and adolescence. 

By her own account, Walker has been composing since the age of two with her 

motivation most often being the opportunities at hand.9 Once young Gwyneth started 

attending school, she organized ñorchestra practiceò with her school friends each week. 

She would write the parts, hand out toy instruments and lead them all in playing music 

together.10 By the time she was twelve, her classmates frequently sought Walkerôs 

compositions, and she was asked to arrange many popular songs.  

Walker attended high school at Abbot Academy, a private school for girls in 

Andover, Massachusetts. During her time there, she was involved with many of the 

choruses including an octet that she assembled. These groups mainly performed folk 

songs, and they became so well-known that their school sent them to record some of their 

music. As a result of this experience, her appreciation of folk music grew and became an 

influence on her compositional style.11 

Though music was an important part of her life, Walker and her physicist father 

shared a common love of science and sports. She learned to play tennis at the local 

country club which her grandfather founded. Her family did not have enough money for 

professional lessons, so her father taught her. Her interest and skill led her to join the high 

school tennis team. Though Walker initially planned to attend Brown University to 

 
8 Ibid 
9 Brooks, ñAn Interview." 
10 Ibid 
11 Vicki Lynne Burrichter, ñThe Choral Music of Gwyneth Walker: An Overviewò (D.A. diss., University 

of Northern Colorado, Greeley, 2003), 88, accessed January 22, 2022, 

https://www.gwynethwalker.com/pdf/burrdiss.pdf. 
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pursue both physics and tennis, she became interested in the music courses. After 

meeting with the music department chair, she changed her major to music.  

Despite being mostly self-taught, Walker was able to test out of the undergraduate 

theory requirements. She also composed and arranged for many department ensembles 

including the Brown Orchestra and the Chattertocks. The Chattertocks were a very 

exclusive female a cappella folk group who, at the time Walker joined, sometimes used 

guitar and percussion accompaniment.12 She has said that her involvement in folk groups, 

both in her teenage years and in college, has influenced her compositions; however, she 

feels that the other composers have not significantly impacted her style. Because she 

began composing at age two, she feels that her style is uniquely hers.13 

Walker completed her masterôs degree at the Hartt School of Music in 1970 and 

became the first graduate of the Doctor of Musical Arts (D.M.A.) composition program 

in 1976. As a doctoral student, she also taught several of the undergraduate ear training 

and theory classes, courses that she had never taken herself. She recalls, ñI would have to 

take the textbook and teach myself.ò14 

After obtaining her M.M. and D.M.A. degrees, Walker was hired at Oberlin 

Conservatory of Music. She worked there from 1976-1980 followed by Hartford 

Conservatory from 1980-1982.15 While teaching, Walker noticed that she and her 

colleagues were not composing because of the demands of their teaching responsibilities. 

She decided to quit her position to become a full-time composer, and she eventually 

 
12 Encyclopedia Brunoniana, s.v. ñMusical Clubs,ò accessed January 22, 2022, 

https://www.brown.edu/Administration/News_Bureau/Databases/Encyclopedia/search.php?serial=M0460. 
13 Brooks, ñAn Interview.ò 
14 Ibid 
15 The Norton/Grove Dictionary of Women Composers, s.v. ñWalker, Gwyneth Van Anden.ò 
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moved to Braintree, Vermont. She recalls that was a daunting decision to make, but she 

told herself, ñIôm going to leave teaching because I donôt think Iôm ever going to do my 

writing like this, and I donôt see anybody around me doing it. And if I donôt do this now, 

I am never going to be able to forgive myself!ò16  

A pivotal point in her career is credited to an influential colleague, Gerald Mack, 

who conducted the Worcester Chorus at Hartford Conservatory and programmed some of 

her music. As the students graduated and inherited their own choirs, they remembered 

Walkerôs pieces with fond interest. These conductors began asking her for music, and as 

time went on the demand for her pieces only increased. 

Her greatest successes came, and still come, from her choral music. In time, E.C. 

Schirmer agreed to publish some of her pieces such as ñCheek to Cheekò and ñMy Love 

Walks in Velvetò even though she was then largely unknown, and they attracted many 

customers at conventions. Walker credits this success to the singability of her music and 

the quality of the poetry she sets.17 

While her mother did not discourage her compositional pursuit, Walkerôs family 

was mostly unsupportive of her work as a musician and composer, and at times, 

ñcriticized and mockedò her.18 Her two older sisters disapproved of what they felt was a 

selfish attention to composing. Her father was disappointed that she did not spend more 

time in their shared interest of sports and sciences.19  

 
16 Burrichter, 97. 
17 Brooks, ñAn Interview.ò 
18 Gwyneth Walker, Letter to Taylor Cummings, November 29, 2007, 

https://www.gwynethwalker.com/letrep.html.  
19 Ibid 
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Walkerôs main supporters have come from sources outside of her family. Among 

her friends in Braintree, she is ñsupported by people who believe in [her],ò and she often 

writes music she knows is ñof interest to them.ò Other supporters include college 

professors and those who hear and perform her music; in particular, her Hartt graduate 

professor, Arnold Franchetti, who liked her writing and encouraged her to continue 

composing. Walker said that although she learned new things while studying with 

Franchetti and other teachers, ñalmost everything I do now with my writing, I taught 

myselféI borrow sounds of what is around me, but I do not hear a particular composer 

and decide I need to write like that person.ò20 

 

General Style 

Though Walker was mostly self-taught, her compositional style is not unique; 

however, it does strike a refreshing balance between accessibility  and sophistication. She 

takes popular and folk style traits and elevates them. Walker does not use existing folk 

songs as Benjamin Britten does. Instead, she incorporates folk and jazz elements into her 

music like Jake Heggie did in The Faces of Love.21 She takes these elements and use 

them in complex ways that often are driven by the text.  She also chooses descriptive 

texts and sets them in a way that makes the words easily heard and understood by the 

audience. 

Because the text of this cycle is taken from letters, it is helpful to compare it with 

works such as Letters from Composers by Dominick Argento and Dear Theo by Ben 

Moore. Argento employs rapid meter changes and declamatory melodies to accommodate 

 
20 Brooks, ñAn Interview.ò 
21 Jake Heggie, The Faces of Love, Foreword. 
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the conversational nature of the text he sets. Moore uses a more consistent meter, and he 

employs a lyric melody throughout the majority of Dear Theo including during more 

conversational moments in the text. Walkerôs text setting strikes a balance between these 

two composersô methods. The meter in Songs from the High Sierra does not change often 

and it contains a significant amount of lyric melody, but she also employs recitative. This 

allows for rhythmic and metric freedom when necessary while allowing for metric 

regularity when desired. In other words, Walker sets the textôs conversational sections in 

a conversational manner, and she sets the textôs descriptive sections to lush sweeping 

melodies. 

Looking at Walkerôs other songs will further facilitate a comparison between her 

general style and this cycle. The following studies will be used for this comparison: 

¶ ñPrairie Land, Prairie Heart, and Prairie Spirit: An Introductory Analysis and 

Performance Guide of Gwyneth Walkerôs Prairie Songsò by Kiya Fife 

¶ ñA Performerôs Guide to Gwyneth Walkerôs Settings of Poetry by Lucille Clifton- 

No Ordinary Woman! and Three Songs for Lucilleò by Ebony Preston 

¶ ñA Performerôs Guide to the Songs of Gwyneth Walkerò by Tana Rene Field-

Bartholomew 

Walkerôs melodies are tuneful, memorable, and tonally pleasing for audiencesô 

ears.22 Her discussions and knowledge gleaned from singers has enabled her to write 

melodies which are easy to sing.23 Melodic motives help the audience recognize 

important themes in the text by repeating familiar patterns. 

 
22 Kiya Fife, ñPrairie Land, Prairie Heart, and Prairie Spirit: An Introductory Analysis and Performance 

Guide of Gwyneth Walkerôs Prairie Songsò (DMA diss., University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2021), 80, 

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1157&context=musicstudent. 
23 Gwyneth Walker, interview with the author, September 25, 2020. 
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Walker sets her texts in a way that makes the words easily understood. Walker 

frequently writes quasi-recitative sections to allow intuitive singing and natural prosody. 

She repeats phrases giving emphasis to important text. For example, in ñThy Fingers 

Make Early Flowersò from her first song cycle Though Love Be a Day written in 1979, 

Walker repeats the text ñdo not fearò giving greater strength to those words.   

Walker uses rhythmic patterns, particularly in the accompaniment, to set the 

mood and propel the piece forward. She often will change the rhythmic pattern to mark a 

new section and create a new energy. These patterns support the text by creating an 

appropriate atmosphere in which it resides. Of Walkerôs song, ñTurning,ò Ebony Darshay 

Preston writes that her rhythmic figures ñperpetuate movement and create an atmosphere 

of excitement and tension.ò24 

Walker frequently uses quartal and extended tertian harmonies. In her own 

analysis of ñThy Fingers Make Early Flowers,ò Walker notes ñtonal ambiguity and 

unsettlednessò are her goals when using quartal harmonies, and that ñtertian harmonies 

are associated with the goals or answers.ò25 Walker specifically enjoys the use of 7th and 

9th chords which can be observed in ñThy Fingers Make Early Flowersò, and ñHomage to 

My Hairò. 

Walker uses tonality to create a specific mood. There are also frequent shifts of 

tonality in her songs, and there is often a disparity between the key signature and the 

tonality being used. In ñCircling the Sun,ò Walker shifts to the key of E ʐMajor on the 

 
24 Ebony Preston, "A performer's guide to Gwyneth Walker's settings of poetry by Lucille Clifton- No 

Ordinary Woman! and Three Songs for Lucille" (DMA diss., Louisiana State University, 2011), 53, 

https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1366&context=gradschool_dissertations. 
25 Tana Rene Field-Bartholomew, ñA Performerôs Guide to the Songs of Gwyneth Walkerò (DMA diss., 

University of Cincinnati, 2007), 12, https://www.gwynethwalker.com/pdf/bartdiss.pdf. 
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word ñsacrednessò which Field-Bartholomew observes has been a key ñhistorically 

associated with the divine.ò26 Field-Bartholomew also notes that Walker uses ñconstantly 

shifting tonal centersò in ñThy Fingers Make Early Flowersò27 and in ñPrairie Dawnò 

Walker shifts from Eʐ Major to Aʐ  Major and then to C Major without changing the key 

signature. 

The accompaniment in Walkerôs songs contains important motivic material. This 

motivic material is frequently introduced in the prelude of a piece appearing in the vocal 

line. For example, in ñLily Has a Roseò, the first notes introduced in the accompaniment 

are echoed a short while later when the vocal line begins.  

There are countless examples of text painting in Walkerôs songs. In ñPrairieò, a 

downward contour occurs in the vocal line on the words ñI rest easy.ò Of this passage, 

Fife writes ñthe melodic line descends just as one would lie down to rest.ò28 In another 

example, Preston writes that the accompaniment in ñHomage to my Hipsò is ñconjuring 

the image of a top spinning.ò29 Many more such will be pointed out in the discussion of 

individual songs of Songs from the High Sierra below. 

Walker uses musical form, articulation, and dynamic markings to support the text. 

The form of her music is often dictated by the text. The poem ñThy Fingers Make Early 

Flowersò is composed of three verses, and Walker writes three strophes in her setting. 

The staccato quarter notes in ñBones, Be Good!ò help to depict the ñclickinôò bones 

spoken of, and they display Walkerôs ability to support the text through articulation 

 
26 Field-Bartholomew, 92. 
27 Field-Bartholomew, 11. 
28 Fife, 27. 
29 Preston, 62. 
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markings.30 In ñAfter All the White Horses Are in Bed,ò she instructs the singer to 

perform ñtouch lightly my eyesò at a soft dynamic level matching the gentleness of the 

text. 

A discussion of Walkerôs style must include the topic of her stage directions. 

Walker is detailed and specific when writing stage directions and these directions 

enhance the text. ñWhat the Mirror Saidò contains a conversation between the narrator 

and her reflection in the mirror. Walker gives instructions such as, ñsinger admires 

herself in the mirrorò followed shortly after by ñshe primps.ò31 She also frequently 

indicates how the music should be played and sung using specific descriptive imagery, 

and at times encourages interaction between the soloist and pianist, as will be discussed 

in more detail in later chapters.  

  

 
30 Preston, 44. 
31 Preston, 103. 
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Chapter Two 

ñI only went out for a walk, and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, 

I found, was really going in.ò 

- John Muir 

 

Songs from the High Sierra 

 Songs from the High Sierra was commissioned by Tracy Lipke-Perry at the 

University of Minnesota-Duluth in 2014.32 It is interesting to note that while most 

commissioners of solo vocal works tend to be vocalists, Dr. Lipke-Perry is actually a 

pianist. Dr. Lipke-Perry suggested setting a text by John Muir, but it was Walkerôs 

decision to set some of his letters.33 She decided upon these letters because they were in 

the public domain so she could edit the texts to make them more singable.34 

John Muir 

 Known as the ñFather of Our National Parks System,ò John Muir was born to Ann 

Gilrye and Daniel Muir on April 21, 1838, in Dunbar, Scotland. Muir and his six siblings 

were surrounded by immediate and extended family. Daniel Muir worked as a successful 

merchant while Ann Muir completed the household responsibilities. When John was 

eleven years old, his family left Scotland behind and emigrated to the United States. The 

entire family worked daily to sustain a living on their farm near Portage, Wisconsin. Both 

as a boy in Dunbar, and as a farmer in America, he spent many hours taking in the landôs 

natural beauty and igniting a lifelong desire to explore. 

 
32 I was unable at the present time to get more information from Dr. Lipke-Perry, but I plan to get more 

information in future research on this cycle. 
33 Gwyneth Walker, interview with author, September 25, 2020. 
34 Ibid 
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 Ann cultivated Muirôs appreciation for nature while his father, more forcefully, 

oversaw his education of the Bible. His early formal education included English 

literature, French literature, and English grammar; however, after emigrating to the 

United States he only received two additional months of schooling before going to 

college. 

Despite the lack of significant formal schooling in his adolescence, Muir did not 

lack an education. Muir could commit almost anything he read to memory and became a 

self-taught inventor. Even though working on his family farm took most of the day, Muir 

found time to teach himself algebra, geometry, and trigonometry. His literary interests 

came from books he borrowed and those he bought with what little money he could 

obtain. William Frederic Bad̄ wrote about John Muir, ñReading became a consuming 

passion with him, and he seems to have had a marked preference for poetry.ò35 

Muir left his family farm in 1860, and later that year, began attending the 

University of Wisconsin. Muir initially intended on entering medical school, but a 

growing interest in botany changed his mind. In 1863, Muir voyaged on a botanical and 

geological tour through Wisconsin and Iowa.36 This tour would prove to be the first of 

many such trips that Muir would take. 

During his life, Muir traveled all over the world; but his most important travels 

occurred mostly in the western United States. California became somewhat of a settling 

place for Muir in 1868, though his journeying did not end. The areas now known as the 

Sierra Nevada Range and Yosemite National Park caught his interest and he thoroughly 

 
35 William F. Bade, The Life and Letters of John Muir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin company, 1924), 69, 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=coo.31924090289251&view=1up&seq=94 
36 Bade, ñJohn Muir,ò 97. 
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explored these areas collecting botanical samples and recording his surroundings with 

sketches and words. 

Twelve years later, Muir married Louie Wanda Strenzel, and moved to Martinez, 

California.37  Here, Muir used his farming skills to manage a fruit ranch with his father-

in-law. It was here John and Louie had two daughters, Wanda and Helen; however, Muir 

did not stop his traveling, and he continued his journeys into the mountains. 

His first forays into the Sierras in 1869 had brought to his attention the terrible 

toll that sheep and cattle were taking on the land. Muir also wrote articles about his 

travels, and they were published in magazines such as ñHarperôs New Monthly 

Magazineò and ñThe Century Magazine.ò As he gained success in and became renowned 

for his writings of the area, he also gained the great influence needed to do something 

about, what he called, the ñhoofed locusts.ò38 In 1890, Congress created the Yosemite 

National Park with the Sequoia, Mount Rainier, Petrified Forest, and Grand Canyon 

National Parks following shortly behind. Muirôs writings and personal pleas to Congress 

to give protection to these areas were the main force behind the National Parks. It is for 

this reason that Muir is now known as ñThe Father of Our National Park System.ò39 

Before Muirôs death in 1914 he continued exploring, writing about, and protecting 

the areas he explored. Muir founded the Sierra Club in 1892 and served as its first 

president. He met with Theodore Roosevelt and helped design the Presidentôs 

conservation programs. More than 100 years later, Muirôs vision of preserving the natural 

 
37 ñJohn Muirò, John Muir: A Brief Biography, Sierra Club, accessed December 27, 2021, 

https://vault.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/pdf/john_muir_sierra_club_fact_sheet.pdf 
38  Bade, 201. 
39 ñJohn Muirò, John Muir: A Brief Biography, Sierra Club, accessed December 27, 2021, 

https://vault.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/pdf/john_muir_sierra_club_fact_sheet.pdf 
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beauty found in the United States continues. Thanks to his efforts, 423 National Park 

Sites now exist. 

 

Letters from John Muir to Mrs. Jeanne Carr 

Muir wrote letters to many people throughout his life including Mrs. Jeanne C. 

Carr. Muir first met her in 1860 while displaying his inventions at the Wisconsin State 

Agricultural Society fair. A short time later, Muir encountered Mrs. Carrôs husband, 

Professor Ezra Slocum Carr, when he began attending the professorôs lectures at the 

University of Wisconsin. Finding Muir to be intelligent and engaging, the Carrs began 

inviting him to their home regularly. 

 Of the many people who influenced Muir during his life, Jeanne Carr 

(henceforward, Carr] was particularly significant. After Muir began his traveling, he 

continued his friendship with her through writing letters about his discoveries. These 

letters, spanning 1865 and 1895, reveal a shared interest in many topics. They also reveal 

a deep sense of kinship between the two. 

On the surface, it is easy to regard their relationship with romantic interests; 

however, Muir deemed Carr more as a ñspiritual mother.ò40 The letters provided each of 

them ñtime, support, and understandingò which only a true friend can provide, and which 

were sorely missed when communication was disrupted.41 During one of Muirôs first trips 

Carr wrote, ñI feel very keenly the loss of you in my life.ò42 After several weeks without 

 
40 John Muir to Jeanne Carr, April 1, 1873, in Kindred and Related Spirits, ed. Bonnie Johanna Gisel (Salt 

Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2001) 
41 Bonnie Johanna Gisel, Kindred and Related Spirits (Salt Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2001), 

10. 
42 Muir to Carr, 61. 
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a letter from Mrs. Carr, Muir wrote ñI am feeling lonely again, and require a word from 

you.ò43  

 The texts of Songs from the High Sierra are drawn from letters from Muir to Carr, 

one letter for each of the five songs in the set. While Muir wrote many journals detailing 

the landscape during his travels, Walker chose his letters because of the level of 

emotional and personal substance within them. Instead of being merely descriptive, 

Walker explained that ñthe letters displayed feelingsïfeelings about the mountains, and 

suggested feelings for Mrs. Carr. Even humor!ò44 This contrast can be seen in the 

following excerpts: 

 

One of Muirôs journal entries: 

The first heavy fall is usually from about two to four feet in depth. Then, 

with intervals of splendid sunshine, storm succeeds storm, heaping snow on 

snow, until thirty to fifty feet has fallen. But on account of its settling and 

compacting, and the almost constant waste from melting and evaporation, 

the average depth actually found at any time seldom exceeds ten feet in the 

forest region, or fifteen feet along the slopes of the summit peaks.45 

 

An excerpt from one of Muirôs letters to Carr: 

I wish that you could see the edge of the snow-cloud which hovered, so 

soothingly, discharging its heaven-begotten snows with such unmistakable 

gentleness and love, moving from pine to pine, as if bestowing blessings 

upon each. I wish that you could see this.46 

 

 
43 Muir to Carr, 123. 
44 Gwyneth Walker, email message to author, September 3, 2020. 
45 John Muir, The Mountains of California (New York: The Century Co., 1907), 36, 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31822013514203&view=1up&seq=11 
46 John Muir to Jeanne Carr, Spring 1871, in Kindred and Related Spirits, ed. Bonnie Johanna Gisel (Salt 

Lake City: The University of Utah Press, 2001) 
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Note that Walker does not set the five letters in chronological order. Rather, 

Walker uses an order which allows her to portray a journey. Walker notes that while 

choosing the lettersô order she ñtried to put them in the order of going up the mountain 

and coming down.ò47 

This letter, and the others in the cycle, are unmetered prose text. A challenge that 

Walker faced in setting these letters was transporting the listener to the grand, sweeping 

landscape of the mountains using a text lending itself more to a recitative style.   

Addressing this challenge, Walker alters the original text. This most often 

involves the omission or rewording of smaller phrases. Walker chose to eliminate some 

of the more mundane aspects of a personal letter in favor of Muirôs more depictive words. 

For example, she shortens the passage ñI was thinking that a month or so might answer 

for the present, and then, instead of spending the winter in town, I would hide in 

Yosemite and writeò to the more succinct and poetic phrase: ñI was thinking I would hide 

in Yosemite and write.ò In the same section she removes Muirôs plans for packing food, 

ñI thought I would pack up some meal and dried plums to some deep wind-sheltered 

canyon back among the glaciers of the summits, and write there, and be ready to catch 

any whisper of ice and snow in these highest storms,ò and instead uses the text: ñI would 

hike back among the glaciers of the summits, and be ready to catch any whispers of ice 

and snow.ò 

The lengths of the letters were another reason for Walker to revise the texts as she 

did.  When asked about the differences between setting letters and poetry, Walker noted 

that when she sets poetry there is very little she changes or leaves out; however, because 

 
47 Gwyneth Walker, interview with author, September 25, 2020. 
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of their very nature, in letters ñpeople ramble,ò and ñyouôve got to excerpt.ò48 Walkerôs 

version of the text omits some unequivocally beautiful phrases such as Muirôs description 

of the sunset: ñAfter the splendid blessing, the afternoon was veiled in calm clouds, and 

one of intensely beautiful pattern[s] and gorgeously irised was stationed over Eagle Rock 

at the sunset.ò49 While these omitted sections contain appealing phrases, Walker found 

excluding them was a necessary part of setting a lengthy prose text. 

  

 
48 Ibid 
49 Bade, 341 
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Chapter Three: Song 1: ñAscent: óGlacier Birds and Other Companionsôò 

 

The first song in Songs from the High Sierra is ñAscent: óGlacier Birds and Other 

Companions.ôò The text comes from John Muir's letter dated August 5th, 1872, during 

his exploration of Yosemite Valley.  

This song has components that are essential to the cycle. Walker introduces 

important motives that recur throughout the entire work. She also introduces a consistent 

pattern of setting conversational text to recitative melodies, and in contrast, setting 

descriptive text to more lyric melodies. Finally, as is suggested by the title, this opening 

song embodies the beginning of the listenerôs journey and ñascentò into the Sierras. 

Walkerôs invigorating music brings the grandness of the Sierras to the listenersô heart. 

 

Song Text 

Your letter telling me to catch my best glacier birds, and come to you and 

the coast mountains, only makes me the more anxious to see you, and if 

you cannot come up, I will have to come down, if only for a talk. My birds 

are flying everywhere, into all mountains and plains, of all climes and 

times, and some are ducks in the sea, and I scarce know what to do about 

it.  I would see the coast ranges, but I was thinking I would hide in 

Yosemite and write; I would hike back among the glaciers of the summits, 

and be ready to catch any whispers of ice and snow. 

 

You sense all the bends and falls and rapids and cascades of my mountain 

life--you know that my companions are those who live with me in the 

same sky, whether in reach of hand or spirit.  I am learning to live close to 

the lives of my friends without ever seeing them. No miles of any 

measurement can separate your soul from mine. 
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Analysis 

Walker begins the piece, using black note clusters and high trills in the 

accompaniment to portray the birds' dance across the glacier. In the backdrop, a distant 

glacier emerges as the pianist executes a rapid, recurring descent from A5 to D5. Once 

the vocal line begins, there are occasional high trills in the accompaniment as though the 

birds are lingering. The glacier motif reappears in multiple songs, while the bird trills 

resurface in the fifth song. 
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Figure 1: ñGlacier Birdsò m. 1-3 

 

The singer sings the text "Dear Mrs. Carr" using the Mrs. Carr theme. This theme 

repeats throughout the cycle, always on identical pitches. Walker uses G# as the central 

pitch for this theme because its lower range. This gives the theme a more spoken quality 

appropriate for a letterôs tone.50 The vocal line continues until m. 2, employing a quasi-

recitative style leaping away from, and returning to G# multiple times. 

 
50 Gwyneth Walker, in an interview with the author, September 25, 2020. 
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The chords in mm. 17-18 hold significant importance within the cycle. They also 

appear later in m. 31, and also in songs three and five. About these chords Walker says, 

ñIôm not going to be confusing about it. I just want to state boldly like blocks of sound 

that this is the mountain.ò51 The sudden shift in texture immediately captures the 

listener's attention, akin to Muir's awe at the sight of majestic peaks.  

 

 

Figure 2: ñMountain Chordsò mm. 17-18 

 

Throughout this cycle, Walker changes from lyric vocal line to a speechlike vocal 

line depending on the tone of the text. In the more mundane sections of the letters Walker 

employs two different types of speechlike material. Carol Kimball in her book ñSong: A 

Guide to Art Song Style and Literatureò defines two of these speechlike types. The first 

type she labels ñrecitativeò, and I will refer to it thusly.52 Recitative employs speechlike 

 
51 Ibid 
52 Carol Kimball, Song: A Guide to Art Song Style and Literature (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard 

Corporation, 2006), 5-6. 
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rhythmic patterns in the vocal line paired with some melodic material such as changing 

pitch on important syllables.53 Kimball labels the second type of speechlike material as 

ñlyric recitativeò.54 The important difference between recitative and lyric recitative is that 

lyric recitative has ñsubstantial melodic contoursò and are ñlikely to contain more 

organized rhythmsò.55 Kimball refers to a third type of vocal articulation called ñlyric 

melodyò. This type of articulation uses melodic contour and rhythms which serve the 

melody more than the text. Walker marks sections that are recitative as ñquasi recitativeò, 

and when speechlike patterns are being employed outside of such a marking, she is 

employing lyric recitative. 

Comparing the accent and rhythm of the spoken and sung texts unveils Walker's 

keen phrasing sensitivity, which may not be evident in a quick analysis. Interestingly, the 

singer is given responsibility over prosody in some sections. In the first section of 

"Ascent: 'Glacier Birds and Other Companions,'" the vocal line is marked ñquasi 

recitativeò, devoid of rhythmic notation. This recitative section grants the singer the 

freedom to select their own rhythms, aligning with the conversational nature of the text. 

However, not all phrasing choices are left entirely to the singer. Walker composes 

syllabically with perfect fourth leaps on accented words. 

  

 
53 Ibid 
54 Ibid 
55 Ibid 



24 
 

 

 

Figure 3: ñSyllabic Emphasisò m. 1 
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 Walker grants the singer further freedom through lyric recitative sections 

composed with sparse, unaccented accompaniment figures. For example, mm. 44-48 in 

4|4 meter, if the singer emphasizes syllables on beats one and three, as suggested by the 

meter, that would yield the stressed syllables: "learning to live close to the lives of my 

friends without ever seeing them." However, this reading does not sound natural because 

it emphasizes the unimportant word ñtoò and deemphasizes the word ñliveò. Natural 

emphasis could have been achieved by putting the word ñliveò on beat three; however, 

this would make the rhythms unwieldy. The singer can appropriately emphasize both 

ñliveò and ñcloseò because Walker blurs the meter using triplet arpeggiations in the 

accompaniment, weakening the strength of beats one and three. Walker's composition 

also enables different singers, or even the same singer in different performances, to 

inflect the section differently. This approach ingeniously combines conversational prose 

with poetic musicality.  
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Figure 4: ñSparse, Unaccented Accompanimentò mm. 44-48 

 

Walker uses another pattern in sections that combines lyric recitative with lyric 

melody.  Each metered phrase contains a mixture of rhythms combining spoken rhythms 

with more dominant, sung rhythms that are musical in nature. Many phrases begin with a 

lyric melody which ignores the normally more complex rhythms of speech. Then in a 

lyric recitative section, shorter rhythms are introduced that match natural speech patterns 

more closely.   
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This pattern occurs in mm. 24-30 with the text ñI would hike back among the 

glaciers of the summits and be ready to catch any whispers of ice and snow.ò In mm. 24-

27, the text is set to longer rhythms than natural speech would dictate. Then, in mm. 28-

30, the text embraces the textôs natural spoken rhythm. This pattern results in the first 

half of these phrases serving the melody, with the second half reminding the listener of 

the natural conversation inherent in a letter. 

 

 

Figure 5: ñPattern of Lyric and Speech-like Melodyò mm. 24-30 
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The songôs final section illustrates well Walkerôs philosophy toward setting a text. 

During an interview where she talked about her treatment of the text, she stated that, 

ñYou do not want someone to be trying to sing some of the most important parts of your 

song on a high A quickly.ò56 Her goal to ñwrite words that can be sung and understoodò 

is demonstrated in the way she sets the text in m. 43, and again starting in m. 49.57 

Both phrases convey the sentiment that deep human connection is possible despite 

vast physical distance. To match this sentiment musically, m. 43 is marked ñslightly 

slowerò, and the accompaniment, initially only vaguely present, becomes silent half-way 

through the measure.  Furthermore, while the melody begins on an F#3, there is an 

upward leap to C#4 on each noun.  In mm. 49-53 there is an upward leap to A4 followed 

by a slow descent. These strategies contribute both to giving sonic clarity to the text and 

highlighting the quiet sincerity of Muirôs words. 

 

 

Figure 6: ñFading Accompanimentò m. 43 

 
56 Brooks, ñAn Interview.ò 
57 Ibid. 
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Figure 7: ñSlow Descentò mm. 47-53 

 

In ñAscent: óGlacier Birds and Other Companionsôò there are several examples of 

Walker evoking the mountain. In m. 5 the tonality shifts from D Lydian to G Lydian 

employing extended tertian harmonies alternating between E11 and G11. The melodic 

range in mm. 5-15 increases gradually as if Muir is beginning the climb up the mountain 

reaching a summit on F# in m. 13. 
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Figure 8: ñEvoking the Mountainsò mm. 5-15 

 

The melodic range in this section is another method used to evoke the mountains. 

The octave leap connecting mm. 18-19 supports the ñGrandlyò marking, but also evokes 

the sharply rising mountain peak. The melody is lower in range on the text ñbut I was 

thinking I would hide in Yosemite and write,ò and this turns our attention away from the 

mountain just as Muir turns away his. 

The shape of a mountain can also be found in the songôs form, and the songôs 

harmonic structure helps to outline the form of the piece. The key sequence is as follows: 
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A Major (D Lydian)     D Major     G Major (C Lydian)     A Major (D Lydian) 

D Major 

Figure 9: ñSong 1 Key Sequenceò 

 

Here, the key sequence helps create a sense of a ternary form where the A Major, 

D Lydian and D Major portions serve as an A section, the G Major and C Lydian keys 

create a B section, and the return of the opening harmonic sequence implies an A' section 

to conclude. 

Having already established that the chords in mm. 17-18 depict the mountains 

musically, it is easy to connect the B section with a mountain peak. In other words, 

section A leads toward section B and section A' leads away from section B. Just as a 

mountain peak stands out majestically from the foothills around it, the B section is both 

in vocal range and in the accompanimentôs sweeping chords the ñpeakò of this song and 

the songôs overall form is then in the shape of a mountain. 

 

Performance Considerations 

In the first section of the song (m. 1), the tonal center is not clear. The A5 played 

at the beginning of the repeating pattern could easily be heard as the tonal center. Indeed, 

the key signature suggests that this section is in A Major. There is also little harmonic 

support here, and so the tonal center could easily be subjective. 
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Figure 10: ñUnclear Tonal Centerò m. 1 

  The pianist must be responsible for helping the listener to hear D as the tonal 

center. According to Walker, the key here is D Lydian with the repeating D5 in the 
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accompaniment acting as a tonal center.58  While, according to her, the G# does highlight 

the raised fourth scale degree of the Lydian scale, it also acts as a leading tone in A 

Major. To help counter this, pianist should solidify a sense of D Lydian by bringing out 

the D4 in the repeated figure. 

There are several different markings given by Walker in this cycle. The sheer 

number (there are over one hundred not counting dynamic or tempo markings) of specific 

markings can be somewhat overwhelming, but they are informative and useful. 

Understanding the function of the different markings will help the performers give a 

more expressive performance.   

In this song, and the others, there are three types of musical instruction. There are 

standard musical terms (ñwith motionò, ñslightly slowerò, ñgrandlyò, ñdynamicsò, etc.), 

markings in parentheses which indicate a programmatic description of the 

accompaniment (ñthe grandeur of the mountainsò, ñthe mountain topò), and italics which 

indicate the mood of how to express what is being playing in the accompaniment ("with 

reverence for the wilderness," "in wonderment"). 

  

 
58 Gwyneth Walker, in an email to the author, September 3, 2020. 
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Chapter Four: Song 2: ñGlory in the Mountainsò 

 

This letter was written in the Spring of 1871 while Muir was exploring Yosemite 

Valley, California.59 During this time, Muir was working at J.M. Hutchingôs sawmill in 

Yosemite. However, later that year Muir left his employment due, in part, to jealousy 

arising from his popularity as the Yosemite expert.60 

In this piece, Walker continues using motives introduced in the first song and 

utilizes the same helpful strategies to aid the singer with syllabic text stress. She utilizes 

harmonic textures evoking the feelings of reverence and awe conveyed in Muirôs words 

and these textures also portray the mountainsô untouched purity. Additionally, this song 

uses text painting to continue the climb up the mountains.  

Song Text 

ñThe Spiritò has led me into the wilderness, and I am once more in the 

glory of the Yosemite.  I am filled with visions of snowy forests of the 

pine and spruce, and of mountain spires, pearly and half transparent, 

reaching into heaven blue not purer than themselves. 

 

I wish that you could see the edge of the snow-cloud which hovered, so 

soothingly, discharging its heaven-begotten snows with such unmistakable 

gentleness and love, moving from pine to pine, as if bestowing blessings 

upon each.  I wish that you could see this. 

 

In a few hours, we climbed into a glorious storm-cloud.  What a harvest of 

crystal flowers, and the wind song.  We would not see before us in the 

storm, but as I was familiar with the general map of the mountain, we had 

no difficulty in finding our way. 

 

I went out to watch the coming of the dark--most impressively 

sublime.  Next morning was every way the purest creation I ever beheld! 

 

 
59 Bade, 242. 
60 Bade, 241. 
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Analysis 

Walker continues using motives and other patterns in the vocal line. She also uses 

the same low range from the first song as well as a lyric recitative vocal line when Muirôs 

tone is more conversational.  There are leaps of a fourth from G3 to C4 throughout this 

song which will become important when discussing the tonality. In mm. 14, the vocal 

line contains a leap of a fifth. Because the preceding intervals are no large than a major 

third, this leap stands out. The accompaniment changes from repeated eighth note chords 

in m. 13 to one rolled F9 chord in m. 14. These strategies help the audience visualize the 

ñmountain spiresò spoken of, and they convey the feelings of awe expressed by Muir. 
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Figure 11: ñFourth and Fifth Leapsò mm. 13-19 
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Figure 12: ñLeap of a Fifthò mm. 34-35 

 

 It is apparent that Walker composed this song with syllabic stress in mind.  In 

mm. 17 and 27 she emphasizes the first syllables of ñheavenò and ñsoothinglyò by 

placing them on strong beats and by using a leap of a fourth. Mm. 8-9 provide another 

example when the stressed syllables of ñgloryò and ñYosemiteò line up with strong beats. 
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Figure 13: ñEmphasis of Important Syllablesò mm. 17 and 27 

 

 Walker uses a minimalistic accompaniment evoking the feeling of reverence 

toward nature. The harmonic motion is frequently static, at times not changing for several 

measures. This can be seen in mm. 4-9 where an extended C chord is repeated 

continually in the accompaniment from m. 4 until m. 9 where it begins playing an F 

chord.  In mm. 23-33 the accompaniment contains tremolos on variations of a CM7 

chord.  Finally in mm. 63-69 Walker carefully remains on C chords responding to Muirôs 

reverence as he watches the sunrise. This minimalistic pattern conveys a care to conserve 

the purity of Muirôs surroundings. 
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Figure 14: ñMinimalistic Accompanimentò mm. 4-10 

 

 

Figure 15: ñCM7 Tremolosò mm. 23-24 
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Figure 16: ñSparse Harmonic Textureò mm. 61-69 

 

 The tonality of ñGlory in the Mountainsò is a symbol of this purity. The song 

begins and ends in the key of C Major. Walker said, ñI remember in Salome whenever 

John the Baptist was introduced, he was always in the key of C. He was pure, he was 

holy. Soéof course I would always put something pure in the key of C.ò61 Extended 

tertian harmonies built on C reinforce the key as do the frequent leaps to C4 in the vocal 

line. 

 
61 Gwyneth Walker, in an interview with the author, September 25, 2020. 
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Figure 17: ñLeaps to C4ò mm. 13-19 

Much of this songôs text painting occurs in the middle ñstormò section. In mm. 

39-44 Walker paints the snowstorm using flurrying quintuplets in the accompanimentôs 

right hand against triplets in the left hand. In m. 49 ñblurredò tremolos increase the 

intensity of the storm as the climbersô visibility is decreased. The tremolos stop in m. 51 



43 
 

but the sustain pedal is used to denote the storm is pausing. M. 52 is the first time there is 

silence in the accompaniment, indicating that all is well; the climbers know the way; and 

in m. 53 the accompaniment doubles the vocal line before resuming the triplet figures and 

the accelerando into the final section. 

 

 

Figure 18: ñStorm Sectionò mm. 39-44 
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Figure 19: ñBlurred Tremolosò mm. 49-53 

 

While much of the text painting happens in the ñstormò section, Walker also 

paints the text using melodic contour. In mm. 13-16, she writes an ascending melodic line 

up to the word ñmountain,ò followed by a descending melodic line. The contour results in 

the shape of a mountain peak. In mm. 17-19, the contour is ascending in response to the 

text, ñreaching into heaven blueò. The melody of mm. 35 begins on a G4 on the word 

ñbestowingò and then descends as heavenôs snow "blessings" are bestowed upon the pine 

trees. In mm. 39-44 the vocal lineôs pitch moves higher and higher while the text 

describes Muirôs climb up the mountain during a snowstorm (see Figure 18). 
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Figure 20: ñMountain in the Melodyò mm. 13-19 
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Figure 21: ñBlessings Bestowedò mm. 34-35 

 

Walker also frequently depicts the landscape in the accompaniment. In mm. 3-10, 

and again in mm. 67-69, she includes figures labeled as ñthe mountain top.ò In mm. 14-

15 the stacked ninth and eleventh chords portray the ñmountain spiresò while these same 

chords in mm. 34-35 illustrate the tall ñpinesò.

 

Figure 22: ñMountain Top Figureò m. 3 

 

Performance Considerations 

Walker writes phrases that are half lyric recitative and half lyrical melody. This 

occurs in mm. 7-9 where the words ñand I am once more in theéò all occur on the same 

pitch while the words ñglory of Yosemiteò are set to a more fluid melody. The singer 



47 
 

may find it challenging to sing expressively while observing essential syllabic stress 

during the lyric recitative of the phrase. 

 The lyric recitative portion of phrases necessitates the singer taking responsibility 

for the prosody. It would be beneficial to decide which words and syllables to emphasize 

early in the learning process. The singer should take note of where the phrase becomes 

more lyrical and grow dynamically to that moment. In m. 17 for example, the first 

syllable of ñreachingò could be emphasized, and a slight crescendo to the word ñheavenò 

can be observed. 

 

 

Figure 23: ñReaching and Heavenò mm. 16-18 

 The vocal line at the end of the song has a high tessitura and ends on a high G.  

Getting past the high tessitura to the high G without becoming vocally fatigued can be 

difficult. The issue is exacerbated by the triplets in m. 62, which slow down the line 

rhythmically, as well as the ritardando in m. 63. 
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Figure 24: ñHigh Tessituraò mm. 61-64 

 There are practices which can be used to prevent vocal fatigue at the end of the 

song. Observe accented and unaccented syllables in the high tessitura passage before the 

high G. Take note that Walker sets the words ñever beheldò to triplet rhythms to 

emphasize the text. It is tempting to begin the ritardando in m. 62, but the singer should 

trust that the rhythmic slowing from the triplets is enough and wait for m. 63 as it is 

written. 

 M. 21 contains sixteenth note figures marked by Walker ñas a waterfall in the 

mountains.ò These figures appear only briefly and are important in setting up the 

ñquivering tremoliò that begin shortly after. If the singer puts the cutoff of ñthemselvesò 

on beat one of m. 21, then it will cover the beginning of the waterfall figures in the 

accompaniment.  The solution here is to place the cutoff on beat four of m. 20. 
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Figure 25: ñEarly Cutoffò mm. 20-21 

 

 There are repeated melodic phrases and text phrases which can sound dull in the 

hands of an uninspired singer. M. 35 has a melodic line that is very similar to the melody 

in m. 14. Another example of repetition, this time of a text phrase, appears in m. 38 

which repeats the exact text that has already appeared in m. 37. 

 Varying the other components of the phrase will give the repeated components 

greater meaning. In m. 34 the singer should slow the tempo down more than in m. 13. 

This will allow m. 35 to be sung ñgrandlyò as asked for by the composer. The singer 

should also vary where a breath is taken. In m. 13 it is advisable to breathe after the word 

ñspruceò and carry after the word ñspiresò in m. 14. In mm. 33-34 the singer should take 

a breath before and then sing through ñmoving from pine to pine, as if bestowing 

blessings upon eachò without taking a breath. Finally, in m. 37 the singer should 

emphasize the word ñwishò and ñsee,ò and in m. 38 the singer should emphasize the word 

ñwishò and ñthis.ò Each of these observances will give greater meaning to repeated 

sections.  

Cut off here 
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Figure 26: ñSimilar Phrasesò mm. 13-14 and mm. 33-35 

 

 

Figure 27: ñSuggested Emphasisò mm. 36-38 
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Chapter Five: Song Three: ñYosemite Fallsò 

 

 On April 2, 1871, Muir had taken an evening journey to Yosemite Falls.  These 

waterfalls can be seen from the valley; however, it would have taken a six-to-eight-hour 

hike to reach the upper Yosemite Falls. Shortly after midnight on April 3, 1871, Muir 

wrote this letter to Mrs. Carr describing the falls and the moonlit scene before him.  

 Walker captures the intense passion of Muirôs letter. A wide range of emotion is 

expressed through an equally wide range of compositional techniques in the vocal line 

and the accompaniment. This song also contains both static and lyrical vocal phrasing but 

contains more sweeping lyricism than the other pieces in the cycle. Finally, this song is 

the peak of the cycleôs mountain climbing journey and Walker highlights this expertly.  

 

Song Text 

O Mrs. Carr, that you could be here to mingle in this night moon glory!  I 

am in the Upper Yosemite Falls, and can hardly calm myself to write, but 

you have been so present in my thought. 

 

In the afternoon, I came up to the mountain, with a blanket and a piece of 

bread, to spend the night in prayer among the spouts of the Fall.  I can 

only wish again that you would expose your soul to the rays of this 

heaven. 

 

Silver from the moon lights this glorious creation which we name the 

Falls, and has laid a double rainbow at its base.  O the music that is 

blessing me now!  The grandest notes of the yearly anthem.  They echo 

every fiber of me. 

 

I am going to stop here until morning, and pray a whole blessed night with 

the Falls and the moon. 
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Analysis 

Walker uses the vocal lineôs pitch range to evoke different emotions from the 

listener. The opening section employs the Mrs. Carr theme, resides within the same 

ñblandò range used in song one and utilizes a lyric recitative melody. However, in the 

text, Muir can't resist injecting awe-inspiring descriptions of his environment into an 

otherwise formal letter. For example, mm. 5-8 contain a lyric recitative melody on the 

words, ñO Mrs. Carr, that you could be here to mingle in thiséò  M. 9, in stark contrast, 

ends with the descriptive words, ñnight moon glory!ò  In response to this contrast, Walker 

uses a lyric melody, briefly abandons the lower range and writes a sweeping melodic line 

culminating in a G# on the word ñglory!ò 
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Figure 28: ñRange Used to Express Textò mm. 5-10 

 

 Walker uses distinct phrase shapes in the vocal line of ñYosemite Fallsò 

preserving the textôs intense emotion. The song contains further examples of phrases that 

utilize recitative in the first half, and then become more lyrical in their second half. A 

noteworthy example is in mm. 28-35. In m. 28 the entire measure remains on one pitch. 

M. 29 contains some leaps and a stepwise ascending line. Mm. 30-31 are relatively static, 

but less so than m. 29.  Finally, in mm. 32-35 the phrase is lyrical, and it ascends until it 

reaches the climactic A natural in m. 34. Another example in m. 54 stacks progressively 

larger intervals on the text, ñI am going to stop here until morning and pray a whole 
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blessed night with the falls and the moonò as if the singerôs attention is slowly moving 

away from the letter and back toward the beauty of the surroundings. 

 

Figure 29: ñStatic to Lyric Melodyò mm. 28-35 



55 
 

 

Figure 30: ñProgressively Larger Intervalsò m. 54 

 

Walker's keen sensitivity to the text is evident in her use of triplet rhythms in the 

melody, emphasizing significant words and passages. Frequently, these triplets occur 

when Walker is changing from lyric recitative to lyric melody. In m. 9 the words ñnight 

moon gloryò are set to half note triplets providing contrast to the less descriptive text 

surrounding them. Another example is in m. 52 when the word ñfiberò is emphasized by 

quarter note triplets. 
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Figure 31: ñNight Moon Gloryò mm. 5-10 

 

Figure 32: ñQuarter Note Tripletsò m. 52 
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Walker expresses the text using a wide variety of figures in the accompaniment 

including tremolos, arpeggios, and block chords. Some are used for text painting, but 

Walker uses others to evoke a certain emotion. For example, in m. 20 Walker indicates 

that the accompaniment should play a ñgentle tremolo, with excitement and anticipation.ò 

In m. 48 she adds the marking ñcelebratoryò in the accompaniment above block chords. 

 

Figure 33: ñGentle Tremoloò mm. 20-21 

 

 

Figure 34: ñCelebratory Chordsò m. 48 
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 Many elements in this cycle bring images of mountains to the listenerôs mind, and 

the harmonic progression of this song sets out to accomplish the same ambition. This 

song has more frequent modulations compared with the other songs. In the first half, each 

modulation is a perfect fifth below its predecessor. The piece begins in A major and 

moves to: D major in m. 13, G major in m. 20, and C major in m. 25. This modulation 

cycle then repeats itself starting in m. 34 with one exception; M. 46 modulates to C 

Lydian instead of G major. Notice that the chords in mm. 46-47 are very similar to the 

chords in mm. 17-18 of song one. Of her choice to use Lydian mode, Walker said, ñOf 

course I would use the Lydian mode while climbing a mountain.ò62 She explained further 

that if this section was played with an F natural that ñit no longer sounds like a 

mountain.ò63 

 

 

Figure 35: ñMountains in Lydian Modeò mm. 46-47 

 

 As mentioned previously, Walker frequently uses the accompaniment in this song 

to depict the mountains and other phenomenon. There are triplet figures in the 

 
62 Gwyneth Walker, an interview with the author, September 25, 2020. 
63 Ibid. 
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accompaniment throughout the song and in m. 1 these figures are labeled, ñas a 

waterfall.ò In m. 46 the same theme from song one depicts, in Lydian mode, the grand 

mountains (see Figure 35). Mm. 48-51 have block chords in the accompaniment which 

sound like bells playing ñthe grandest notes of the yearly anthem.ò The accompaniment 

in mm. 55-57 contains progressively ascending tremolos depicting the moonlight shining 

through the mists of the falls. 

 

Figure 36: ñWaterfall Figuresò mm. 1-3 

 

 

Figure 37: ñAnthem Bellsò mm. 49-51 
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Figure 38: ñMoonlight Figuresò mm. 55-57 

 

The mountain can be seen again by examining the pitch range of the vocal line 

throughout the entire song. The pitch range reaches its highest point, both in this song 

and the entire cycle, on an A4. This occurs just past the songôs halfway point. Afterward, 

the pitch range becomes lower in the songôs second half. In other words, the songôs 

contour is again in the shape of a mountain peak. 

 

Performance Considerations 

 Because the text is prose, the phrases are often irregular lengths. This can pose a 

challenge to the singerôs phrasing choices, especially regarding breathing. In mm. 5-10, 

Walker gives ample time to take a breath in m. 5 after ñDear Mrs. Carrò but mm. 7-10 

contain no convenient breathing moments. Mm. 19-28 contain only one phrase, but it is 

unrealistic to expect the singer to get through this section without a breath. Indeed, one is 

indicated by Walker in m. 24; however, there are no rests, and the singer must ñsneakò a 

quick breath to get one. Mm. 28-33 contain a similar challenge at a slower tempo. 
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Figure 39: ñTricky Breathing Momentsò mm. 5-10 
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Figure 40: ñLong Phraseò mm. 19-24 
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Figure 41: ñMoon Lightsò mm. 37-42 
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Figure 42: ñBreathingò mm. 28-35 

 In mm. 5-10 the singer should breathe after the word ñmingle,ò if a breath is 

needed, to avoid interrupting the phraseôs more lyrical second half (see Figure 39). In 

mm. 19-23 the singer should breathe following the word ñafternoon.ò In m. 24 they 

should coordinate with the pianist to allow sufficient time to breathe. The singer can slow 

the tempo slightly during the accompanimentôs rests in the second half of the measure. 

This will allow the singer to perform mm. 24-28 without needing another breath. M. 29 is 

another unaccompanied measure, and the singer should take advantage of this to breathe 

after the word ñagainò, allowing the phrase to reach m. 33 before taking another breath. 



65 
 

Mm. 37-42, in addition to containing a long phrase, also contain the words ñmoon lightsò 

which could be mistaken for ñmoonlight.ò To make ñmoon lightsò clear in m. 39, the 

singer should either breathe after the word ñmoon,ò or use diction and text stress to put a 

clear separation between the two words. 

 Mm. 43-45 follow a decrescendo from forte, but care must be taken to not sing 

this passage too softly as Walker has indicated a robust mezzo-forte. At the same time, 

this passage wants to have a different timbre than the ñecstaticò passage (marked forte) 

before it. This author recommends taking the higher option if possible; however, this 

option requires the singer to execute this phrase in a challenging tessitura. 

 

Figure 43: ñChallenging Tessituraò mm. 43-45 

 

 Singing this phrase is possible at a mezzo forte while accessing a timbre that 

conveys the tender awe evident in the text. When the vocal line descends in mm. 40-42 

the singer must not allow a decrescendo to happen but must remain at a strong forte. The 

singer should then transition to head voice or use a lighter, airier timbre without 
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becoming too soft. Greg Gallagher provides a wonderful example in his recording of this 

song which is available on Walkerôs website.64 

 This songôs key is difficult to establish aurally. It is especially true in the frequent 

and thin textured arpeggios in the accompaniment. For example, in m. 13 the key shifts to 

D major and continues through m. 16. Hearing this section in D major is difficult when 

the arpeggiosô starting note shifts between G and E. The best solution is bringing out the 

tonic in the accompaniment. Executing this is simple enough in mm. 5-10 with A 

occurring on beats two and four in each measure. Highlighting the tonic in mm. 13-15 is 

more challenging because the D never occurs on the beat; however, the singer can 

highlight the D on the words ñYosemiteò and ñcalm.ò 

 
64 Gwenyth Walker, Songs from the High Sierra mvt. 3, with Greg Gallagher (tenor) and Kristin 
Eliason (piano), Gwyneth Walkerôs website, 
https://www.gwynethwalker.com/songsfromthehighsierra.html. 
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Figure 45: ñHighlighting A Majorò mm. 5-10 

 

Figure 46: ñHighlighting D Majorò mm.13-15 
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Chapter Six: Song Four: ñIce!ò 

  

The text of this piece is written from a letter dated ñYosemite, December 11, 

1871.ò Walker notes under the title that it is a letter from Muir ñin which the author has a 

disagreement with Mrs. Carr!ò The letter expresses Mrs. Carrôs dislike of ice, and her 

frustration at his obsession with the ñSierran wildernesses.ò65 Her pleadings provoke a 

friendly, but firm rebuke from Muir in his responding letter. In lighthearted fashion, Muir 

teases Mrs. Carr and he questions how she could love glaciers yet have disdain for ice. 

Walkerôs setting meticulously honors the tone of Muirôs words. The vocal line 

mimics Muirôs alternation between conversation and description. Walker responds to the 

text using a variety of figures in the vocal line and accompaniment. Finally, the 

interactions between the vocal line and the accompaniment mimic those between Muir 

and Carr.  

Song Text 

Ice! So, you dislike ice!!! 

 

But glaciers, dear friend--ice is only another form of terrestrial love.  I am 

astonished to hear you speak so unbelievably of Godôs glorious crystal 

glaciers.  ñThey are only pests,ò you say, and you think them ñwrong in 

temperature,ò and they lived in ñhorrible times,ò and you donôt care to 

hear about them. 

 

You confuse me.  You have taught me here and encouraged me to read the 

mountains.  Now you will not listen.  Next summer you will be converted-

-you will be iced then. 

 

I have been up Nevada to the top of Lyell and found a living glacier; (but 

you donôt want to hear that) and I have been in the canyon above, and I 

was going to tell you the beauty there; (but it is all ice-born beauty, and 

too cold for you) and I was going to tell about the making of the South 

Dome; (but ice did that too) and about the hundred lakes that I found; (but 

 
65 Bade, 265. 
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ice made them, every one) and I had some groves to speak about--groves 

of surpassing loveliness in new pathless Yosemite; (but they all grew upon 

glacial drift--and I have nothing to send but what is frozen or freezable). 

 

Glaciers came down from heaven, they were angels with folded wings, 

white wings of snowy bloom.  Locked hand in hand, the little spirits did 

nobly; they were willing messengers to whom God spoke ñwell doneò 

from heaven, calling them back to their homes in the sky. 

 

Next summer you will be converted--you will be iced then! 

 

Analysis 

Throughout ñIce!ò Walker simplifies the process of syllabification and word 

stress, and by doing so she honors the conversational nature of the text. One way she 

accomplishes this is by writing lyric recitative and by placing important syllables on 

strong beats, particularly on beat one. For example, in mm. 28-30 she places the 

important syllables of the words ñtaught,ò ñencouraged,ò and ñmountainsò on first beats. 

In m. 22 she uses triplet rhythms, high tessitura, and accents on the word ñhorribleò 

which gives it weight. In lyric melody sections she changes pitch on words or syllables to 

emphasize them. This occurs in mm. 11 and 12 where the vocal line leaps up a fifth and 

emphasizes the strong second syllable of the word ñastonished.ò 

 

Figure 47: ñStrong Syllabic Emphasisò mm. 28-30 
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Figure 48: ñUse of Triplets to Place Emphasisò m. 22 

 

 

Figure 49: ñLeap of a Fifth to Place Emphasisò mm. 11-12 

 

 Because this song contains an argument, Walker writes recitative and lyric 

recitative sections which make the song more conversational. One recitative section is 

mm. 34-56 which frequently requires singing a phrase on a single pitch with no indicated 

meter or rhythm. This allows the singer to perform the text in a natural, speech-like 

manner. 
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Figure 50: ñSample of static melodyò m. 41 

 When the text changes tone, Walker responds musically. In mm. 34-56 there a 

series of phrases where Muir seemingly attempts to lure Mrs. Carr to his side, and then 

cuts off suddenly with a snide remark. Walker responds by initially writing a lyric 

melody section and then switching to a recitative section. The contrast is further 

supported by the accompanimentôs sudden stopping. For example, in mm. 46-49 Walker 

writes a lyric melody on the text, ñand I was going to tell about the making of the South 

Dome.ò She then stops the accompaniment and switches to a recitative melody on the 

words, ñbut ice did that too.ò 

 



72 
 

 

Figure 51: ñShift from Lyric to Recitativeò mm. 46-49 

 

 There are noticeable patterns in the rhythms of ñIce!ò The vocal line uses quarter 

and eighth notes in the first half of phrases and longer note durations in the second half. 

For example, in mm. 10-11 the word "loveò is set to tied half notes when quarter notes 

and eighth notes were being used earlier. This pattern punctuates the pauses in Muirôs 

argument giving it an air of confidence. 
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Figure 52: ñShort to Long Rhythmsò mm. 8-11 

 

 Walker also responds to the text using changing rhythms in the accompaniment. 

Beginning in m. 2 there are straight eighth note rhythms in the accompaniment 

introducing the textôs argumentative tone. This continues until mm. 34-56 where the 

previously mentioned change in the text occurs. The accompaniment mirrors this change 

by playing triplet eighth note rhythms. These triplets endow Muirôs descriptions with 

passion and energy, and they provide a forward moving contrast to the sudden stop that 

occurs each time the pianist is cut off by the singer. 

 

 

Figure 53: ñArgumentative Rhythmsò mm. 2-4 

 


