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Analysis of “Her Anxiety” from Donnacha Dennehy’s That the Night Come 

 Dennehy’s cycle of five songs based on poems W.B. Yeats is a highly convincing work -

each song is poignant in its own unique way. “Her Anxiety”, however, provides the most nuance 

and subtlety for analysis. Dennehy molds an implicit musical persona through his setting of the 

poem in such a way that the meaning of the original Yeats is both bolstered and expanded. On a 

macro level, Dennehy restructures the poem, turning it from a simple binary form into a ternary 

form. On a micro level, he freely repeats words and phrases for emphasis and adds surprising 

harmonies at key moments which creates a very specific interpretation of the text. This paper 

will seek to provide an overview of the text by itself, a discussion of salient harmonic features, 

and finally an analysis of form, text/music interaction, and overall meaning. 

 The W. B. Yeats poem “Her Anxiety”, which Dennehy sets to music is a short, powerful 

text in two stanzas: 

Earth in beauty dressed 
Awaits returning spring. 
All true love must die, 

Alter at the best 
Into some lesser thing 

Prove that I lie "
Such body lovers have  
Such exacting breath 

That they touch or sigh. 
Every touch they give, 
Love is nearer death. 

Prove that I lie. "
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The protagonist in this text is a woman who cannot shake her suspicion that all love dies in the 

end. The poem gets its heart-wrenching dynamism from the fact that the protagonist is not 

merely a detached skeptic; rather, she is acutely aware of the beauty inherent in love and the 

wonder of shared intimacy but she fears that for every euphoric peak, a devastating trough 

follows. Although the memories of love in full bloom are completely fresh, she is exasperated by 

the impossibility of an everlasting love and confident that love will always be just a bright 

moment in a sad story. Her defiant challenge “prove that I lie” is repeated twice to emphasize the 

confidence she has in her assertion. The poem’s opening imagery of earth awaiting returning 

spring conceptualizes the natural world and blends it with our understanding of the human heart.  1

The resulting imagery is something to the effect of a personified earth, with a bare but beautiful 

landscape that awaits the return of the fresh bloom of love. The reader automatically understands 

that a “returning spring” represents a revived love. The idea of landscape and yearning, which 

are deeply embedded within the musical framework of the song, offer a helpful way to 

conceptualize Dennehy’s use of harmony and form. Although the poem itself seems to suggest a 

binary form with its two equal sized stanzas, Dennehy manipulates the text in a way that 

supports his use of ternary form (A - B - A’).   2

! The primary harmonic world of “Her Anxiety” is based around a diatonic pitch collection 

which does not function according to common practice harmony. In addition to being a non-

functioning version of a diatonic pitch collection, many of the harmonies are secondal rather than 

tertian. These harmonies are almost always voiced in a way that emphasizes the major or minor 

 See Figure I (Appendix 2) for a diagram of this conceptual integration network. 1

 See Appendix 1 for a printing of the text as it appears in the song (formatted to indicate large 2

sections and key areas). 
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second intervals in the chord (or, of course, major or minor ninth intervals). Chords that are 

stacked in seconds often have the effect of being consonant and pleasing to the ear while also 

sounding dreamlike, other-worldly, and filled with yearning. The reason is clear enough: dense, 

diatonic secondal harmonies usually contain some sort of triadic chord but with one or more 

dissonant tones embedded within the chord like a suspension that never resolves (a “floating” 

chordal second, fourth, or sixth). These dissonant tones, rather than being suspensions which 

never resolve, are actually the building blocks of this particular harmonic world. The result is a 

permanent atmosphere of ethereality and yearning and that is the harmonic world that the song is 

rooted in. !

! An evocation of landscape from these types of harmonies can be attributed to their own 

limitations. Since a densely stacked, secondal, diatonic chord is probably using four to five out of 

the seven possible pitches, the potential for real harmonic color and variance is limited. For 

example, the first two chords of the opening passage share two of the same pitch classes (F# and 

C#).  The first two chords of the next phrase share three pitch classes (F#, B, and C#)  and the 3 4

first chord of each of those bars (m. 1 and m. 4) have the effect of being a new harmony but are 

actually the same chord plus/minus the B pitch class. Re-voicing the chord in m. 4 so as to have 

a D in the bass instead of a G (as well as adding a B) makes it feel like a chord change but after a 

while of these types of passages, the listener calls to mind the image of an unmoving landscape. 

The instrumental introduction passage (mm. 1-6) forms a symmetrical, contrasting period 

structure using these types of chords which establishes the non-functioning diatonic language of 

the song.!

 See Figure III, m. 13

 See Figure III, m. 44
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! The one moment within the A section that departs from the D major pitch collection is 

over the word "must" in the line "all true love must die". The vocal line sings an Eb while the 

accompaniment includes the Eb in addition to C-natural and Bb. The resultant chromatic chord 

seems to have been tailored for the express purpose of sliding back to one of the regular diatonic 

secondal harmonies by way of tense, semitone, stepwise voice leading.  When this line of text is 5

repeated in the A’ section, the same colorful harmonic progression occurs. This strange splash of 

color amidst a sea of diatonicism strengthens the protagonists assertion that true love cannot last. 

However, the whole beginning (A) section is by far dominated by a clear, sure-footed 

diatonicism which evokes an implicit musical persona that is still entrenched in the sentiment of 

love. The expression marking at the top of the score is “sensually luxuriant”. True love must die, 

according to the protagonist; but in the meantime, she is still floating from the experience of 

being loved and/or having loved.!

! At the beginning of the B section, Dennehy notes in the score "The voice and the 

instruments all part of the one organism…" - what ensues is a remarkably different harmonic 

palette (prepared via pivot chord in m. 49) which functions as the heart of the middle section of 

the song. Part of what makes this tightly knit, forty-second passage so compelling is that all the 

instruments in the low to mid register are well grounded in a C natural minor mode while the top 

register is filled with carefully planned microtonal activity according to the overtone series 

connected with the lowest note (C in the piano). The resulting atmosphere comes across as 

strangely coherent - every registeral zone feels completely linked together. The ensemble 

temporarily forms a hazy cloud of sound which is filled simultaneously with untraceable 

chromatic microtones and an ominous, visceral C minor pedal. The conflation of these two 

 See Figures IVa (my reduction) and IVb (the score with my annotations) for a voice leading 5

diagram of this chromatic chord.  
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disparate harmonic worlds feels incredibly unified, due in large part to the fact that Dennehy’s 

use of microtones are in strict coherence with the overtone series.  By using only the microtones 6

which spring from the C overtone series, Dennehy is able to effectively introduce new dissonant 

colors without completely demolishing the diatonic precedent he established earlier. It is worth 

noting that at the octave level, all of the microtones Dennehy uses in this passage adhere to the 

overtone series of C2 (ca. 65.4 Hz.) although the actual low pedal note of the passage is, in fact, 

C1 (ca. 32.7 Hz.). This is most likely because Dennehy wanted the low, rumbling timbre of the 

lowest C pedal while he also needed the microtones to be in the stratospheric registers so as to 

stay out of the way of the mid-register C natural minor activity. The sense that all the overtone 

activity springs from the low C, however, is still in tact. Additionally, each variety of microtone 

is confined to one instrument so that players can each stay in one mode. The flute plays all the 

quarter sharps (using a breathy tone), the second violin plays all eighth-tone sharps, and the cello 

plays all notes slightly over-flattened (like a naturally flattened 7th).!

! As a way of preparing for a return back to D major, Dennehy switches back to the 

original diatonic pitch collection mode but this time he uses Eb major which makes it less abrupt 

coming out of the relative minor. As the protagonist retraces the text “such exacting breath, that 

they touch or sigh” and then continues on for the first time to “every touch they give, love is 

nearer death”, the accompaniment plays a brief, transition passage which prepares (relatively 

speaking) a direct modulation back to D major over the refrain “prove that I lie” (m. 76, 

rehearsal H).!

! At this point in the song, Dennehy makes a departure from the implied form of the poem 

and turns the structure into a three-part form by repeating most of the first stanza - à la Schubert. 

 Figure VI shows the relevant number of partials in the C overtone series. The microtonal 6

pitches in the first passage of the B section can be found in this figure.
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The effect is that of an entire third stanza being added on to the form despite the fact that the first 

two lines of the first stanza are omitted. In fact, enough text repetition occurs on the local level 

during A’ that the section ends up being the exact same length as A. By this point in the 

protagonist’s emotional journey, “earth in beauty dressed” is fading from the psyche while the 

assurance that “all true love must die” is taking over. Omitting the first two lines in the repetition 

of the first stanza in the A’ prime section allows the song to accumulate meaning and a sense of 

movement. What begins to carry more weight in place of the omitted lines is the defiant 

challenge “prove that I lie” which is set to longer and longer melismas as the song nears its end. 

When the text is completed, a final codetta (resembling that of the opening instrumental 

introduction) closes out the song. !

! Another Zbikowskian map illustrating the cognitive blending of text and music is really 

helpful for extracting meaning from the microtonal passage in the B section.  This passage in the 7

text is clearly about sensuality and physical intimacy - “such body lovers have, such exacting 

breath, that they touch or sigh.” If we think about how that text space blends with the music 

space in the context (generic space) of physical intimacy, we can gain insight into the implicit 

musical persona of this passage. What comes out in the “blended space” of this conceptual 

integration network more or less sums up the implicit musical persona which is helping to frame 

our protagonists emotional state at this moment in the song. Essentially, the rooted C minor pedal 

with C overtones up in the stratospheric registers create the sense of a profound human 

experience when coupled with the text. It’s as if the low C1 pitch (which can almost be felt in the 

pit of one’s stomach) symbolizes the emotional/spiritual weight attached to physical intimacy. 

Conversely, the smeared, sliding microtones evoke a sense of titillating physical arousal and 

 See Figure II.7
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sensuality. We are led to believe that the memories our protagonist is recollecting are both fresh 

and multi-dimensional (occupying a physical and spiritual place in her psyche). In the grand 

scheme of the entire song, this incredibly gripping section functions to inform the audience that 

the protagonist is not just emoting about any arbitrary pair of “lovers”; rather, she is referring to 

her own journey in third person. Everything she is expressing in the song is coming from real life 

experiences that either happened recently or are still lingering as if they happened recently. !

! By the time most of the A material is being recapitulated in the A’ section, though, our 

protagonist appears to be back in the present - mentally or otherwise - where she is focusing on 

her assertions of love always dying. It is not until we reach the end of the song, as the codetta 

begins that we realize the underlying narrative of the song. The key to understanding what this 

central narrative is lies within the aforementioned “splash of dissonance” over the text “all true 

love must die”. Other than the pivot chord going into section B, those Bb - C-natural - Eb chords 

are the only instance of chromaticism in the entire A section. For the most part, the A section 

stands as a sort of idealistic perspective that the protagonist has (or is entertaining for a moment 

in time) even as doubts are looming heavily. The core narrative of the song is how this relatively 

optimistic perspective, still beaming from the experience of being in love, is further stained and 

fractured by less optimistic assertions and experiences. In the A’ section, our protagonist is still 

very much filled with yearning but is noticeably changed into a person with less hope. The 

musical evidence for this reading of the song is found by comparing the introduction with the 

codetta. These two passages function as contrasting benchmarks measuring the protagonists 

increasing pessimism regarding the durability of love. The introduction passage takes the form of 

a clean, symmetrical period structure with no chromaticism. As the protagonist progresses 

through the rest of the song, she repeats the line “all true love must die” numerous times. In a 
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way, that line is the thesis statement of the poem; it is, after all, the line to which she refers when 

she demands “prove that I lie”. The bitter, chromatic chord which accompanies each rendition of 

the word “must”, is the key to the song. Insofar as the introduction and codetta are a metric for 

our protagonist’s emotional landscape at a certain point in time, we can conclude that something 

significant is implied when the same Bb - C-natural - Eb sonority of “must die” is infused into 

the codetta progression. It goes without saying that by this point, the dissonant chord over “must 

die” is, in fact, strongly linked to that line of text. The choice to infuse the codetta with that 

chord is a bold showing of implicit musical persona.  To be sure, this is a great (and clever) 8

example of Dennehy writing his own poem on the “poem-on-X” that is “Her Anxiety” by W.B. 

Yeats. As the codetta begins, not only are the phrases asymmetrical and awkward with the 

insertion of 5/8 bars, but that dissonant chord is played not once but twice (and held for a whole 

bar both times). At that moment, we know that a sense of exasperation has permanently sunk into 

to the protagonists psyche - she walks away disappointed and jaded, feeling even more 

convinced that all true love must, indeed, die. !

"
"
"
"
"
"
"
"

 See Figure V for my reduction of the codetta passage. 8
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Appendix 1 !
Text as it appears in the song (with repetitions) !

A section 
Earth in (Earth in) beauty dressed                                              (D major diatonic pitch collection) 
Awaits returning spring. 
All true love must die, All true love…       (introduction of Eb (“Ra”) pitch [sour chromaticism]) 
Alter at the best 
Into some lesser thing 
Prove that I lie 
Prove, prove that I lie, I lie, I lie 
Prove that I lie… !
B section (m. 50, rehearsal F) 
Such body lovers have                (C minor with C2 overtone series microtones in upper registers) 
Such exacting breath 
That they touch or sigh. 
Such body lovers have  
Such exacting breath 
That they touch or sigh. 
Such exacting breath                                                                (Eb major diatonic pitch collection) 
That they touch or sigh. 
Every touch they give, 
Love is nearer death. 
Love is nearer death. 
Love is nearer death. 
Prove that I lie. I lie. I lie.                (direct modulation back to D major diatonic pitch collection)    !
A’ section (m. 83, rehearsal I) 
All true love… All true love must die.                      (use of Eb (“Ra”) pitch [sour chromaticism]) 
All true love… 
Alter at the best 
Into some lesser thing 
Prove that I lie 
Prove, prove that I lie. I lie. I lie. !!!!!!
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Appendix 2 (CINs)!
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Figure I!!
!
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Figure II!!!!
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Appendix 3!!
Figure III!
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Figure IVa!
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Figure IVb!
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Figure V!
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