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Music: An Ode
A.C. Swinburne

Was it light that spake from the darkness,

or music that shone from the word,

When the night was enkindled with sound

of the sun or the first-born bird?

Souls enthralled and entrammelled in bondage

of seasons that fall and rise,

Bound fast round with the fetters of flesh,

and blinded with light that dies,

Lived not surely till music spake,

and the spirit of life was heard.

Music, sister of sunrise, and herald of life to be,

Smiled as dawn on the spirit of man,

and the thrall was free.

Slave of nature and serf of time,

the bondman of life and death,

Charles Wood (15 June 1866 – 12 July 1926) was an Irish composer and teacher; his students included Ralph
Vaughan Williams at Cambridge and Herbert Howells at the Royal College of Music. He is primarily
remembered and performed as an Anglican church music composer, but he also wrote songs and chamber
music, particularly for string quartet.

Born in Vicars’ Hill in the Cathedral precincts of Armagh, Ireland, Charles was the fifth child and third son of
Charles Wood Sr. and Jemima Wood. The boy was a treble chorister in the choir of the nearby St. Patrick’s
Cathedral (Church of Ireland). His father sang tenor as a stipendiary ‘Gentleman’ or ‘Lay Vicar Choral’ in the
Cathedral choir and was also the Diocesan Registrar of the church. He was a cousin of Irish composer Ina
Boyle.

Wood received his early education at the Cathedral Choir School and also studied organ with two organists and masters of the Boys
of Armagh Cathedral, Robert Turle and his successor Dr Thomas Marks. In 1883 he became one of fifty inaugural class members of
the Royal College of Music, studying composition with Charles Villiers Stanford and Charles Hubert Hastings Parry primarily, and
horn and piano secondarily. Following four years of training, he continued his studies at Selwyn College, Cambridge until 1889,
where he began teaching harmony and counterpoint. In 1889 he attained a teaching position at Gonville and Caius College,
Cambridge, first as organ scholar and then as fellow in 1894, becoming their first director of music and organist. He was
instrumental in the reflowering of music at the college, though more as a teacher and organiser of musical events than as composer.
After Stanford died in 1924, Wood assumed his mentor’s vacant role as Professor of Music at the University of Cambridge.

According to his successor at Cambridge, Edward J Dent, as a teacher of composition, Wood “was surpassed only by Stanford
himself [and] as a teacher of counterpoint and fugue he was unequalled”. His pupils at Cambridge included Ralph Vaughan
Williams, Nicholas Gatty, Arthur Bliss, Cecil Armstrong Gibbs and W Denis Browne. Dent says that, because Stanford did not
reside in Cambridge, Wood took on the real burden of teaching for many years before his own election as Professor of Music, by
which time his health was already undermined. He died in July 1926 after only two years in the post.

Like his better-known colleague Stanford, Wood is chiefly remembered for his Anglican church music: there are over 250 sacred
works and many hymn tunes. As well as his Communion Service in the Phrygian Mode, his settings of the Magnificat and Nunc
dimittis are still popular with cathedral and parish church choirs, particularly the services in F, D, and G, and the two settings in E
flat. During Passiontide his St Mark Passion, written in 1920 for Eric Milner-White, the then Dean of King’s College, Cambridge, is
sometimes performed. It demonstrates Wood’s interest in modal composition, in contrast to the late romantic harmonic style he
more usually employs.

Charles Wood (composer) – Wikipedia

Dumb with passionless patience that breathed

but forlorn and reluctant breath,

Heard, beheld, and his soul made answer,

and communed aloud with the sea.

Morning spake, and he heard:

and the passionate silent noon

Kept for him not silence:

and soft from the mounting moon

Fell the sound of her splendour,

heard as dawn's in the breathless night,

Not of men but of birds whose note

bade man's soul quicken and leap to light:

And the song of it spake, and the light and the darkness

of earth were as chords in tune.
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