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This study has focused on the American composer Amy Cheney Beach and her Three Browning 

Songs, Op. 44. These works use the poetry of Robert Browning and the first was commissioned 

by the Boston Browning Society to celebrate the poet’s birthday. Beach was known for her 

romantic, lyrical, and memorable melodies, her religious outlook, and her love of nature. All of 

these qualities are seen in Browning’s poetry making them the perfect fit for Beach’s 

compositions. By looking at the context of the poetry Beach uses and understanding the views of 

both poet and composer, a singer can better make musical decisions and choices when preparing 

these pieces.  
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Amy Beach and the Poetry of Robert Browning 

This paper considers music of Amy Cheney Beach, also referred to as Mrs. H.H.A. 

Beach, and her Three Browning Songs, op. 44. Specifically, I will be looking at the poetry of 

Robert Browning, and how it relates to interpreting Beach's songs. When preparing art songs, the 

singer needs to understand the poetry of the piece, both through the larger source material, and 

background of the poet and the composer. I will be exploring a bit about the background of both 

Beach and Browning, then each of the songs individually.  

Amy Beach was born Amy Cheney in 1857 to a wealthy family in New Hampshire. She 

was a musical prodigy and was composing hymn tunes and waltzes at age five. Her mother was a 

talented pianist and singer and, recognizing her daughter’s talents, encouraged her musical 

education. By the time she was seven, she had already given a handful of concerts playing pieces 

by Chopin and Beethoven and by the time she was sixteen she already was considered a 

noteworthy concert pianist.1 At age eighteen, she performed with the Boston Symphony 

Orchestra, which was presumed to be the official start of a long piano career for her. This 

changed when she married Dr. H. H. A. Beach who was a prominent doctor at the time.  

It is, of course, important to look at how Dr. Beach affected Beach’s career. He was an 

avid music lover and did much to help fund the arts. However, at the time, it was highly socially 

unacceptable and most likely dangerous for a woman to travel alone, which Amy would have 

had to do if she wanted to pursue a piano career.2 Dr. Beach had a large practice and could not 

lay that aside for his wife's developing career and there is no indication in Amy's letter or other 

 
1 Adrienne Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian: the Life and Work of an American Composer, 1867-1944 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), vii-viii. 
2 Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian, 47-48 



3 
 

writings that she tried to persuade him otherwise. Instead, she, with his encouragement, turned 

her musical attention to composition. It is interesting to look at how she was discouraged from 

being a performer and so emphasized being a composer, whereas, for women in the past, it was 

the opposite. For instance, both Clara Schumann and Fanny Hensel, due to similar societal 

pressures, were encouraged not to compose and so instead focused on performance.3  

Some may see Beach’s redirection as an unfortunate turn of events but in many ways, this 

greatly helped Amy. She had already been dabbling in composition and had helped teach herself 

by transcribing works by Bach and others as well as by analyzing works that she heard at 

concerts. Dr. Beach created for her a large studio to work from and introduced her to several 

influential poets and publishers including Arthur P. Schmidt. It also seems that she loved her 

husband deeply, and in turn, he was reportedly very proud of his wife’s accomplishments.4  

After her husband died in 1910, Amy insisted on continuing to be called Mrs. H. H. A. 

Beach and it was only a handful of times in Europe when she was referred to by her first name, 

Amy. It is worth noting that, despite the women’s suffrage movement taking place only a little 

while before Beach was born, as well as feminists of her day pointing to her as an example of a 

woman active and successful in her field, Beach herself tried to distance herself from politics of 

her time. In 1918, she said of her music in an interview for Musical America, a well-respected 

classical music journal, “I have no special views at all about the success or non-success of 

women in any field…My work has always been judged from the beginning by work as such, not 

according to sex, the question has rarely ever been raised.”5 

 
3 Carol Neuls-Bates, Women in Music: an Anthology of Source Readings from the Middle Ages to the Present 
(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1996), 143 & 153. 
4 Ibid., 152. 
5 Beach, Amy. Interview by Hazel Gertrude Kinscella, Musical America, September 7, 1918: 28. 
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Beach had a substantial output, and she composed a large number of small works, 

including 120 art songs. While that may not seem like many compared to composers such as 

Franz Schubert, for a woman during the time, it was a large output. She also composed a few 

larger works such as her Gaelic Symphony, which made her the first American woman to 

compose a symphony performed professionally.6 However, her best works are arguably her 

smaller works. Her art songs contain sing-able melodies, and well-crafted, soloistic piano 

accompaniments that often set the mood and support the vocal line while being challenging for 

the pianist. This is seen in all three of the pieces I will be looking at in this discussion.  

The Browning Society of Boston commissioned Beach to compose a piece for a 

celebration of Browning’s birthday based on a section from one of his more famous works: 

Pippa Passes.  The Boston Browning Society, according to its website, was formed in 1807 and 

is still active today, becoming an international society in 1969. There seems to be no particular 

reason why members reached out to Beach, except for the fact that there was a chapter of the 

society in Boston where Beach lived. It commissioned several musicians and helped Beach in 

making a name for herself. There is also the fact that the Browning Society celebrates not only 

Robert, but also Elizabeth Browning, who was Robert’s equally successful wife. With this in 

mind, there is a possibility that the society went out of its way to include female composers. 

Another consideration was that Beach and both the Brownings were religious, all having been 

raised evangelical, and so members of the society and Beach could have run in similar circles. 

This is all conjecture as I could not find any documented reasons. In 1915 the society officially 

made her a member.7  

 
6 Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian, 78. 
7 Ibid., 173. 
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Putting together Beach’s music and Browning’s poetry could be considered a slightly 

unusual pairing as Browning’s poetry, specifically the poetry Beach selected, pushed societal 

boundaries of the day. Beach, on the other hand, worked to keep, what was considered at the 

time, a very lady-like and professional appearance. For the commission, Beach composed "The 

Year's at the Spring", an art song that would become one of her most frequently learned and 

performed by amateurs and professionals around the world. Eventually, she dedicated two more 

pieces to the Browning society, which were published in 1900 as Three Browning Songs, Op. 

44.8  

Robert Browning (1812-1889) was a renowned English poet who was famous for his 

long dramatic poetry. His mother was a pianist and his father a bank teller, artist, and avid 

scholar and both helped cultivate in Browning a love of poetry and music. His dramatic 

monologues focused on specific diction, rhythmic patterns, and heavy symbolism and inspired 

many other poets including T. S. Eliot, Robert Frost, and of course his own wife, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning.9 All of these qualities lent his poetry toward art songs and inspired Beach.  

Before looking at her Three Browning Songs, it is important to consider that Beach most 

likely had synesthesia, although it was not labeled as such at the time. Synesthesia manifests in 

different ways in different people but they all, in some way, can ‘see’ sound due to a different 

connection in the brain.10 As far as we know, Beach’s synesthesia manifested in how she 

perceived different keys. There is not documentation stating whether she had a color for every 

key, but she herself gave several examples. There is a chance that she merely associated the 

 
8 Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian, 305. 
9 Francine Russo, “Browning's ‘James Lee's Wife’: A Study in Neurotic Love.” Victorian Poetry, 12, no. 3 (1974): 
219. 
10 Jeremy Logan, “Synesthesia and Feminism: A Case Study on Amy Beach (1867-1944).” New Sound: 
International Magazine for Music, no. 46 (2016): 130. 
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colors with the keys, however, there are a few facts that support true synesthesia.11 One is that 

her mother wrote that, at a very young age, Amy referred to certain keys by color, and we know 

that those key-color relationships never changed later on. We also know that Beach did not like 

her pieces to be changed to different keys insisting that even a small change completely altered 

the mood. The largest indicator is the idea that the color relationship did not change over her 

lifetime. There is a lot that could be explored regarding Amy Beach and synesthesia, however, I 

will only briefly mention what colors the Browning songs would be in. “The Year’s at the 

Spring” would be violet, “Ah, Love” would be blue, and “I Send my Heart” would be pink. 

Thinking about these colors when preparing the songs could bring a slightly new way to interpret 

them.  

I would now like to discuss each of the Browning songs. “The Year’s at the Spring” is the 

first in the set and comes from one of Browning’s most recognized works, Pippa Passes. It is a 

long dramatic monologue that tells several short stories with Pippa being a young, naïve passer-

by. It is filled with symbolism and moral questions but overall looks into moral awareness and 

free will. Browning said he wanted to explore “incidents in the development of the soul”.12 Pippa 

as a character is used to represent a kind of messenger of God to tap on the hearts of those 

immersed in sin. For every scenario she stumbles across, she cannot help but bring a little 

optimism and light. Characters hear her words, and in one way or another, react. Beach takes a 

small song within the poem for her song and her choice is significant.  

The song is sung by Pippa and summarizes the point of her character. It comes in Part I in 

the middle of a story of Ottima and Sebald. Ottima has pressured her lover, Sebald, to help kill 

 
11 Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian, 10. 
12 David G. Riede, “Genre and Poetic Authority in ‘Pippa Passes.’” Victorian Poetry, 27 no. 3/4 (1989): 52. 
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her husband Luca. She has a strong will and shows no remorse for the deed. Sebald, on the other 

hand, is pricked by his conscious but is over-powered by Ottima’s charm. Suddenly Pippa passes 

them in the distance singing this song:  

The year's at the spring, 
And day's at the morn; 

Morning's at seven; 
The hill-side's dew-pearled; 

The lark's on the wing; 
The snail's on the thorn; 
God's in his Heaven— 

All's right with the world!13 
 

 Hearing this in the distance suddenly changes Sebald. He immediately draws back from 

his lover and become deeply ashamed. Lines from the song recall Sebald’s words from earlier in 

the poem and it is the line, “God’s in his Heaven” that strikes his soul. He ends up murdering 

Ottima and committing suicide out of guilt for his actions.14  

 The song, out of context, is innocent, pure, and worthy of being sung and loved, but the 

context adds a whole new outlook on the song. It speaks to the philosophy of the romantics that 

being young and blissfully ignorant of the evils of the world means that you are closer to God 

and therefore can offer divine insight. For me, Psalm 8:2 immediately comes to mind. The 

passage reads, “Through the praise of children and infants you have established a stronghold 

against your enemies to silence the foe and the avenger.”15 Browning, being raised evangelical 

Christian, likely would have been familiar with this passage. I love how, in just a few lines, the 

singer looks at the world around her, and a part of that observation is God, equally as present as 

 
13Robert Browning & Edward A. Parker, Pippa Passes, London: Macmillan & Co., (1927).  
14Reide, “Genre and Poetic Authority in ‘Pippa Passes’”, 52. 
15Book of Psalms 8:2  
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the spring, the lark, and the snail. The last line is a sure conclusion that all must be right in the 

world she observes.  

When Beach was composing this piece, she was sitting on a train and inspiration struck 

quickly. She composed the piece in only a few minutes and was inspired by the rhythm of the 

train on the train tracks. She said the song sang itself into her consciousness and “I listened to the 

melody – it was only the melody, after that, for that burst of joy and faith. I wrote it down as 

soon as I got home.”16 Immediately when listening to the piece you can hear the persistent 

rhythm of a train specifically within the driving triplets in the piano accompaniment (Example I). 

The piece is very short and only lasts a minute but is very dramatic within that time. The piece 

builds via quick sequences and driving triplets in the accompaniment, all building to the line 

“All’s right with the world.” The line then repeats immediately. The music crescendos and 

accelerates quickly, coming to a satisfactorily climactic ending. 

 

 

When the piece was published it was an immediate hit and many divas of the day sang it 

worldwide. Most notably were performances by Emma Eames. She sang the piece often as an 

encore piece and wrote Beach to say, “it has never failed to carry away (the audience) by 

 
16 Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian, 150. 

Example I: Amy Beach, “The Year’s 
at the Spring,” mm 1-2, Notice the 
driving triplets in the piano 
accompaniment. 
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storm.”17 She sang the piece in Florence, Italy and Browning’s son happened to be in the 

audience. Eames told Beach that he said of the piece, “…that one could not imagine anything 

more perfectly married then that my father’s magic words and your music.”18  

 When planning a program, this piece fits perfectly as an opener or, as Eames did, as an 

encore. It is comparatively easy to sing, partially because it is so short and partially because of 

the range. The music stays within the most brilliant and comfortable part of a sopranos voice. 

The ending especially is so amazing to sing. The soprano does not need to hold back, and the 

piano feels so supportive as it sweeps along with her. Overall, it is no wonder that this piece was 

and is so successful. It is personally my favorite song to sing as it helps shake nerves at the 

beginning of a recital. It allows my voice to be fully engaged and sets an overall tone of 

excitement for the audience.  

The second of the set, “Ah, Love but a Day”, is from a larger work titled, “James Lee’s 

Wife,” which some speculate was semi-autobiographical.19 Robert Browning’s wife, Elizabeth, 

was a famous poet in her own right however, Elizabeth had a difficult life before Robert and, 

based on her poetry, had a general disdain for the notion of romantic love. A large portion of her 

poetry describes how it could hurt. Even though it seems as though Robert helped change those 

views, she still wrote fairly cynical poetry.20 This outlook on life is seen in Robert's work, 

“James Lee’s Wife”, although, possibly because it is written by him and not her, it does have 

some issues to consider. For instance, the wife’s name is never mentioned in the poem, making 

 
17 Block, Amy Beach, Passionate Victorian, 151 
18 Ibid., 151 
19 Russo, “Browning's ‘James Lee's Wife’: A Study in Neurotic Love”, 219. 
20 Ibid., 219. 
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her identity solely wrapped up in her role as a wife. It is also, overall, much more optimistic than 

any poetry written by Elizabeth.  

These poems outline a wife’s struggle in a marriage with all of its ups and downs. “Ah, 

love” is from the first poem in the set titled, James Lee's Wife Speaks at the Window which sets 

up the unsteady nature of the whole work. In it, the wife has already started to become 

disinterested in her marriage and wonders if, like her and the world around her, her husband will 

change as well.  

Below is the complete poem, however, it should be noted that Beach only uses the first 

two verses. The first verse sets up the wife’s initial observation of the way the world is changing 

around her. The seasons change and so the birds leave, the weather can become cold. The second 

verse turns to the real source of insecurity. If the world change so much and so easily, can her 

husband and her marriage change as well? The third seems to, at least for now, conclude that 

even if there is change their love is meant to be. 

I. 
Ah, Love, but a day 

    And the world has changed! 
The sun’s away, 

    And the bird estranged; 
The wind has dropped, 

    And the sky’s deranged 
Summer has stopped. 

II. 
Look in my eyes! 

    Wilt thou change too? 
Should I fear surprise? 

    Shall I find aught new 
In the old and dear, 

    In the good and true, 
With the changing year? 
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III. 
Thou art a man, 

    But I am thy love. 
For the lake, its swan; 

    For the dell, its dove; 
And for thee—(oh, haste!) 

    Me, to bend above, 
Me, to hold embraced. 

Beach, as with her other pieces, employs a lot of rich text painting in her setting of the 

poetry. She takes some liberties with what lines she repeats and, as stated before, completely 

omits the final verse. These decisions are intentional and her decisions of what to repeat and 

what to omit help emphasize the mood she is trying to achieve.  

The first interesting aspect is what Beach chooses to repeat. The first two lines are 

repeated three times in the first section and each repetition seems to try and reach a little higher 

or a little further but is never successful. The very first time seems to be sung to oneself. It 

begins on a C and only goes up a fourth to F, seeming to go nowhere, ending back on a C, again 

as if sung to oneself. Immediately the singer seems to try again. The phrase begins again on a C, 

but this time stretches up to an A-flat. The attempt proves futile as the singer falls back to a C 

and the line, again, goes nowhere. The singer moves through the next five lines of poetry and 

tries once more to progress via the first two lines. “Ah, Love…” appears in mm. 21 this time 

forte, starting on an F and leaping to an A-flat which is held out two beats longer than ever 

before. This is the most interesting repeat due to how this phrase ends. On one hand, this phrase 

ends the same as the others, on a C, however, this phrase ends with a perfect authentic cadence.21 

The piece could theoretically end here but instead moves on to the second verse. The second 

verse achieves a similar goal by way of repeating the first lines.  

 
21 Victoria Malawey, “Strophic Modification in Songs by Amy Beach”, Music Theory Online, 20 no. 4 (2014): 1. 
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Now, the full two lines are not repeated but the first two words, "Ah, love", are. The last 

line of the song is, "Ah love, look in my eyes. Wilt thou change too?" This puts together the 

repeated line from the first verse and the repeated lines of the second. However, unlike the end of 

the first verse, this line does not end with a perfect authentic cadence. The soprano starts, much 

like, before with an energized F to A (no longer A-flat) leap and ends on a C, but this time the 

soprano almost immediately goes to the C and hangs onto this fifth scale degree for five whole 

measures.22 It is even marked molto ritardando.  In this way, Beach can end the piece with a 

question and, especially if the singer knows about the verse omitted, I believe a hopeful question. 

When learning the piece, it can be easy to feel as though it is unnecessarily repetitive, however, it 

is obvious that the repetition serves as a way to best show the deeper meaning of the poetry.  

One last interesting musical moment in the piece that helps to underline feelings of 

concern over change is how Beach treats the line, “Summer has stopped.” In Brownings’ poem, 

this particular line stands out as well. Normally the lines follow a specific pentameter or 

rhythmic structure, specifically anapestic (weak-weak-strong) and iambic (weak-strong-strong), 

but this particular line is different and instead uses dactyl (strong-weak-weak). This means that 

when you read the poem out loud, this particular line will stand out even if the reader does not 

necessarily know why.23  

Beach similarly uses rhythm to help create the same effect in her song. She already had 

created a sense of unease by starting phrases off the beat and by starting the piece with a quarter-

note rest, but she leans in on this sensation for this particular line.24 The line is repeated three 

 
22 Malawey, “Strophic Modification in Songs by Amy Beach”, 1. 
23 Ibid., 1. 
24 Ibid., 1. 
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times, one after another, each time differently and starting on the offbeat. The second iteration is 

on the strong beat but held longer and marked diminuendo so that the singer goes from forte to 

pianissimo in a measure and a half. The third iteration not only starts on the offbeat, but the 

piano is also a half-beat off from the vocal line (Example II). This plus the marking ritardando 

makes the music slow down. On an academic level, this point is an interesting look at how 

language and music share a way of communicating aside from the literal meaning of words. This 

use of linguistic and rhythmic cadences helps emphasize the feeling that the singer, while 

understanding the inevitability of change, still desperately wishes to hold on to summer and to 

the way things have always been.  

 

“I send my heart” is the last of the set and is taken from the first verse in Browning’s 

larger work titled “Love’s Power”, subtitled, “In a Gondola”. This work is a long dialogue 

between lovers while riding a Venetian gondola with each poem’s title alternating between, “He 

sings” and “She sings.”25 While the verse Beach uses does not directly reference the gondola, the 

imagery can be found in the swaying rhythmic patterns in the piano. Beach uses the first verse 

 
25 Robert Browning, John Woolford, & Daniel Karlin, The Poems of Browning Vol. 2 (Harlow, Essex, England: 
Longman, 1991), 118-119. 

Example II: Amy Beach, “Ah, Love but a Day,” mm. 15-19, Notice both the slowing down of the vocal 
line and the offset nature of the accompaniment. 
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which is the man singing to his lover on a gondola, starting the whole dialogue with a declaration 

of love.  

He Sings:  
I send my heart up to thee, all my heart 

In this my singing. 
For the stars help me, and the sea bears part; 

The very night is clinging 
Closer to Venice’ streets to leave one space          

Above me, whence thy face 
May light my joyous heart to thee its dwelling-place. 

Despite this charming and sweet beginning, this whole poem is a romantic tragedy as the 

woman is already married and both her husband and her brothers are after the lovers to punish 

them for their sinful love. The poem is incredibly erotic and full of rich imagery but sadly ends 

with the lovers dying after one last kiss. The overall feeling of the piece is akin to Italian opera of 

which Browning was quite fond. 

Interestingly, Browning wrote the first verse 

quickly and without much planning, seemingly having 

been inspired by a painting called the Serenade by 

Daniel Maclise (1806-70) (Example III). Browning had 

not seen the painting when he composed the verse 

around 1841, but his friend John Foster (and possibly 

Charles Dickens) had described it to him. The painting 

was to be put on display at the British Museum of the 

Arts in 1842 and Browning wrote the verse to serve as a 

catalog entry. Later, when he saw the painting, 
Example III: Daniel Maclise, “The 
Serenade”, The painting which 
inspired “I send my Heart up to Thee” 
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Browning commented that the painting was much jollier than it had been described to him.26  

Beach, I believe, kept to the spirit of the first verse and the spirit of the painting. "I send 

my Heart up to Thee" does not seem to have any indication of the tragic ending of the overall 

poem. Instead, the song is incredibly romantic and seems fit with the original inspiration of the 

painting rather than the whole work. From the beginning, the music is marked tranquillo. 

This last song is probably the least performed of the set, or at least the least talked or 

written about. Out of the three, it is the most chromatic and switches harmonically often. One 

critic, specifically about this third piece hails Beach's pieces as very modern. This is not a term 

most would probably use to describe Beach. However, during this time when the romantic period 

was drawing to a close and 20th-century music was on the rise, this particular critic saw the way 

Beach married romantic sweeping melodies with subtle chromaticism as very modern. He 

specifically admires on a particular shift, “at the beginning of the second page, whereupon the 

word “sea” the D-flat changes enharmonically to C-sharp and the next two syllables bring a 

cadence into the tonic a half-step higher…it is done here so nicely and with such delicacy of 

insight!”27 (Example IV)  

 

 
26 Browning et al., 118-119. 
27 Burnett Tuthill, “Mrs. H. H. A. Beach.” The Musical Quarterly 26, no. 3 (July 1940): 302. 
 

Example IV: Amy Beach, “I send my 
Heart up to Thee,” mm 9-10 
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This particular modulation is just one example. The smooth transitions all help to show 

the varying emotions displayed in the song. The songs had moments of bliss and a quickening 

heart, as well as moments where the singer burst out with a larger feeling. There is one moment 

similar to “Ah, Love”, in which Beach almost brings the piece to a halt and the singer becomes 

very contemplative. The vocal line contains duplets and the accompaniment suddenly stops the 

rushing rhythms and plays a block chord. The musical moment lands on the line, “The very night 

is clinging.” It feels like the moment when the singer suddenly goes from breathless love and a 

rapidly beating heart to a momentary pause while looking around.  

All three of these songs are perfect examples of how Amy Beach was able to marry 

together her musical ideas with the ideas found in Robert Browning's poetry. Understanding 

Browning’s larger works, like Pippa Passes, can help the singer appreciate the mood and 

meanings in Beach’s songs. This can then give the singer the ability to add a new layer onto her 

performance.  
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