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Not Waving But Drowning
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October 2009

TEXT:

Not Waving But Drowning
text by Stevie Smith (1902 - 1971)

Nobody heard him, the dead man,

But still he lay moaning:

I was much further out than you thought
And not waving but drowning.

Poor chap, he always loved larking

And now he's dead

It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way,
They said.

Oh, no no no, it was too cold always
(Still the dead one lay moaning)

I was much too far out all my life
And not waving but drowning.

"Not Waving But Drowning" by Stevie Smith, from COLLECTED POEMS OF STEVIE SMITH,
copyright ©1957 by Stevie Smith. Reprinted by permission of New Directions Publishing Corp
for use in North America. Copyright Estate of James MacGibbon, by permission for use in World.

INSTRUMENTATION:

Soprano 1
Soprano 2
Alto 1
Alto 2
Tenor 1
Tenor 2
Bass 1
Bass 2

Solo Viola
Piano (half-stick)



PERFORMANCE NOTES:

-Choir:
Due to issues of balance, the choir should be at least 2 per part (preferably more). Dynamics may
need to be adjusted according to the number and strength of voices involved.

-Piano:
The piano begins with both una corda and sustain pedals. Una corda ceases at measure 20.
Grace notes are to be played before the beat.
Piano should be perfomed half-stick.

-Viola:
otd. = ordinario; s.p. = sul ponticello; s.t. = sul tasto; lines between notes function as slides (the slides
should begin on the note); grace notes are to be played before the beat.
Harmonics may be exchanged for different fingerings, natural harmonics, etc, but resulting pitch must
be the same.
The viola is featured as a soloist (metaphorically the subject of the poem) and thus may be amplified
for the purpose of balance against the choir if necessary.

PROGRAM NOTE:

When beginning to write this piece the choice of ensemble became very important to both my interpretation of
the poem and the musical form of thecomposition. The solo viola literally represents the “dead man” who, in
the poem, speaks in first person yet is referred to in third-person. The piano represents the implied water (ot
the inner psychological turmoil) that drowns the man. The choir serves as observer, commentator, mourner,
and finally as embodiment of the drowning man, who could be any of us.

The piece can be broken down into four main sections: the first being an introduction and the following
sections each framing one of the stanzas.

The piece begins with the solo viola continuously repeating and developing a single gesture — a call for help.
The piano slowly creeps in, descending from its highest register and growing in density to drown out the viola.
At the climactic point of the introduction the choir joins in to further smother the viola’s sound. The waters
(piano) then settle, the viola emerging high in its register in a more plaintive voice. The introduction closes as
the female voices sing a cluster of “Nobody.” The following section (stanza 1) features the choir in its role as
observer. The piano and viola take a lesser role in this section until the climactic “not waving but drowning”
recalling material from the introduction. Transition material then builds up to the 6/8, and a stark change in
texture, marking the beginning of the second stanza. The viola “larks” in and out of the piano and choir. The
choir, here, serves as commentator breaking into a homophonic chant climaxing on an A-flat major chord on
the word “dead”. The piano then slows

down its pacing — the sound evaporating until the piano plays its first low I sharp pedal tone, announcing the
beginning of the final stanza (the choir takes on the role of mourner). The choir chants melodically over the
piano pedal and viola lines. The choir as embodiment of the drowning man begins when the altos enter with
their chant on the text “I was much too far out all my life / And not waving but drowning.” Slowly the rest of
the choir joins in the chant until they are sharply cut off by the piano.
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