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From	Pearl	by	an	unknown	poet	(c.	1390),	translated	into	modern
English	by	Simon	Armitage	©	2016,	published	by	Faber	and	Faber
Ltd.	Included	by	permission,	all	rights	reserved.

Baritone	
Beautiful	pearl	that	would	please	a	prince,	
Fit	to	be	mounted	in	1nest	gold,	
I	say	for	certain	that	in	all	the	East	
her	precious	equal	I	never	found.	
So	radiant	and	round,	however	revealed,	
so	small	her	skin	so	very	smooth,	
of	all	the	gems	I	judged	and	prized	
I	set	her	apart,	unparalleled.	
But	I	lost	my	pearl	in	a	garden	of	herbs,	
she	slipped	from	me	through	grass	to	ground,	
and	I	mourn	now	with	a	broken	heart	
for	that	priceless	pearl	without	a	spot.	
		
In	that	same	spot	I	clasped	my	hands,	
wholly	overcome	by	the	coldness	of	sorrow.	
A	desolating	grief	had	gripped	my	heart	
When	reason	could	have	put	my	mind	at	rest.	
I	pined	for	my	pearl	in	its	earthen	prison	
And	1erce	thoughts	fought	back	and	forth;	
though	the	nature	of	Christ	offered	me	comfort	
my	wretched	desire	writhed	in	despair.	
Among	those	7owers	I	fell	to	the	7oor,	
my	senses	suddenly	swamped	by	scent,	
and	sank	into	heavy	sleep	on	the	ground	
where	my	pearl	was	lost,	on	the	same	spot.	
		
Chorus	
That	pearl	had	rolled	away	from	a	mound	
where	brightly	lit	plants	cast	bold	shadows:	
ginger,	gromwell	and	gilly7ower	
with	peonies	scattered	in	between.	
	
Baritone
Suddenly	my	spirit	rose	from	that	spot,	
while	in	body	I	remained	asleep	on	the	mound,	
and	by	God’s	grace	my	spirit	embarked	
On	a	quest	to	where	marvel	and	amazements	happen.	
		
In	a	state	of	ecstasy	I	strolled	along,	
no	bank	high	enough	to	prove	a	barrier.	
Flowers	were	fairer	the	further	I	went,	
among	sedges,	shrubs,	spices	and	pears,	
hedges,	wetlands	and	splendid	streams	
with	steep	slopes	like	spun	gold,	
and	arrived	at	the	shore	of	a	winding	river,	
overwhelming,	oh	Lord,	in	its	ornament.	
		
A	more	marvellous	matter	amazed	me	now:	
beyond	that	beautiful	water	I	witnessed	
a	crystal	cliff,	brilliantly	bright,	
radiant	with	glorious	gleaming	rays,	
and	seated	at	the	foot	of	that	summit	was	a	child,	
A	noble	girl,	a	young	woman	of	grace,	
wearing	a	gown	of	iridescent	white.	
And	I	knew	her	so	well	–	I	had	seen	her	before.	
Like	sawn	gold	that	glistens	inside	
she	sat	at	the	base	of	the	cliff,	and	she	shone.	



3
I	stared	astonished,	and	the	longer	I	looked	
the	more	I	recognised	and	remembered	her.	
		
‘Oh	pearl,	in	those	priceless	pearls,’	I	said,	
‘are	you	really	my	pearl,	whose	passing	I	mourn,	
And	grieve	for	alone	through	lonely	nights?’	
		
Then	that	jewelled	one	in	her	noble	gems	
looked	up	and	gazed	with	those	grey-blue	eyes,	
put	on	her	crown	of	oriental	pearls	
and	spoke	without	sentiment	saying	to	me:	
		
Chorus	
‘Sir,	there’s	no	truth	in	what	you	say.	
You	lament	that	your	pearl	is	lost	for	ever	
when	the	exquisite	coffer	encasing	her	
is	this	wonderful	garden	and	glorious	estate,	
and	here	is	her	home	for	eternity	
where	misery	and	melancholy	never	come	near.’	
		
‘And	though	our	corpses	decay	in	the	clay	
And	you	cry	with	lament	unremittingly;	
One	hope	above	all	stays	alive	in	our	hearts,	
That	our	souls	are	saved	by	a	single	death.	
The	Lamb	releases	us	from	despair;	
guests	at	His	table,	we	give	our	thanks	
for	He	offers	intense	joy	to	us	all	
and	no	one’s	honour	is	ever	made	less.’	
		
Baritone	
Delight	deluged	my	eyes	and	ears	
till	my	mortal	mind	was	dizzied	by	madness.	
Nothing	mattered	more	than	being	near	her.	
		
I	would	cross	the	current	
or	die	trying	and	drown	in	its	depths.	

Chorus	
To	please	the	Prince	and	join	Him	in	peace	
is	the	simple	choice	for	His	faithful	7ock,	
for	day	and	night	He	has	never	been	less	
than	a	God,	a	Lord,	and	a	loving	friend.	

Baritone
But	suddenly	that	notion	was	snatched	away;	
as	the	brook	beckoned	and	I	bounded	forward	
my	bold	intent	was	abruptly	blocked:	
my	plan	was	not	to	the	Prince’s	pleasing.		

Here	on	this	mound	this	happened	to	me:	
at	1rst	I	pined	for	my	fallen	pearl,	
then	gave	her	up	to	go	to	her	God,	
with	my	blessing	and	also	the	blessing	of	Christ,	
who	the	priests	prove	to	us	time	after	time,	
his	body	as	bread,	His	blood	as	wine.	
		
Chorus	and	Baritone	
May	we	live	both	as	His	lowly	servants	
and	beautiful	pearls,	pleasing	to	Him.	Amen.	Amen.	
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Pearl	was	commissioned	by	BBC	Radio	3	and	1rst	performed
by	Roderick	Williams	with	the	BBC	Symphony	Chorus	and
Orchestra,	conductor	Ryan	Wigglesworth,	on	10	August	2022
as	part	of	BBC	Proms.	

NOTES

The	sostenuto	pedal	is	shown	with	a	dashed	line	to	allow	it	to	be	easily
distinguished	from	the	damper	pedal	(e.g.	across	systems	and	page-turns).

Accidentals	apply	throughout	the	bar,	but	only	in	a	single	octave.	They	are
repeated	occasionally	for	clarity.

K	/	J	=	slightly	7attened	(approximately	a	sixth	tone,	played	as	a	natural	harmonic

on	double	bass	and/or	horn);	rehearse	as	ordinary	§	/	b	in	the	piano.	(There	are	no
microtones	in	the	vocal	parts.)

(U)	=	optional	fermata,	which	should	be	judged	according	to	the	acoustics	of	the

performance	space	in	order	to	allow	the	soloist	or	chorus	to	be	heard	clearly.

Many	of	the	melodic	lines	shown	in	the	piano	reduction	are	part	of	a	richer	polyphonic
web;	those	shown	here	are	the	most	prominent	in	the	orchestra.
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Then
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Bar.	Solo

crown of or i- en- tal- pearls and

	

spoke with out- sen ti- ment-
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Bar.	Solo

say
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*	Slightly	7at	in	orchestra	(seventh	partial	in	the	overtone	series).	Play	normally	in	piano	rehearsals.	
*2	Play	as	A#	in	rehearsal.
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A.

"Sir,

		(but	quiet		
relative	to	whole	chorus)

there's no truth

f

in what you say.

<	h	=	q	>	Dream-like,	ethereal	(q	q	=	63)	NN
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there's no truth
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*	• 		Fade	off	your	held	note	in	your	own	time,	then	on	the	conductor's	Krst	cue	sing	an	order	of	up	to	three	fragments	that	suit	your	vocal
range.	(e.g.	BAC	/	DBA	/	DD	etc.)	N.B.	there	is	a	second	cue	that	applies	only	to	the	orchestra	—	continue	singing	through	this.
• 		Sing	your	fragment(s)	independently,	until	the	conductor's	"hold"	cue,	at	which	point	Knish	the	fragment	you	are	on,	and	hold	the	Knal

note.
• 		After	the	hold	cue,	move	into	the	next	bar	when	shown	by	the	conductor.

(Fragments	should	be	sung		q	=	69-84,	and	can	be	quite	free.	Fragments	may	be	sung	more	than	once.	When	more	than	one	note	is	shown,	choose	one.
Ornaments	are	optional.	Breathe	as	needed.	If	you	feel	unable	to	sing	a	fragment	at	all,	just	sing	the	final	note	of	one	and	hold	it	quietly.)

At	"hold"	cue,	continue	to
play	as	before	but	diminuendo
to	�
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Play	bass	notes	on	the	downbeat	and	then	the	tremolo;
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* • 	Perform	as	at	[RR],	but	this	time,	sing	only	one	or	two	fragments	as	time	allows
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