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A Litanie

[Words from Stanza XXIII, The Litanie, from “Divine Poems” by John Donne]

Heare us, O heare us, Lord; to thee
A sinner is more musique, when he prayes,

Than spheares, or Angels praises bee,
In Panegyrique Allelujaes;

Heare us, for till thou heare us, Lord
We know not what to say;

Thine ease t'our sighes, teares, thoughts gives voice and word.
O Thou who Satan heard'st in Job's sicke day,
Heare thyselfe now, for thou in us dost pray.

John Sykes set these words for double S.A.T.B. Choir in the early months of 1933, while he was a 
composition pupil of Vaughan Williams at the Royal College of Music. The manuscript is carefully 
presented in neat writing and bound in booklet form. This makes me wonder if it was part of his 
entry for the Arthur Sullivan Composition Prize in 1933, in which he was joint winner with Miriam 
Hyde.
 (The award brought him the princely sum of £5  –  a significant part of the termly fees of fourteen 
guineas!)

The major tempo changes  are a problem  if  =  and  =   are to be believed (the note values are 
reversed in the MS), especially as this does not agree with piu allegro. I suspect that they may be 
more an indication of where the beat lies than of a mathematical ratio,.

      P.J.C. Summer, 2011

The John Sykes Project is an informal group of former pupils who are transcribing and publishing 
his music on the internet, and encouraging its performance.

www.jasykes.online

sykesproj@talktalk.net
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