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Brief Reflection On Accuracy was first published in MIROSLAV HOLUB: Poems Before and After: Collected English translations,
translated by Ewald Osers (1990) and used with permission from the publisher, Bloodaxe Books.

The Clock and Parallels Syndrome were published in MIROSLAV HOLUB Vanishing Lung Syndrome, translated by David Young, published by
Faber and Faber, 1990. The translations are used with permission from David Young.

(I)  Brief Reflection on Accuracy

(II) The Clock

(III) Parallels Syndrome

In Memory of Peter Lipton, 9 October 1954 - 25 November 2007

Duration: approx 12 minutes



Programme note:

This cycle of three songs based on poems by Miroslav Holub was composed as a tribute to Peter Lipton.

Peter Lipton was the Hans Rausing Professor of the History and Philosophy of Science at Cambridge University. He was much admired

for his remarkable ability to communicate complex scientific and philosophical ideas. In particular, he relished stories and humour as 

ways of exploring problems.

These three poems by Holub evoke aspects of Peter's style. They describe classic scientific problems: accuracy,

measurement, time, the convergence of parallel lines.  I don't know whether Peter would have agreed with the interpretations

suggested by Holub, but I think he would have savoured their precision, lucidity, humour and humanity.

Brief Reflection on Accuracy was translated by Ewald Osers and is used with permission from the publishers, Bloodaxe Books.

The Clock and Parallels Syndrome were translated by David Young and are used with his permission.

Performance instructions:

The first song is mostly recitative, except for the two short arias for the soldier and the clock-maker.  The recit passages should

be light, half-sung - almost sprechgesang - and rhythmically free.

In the last song, breaths should be taken where needed, preserving the feel of the long lines.

Across metrical changes, quaver always equals quaver.



I)    Brief Reflection On Accuracy

Fish
    always accurately know where to move and when,
    and likewise
    birds have an accurate built-in time sense
    and orientation.

Humanity, however,
    lacking such instincts resorts to scientific
    research. Its nature is illustrated by the following
occurence.

A certain soldier
    had to fire a cannon at six o'clock sharp every evening.
    Being a soldier he did so. When his accuracy was
    investigated he explained:

I go by
    the absolutely accurate chronometer in the window
    of the clockmaker down in the city. Every day at seventeen
    forty-five I set my watch by it and
    climb the hill where my cannon stands ready.
    At seventeen fifty-nine precisely I step up to the cannon
    and at eighteen hours sharp I fire.

And it was clear
    that this method of firing was absolutely accurate.
    All that was left was to check that chronometer. So
    the clockmaker down in the city was questioned about
    his instrument's accuracy.

Oh, said the clockmaker
    this is one of the most accurate instruments ever. Just imagine,
    for many years now a cannon has been fired at six o'clock sharp.
    And every day I look at this chronometer
    and always it shows exactly six.

So much for accuracy.
    And fish move in the water, and from the skies
    comes a rushing of wings while

Chronometers tick and cannon boom.

II) The Clock

In the tenth century
a monk named Gilbert
put together the first 
mechanical clock:
the human spirit's yearning
towards the Eternal Infinite
needed to be marked off
by a regular sound.
It needed a balance wheel,
an acrobat hanging on a bar
coming loose.

The regular sound begot bells
the synchronised bells
begot towns,
the towns begot cities, the cities begot more hours,
the hours begot
minutes,
the minutes begot
seconds,
a second became a moment.

And there is no nature in a moment,
No town, No bells no tick.
No monk. No ash.

The acrobat in the cupola
reaches for a bar
which isn't there.

III) Parallels Syndrome

Two parallels
always meet
when we draw them ourselves.

The question is,
ahead
or behind us.

Whether the train in the distance
is coming
or going.
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