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Program Notes
Were I A King is a memento mori, a reminder of mortality. (The Latin phrase “memento mori”

literally means “remember to die.”) Regardless of which of the options presented we would
choose — to be a king, to be obscure, or to be dead — the poem reminds us that one day, we will all
die. And it is only in the awareness of mortality that we can find meaning in life. The psychiatrist

Irvin Yalom has written, “Although the physicality of death destroys us, the idea of death saves us.”

Performance Notes
A crescendo and diminuendo without a dynamic marking in the middle (i.e. crescdec) indicates

a slight dynamic increase without reaching the next dynamic level. For example, if the dynamic
before the crescendo is mf, the highest dynamic level reached before the diminuendo should be

louder than mf, but not f.

A diminuendo and crescendo without a dynamic marking in the middle (i.e.deccresc) indicates a
slight dynamic decrease without reaching the next dynamic level. For example, if the dynamic

before the diminuendo is mp, the lowest dynamic level reached before the crescendo should be
quieter than mp, but not p.

A crescendo or diminuendo without a dynamic marking at the end indicates a slight dynamic
increase or decrease, respectively, without reaching the next dynamic level.

Whispered text within a box followed by a line should be whispered asynchronously by each
individual performer in the section and repeated ad lib until the end of the line.

The tenuto marks in measures 54 and 56 indicate both a slight emphasis and a slight lengthening
of the note.

The commas in measure 58 denote a slight pause as well as a breath.

Duration
ca. 4 minutes 30 seconds



Were I A King
by Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford

Were I a king, I could command content;
Were I obscure, unknown would be my cares;
And were I dead, no thoughts should me torment,
Nor words, nor wrongs, nor loves, nor hopes, nor fears;
A doubtful choice, of these things which to crave:
A kingdom, or a cottage, or a grave.

Composer’s Note: There are many variant versions of this poem, as one might expect for a text so far removed
from our present day. I have not followed any one particular version but chosen the words and punctuation in
each instance that best suited my purposes.

Text by Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford (1585 or earlier). Public Domain.
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Slightly slower � = 56

A kingdom, a cottage,

A king dom, or a cot tage,

king dom, cot tage,

king dom, cot tage,

53

5Were I A King — AJ Harbison



Perusal copy only. Not for performance. Order performance materials at https://www.ajharbison.

PERUSAL SCORE ONLY

�.

�.

� �
� � � � � � �

� � �
� � � � � � �

� � � ��
� �� � � �

�

� � � �� � �
�
�

�
�

�
� �

�

�

�

�

�

�

sempre, whispering asynchronously

A kingdom, or a cottage, or

rallentando
whispered

grave.
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whispered
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or a grave.

or a grave.

Shawnee, KS, 2025
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