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3. Lullaby

Songs for Peter

1. Catholic Church

Rosario Lonegro was only twenty years old when he entered a Catholic seminary in Sicily. But while he was
there he fell in love with another man and his superiors demanded that he undergo conversion therapy.

For more than a year, he was compelled to take part in spiritual gatherings outside the seminary, some over
several days, where he was subjected to a series of distressing activities intended to strip him of his sexual
proclivities.

These included being locked in a dark closet, being coerced to strip naked in front of fellow participants, and
even being required to enact his own funeral.

During these rituals, he was tasked with committing to paper his perceived flaws, such as “homosexuality”,
“abomination”, “falsehood” - and even more explicit terms, which he was then obliged to bury beneath a
symbolic gravestone.

Pope Francis has said that the Catholic Church is open to everyone, including the gay community, and that it
has a duty to accompany them on a personal path of spirituality, but within the framework of its rules.

Rosario Lonegro has left Sicily behind and now lives in Milan. He shares an apartment with his boyfriend
and studies philosophy at university.

Following a nervous breakdown in 2018, he left both the seminary and the conversion therapy group. While
he still believes in God, he no longer wants to become a priest. The psychological wounds inflicted by such
activities still run deep.

- ' Darkest period of my life' : Gay conversion therapy in Italy, Davide Ghiglione for BBC News, 2 June 2024
(abridged)

2. Words cannot express

Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me;
Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see
A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings
And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings.

In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song
Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong
To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside
And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our guide.

So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour
With the great black piano appassionato. The glamour
Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast
Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child for the past.

- Piano, D. H. Lawrence



It was my privilege to be taught by the late Peter Tranchell. Recently, I listened to him on youtube singing and
playing David and John, which tells the story of two young men in love. He wrote both the words and the music
of this tender, tragic song and recorded it in about 1960, seven years before homosexuality ceased to be illegal in
UK. Hearing his light baritone and effortless piano-playing after such a long time brings him vividly to mind –
his scholarship, his generosity, his wry, anarchic humour. I only later began to understand the courage that being
openly gay demanded from men of his generation.

On the same day as hearing David and John, I read Davide Ghiglione’s report for the BBC News website, ' Darkest
period of my life' : Gay conversion therapy in Italy, which recounts the recent experience of Rosario Lonegro, an
ordinand. The song and the report describe the same deep pain and confusion in virtually identical terms. What
do you do if you’re not allowed to be who you are? David rejected the love of his life; Rosario had a nervous
breakdown and abandoned his vocation. At least he has a brighter future now.

It occurred to me to set lines from 'Darkest period of my life'  as the first number in this short sequence, under the
title Catholic Church. In doing so, I was following the example of Peter's In a Sunday paper (1953), a cycle of eight
songs to news articles. One of these, the tellingly nonchalant Women walk out of court, concerns the trial of seven
men for ‘impropriety' at a racecourse. My accompaniment is intended to suggest the soft clatter of a reporter's
typewriter.

Moving from impartial journalism to poetic autobiography, Words cannot express is a setting of D. H. Lawrence's
Piano. I chose this poem not only because the piano was Peter’s instrument but also because it describes an
equally precious and susceptible, though otherwise quite different, bond between two people and because a
return to inarticulate childhood is surely a metaphor for emotional maturity. Although orientation is not at issue
in this poem, nor was it a simple matter for Lawrence. In an often-quoted letter he wrote, ‘I should like to know
why nearly every man that approaches greatness tends to homosexuality, whether he admits it or not.’

As Lawrence was ultimately lost for words, so the last song, Lullaby, has no words at all. In the footsteps of
Schumann's Dichterliebe, it forms a brief epilogue for ‘tinkling’ piano, though mother hums along to the tune.

The titles and themes of all three songs are borrowed from Peter's Thematic Catalogue, the originals now sadly
lost. From their very different angles, they acknowledge the primal importance of a connection with another,
whoever it may be, especially through physical tenderness. 'The heart of me weeps to belong.' (IS)

                                                                                          *     *     *

Songs for Peter is suitable for soprano or tenor (B flat - A or A sharp) and lasts a little under ten minutes. 

' Darkest period of my life' : Gay conversion therapy in Italy is abridged and used by kind permission of BBC News.
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