
Love	in	Public	–	The	Choral	Suite	
By	David	K.	MacIntyre	

Love	in	Public	 is	the	provocative	title	for	an	opera	I’ve	written	on	forty-four	dramatic	love	poems	
by	Elizabeth	Barrett	Browning	composed	during	her	courtship	with	Robert	Browning	in	1845-46	

and	published	under	the	purposely-misleading	title	Sonnets	from	the	Portuguese	in	1850.	She	had	
hoped	the	title	would	throw	readers	off	the	scent	of	a	real-life	romance.	But	she	was	mistaken.	It	

didn’t.	

Elizabeth’s	 love	 story	 begins	 when	 Robert	 writes	 a	 love-letter	 to	 her	 (both	 were	 well-known	

English	poets	but	were	not	acquainted)	that	says	(in	part),	“I	 love	your	verses	with	all	my	heart,	

dear	Miss	Barrett…	I	do…”	he	writes	in	an	overture	of	introduction.	“And	I	love	you,	too.”	His	words	

send	Elizabeth	reeling!	She,	of	mature	age,	isolated,	living	with	her	father	in	suffocating	conditions,	

thought	 that	 her	 future	 was	 hopeless	 and	 pre-ordained,	 that	 she	 would	 die	 loveless,	 childless.	

Suddenly,	 she	 is	 reviviTied	 from	 the	 edge	 of	 death	 by	 the	 power	 of	 Robert’s	 love,	 as	 feverishly	

described	 in	 Sonnet	 1.	 From	 there	 we	 are	 led,	 without	 fear,	 into	 the	 conTines	 of	 an	 intimate	

relationship.	Over	forty-four	sonnets,	we	witness	the	elegant	majesty	of	Elizabeth’s	words	as	she	

contemplates	 the	 love	 that	 has	befallen	her	 so	unexpectedly.	 The	 effect	 is	 dizzying.	Her	heart	 is	

both	light	and	heavy.	How	can	this	be?	

The	 opera,	 scored	 for	 four	 soloists	 (soprano,	 alto,	 tenor,	 baritone)	 and	 piano,	 is	 set	 in	

contemporary	times	and	tells	the	story	of	four	lovers	through	the	thrilling	sound	of	solo	bel	canto	

singing.	Twelve	movements	feature	the	quartet	in	SATB	harmony	at	the	beginning,	middle	and	end	

of	 the	 story.	 These	 twelve	 movements	 form	 the	 body	 of	 The	 Choral	 Suite.	 Beginning	 with	 the	
Overture	(on	words	from	a	letter	to	EBB	from	Robert	Browning)	then	Sonnets	1,	2,	12,	13,	22,	23,	

40,	41,	42,	43,	44	unfold	without	 interruption	as	a	continuous	thirty-minute	set.	The	opera	(and	

the	Suite)	follow	the	order	and	numbering	of	Sonnets	from	the	Portuguese	as	displayed	in	the	hand	
of	 Elizabeth	 Barrett	 Browning	 in	 the	 British	 Library.	 Love	 in	 Public	 -	 The	 Choral	 Suite	 is	 a	
meditation	on	romantic	 love;	an	attraction	 that	 lives	at	 the	very	heart	of	 the	human	condition.	 -	

DKM	
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2.	"I		Thought	Once"

Elizabeth	Barrett	Browning David	K.	MacIntyre

Love	in	Public	-	The	Choral	Suite	-	Sonnet	#1
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wilt thou have me fash ion- in to- speech the love I bear thee, find ing-
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lief, And
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that I stand un won,- how ev- er- wooed,
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less,- voice less- for ti- tude,- Lest one touch of this heart, con vey- its grief.

rit.	
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Elizabeth	Barrett	Browning

7.	"When	Our	Two	Souls"
Love	in	Public	-	The	Choral	Suite	-	Sonnet	#23

David	K.	MacIntyre
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