
Randall Thompson (1899 - 1984) is considered to be one of the most 

popular twentieth-century American choral composers. He was a native of 

New York City, studied at Harvard, and taught at Princeton, Harvard, and 

the University of Virginia. His choral works The Peaceable Kingdom, 

Frostiana, Testament of Freedom, and Alleluia are at the very heart of 

American choral literature. 

 

The Peaceable Kingdom was first performed 3 March 1936 in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts. For years it has served as the benchmark in American 

choral a cappella literature for its colorful and expressive text painting, vast 

emotional scope, and mastery of compositional technique. The title and 

subject may be attributed to Edward Hick's painting of "The Peaceable 

Kingdom" illustrating Isaiah 11: 6-9: "The wolf also shall dwell with the 

lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the wolf and the 

young lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them." Hicks 

is said to have painted over one hundred versions of this setting, one of the 

most well-known of which may be viewed at the Worcester Art Museum. 

 

The first chorus contrasts the rewards of the righteous, who "shall sing for 

joy of heart," with the fate of the wicked, who "shall howl for vexation of 

spirit."  The second chorus, "Woe Unto Them," is a dramatic admonition to 

those who "regard not the Lord."  The third chorus continues to foretell the 

doom of the wicked by quoting some of the harshest text in Isaiah 13, which 

tells with graphic horror of the terrors and cruelty that will happen upon the 

invasion of Babylon.  A dramatic climax is reached in the fourth movement 

"Howl Ye" for double antiphonal chorus.  The fate of the wicked is finally 

summed up in #5: "The paper reeds by the brooks, by the mouth of the 

brooks, and everything sown by the brooks shall wither, be driven away, and 

be no more." 

 

The remainder of the work is more optimistic, preparing us for God's 

promise to the righteous, “For ye shall go out with joy… and the hills shall 

break forth before you into singing…”  Peaceable Kingdom concludes with 

a majestic double chorus, "Ye Shall Have a Song…and gladness of heart." 

 


