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PROGRAM NOTES

I often use the phrase “dramatic art song” to describe my work. These songs 
could also be called monodramas or short operas. The salient feature is that 
they are stories which involve characters in action, as opposed to settings of 
descriptive poetry. 

“The Old Things,” a short story by Jessie Anderson Chase, was one of 81 prize 
winners in the collection Short Stories from Life, published in 1916. I discovered 
it on the Project Gutenberg website, a valuable resource. I was immediately 
taken with how the author had poetically touched upon aging, what we care 
about, and what we chose to leave behind in the end. The story had simplicity 
and heart. I crafted an original libretto, retaining only the characters, the basic 
plot and a few lines here and there. 

As to performance, when singing the lines of the Old Man and Miss Tabby, 
I suggest the singer not apply too much camp or affectation. A very slight 
change in vocal tone and posture should be enough to delineate each character 
without going overboard. We do not want to undermine the underlying 
sincerity and seriousness of the text with overt theatrics.

The narrator is not gender specific, so anyone can sing this song. This piece can 
also be performed by three singers, each taking a role.

Duration: ca. 10:30

AVAILABLE EDITIONS

Medium Voice and Piano 9234
High Voice and Piano 9235 

Steven Mark Kohn (b. 1957)
For biographical information visit:

www.ecspublishing.com
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TEXT

In the little village where I live, everyone knows everyone.
Old familiar houses and shops and nooks and byways…
we know them all.

Here is the house of the old man, the one with the stone wall.
And there is where the old woman lives…the one with all the cats.

One day in late summer, while out for my walk, the old man peered over his stone wall and spoke to me.

“Excuse me. You are a lawyer, are you not?” I nodded that I was.

“Can I call upon your services, my friend? I am near the end of my life. I have no children, and have little to leave behind. 
Only two things. One is a rocking chair, which my mother would sit in and rock me. I never felt so safe and warm.

There is a mirror, and I, as a lad, would see my face over my mother’s shoulder. It still holds a picture of my mother 
smiling up at me. These are all I have of value in the world. My chair and mirror.

You may know the old woman down the street. They all call her “Miss Tabby.” But her name is Helen. I’ve known her all 
my life. In our youth, we were to be married. But time has a way of gently slipping by, and dreams can wither on the vine. 
We grew old together, here in this small town, like two trees in the same forest. Almost touching. Almost touching…

I was hoping you could help me make my will. I would like to leave them to her. My chair and mirror.”

I assured him it would be done.

Two weeks had gone by, when out for my walk, I came upon the house of Miss Tabby, the one with the cats. She was 
puttering in the yard when she saw me.

“You are a lawyer, aren’t you?” I nodded, “yes.” 

“Ha! Just the one I wanted to see! I am very old, you might have guessed. And I have many cats, you may have heard. 
And I am near the end of my life. But hey, that’s okay. People die every day. I can live with that. 

I have only one concern, my two old cats. The young ones will be fine, they are strong.  But the old ones, my angels, they 
are all I care for in this world. Someone will have to look after them.

Do you know the old man down the street? He lives in the house with the stone wall. We were young together, but we 
grew old apart. A world away, only three doors down. He was always a kind man. I can trust him.

I was hoping you could help me make my will. I would like to leave them to him, my dear old tabbies.”

I assured her it would be done.

The paperwork was drawn up and signed. The chair and the mirror would go to Miss Tabby, and the two old cats would 
end up in the care of the old man. 

The next Sunday morning, as the church bells faded in the distance, something in the paper caught my eye. An old man 
and old woman died in the village on the same night. Their houses and possessions went for sale. There was the rocking 
chair, which his mother would sit in and rock him. And there was the mirror he loved as a lad. They were offered at 
auction but no one was buying, not one single person was willing to bid for them. 

I sit now in his rocking chair. The mirror lies over my hearth. And the two dear cats are mine as well, sleeping by the fire.

These old things cost me nothing. But I would have paid gold. I would have paid gold.

— Adapted from “The Old Things” by Jessie Anderson Chase (1865–1949). 
First published in Short stories from Life: The 81 prize stories in “Life’s” Shortest Story Contest, 1916 (PD).
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Libretto and Music by
Steven Mark Kohn (BMI)

Catlog No. 9234

The Old Things

Copyright © 2023 Ione Press, Inc., 
a division of ECS Publishing Group. www.ecspublishing.com 

All rights reserved. 

for Medium Voice and Piano

Text: Adapted from “The Old Things” by Jessie Anderson Chase (1865–1949), 
         first published in Short Stories from Life: The 81 Prize Stories in “Life’s” Shortest Story Contest, 1916 (PD).
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(p sempre)
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