
THERE IS A GREEN HILL FAR AWAY 

INTRODUCTION TO THE HYMN WRITER 

CECIL FRANCES ALEXANDER (1818 – 1895) 

 
Her first published collection of children’s hymns appeared 

in 1848 and contained, as well as ‘There is a green hill’ the familiar ‘All 
things bright and beautiful’ and ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ (The hymn 
book was very popular and reached its 69th edition before the end of the 
century).  

In 1850 Cecil married the Revd. William Alexander, six years her 
junior, who later became Bishop of Derry and Archbishop of Armagh. He 
was also an author of several books of poetry, of which the best known 
is ‘St. Augustine’s Holiday and other Poems’.  

Alfred Lord Tennyson much admired her poetry and the 
composer Charles Gounod commented that ‘There is a green hill’ was 
‘the most perfect hymn in the English language because of its charming 
simplicity.... the lyrics seemed to set themselves to music.’  

The hymn was written to illustrate to her godchildren the words 
of the creed, ‘Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and 
buried’ In the second line, she originally wrote ‘without’ a city wall, but 
changed it to ‘outside’ to remove any ambiguity.  

Alexander was involved in charitable work for much of her life. 
Money from her first publications had helped build the Derry and Raphoe 
Diocesan Institution for the Deaf and Dumb, which was founded in 1846 
in Strabane. The profits from Hymns for Little Children were also donated 
to this school. She was involved with the Derry Home for Fallen Women, 
and worked to develop a district nurses service.  

She was widely respected as a writer and many of her poems 
were published posthumously by her husband, who survived her by 
sixteen years. She was buried in her beloved Derry, outside the city walls.  
 

 

1. 
There is a green hill far away, outside a city wall, 

where our dear Lord was crucified who died to save us all. 
 

2. 
We may not know, we cannot tell, what pains he had to bear, 

but we believe it was for us he hung and suffered there. 
  

3. 
He died that we might be forgiven, he died to make us good, 

that we might go at last to heaven, saved by his precious blood. 
 

4. 
There was no other good enough to pay the price of sin, 

he only could unlock the gate of heaven and let us in. 
 

5 
O dearly, dearly has he loved! And we must love him too, 
and trust in his redeeming blood, and try his works to do. 

 

Cecil Frances Alexander was 
born at Redcross, County Wicklow in 
1818, the second daughter of Major 
John Humphreys and his wife 
Elizabeth. Growing up as a devout 
Christian, she came under the 
influence of the Oxford [high Church] 
Movement. She was also a talented 
writer, and by the 1840s was already 
known as a hymn writer, and a 
contributor of poems and translations 
of French poems to Dublin University 
Magazine under various pseudonyms.  


