
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Over the past 30 years, Friends have been providing transformational support for the Hall, ensuring this historic 

building remains a home for great music making. Enjoy the benefits of friendship by joining as a Friend today, and 

be a part of the Wigmore story.    

 

Wigmore Hall is a no smoking venue. No recording or photographic equipment may be taken into the auditorium nor used in any other part of the Hall without the prior 
written permission of the management.  
In accordance with the requirements of City of Westminster persons shall not be permitted to stand or sit in any of the gangways intersecting the seating, or to sit in any 
other gangways. If standing is permitted in the gangways at the sides and rear of the seating, it shall be limited to the number indicated in the notices exhibited in those 
positions. 
Disabled Access and Facilities - full details from 020 7935 2141. 
Wigmore Hall is equipped with a ‘Loop’ to help hearing aid users receive clear sound without background noise. Patrons can use this facility by switching hearing aids to 
‘T’. 

 
Please ensure that watch alarms, mobile phones and any other electrical devices which can become audible are switched off. Phones on a vibrate setting can still be heard, 
please switch off. 
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Will Liverman baritone 

Adam Walker flute 

Sean Shibe guitar 

Owen Gunnell percussion 

 

 

 

 

Hans Werner Henze  (1926-2012)   El Cimarrón (1969-70)   
 

 

Please note that this work contains adult content that may not be suitable for younger audiences. 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

Wigmore Hall £5 tickets for Under 35s supported by Media Partner Classic FM  

  
This concert is part of the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust ticket scheme, offering free tickets to those 

aged 8-25 
 

 
 

 

  

 

 



 

 

Hans Werner Henze was a German-born composer 

who composed a body of revolutionary musical works 

for different compositional contexts – particularly the 

opera house and concert hall space. El Cimmarón is 

considered one of Henze’s most significant 

compositions and is, in fact, rooted in his socio-

political lived experiences. Therefore, before 

discussing the specifics of this work, it is important to 

contextualise El Cimmarón by offering a biographical 

backdrop to the composition. 

Henze was born on 1 July 1926 to Margarete and 

Franz Henze. During his formative years growing up 

in Germany, Henze witnessed the ideological 

conception and administrative rise of the Nazis' 

oppressive regime during the early 1930s and, given 

its procedures of mass murder and ethics of 

oppression, developed an extreme disdain towards 

what he perceived as an intolerable society. As a 

young and emerging composer developing his 

political awareness, Henze’s disdain intensified 

towards his compatriots who refused to conjure the 

moral and political courage to stand up and speak out 

against the social atrocities and political evils of 

Hitler’s Nazi regime. The advancement of Hitler’s 

political administration and oppressive 

administration, in addition to the Cold War, became a 

serious cause for concern for Henze. In addition to 

this, Henze also experienced crisis on a personal 

level; one fuelled by the social isolation he faced as a 

gay man living within an oppressive and intolerant 

society. 

Yet even in the face of personal and political crises, 

Henze studied at the Braunschweig State Music 

School, where he developed his musical and 

compositional skills and gained greater political 

understanding of Nazi oppression. Soon after 

completing his education, given the disgust he had 

developed for his countrymen who remained silent 

and complacent about the persecution and injustice 

surrounding them, Henze relocated to Italy where he 

strengthened his personal and musical conviction 

and artistry. 

Having developed a political and artistic voice 

inspired by his experiences, Henze composed a body 

of significant musical works and went on to become 

one of Europe’s leading composers during the period 

following the Second World War. Evidenced in his 

compositions was a diversity of compositional 

dimensions: full scale operas, chamber and comic 

opera, concert pieces and works for radio. At the 

heart of his compositions was a commitment to left-

wing politics which he developed during his youth 

and his ideological conversion to socialism. Henze 

was known to express his political sentiments within 

his musical works, believing that art could be a 

vehicle for such expression; El Cimmarón is a prime 

example. 

Composed in 1969-70 during one of Henze's most 

overtly political periods, El Cimmarón follows earlier 

pieces The Raft of the Medusa (written as a requiem 

for Che Guevara) and Versuch über Schweine ('Essay 

on Pigs'). The title of the piece, El Cimmarón, means 

'The runaway slave'. The libretto is taken from The 
Autobiography of a Runaway Slave, put together from 

transcribed interviews with Esteban Montejo, an 

escaped Cuban slave. Born into slavery in Cuba in the 

1860s, Montejo escaped to freedom before slavery 

was formally abolished in Cuba in 1886. At the age of 

around 104, Montejo narrated his story in interviews 

with ethnologist Miguel Barnet, who subsequently 

edited and published the story of Montejo's life in 

1966. Within the interview, Montejo spoke of his 

experiences as a slave living on a plantation in the Las 

Villas region of Cuba. 

Given Henze’s commitment to left-wing ideology 

and his advocacy for social justice – in addition to 

living in Cuba between 1969 and 1970, and being 

exposed to Montejo’s story through an invitation by 

author and translator Hans Magnus Enzensberger - 

Henze composed El Cimmarón to create awareness 

on social injustice and the liberating power of 

ordinary people. Significant to mention also is that 

Henze met Montejo and, in awe, stated: 'I had never 

seen a man that old. He was as tall as a tree, walked 

slowly and very erect; his eyes were alive; he radiated 

dignity; he seemed to be sure he was a historical 

personality'. 

El Cimmarón through Henze’s musical lens is a 

theatrical composition set for three instrumentalists 

and a vocalist. As Henze puts it more aptly, it is a 

'recital for four musicians' – namely, the baritone (the 

voice lyrically and sonically personifying El Cimmarón 

himself); flute, guitar, and percussion. The 

composer's principles and convictions, and his 

emotional connection to the subject matter, which 

has its roots in his formative experience growing up in 

Germany, serve as a backdrop to the piece. As a work 

in performance, El Cimmarón sets out to raise our 

social and political awareness as much as it is tasked 

with expanding our musical imagination. 

© Dr Samson Tosin Onafuye 2023 

Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.

 



Please note that this work contains adult content 

that may not be suitable for younger audiences 

 

  

 (1926-2012)  

 (1969-70) 
Hans Magnus Enzensberger, based on Miguel 
Barnet’s rendering of words by Esteban Montejo 
Sung translation by Christopher Keene 

 













Text from the book by Miguel Barnet.  
Translated and adapted by Hans Magnus Enzensberger.  
English version by Christopher Keene. 
Reproduced by permission of Schott Music, Mainz. All rights reserved. 

 

 


