
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

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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Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)    Frauenliebe und -leben Op. 42 (1840)   
Seit ich ihn gesehen • Er, der Herrlichste von allen • 
Ich kann's nicht fassen, nicht glauben • 
Du Ring an meinem Finger • Helft mir, ihr Schwestern • 
Süsser Freund, du blickest • 
An meinem Herzen, an meiner Brust • 
Nun hast du mir den ersten Schmerz getan  

 

Gabriel Fauré  (1845-1924)    La chanson d’Eve Op. 95 (1906-10)   
Paradis • Prima verba • Roses ardentes • 
Comme dieu rayonne • L'aube blanche • Eau vivante • 
Veilles-tu, ma senteur de soleil? • 
Dans un parfum de roses blanches • Crépuscule • 
O mort, poussière d'étoiles  

 
 

 
 

 

  



 

 

The representation of women in song is a fraught 

topic. In poems written by men and set to music by 

male composers – the configuration that dominates 

the common repertoire – women are often absent 

except as objects of a protagonist’s desire. The two 

song cycles in this concert, by the poet-composer 

pairings of Adelbert von Chamisso and Robert 

Schumann, and Charles van Lerberghe and Gabriel 

Fauré, present something unusual in their extended 

and very different visions of womanhood and 

femininity. Both address ideas of archetypal women, 

be that the nameless domestic ‘everywoman’ of 

Frauenliebe und -leben, or the original Biblical woman 

of La chanson d’Eve. 

There is likely no other song cycle that has been the 

subject of such vociferous feminist debate as 

Schumann’s Frauenliebe und -leben – a cycle that 

traces a woman’s life through the stages of her 

relationship with a man. The cycle was one of several 

major works written in Schumann’s abundantly 

creative Liederjahr (‘year of song’) of 1840, the year in 

which he was finally able to marry Clara Wieck. 

Schumann’s sense of anticipation for the milestones of 

their life together was surely behind his enthusiasm 

for Chamisso’s poems, but the domestic woman of the 

songs is clearly not an image of his own future wife, 

who would maintain a busy career as a pianist, 

composer and editor during her married life, 

motherhood and widowhood. In the first song, the 

protagonist encounters her future husband for the 

first time, and the rest of the world fades away; in the 

second, she extols his beauty and character but feels 

unworthy of his love; next comes her giddy excitement 

that he does love her. The middle sequence concerns 

the run-up to and aftermath of marriage, with her 

pregnancy implied in the sixth (Schumann omits the 

verse that makes the pregnancy explicit); the seventh 

concerns the joys of motherhood, and the eighth 

brings the pain of the husband’s death. Chamisso’s 

final poem shifts the temporality of the cycle into the 

future: the woman advises her granddaughter as she 

passes similar milestones. While Schumann didn’t 

include this poem, he did incorporate a sense of 

retrospection into his final song, through the return of 

the music of the cycle’s opening in the piano’s 

postlude. Throughout, there is little indication of the 

woman’s life outside of this romantic-domestic 

narrative. 

To many, the cycle seems prescriptive, oppressive, 

and fundamentally out of kilter with modern gender 

norms (it is, after all, a 19th-century work). Pioneering 

feminist musicologists have all reached very different 

conclusions about whether historical 

contextualisation can allow us to understand the cycle 

more positively; singers and pianists too have been 

split in their stances towards performing the songs. 

One point often made is that Chamisso was in fact 

known for his progressive politics, and that his poems 

were ahead of their time in presenting a woman’s 

perspective, especially with such clear depictions of 

emotion and aspiration – in a sense, the story is of a 

successful romantic catch on the woman’s part. 

Another consideration is that Frauenliebe und -leben 

has typically been championed by women rather than 

men. The cycle was recorded by Julia Culp as early as 

1909, and its discography boasts many of the great 

female singers of the 20th Century; when women sing 

the cycle today, they build upon this rich performance 

history. Ultimately, many feel that the cycle expresses 

fundamental human emotions that transcend matters 

of gender, and that the music stands amongst 

Schumann’s best. 

Schumann’s songs were written in a creative flurry 

during a year of youthful romantic excitement. Fauré’s 

situation was quite different: by the time he started 

composing La chanson d’Eve in 1906, he was in his 

60s, and at the height of his career as director of the 

Conservatoire de Paris – a position of enormous 

prestige, influence and responsibility. During his 

tenure, Fauré brought about many modernising 

changes at the famously conservative institution, 

including in relation to the teaching of vocal students 

and composers: the rarified tradition of French 

mélodie had reigned supreme for decades, but Fauré 

wished for German Lieder to be incorporated into the 

curriculum to a greater degree. The composer’s own 

song-writing style was also undergoing a shift: while 

his earlier songs were famed primarily for their 

melodic inspiration, his late songs brought greater 

harmonic sophistication, and refined and spare 

textures. The musicologist Katherine Bergeron has 

contextualised Fauré’s innovations in La chanson 
d’Eve within a wider reform of French song in the early 

20th Century that drove towards a ‘more intimate, 

more intelligent, more human art of singing’. 

Fauré selected ten poems out of 96 from 

Lerberghe’s La chanson d’Eve, which was published in 

1904. Lerberghe was a Belgian symbolist author, and 

his epic vision of Eve is filled with potent images of 

nature and femininity. Fauré worked on the cycle from 

1906, and selections of the songs were premièred in 

1908 and 1909; the complete cycle was premièred in 

April 1910, sung by Jeanne Raunay with Fauré at the 

piano. The opening of the first song, ‘Paradis’, 

demonstrates the composer’s pared-back style to 

great effect: the song introduces the creation of the 

world through elemental musical building-blocks of 

basic intervals and steps; increased textural 

complexity comes thereafter. Following our 

introduction to Eve in ‘Paradis’ – which is by far the 

longest song – the remaining songs mostly unfold 

from her perspective. In ‘Prima verba’ she marvels as 

her voice brings the world around her to life; following 

songs are ecstatic meditations upon roses, the 

radiance of God, the dawn, water, and so on. In 

‘Crépuscule’, Eve hears a piercing cry of pain, and 

begins to confront her mortality; her death comes in 

the beautiful, stark final song, ‘O mort, poussière 

d’étoiles’. 
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 (1845-1924)  

 (1906-10) 
Charles van Lerberghe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Translation of Schumann by Richard Stokes from The Book of Lieder 
published by Faber & Faber, with thanks to George Bird, co-author of 
The Fischer-Dieskau Book of Lieder, published by Victor Gollancz Ltd. 
Fauré by Richard Stokes from A French Song Companion 
(Johnson/Stokes) published by OUP. 

 


