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 7.30pm 

A poet's love; a poetess's love 

Elsa Dreisig soprano 

Romain Louveau piano 

 

Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)    Dichterliebe Op. 48 (1840)   
Im wunderschönen Monat Mai • Aus meinen Tränen 
spriessen • Die Rose, die Lilie, die Taube, die Sonne • 
Wenn ich in deine Augen seh • Ich will meine Seele 
tauchen • Im Rhein, im heiligen Strome • Ich grolle 
nicht • Und wüssten’s die Blumen, die kleinen • Das ist 
ein Flöten und Geigen • Hör’ ich das Liedchen klingen • 
Ein Jüngling Liebt ein Mädchen • Am leuchtenden 
Sommermorgen • Ich hab im Traum geweinet • 
Allnächtlich im Traume • Aus alten Märchen • Die alten, 
bösen Lieder  

Interval    

    

Rita Strohl  (1865-1941)     La flûte de Pan from 12 chants de Bilitis (by 1898)   

Claude Debussy  (1862-1918)    La chevelure from Chansons de Bilitis (1897-8)   

Rita Strohl      From 12 chants de Bilitis 

La chevelure • Roses dans la nuit • Les remords • 

Le sommeil interrompu  

Claude Debussy     L'isle joyeuse (1903-4)   

Angélique Ionatos  (1954-2021)   From Sappho de Mytilène (1990)   
Astéron Panton • Anthe' Amerghissan  

Rita Strohl      Berceuse from 12 chants de Bilitis 
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A poet’s love; a poetess’s love 

It would not be an exaggeration to say that song 

performance is a game of masks. Who am ‘I’, singing to 

the audience? Am ‘I’ the poet? The composer (whose 

setting the poet may hate)? A fictional party dreamt up 

by the two creators? What additional sense of self is 

brought by the singer, who may seek to embody the 

words and music before them without reservation, or 

raise an eyebrow to indicate their full awareness that 

what they are singing about needs taking with a hefty 

pinch of salt? This evening’s programme is a 

fascinating dive into the musical masquerade, turning 

attention to the loves of various poets – male and 

female, factual and fictional – in their realisations by 

19th- and 20th-century composers from Germany, 

France and Greece. 

We begin with Robert Schumann’s 

cycle Dichterliebe. This belongs to 1840, Schumann’s 

so-called ‘year of song’ – and is one of several opuses 

to draw upon the poetry of fellow German Heinrich 

Heine. Schumann chose his poems from Heine’s Buch 
der Lieder, initially building a run of 20 numbers which 

he eventually whittled down to 16. The opus was 

dedicated to the great operatic soprano Wilhelmine 

Schröder-Devrient, and the first public performance of 

any of the songs was given by another young soprano, 

Livia Frege: an important reminder that the gender of 

the poet and composer did not necessarily indicate a 

‘correct’ gender of performer. 

Much like Franz Schubert’s Winterreise of 13 years 

earlier, Dichterliebe describes a clear dramatic 

scenario without unfolding a song-by-song narrative. 

Our poet has had his heart badly broken and recalls the 

heady days of falling in love – so sweet as to be painful 

– even to the point of perceiving the image of the 

Virgin Mary in Cologne cathedral as resembling his 

beloved. By ‘Ich grolle nicht’ it’s clear that all is lost, and 

he tortures himself further when he hears the music of 

her wedding party (‘Das ist ein Flöten und Geigen’): she 

has left him for another man. Dreams and fairytales 

bring both solace and grief, and the cycle ends with our 

poet grandly stating that he intends to bury his love 

and pain and move on. But Schumann’s achingly 

beautiful final postlude makes it clear that he is not, in 

fact, able to do so. 

The first poetess from whom we hear after the 

interval is herself a poetic invention. In 1894, the 

Belgian-born poet Pierre Louÿs spent time in Algeria 

with fellow writer André Gide, and this inspired him to 

write a sizeable collection of prose poems he entitled 

Les chansons de Bilitis. The collection was dedicated to 

an Algerian woman, Meriem ben Atala, to whom Gide 

reputedly lost his virginity; and Louÿs claimed that the 

poems were not in fact his own invention, merely 

‘translated from the Greek for the first time’ in his 

edition. 

We hear the sensuously erotic poems of Bilitis in 

settings by two composers. Claude Debussy – friend of 

both Louÿs and Gide – set three Chansons de Bilitis 

between 1897 and 1898. In ‘La chevelure’, Bilitis reports 

the passionate dream that ‘he’ told to her, whole-tone 

scales unfurling into Wagnerian lushness, when all she 

can do in the face of such intensity is drop her gaze to 

the floor. And we hear the words of ‘La chevelure’ again, 

along with five other numbers from 12 Chants de Bilitis 

by Debussy’s much longer-lived contemporary Rita 

Strohl. Strohl studied at the Paris Conservatoire and 

lived in Paris until 1905. In 1900, she scored a major 

success with her chants de Bilitis: Louÿs’s poems were 

all the rage. 

Strohl’s creations balance on the knife-edge between 

Wagnerism and Symbolism. The melodies of the syrinx 

curl seductively through the piano in ‘La flûte de Pan’, 

their curious chromaticism weighed against the 

Romantic passion of the poet speaking. Strohl’s ‘La 

chevelure’ is a heady dream of impassioned delight; 

though Bilitis lowers her head in confused uncertainty 

at its close. There is magic in the twinkling sky and 

perfumed flowers of ‘Roses dans la nuit’ – and 

embarrassment and shame in ‘Les remords’ as she 

remembers rejecting her lover’s advances. ‘Le sommeil 

interrompu’ is a tale of innocence taken without 

consent, ending in a tearstained invocation to Kypris, 

another name for the goddess Aphrodite. Finally we 

hear Bilitis singing to her daughter in the dreamy 

‘Berceuse’. 

The remaining two songs on the programme are 

settings of the Greek lyric poet Sappho in modern 

translation. Angélique Ionatos was a Greek singer, 

guitarist and composer who lived in France from the 

early 1980s but maintained a lifelong fascination with 

the poetry of her homeland. Her 1991 album Sappho de 
Mytilène sets renderings of Sappho by the Nobel Prize-

winning author and translator Odysseas Elytis, 

originally for voice and guitar; and from this we hear 

‘Astéron Panton’ and ‘Anthe' Amerghissan’. The first is 

an ode to the evening star, circling and hypnotic, whilst 

the second is a touching depiction of a beautiful young 

girl picking flowers. 

Debussy’s L’isle joyeuse is the perfect partner to 

these poetic conjurings. One of his most extensive 

works for solo piano, it was completed in 1904. The 

identity of the island itself remains mysterious, and 

despite various suggestions that the paintings of 

Turner and Watteau might have provided inspiration, 

Debussy never offered a full explanation of the work’s 

origins. ‘Here you will find masks from the Comédie 

italienne,’ he wrote, ‘young women dancing and 

singing, and everything coming to an end beneath the 

rays of the setting sun.’ But when pressed, he would 

say only that the title and scenario were ‘pure 

imagination. Though I must tell you that I don’t have 

enough fingers to play it.’ 

© Katy Hamilton 2023 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Pierre Louÿs 
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 (1903-4)  

 

 

 (1954-2021)  

 (1990) 
Sappho, adapted by Odysseus Elytis 

 

 

 
 

άστέρων πάντων ο κάλλιστος

Έσπερε πάντα φέρων όσα

φαινολις έσκέδασ
Αυως

φέρεις όιν φέρεις αίγα
φέρεις άπυ μάτερι
παϊδα

 

άνθε άμέργισαν παϊδ άγαν
άπάλαν

πόλυ πάκτιδος
άδυμελεστέρα

γάλακτος λευκοτέρα

ύδατος άπαλωτέρα

πηκτίδων έμμελεστέρα

ίππου γαυροτέρα

ρόδων άζροτέρα

ίματιου έανού
μαλακωτέρα

χρυσού τιμιθτέρα

 

 

  

 
Pierre Louÿs 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Translations 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. 
Strohl 'La flûte de Pan' and 'La chevelure' and Debussy by Richard 
Stokes from A French Song Companion (Johnson/Stokes) published by 
OUP. All other Strohl and Ionatos by Jean du Monde. 

 


