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Songs of Antiquity 
James Newby baritone 

Joseph Middleton piano 

 

Oliver Muxworthy  (b.1993)    Prologue (2023)  world première 

John Dowland  (1563-1626)   Flow my tears (pub. 1600) arranged by Oliver Muxworthy; 
world première 

Franz Schubert  (1797-1828)    Gruppe aus dem Tartarus D583 (1817) 

Strophe aus Die Götter Griechenlands D677 (1819) 

Ganymed D544 (1817)     

Brian Elias  (b.1948)   I saw a peacock (2020)  world première 
Commissioned by Wigmore Hall  

I saw a peacock • Were the bright day • 
The angel • [David sings of] Bethsabe • 
Would God it were morning • Will you come?  

Interval    

Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)    Belsatzar Op. 57 (1840) 

Hugo Wolf  (1860-1903)    Auf ein altes Bild from Mörike Lieder (1888)   

Franz Schubert     Fahrt zum Hades D526 (1817) 

Franz Liszt  (1811-1886)     3 sonetti di Petrarca S270/1 (1842-6)   
Pace non trovo (Sonnet No. 104)~ 
Benedetto sia'l giorno (Sonnet No. 47) 
I' vidi in terra angelici costumi (Sonnet No. 123)  

John Dowland     In darkness let me dwell (pub. 1610) arranged by Oliver 
Muxworthy; world première 

Oliver Muxworthy     Epilogue (2023)  world première 
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The programme has changed since these programme notes 
were written. 

This programme inspired by the ancient past in fact 

begins and ends in the present day, with the first 

performance of Oliver Muxworthy's new arrangements of 

songs composed more than four centuries ago, whose 

expression of intense grief still sounds utterly fresh and 

spontaneous. A solo piano Prologue and Epilogue 
bookend these outpourings, opening the concert with 

rippling pianissimo and, at its close, receding into an 

even deeper quiet. John Dowland originally composed 

‘Flow my tears’ in 1596 as an instrumental piece entitled 

‘Lacrymae pavane’. The words – anonymous but possibly 

by the composer – were added before it was published in 

1600 in Dowland’s Second Book of Songs or Ayres. In 

both versions it became one of the best-known pieces of 

the day, and has continued to inspire later composers – 

not least Britten, who quotes its opening in his viola 

Lachrymae. The recital’s final song, meanwhile – ‘In 

darkness let me dwell’ – was first published in 1610 by 

Dowland’s son, Robert, as part of an anthology entitled A 
Musical Banquet. Dowland evokes the text’s ‘hellish 

jarring sounds’ with a setting full of aching dissonances. 

The harmonic instability continues until the end, as 

Dowland refuses to soften the cruelty of the death that is 

his song’s inevitable destination. 

Tonight's set of Schubert songs were composed 

between 1817 and 1819 when Schubert was still in his 

early twenties. The selection comprises settings from 

each of the three poets whom Schubert set more often 

than any other, each poem inspired by Greek mythology. 

Goethe’s Ganymed describes the legendary figure who 

was carried to heaven at Zeus’s command by an eagle; 

Schubert draws out the poem’s exhilarating sense of 

movement and rapturous celebration of nature. Fahrt 
zum Hades conveys Mayrhofer’s vision of the underworld 

in grandly dramatic fashion: like Dowland, Schubert uses 

a descending bass line to suggest death’s approach. 

Schiller's verse from Die Götter Griechenlands expresses 

the poet’s regret that the glories of ancient Greece are 

inaccessible to modern man; Schubert evokes this sense 

of lost paradise through widely spaced piano chords at 

the start, the grave melody, equivocation between major 

and minor, and the final, nostalgic return to the song’s 

opening lines. 

Brian Elias has written of his long-held ambition to set 

the anonymous text I saw a peacock: though often 

treated as a nursery rhyme, Elias finds more sinister 

meanings – ‘far from being a happy story, it is 

extraordinary in its apocalyptic and almost biblical 

imagery.’ He enjoys the text’s syntactic trickery, which 

allows its lines to be interpreted in different ways 

according to where the non-existent punctuation is 

assumed to fall. His setting draws out this ambiguity, 

repeating small fragments of text and interrupting the 

vocal line with piano interludes of unpredictable duration 

and positioning. The piano part’s almost continuous 

semiquaver movement perhaps suggests a peacock 

constantly spreading out its tail and drawing it in again. 

Elias accompanies this piece with five further songs 

whose texts, he writes, all concern ‘dreams and visions’, 

whether from the English Renaissance (2 and 4) or the 

long 19th Century (3, 5 and 6). The third song, ‘The Angel’, 

reworks some of the material of the first, appropriately 

enough given the ambivalence – benign or terrifying? – 

that Blake’s vision shares with that of the title poem. All 

the even-numbered songs, in Elias’s words, ‘attempt to 

evoke a similar atmosphere of dream-like longing’. 

In the late 1880s, after years of near-silence, Wolf 

published several large collections of songs, including 53 

Mörike Lieder in 1889. ‘Auf ein altes Bild’, composed in 

April 1888, clothes Mörike’s description of the religious 

painting with modal harmony that gives it a mysterious, 

other-worldly quality: in the aftermath of this song’s 

creation Wolf described it as ‘the crown of my work so far 

… there is still a green summery haze shimmering around 

me’. 

For two years from 1837, Liszt and his mistress 

Comtesse Marie d’Agoult lived in Italy, where their 

second daughter Cosima (Wagner’s second wife) was 

born. The couple immersed themselves in Italian 

literature, reading Dante and Petrarch; Liszt’s passion for 

the latter produced probably his first songs, these three 

sonnet settings originally composed for tenor in the mid-

1840s. The texts are taken from a collection of 366 

poems sometimes entitled Rime Sparse (‘Scattered 

rhymes’), which celebrate the poet’s love for a woman 

named Laura whom he encountered at church. Pace non 
trovo is a characteristically elaborate exploration of the 

contradictory effects of love on the suffering writer; 

Liszt’s setting alternates agitated operatic rhetoric with 

ecstatic lyricism. Benedetto sia 'l giorno is a hymn of 

praise for the day on which the poet first met Laura: Liszt 

conveys the poet’s sense of love’s power to transform 

everything around it with a setting that makes 

particularly effective use of the singer’s top register. ‘I’ 

vidi in terra angelici costumi’ takes still further the 

previous song’s evocation of love as an exalted spiritual 

state: Liszt’s harmonic alchemy is to the fore, nowhere 

more so than in the melting modulation that precedes 

Petrarch’s sestet (‘Amor! senno!’). Each song includes 

lengthy and virtuosic piano interludes, and it is not 

surprising that Liszt transcribed them for solo piano soon 

after their composition. 

© Michael Downes 2023 

Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.

 



 (b.1993)  

 (2023)   

 

 

 (1563-1626)  

 (pub. 1600) 

arranged by Oliver Muxworthy 
Anonymous 

 

 (1797-1828)  

 (1817) 
Friedrich Schiller 

 

 

 

(1819) 
Friedrich Schiller 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Song continues overleaf. Please turn the page as quietly as possible. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Translations of Schubert and 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. Wolf by Richard Stokes © from The Complete Songs of 
Hugo Wolf. Life, Letters, Lieder (Faber, 2021). Liszt by Richard Stokes. 

 




