
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

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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Thursday 2 February 2023 

 7.30pm 

Muse 
 

Elizabeth Watts soprano 

Simon Lepper piano 
 

Claude Debussy  (1862-1918)    Ariettes oubliées (1885-7 rev. 1903)   
C'est l'extase • Il pleure dans mon cœur • 
L'ombre des arbres • Chevaux de bois • 
Green • Spleen  

Richard Wagner  (1813-1883)    Wesendonck Lieder (1857-8)   
Der Engel • Stehe still! • Im Treibhaus • 
Schmerzen • Träume  

Interval    

Richard Strauss  (1864-1949)    Ruhe, meine Seele Op. 27 No. 1 (1894)   
Cäcilie Op. 27 No. 2 (1894)   
Heimliche Aufforderung Op. 27 No. 3 (1894)   
Morgen Op. 27 No. 4 (1894)   

Vítězslava Kaprálová  (1915-1940)   Morning (1932)   
     Song on a willow fife from An Apple from the Lap Op. 10 (1934-6)   

Sung into the Distance Op. 22 (1939)   
Song of your absence • Under one's breath • Spring  

Bohuslav Martinů  (1890-1959)   From New Slovak songs (1920)   
Tell me • The morning star  

       From Songs on 2 Pages (1944)   
The Neighbour's Stable • Hope  

At the barracks in Trencín from New Slovak songs 

Lads of Zvolen from Songs on 2 Pages 
 

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  

 

 



 

 

Muse 

The dictionary entry for ‘Muse’ begins with a list of the 

nine Greek goddesses of Mount Parnassus. It is its second 

definition, however, that seems most appropriate for this 

evening’s programme: ‘An inspiring goddess more 

vaguely imagined’. Musical muses are many, varied, and 

often only half-painted in the biographies of those who 

adored them – openly or from afar – and were moved to 

create because of them. 

In 1881, when he was 19, Debussy began working for the 

singing teacher Victorine Moreau-Sainti. Among her 

amateur pupils was a beautiful high soprano named 

Marie-Blanche Vasnier – a married woman over a decade 

Debussy’s senior – with whom he fell hopelessly in love. 

Over the next few years he wrote many songs with her 

voice in mind, and her influence is also to be felt in his 

song writing for the rest of the decade. Between 1885 and 

1887, he composed Ariettes, paysages belges et 
aquarelles, a collection of Verlaine settings that were 

completely ignored by the public and critics on their 

publication in 1888. Five years later, Debussy revised and 

reissued the set under the title ‘Forgotten songs’ (Ariettes 
oubliées). It is easy to see the appeal of Verlaine’s 

graceful, evocative and often ambiguous texts. From the 

sensuous langour of ‘C’est l’extase’ to the galloping 

merry-go-round horses of ‘Chevaux de bois’, and the 

relentless pattering of ‘Il pleure dans mon cœur’, 

Debussy’s settings capture the sumptuous imagery and 

fluid gestures of the poet’s Romances sans paroles (1874), 

and the delicately shaded final two texts that Verlaine 

subtitled ‘Watercolour’. 

Richard Wagner’s Wesendonck Lieder were also 

inspired by passionate adoration for a married woman: 

but in this case, the muse herself had a hand in the 

creative process. Whilst in Zurich in the early 1850s, 

Wagner became friends with the retired silk merchant 

Otto Wesendonck and his wife Mathilde, who was a keen 

poet. (Her name was in fact Agnes; Mathilde was the 

name of Wesendonck’s first wife, and he suggested that 

upon her death and his remarriage, his new bride might 

take her predecessor’s name!) 

Mathilde Wesendonck and Wagner rapidly developed 

an intense relationship and exchanged many heartfelt 

letters. By 1858, he had set five of her poems to music, 

and used two of these as studies for his latest opera, 

Tristan und Isolde. The poetry is rich and passionate, from 

the gentle benediction of the angel in the first, to the 

extraordinary description of the sun’s weeping in 

‘Schmerzen’. Wagner transforms each into a mini scena: 

we hear the churning wheel of Time in ‘Stehe still!’, the 

heavy drops on the leaves in ‘Im Treibhaus’ – and of 

course, the magical, floating dreamworld of ‘Träume’. 

With Richard Strauss, we come at last to a composer 

who was able to build an enduring (and deception-free) 

relationship with his muse. In 1887, Strauss met the 

soprano Pauline de Ahna: first as her tutor, and later as 

her friend and lover. The two became secretly engaged in 

March 1894 and married that September. Strauss’s 

wedding present to ‘meiner geliebten Pauline’ was the set 

of 4 Lieder Op. 27. The juxtaposition of impassioned 

harmonies and moments of breath-holding stillness in 

‘Ruhe, meine Seele!’; the overflowing joy of ‘Cäcilie’; the 

unabashed love song ‘Heimliche Aufforderung’, and the 

magical, intimate ecstasy of ‘Morgen!’ – this was indeed 

an ardent, open-hearted gift from one superb musician to 

another. 

Our final two composers are less well-known to song-

lovers. Bohuslav Martinů was a male muse for the much 

younger Vítězslava Kaprálová, whom he met in early 1937. 

She was 22 that year, a superlative composer and 

prominent conductor, and she relocated from Prague to 

Paris to study with Martinů. Kaprálová and Martinů – who 

was married – began an affair and planned to leave 

together for the USA. But Martinů dithered over leaving 

his wife; and in 1940, after a short and brutal illness, 

Kaprálová died. She was 25 years old. 

Several of the songs we hear tonight pre-date 

Kaprálová’s liaison with Martinů. 'Morning' ['Jitro'] Op. 4 

No. 1 dates from 1933, a richly evocative and colourful 

depiction of the day’s arrival. 'Song on a willow fife' ['Píseň 

na vrbovou píšt’alku'] is the first of the short cycle An 
Apple from the Lap [Jablko s klínaa] Op. 10, completed in 

1936. The harmonies are more mysterious, the sentiment 

more ambiguous, as befits Jaroslav Seifert’s thoughtful 

poem. We also hear the cycle Sung into the Distance 

[Zpíváno do dálky] Op. 22, written in Paris in 1939 when 

the composer was in close contact with Martinů. 'Song of 

your absence' ['Píseň tvé nepřítomnosti'] conjures the 

space and stillness of wide waters separating the speaker 

from her beloved. Singer and pianist are trembling and 

restless in 'Under one’s breath' ['Polohlasem'], a night-

time scene of chilly lovers in the dark. We end in a shining 

depiction of 'Spring' ['Jarní'], the liveliness of the day 

marred only by ‘lost love’. Yet one is left with a sense that 

nature, and life, continue regardless, despite such 

heartbreak. 

We close with a clutch of six songs by Martinů, who 

evidently found his intense musical discussions with 

Kaprálová, as well as their romantic relationship, hugely 

inspiring and rewarding. Although he spent much of his 

career away from his homeland, he retained a deep 

affection for, and interest in, Czech and Slovak folk music 

and poetry. In 1920, he produced two volumes of folk 

harmonisations, New Slovak songs [Nové slovenské 
písně]. From this we hear from an impatient lover in 'Tell 

me' ['Povedz že mi, povedz']; a tender goodnight in 'The 

morning star' ['Vysoko zornička']; and the swaggering 'At 

the barracks in Trencín' ['V trenčianskej kasárni']. 

Martinů’s final vocal works are the seven Songs on 2 
Pages [Písničky na dvě stránky] of 1944, which set Czech 

traditional texts. 'The Neighbour’s Stable' ['Súsedova 

stajňa'] bounces with optimistic visions of a young man’s 

future. 'Hope' ['Nadĕje'] is a story of heartbreak, deeply 

touching and melancholy. But we return to good cheer 

with 'The Lads of Zvolen' ['Zvolenovcí chlapci'], joshing 

and teasing and talking of love. 
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Texts continue overleaf 
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 (1894) 
Karl Friedrich Henckell 
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 (1915-1940)  

 (1932) 
R Bojko 

 

 

 

 (1934-6) 
Jaroslav Seifert

 

 

 (1939) 
Viktor Kripner 
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Translations of Debussy by Richard Stokes from A French Song 
Companion (Johnson/Stokes) published by OUP. Wagner and Strauss 
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. Kaprálová and Martinů by 
Lada Valesova. 
 

 

 


