
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

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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Franz Schubert  (1797-1828)   From Winterreise D911 (1827)   

Gute Nacht • Die Wetterfahne • Gefrorne Tränen • Erstarrung • 

Der Lindenbaum • Wasserflut • Auf dem Flusse • Rückblick • 

Irrlicht • Rast • Frühlingstraum • Einsamkeit  

Benjamin Britten  (1913-1976)   Winter Words Op. 52 (1953)   

At day-close in November • Midnight on the Great Western • 
Wagtail and baby • The little old table • 
The Choirmaster's Burial • Proud songsters • 
At the railway station, Upway • Before life and after  

 
 

 
 

 

  



 

 

It is no surprise that Schubert’s Winterreise and 

Britten’s Winter Words are often paired in concert. The 

Schubert-loving Britten surely wouldn’t have used 

‘winter’ in the title of a vocal work had he not 

anticipated listeners’ minds wandering to, and drawing 

connections with, Schubert’s monumental cycle. 

Alongside his composing schedule, Britten was an 

active and influential song pianist: he performed with 

many great singers of the 20th Century, but most 

regularly alongside his partner, the towering tenor 

Peter Pears. Their insightful Schubert interpretations 

remain important landmarks in the history of Schubert 

performance and reception. In touching video footage 

from 1968, Pears and Britten run through and discuss 

several songs from Winterreise; at one point, Pears 

remarks that ‘it’s really a cycle of an old man, an 

experienced man’. For this reason, the couple had not 

performed Winterreise publicly until 1961, when Pears 

was in his 50s. But the well-worn copies of the score 

held in their joint Library are symbols of the long-

standing presence of this ‘extraordinarily Romantic’ 

music within the context of their private domestic 

music making, likely throughout their long relationship. 

However weighty and worldly-wise its themes, 

Winterreise itself was the product of two young minds. 

The poet Wilhelm Müller died suddenly in 1827 at 32; 

Schubert set the poems to music that same year, and 

died in 1828 at 31. The composer was almost certainly 

aware that suffering lay ahead of him – he had 

contracted syphilis some years earlier – and his late 

works are often interpreted as standing in the shadow 

of death. We know deliberately little about the 

protagonist of Winterreise, but a reference in one song 

to his ‘black hair’ suggests that he, too, journeys 

towards premature death. 

When we think of Winterreise today, we generally 

expect to hear 24 songs. A performance of the first 12 

alone gives both a snapshot into the early chronology 

of the eventual longer work, and also a chance to 

appreciate a group of songs that were initially 

considered a complete cycle. In late 1826 or early 1827, 

Schubert encountered a set of poems in the periodical 

Urania, titled Wanderlieder von Wilhelm Müller. Die 
Winterreise. In 12 Liedern. He promptly set them to 

music and invited his friends to hear the songs in 

March 1827, but failed to show up to this informal 

première: it is possible that he had, by then, 

encountered the additional Müller poems and realised 

his work was not yet done. Some changes were 

subsequently made to the first set, including the 

transposition of the twelfth, ‘Einsamkeit’, out of D minor 

– which had provided cyclical unity with the key of the 

opening ‘Gute Nacht’. Joseph von Spaun recalled that 

when Schubert eventually played the whole cycle to his 

friends, they were baffled by its sheer gloominess. 

Wanderlieder is an appropriate term for the set of 12 

– they sit firmly within the Romantic tradition of the 

soul-searching, nature-filled journey. We witness the 

protagonist reflecting upon his romantic rejection, 

reacting to landmarks and details of the world around 

him and feeling the sharp effects of the weather and 

his waning energy. There’s no shortage of Schubertian 

fingerprints, including sleight-of-hand motivic and 

harmonic transformations within and between songs 

that alter emotional states in an instant. While 

‘Einsamkeit’ ends the 12 appropriately by reinforcing 

the bleak loneliness of the continuing journey, we do 

not quite experience the full psychological breakdown 

of the protagonist that comes towards the end of the 

cycle. One effect of ending Winterreise at its midpoint 

is that emotional space is opened up for other musical 

and poetic visions – and Winter Words is an ideal 

companion piece. 

In 1953, when Britten composed Winter Words for 

Pears, the couple lived in Crag House on the Aldeburgh 

seafront. Thomas Hardy knew Aldeburgh Beach well 

from various sojourns, but while so much of Britten’s 

inspiration came from his native coastal Suffolk, it was 

the rural West and South of England that permeated 

Hardy’s literary imagination. Perhaps surprisingly, 

given several shared interests between poet and 

composer, Winter Words was Britten’s only sustained 

engagement with Hardy. 

These really are, to borrow Pears’s words again, the 

poems of ‘an old man, an experienced man’. Britten 

selected the eight poems from a collected edition, so 

each has a different provenance, but the title was 

adopted from that of Hardy’s last volume, which was 

published posthumously following his death in 1928, at 

87. No overarching narrative is imposed by Britten, but 

the poems are bound loosely by themes of innocence 

and experience, and of reminiscence both bitter and 

sweet. Hardy’s detailed observations of everyday 

scenes, from which universal messages can be drawn, 

give rise to songs akin to miniature operas. 

The songs are replete with vivid touches that bring 

the scenes to life: the piano is responsible for the 

creaking wood in ‘The little old table’, the chirruping 

and fluttering of the young birds, and the virtuosic 

flourishes and double-stops of the boy with the violin. 

The convincing train-whistle triads and jolting rhythmic 

thrust of ‘Midnight on the Great Western’ remind us 

that the trains Hardy (and Britten) knew offered greater 

sonic spectacle than anything pulling out of 

Paddington today. The piano momentum here calls to 

mind Schubert’s similarly evocative conjuring of 

coaches and boats in various songs; we may wonder 

how, if he had lived longer, the railway might have 

entered into Schubert’s musical imagination. 

The emotional heart of the cycle is ‘The 

Choirmaster’s Burial’: the soaring, angelic melismas, 

the lyrical piano transformation of the hymn-tune 

mentioned in the poem, and the concise narrative 

bracketing of the tale are all paradigmatic of Britten’s 

powerful musical storytelling. The philosophical 

closing song, with its beseeching final question, gives 

rise to further vocal intensity characteristic of Britten’s 

writing for Pears’s voice. 

© Frankie Perry 2022 

Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.



 (1797-1828)  

 (1827) 
Wilhelm Müller 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 (1913-1976)  

 (1953) 
Thomas Hardy 

 

 

  

  



  

  

  

  



  

  

Schubert translation 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. 

 




