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Prague – Vienna: The Two Homelands 
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Antonín Dvořák  (1841-1904)   Biblical Songs Op. 99 (1894)   
Clouds and darkness are round about him • 
Thou art my defence and shield • Hear my prayer, O God • 
The Lord is my shepherd • Lord! Lord! I will sing a new song • 
Hear my crying, O God • By the waters of Babylon • 
Turn thee unto me, and have mercy upon me • 
I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills • 
O sing unto the Lord a new song  

    Gypsy Songs Op. 55 (1880)   
My song resounds, a psalm of love • 
Hey! How my triangle rings out •  
All around the woods are so still and silent •  
Songs my mother taught me • Take your bow and strike up! • 
In his loose-fitting and airy linen clothes • Give a hawk a fine cage  

      Interval    

Franz Schubert  (1797-1828)   Ständchen D889 (1826)   
    Die Forelle D550 (1817)   
    Im Abendrot D799 (1824-5)   
    Gruppe aus dem Tartarus D583 (1817)   

Erlkönig D328 (1815)   

Richard Strauss  (1864-1949)   Heimliche Aufforderung Op. 27 No. 3 (1894)   
    Die Nacht Op. 10 No. 3 (1885)   
    Nachtgang Op. 29 No. 3 (1895)   
    Du meines Herzens Krönelein Op. 21 No. 2 (1887-8)   
    Traum durch die Dämmerung Op. 29 No. 1 (1895)   
    Zueignung Op. 10 No. 1 (1885)   

 

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

 

 



 

 

The Habsburg Empire had two capitals between 

1440 and 1804: Vienna, first city for the greatest period 

of time and an imperial capital until the First World War; 

and Prague, also a place of rich history and complex 

cultural endeavour. This evening’s programme 

celebrates the music of both cities. 

Antonín Dvořák composed over 100 songs over the 

course of his career, many of which were in his native 

Czech – although some were composed in German 

with an eye on the international market. Indeed, 

Dvořák’s big break came thanks to Brahms, who 

recommended the younger man’s Moravian Duets Op. 

20 for printing by his own publisher. This in turn led to 

the commissioning and wild international success of 

the Slavonic Dances Op.46. 

The Biblical Songs with which we begin were 

Dvořák’s last collection of songs, their texts taken from 

the 16th-century Bible of Kralice – the first complete 

translation of the Bible into Czech. When he began 

their composition, Dvořák had been working in 

America for the past two years and was growing 

increasingly homesick. He had recently lost his father, 

and friends Hans von Bülow and Pyotr Tchaikovsky had 

also died within the previous year. This perhaps 

explains the astonishing intimacy of these fluid, 

sometimes grandly rhetorical, sometimes pleading 

songs: there is a sparseness and heartfelt simplicity in 

such settings as ‘Hospodin jest můj pastýř’ (‘The Lord is 

my shepherd’), and a floating, Wagnerian richness in 

‘Slyš, ó Bože, volání mé’ (‘Hear my crying, O God’). Yet 

the set ends joyfully with ‘Zpívejte Hospodinu píseň 

novou’ (‘O sing unto the Lord a new song’), which also 

most closely resembles Dvořák’s contemporary 

American instrumental pieces in style and energy. 

While the Biblical Songs were self-consciously 

written in Dvořák’s first language, the 

Zigeunermelodien were aimed squarely abroad, at that 

sizeable Austro-German amateur market which had 

flocked to buy the Slavonic Dances. Like his poet Adolf 

Heyduk, Dvořák spoke both Czech and German – the 

only way to work internationally whilst living under 

Austrian control. This is why Dvořák set Heyduk’s 

poetry in German (the translation was by the poet 

himself); though we hear them tonight in the original 

Czech as seven Cigánské melodie. 

The Roma (or ‘Cikán’) singer of this cycle is by turns 

proud and wistful, yearning and fierce in his (or her) 

claim to freedom. Unsurprisingly, music is mentioned 

in more than one of Heyduk’s texts – the emotional fire 

of our speaker is matched by their love of singing, 

playing and dancing. This is most famously expressed 

in the fourth song, so memorably translated into 

English as ‘Songs my mother taught me’. But such 

wistfulness is only part of the story here: these songs 

also provide a rich array of breath-taking and toe-

tapping melodies, capturing in glorious technicolour 

the infinite possibility of a wild, musical life on the open 

road. Even the piano is transformed, to a jangling 

cimbalom and a twirling violin, or thumping drums and 

a merry triangle. 

As the capital of the Austrian (later Austro-

Hungarian) empire, Vienna was a city filled to the brim 

with artists, writers, musicians and creative individuals 

of all kinds – although the vast majority of its most 

famous inhabitants were not born there. One notable 

exception is Franz Schubert, who grew up in 

Himmelpfortgrund to the north-west of the city centre, 

and never travelled beyond the borders of modern-day 

Austria during his short life. 

Schubert’s 'Ständchen' D889 is a famous Rellstab 

serenade, our singer audibly plucking his guitar as he 

calls out in the night to his beloved. This dates from 

1826, six years after Schubert saw the much earlier 'Die 

Forelle' D550 in print. Schubert’s near-namesake 

Schubart provided the poem for this, one of the 

composer’s best-loved songs, with its cheerfully 

leaping fishy protagonist and the deceitful pianistic 

mud-churning of the trout’s captor. 'Im Abendrot' D799 

is a blissful mediation upon the setting sun, hymnlike in 

its gentle tread and pantheistic sentiments. Schiller’s 

shuddering 'Gruppe aus dem Tartarus' D583 took 

Schubert several attempts to realise, with a 

fragmentary first try from 1816 superseded by this 

completed version of autumn 1817: the inhabitants of 

Hades weep and groan as they await the end of time. 

Finally we hear Goethe’s desperate and grisly ballad 

'Erlkönig', composed in 1815 when the composer was 

just 18 years old, and proudly published as his opus one 

in 1821. 

Dvořák was not born in Prague but spent many years 

living in the Bohemian capital; Schubert counted 

Vienna as his one and only home, despite his numerous 

different residences within the city limits. Our final 

composer, Richard Strauss, was born in Munich and 

only moved to the Austrian capital in 1919, when he 

took over as a co-director of the newly renamed Vienna 

Staatsoper with Franz Schalk. The Austro-Hungarian 

empire was no more, and Prague had become the 

capital of newly-formed Czechoslovakia. 

The songs we hear this evening pre-date Strauss’s 

move to Austria, but they clearly conjure the musical 

world that was to lead him there: opera. 'Heimliche 

Afforderung' is part of the opus Strauss offered as a 

wedding gift to his new wife Pauline de Ahna, an 

operatic soprano whose voice was to inspire much of 

his later work. Even the earlier 'Die Nacht' (Strauss was 

21 when he wrote this) seems to hint at a full orchestra 

in its delicate piano accompaniment. 'Nachtgang' and 

'Traum durch die Dämmerung' of a decade later set 

texts by Otto Julius Bierbaum, the music less obviously 

rhapsodic but rich with a sense of that burgeoning 

modern world that would lead – thanks to Bierbaum’s 

own writings – to the foundation of the first cabaret. 

Between them we hear the tender 'Du meines Herzens 

Krönelein'; and we conclude with 'Zueignung'. Schubert 

and Brahms are close at hand here – two Viennese 

guiding lights as Strauss gazes ahead to the twentieth 

century. 
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Felix Dahn 

 

 

 (1895) 
Otto Julius Bierbaum 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

(1885) 
Hermann von Gilm 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Translations of Gypsy Songs by Richard Stokes. Schubert 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. 
 

 




