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Francis Poulenc  (1899-1963)    8 chansons polonaises (1934)   
Wianek • Odjazd • Polska młodzież • Ostatni mazur • 
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Johannes Brahms  (1833-1897)    Wie Melodien zieht es mir Op. 105 No. 1 (1886)   

Immer leiser wird mein Schlummer Op. 105 No. 2 (1886)   

Klage Op. 105 No. 3 (c.1888)   

Auf dem Kirchhofe Op. 105 No. 4 (c.1888)   

Verrat Op. 105 No. 5  (1886)   
 

Cheryl Frances-Hoad  (b.1980)   Magic Lantern Tales (2015)   
Marching Through Time • Lily Maynard • 
The Ballad of Harry Holmes • Mabel Walsh • 
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Poulenc composed 8 chansons polonaises in 1934 

at the request of Polish soprano Maria Modrakowska, 

a performer he much admired. She provided Poulenc 

with the original melodies and assembled the poems, 

most of which date from a turbulent period of Polish 

history: the (ultimately unsuccessful) November 

Uprising of 1830-1. As such, it is an unusual group for 

the composer, who otherwise set the French 

language almost exclusively, and who generally 

composed his own original mélodies. In typically 

insouciant manner, he liberated himself from any 

attempt at Polish ‘authenticity’: ‘I didn’t aim for local 

colour and originality,’ he wrote. ‘I simply imagined, in 

a French manner, a Polish atmosphere.’ Each song is 

dedicated to an expatriate Polish woman, including 

harpsichordist Wanda Landowska and pianist Misia 

Sert. 

 

Chopin’s pianistic style weaves in and out of the 

songs, yet Poulenc’s idiom is never far from the 

surface. It is particularly evident in the postludes at 

the end of numbers 1 and 5, and richly indulgent at 

the end of 7. He was rarely given to straightforward 

repetitions of musical material, and in the strophic 

songs mixes up the tempo, or has the piano cheekily 

disrupting the melody with off-beats and dissonance 

(notably in number 3), or a witty coda (number 6). 

Number 5 sounds more like one of his own mélodies, 

with its achingly beautiful vocal line and sensual 

accompaniment. Number 8 is the most radical 

departure from the source material, with an 

uncharacteristically (for Poulenc) sparse 

accompaniment and icy dissonances, which 

punctuate the melancholy poem until the end. 

In his study of Brahms’s songs, Eric Sams noted 

that a key feature of the composer’s vocal output was 

‘nostalgia,’ and that is certainly true of Op. 105, as well 

as the other works in this programme. For Brahms, 

nostalgia was not generally of the ‘fond memory’ kind; 

rather, as Sams put it, it is often ‘coupled with 

misfortune and lamentation.’ Yet Op. 105, while 

certainly dealing with both of these elements, 

contains some of the most purely lyrical songs of his 

output. He composed most of the set in 1886 while 

staying in Thun in Switzerland, a place he later wrote 

was ‘so full of melodies that one has to be careful not 

to step on any.’ 

It is not a song cycle, but a series of tableaux which 

share general themes. 2, 3 and 5 are concerned with 

heartbreak and bitter betrayal, while 1 is gently 

regretful, and 4 portrays a pragmatic, peaceful 

acceptance of death. 'Wie Melodien zieht es mir', in 

which melody is the poetic subject, contains one of 

his most beautiful tunes, and was clearly a favourite 

(echoes of it found their way into his Violin Sonata, 

composed around the same time). In its depiction of a 

dying, heartbroken figure the mood darkens in 

'Immer leiser wird mein Schlummer', with thickly 

harmonised, sometimes dissonant chords in the 

piano, and irregular, breathless phrases for the voice. 

It builds in intensity in the final verse, the vocal line 

rising from its gravelly depths to the highest point of 

the cycle at a dramatic key change. 'Klage' is a 

deceptively simple fusion of folk melody and light-

touch art song. It is a straightforward telling of a tale, 

yet the combination of the sad story with its pretty 

melody gives it a wrenching poignancy. 'Auf dem 

Kirchhofe' opens dramatically, setting the scene of a 

whirling storm and a figure among the gravestones, 

both verses beginning ‘heavy with rain’. Yet the last 

lines ‘heal’ the minor mode, transitioning into a 

peaceful major key. The final song, with its tale of 

bloody revenge, is something of a departure from the 

mature resignation of the previous one. Brahms 

appears to relish the ballad-style unfolding of the 

narrative, providing more than a hint of melodrama 

throughout. 

Cheryl Frances-Hoad’s Magic Lantern Tales time 

travel from the trenches of World War I to a care 

home in the 1990s, via a collection of evocative poetry 

published in 2014. Ian McMillan’s poems were based 

on interviews carried out by Ian Beesley in the Moor 

Psychiatric Hospital with a group of residents – some 

aged over 100 – who related their memories of World 

War I (Beesley later wrote of a sense of urgency to 

capture these stories before time ran out). Frances-

Hoad’s sensitive settings allow their words to unfold 

against a shifting backdrop of bugle calls, clocks 

ticking, and echoes of marching songs. 

The longest song relates the wartime experience of 

Harry Holmes, transferring the camaraderie of the 

trenches to a postwar friendship with Harry Ramsden, 

and a determinedly peaceful life. Frances-Hoad’s 

setting channels the kind of determinedly upbeat 

marching songs which flourished at the time, albeit 

with more ominous, spiky harmonies and tolling bass 

notes. This gentle epic is a fitting tribute to someone 

who otherwise would have remained unheralded, his 

medals lying quietly in a chest of drawers. Either side 

of Harry’s tale are two reminiscences of women, 

whose sweethearts died in battle before they had the 

chance to marry. Lily Maynard barely knew the young 

vulnerable man who went off to war; their embryonic 

romance is played out in a sweetly harmonised 

opening, becoming more fragmented as time - for 

Lily - ‘breaks’ at the moment of his death. Mabel 

Walsh’s song is also sparsely accompanied, almost 

unbearably poignant in her sense of loss of what 

might have been. Framing the whole cycle are two 

settings of the same verse. The first is hushed and 

delicate, the voice often flying solo with its vocal lines 

reminiscent of the 'Last Post'. The second – the final 

song in the cycle – has a richer, more insistent (even 

angry) accompaniment to begin with, yet ultimately is 

a heartfelt plea to remember these stories, which are 

‘as brittle as glass.’ 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Cheryl Frances-Hoad texts by Ian McMillan (2014 the Darkroom Press), 
printed with kind permission. 
 
Translations of Poulenc by Maria Paszkiewicz, (c) Signum Classics. All 
Brahms except 'Klage' 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. 
'Klage' by Richard Stokes. 

 


