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Tell me the Truth about Love 

Roderick Williams baritone 

Iain Burnside piano 

Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)   Dichterliebe Op. 48 (1840)   
Im wunderschönen Monat Mai • Aus meinen Tränen spriessen • 
Die Rose, die Lilie, die Taube, die Sonne • Wenn ich in deine 
Augen seh • Ich will meine Seele tauchen • Im Rhein, im heiligen 
Strome • Ich grolle nicht • Und wüssten’s die Blumen, die kleinen • 
Das ist ein Flöten und Geigen • Hör’ ich das Liedchen klingen • 
Ein Jüngling Liebt ein Mädchen • Am leuchtenden 
Sommermorgen • Ich hab im Traum geweinet • Allnächtlich 
im Traume • Aus alten Märchen • Die alten, bösen Lieder  

     Interval    

Roger Quilter  (1877-1953)    7 Elizabethan Lyrics Op. 12 (1908)   
My Life's Delight • Damask Roses • 
The Faithless Shepherdess • Brown is my love • 
Weep you no more • By a Fountainside • 
Fair House of Joy  

Clara Schumann  (1819-1896)    Liebst du um Schönheit Op. 12 No. 2 (1841)   

Fanny Mendelssohn  (1805-1847)   Nähe des Geliebten II (1826)   

Josephine Lang  (1815-1880)    Abschied Op. 10 No. 6 (1837)   

Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)   Er, der Herrlichste von allen from Frauenliebe und -leben 

Op. 42 (1840)   

Caroline Shaw  (b.1982)    How do I find you (2020)   

Sally Beamish  (b.1956)    Nightingale from 4 Songs from Hafez (2007)   

Cheryl Frances-Hoad  (b.1980)   The Pros and The Cons from One Life Stand (2011)   

Gerald Finzi  (1901-1956)    I said to love from I said to love Op. 19b (1956)   

Benjamin Britten  (1913-1976)    Tell me the Truth about Love from Cabaret songs (1937-9)   
 

 

  
 



 

 

'Some say it makes the world go round/and some say 

that’s absurd'. Auden’s poem Tell me the truth about love 

speculates widely (even wildly) on the nature of love: from 

a positive force, as necessary as oxygen, to an absurd 

folly, to an unstoppable power like the weather, to 

something that might have political views (‘does it think 

Patriotism enough?’) or smell like llamas. The songs in this 

programme, similarly, cover myriad types of love - 

tortured, glorious, unrequited, nourishing, living and dead 

– and span the period from 1821 to 2020, with the most 

recent a meditation on love in a time of COVID. 

The 19th-century songs are all from Germany, 

beginning with Robert Schumann’s Dichterliebe. It is a 

series of mainly very short songs, the pithiest of which is 

the tongue-twisting third at only 30 seconds or so. The 

final song is by far the longest, in which love is buried in a 

coffin, and which concludes with a lengthy postlude. The 

cycle was composed in little more than a week in May 

1840, Schumann taking 16 poems from Heinrich Heine’s 

Lyrisches Intermezzo, and tracing the passing of love in 

language that turns from flowers, sunshine, and diamonds 

to graves, cypresses and a bier for the coffin. 

The musical language is richly varied and highly 

responsive to both each individual song and to the 

darkening emotions across the cycle. In the first song, the 

piano begins as if halfway through a thought, and it ends 

on an unresolved question. The first five songs are 

generally delicate, but have a foreshadowing melancholy. 

Numbers 6 to 9 are considerably more turbulent, 

representing a transition into the more sombre poetic 

tone of the second half of the cycle, with the almost 

operatic ‘Ich grolle nicht’ reaching the highest note of the 

whole piece. The piano writing throughout is virtuosic and 

very much engaged in the poetic ‘work’ – ferociously 

demanding in number 8, vividly to the fore in the 

wedding-dance of number 9, and taking the spotlight in 

the numerous postludes. 

For a composer who had largely specialised in 

instrumental works up until this point, it is a remarkably 

confident piece; and, composed only a few months before 

marrying Clara Wieck, deeply personal. In July of the same 

year he composed Frauenliebe und -leben which relates 

the story of a woman’s life and love through giddy 

romance, marriage, motherhood and bereavement. ‘Er, 

der Herrlichste von allen’ is a joyful catalogue of the 

beloved’s attributes. 

Clara Schumann’s ‘Liebst du um Schönheit’, also written 

in 1840, is a skilful setting of a Rückert poem. Each verse, 

suggesting ways in which not to love the poet, is slightly 

modified – until the final paean to love for love’s sake, with 

its gently emphatic final line. Fanny Mendelssohn’s ‘Nähe 

des geliebten’ is shot through with yearning, with its 

subtle minor inflections perhaps representing the 

physical separation between the lovers. The less well-

known Josephine Lang struggled with a lack of formal 

education and financial troubles throughout her life. She 

was supported by friends such as Clara Schumann, and 

marked out as a special talent by both Robert Schumann 

and Felix Mendelssohn. 'Abschied', from a group of songs 

written in 1837, is utterly serene and flowing with glorious, 

long-breathed vocal lines. 

In amongst the Lieder are Quilter’s 7 Elizabethan Lyrics. 

His songs share with the Lied tradition an emotional 

intelligence across both piano and voice, and a seemingly 

endless supply of singable melody. The words, and their 

settings, are a mix of ‘sweet’ and ‘fair’ love, as well as the 

more painful variety, and all have a palpable sense of 

wistful nostalgia. Quilter’s biographer Valerie Langfield 

writes that his songs have a ‘very English sense of 

Autumn sorrow’, which is particularly evident in 'Weep you 

no more' and ‘By a Fountainside’. Yet the expansive final 

song seems to shine through the autumnal mists and is 

one of Quilter’s most celebrated, with its far-reaching 

vocal line, richly harmonised throughout. 

In a completely different world is Caroline Shaw’s ‘How 

do I find you’. It is the opening track and title number of a 

collection of songs commissioned by Sasha Cooke, who in 

2020 asked 17 composers to respond to their locked-

down state in song. Shaw’s hymn-like piece, with its 

gentle, repeated vocal figures and ‘ticking-clock’ in the 

piano is both tender and startlingly reminiscent of that 

strange, static time in our recent history. Sally Beamish’s 4 
Songs from Hafez describe longing for the beloved in the 

form of various creatures, including nightingales, 

peacocks and hoopoes. The nightingale here ‘sings’ in the 

high reaches of the piano, under an ardent, liquid vocal 

line. Cheryl Frances-Hoad updates Schumann’s ‘woman’s 

life and love’ in ‘The Pros and The Cons’ from One Life 
Stand. The cycle was composed in response to mezzo-

soprano Jennifer Johnston’s wish to sing something more 

reflective of a contemporary woman’s experience: in ‘The 

Pros and The Cons’, Frances-Hoad’s heroine is 

experiencing the very modern dating dilemma of who 

should call first, set to an appropriately ruminating style, a 

beguiling mix of cabaret and recitative. 

‘I said to love’ is Finzi’s vigorous response to a poem by 

his favourite poet, Thomas Hardy, with a declamatory 

vocal line and cadenza-like piano interlude. It was found 

among Finzi’s unpublished songs after his untimely death 

in 1956 and has become one of his most performed. 

Britten’s Tell me the Truth about Love is also a 

posthumous publication, appearing in 1980 more than 40 

years after its composition. It is one of Britten’s many 

settings of WH Auden, in heavily ironic mode, with its 

constant demands for the truth; Britten’s witty, loose-

limbed accompaniment repeatedly fails to provide an 

answer. 
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WH Auden 

 
Caroline Shaw, Sally Beamish and Cheryl Frances-Hoad printed with 
kind permission. Translations of Robert and Clara 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. Mendelssohn by Richard 
Wigmore from Schubert – The Complete Song Texts published by 
Victor Gollancz Ltd. Lang by Richard Stokes. 
 

 


