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The Hermes Experiment 

 Héloïse Werner soprano 

 Anne Denholm harp 

 Oliver Pashley clarinet 

 Marianne Schofield double bass 
 

Josephine Stephenson  (b.1990)   tanka (2015)   

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

Lili Boulanger  (1893-1918)    Attente (1912)  arranged by Marianne Schofield  

Nicola LeFanu  (b.1947)    The Bourne (2008)  arranged by Anne Denholm  

Imogen Holst  (1907-1984)   From Suite for unaccompanied viola (1930)  arranged by 
Oliver Pashley  

Cinquepace • Gigue  

Lynne Plowman  (b.1969)   Pedalling Man from A Field Guide to Pebbles (2017)  arranged by 
Oliver Pashley  

Sylvia Lim  (b.1992)     Kite (Dymchurch) (2021)  world première 
     Co-commissioned by Wigmore Hall 

Errollyn Wallen  (b.1958)    Tree (2009)  arranged by Héloïse Werner  

Interval    

Freya Waley-Cohen  (b.1989)    Oyster from We Phoenician Sailors (2015)   

Errollyn Wallen       gun gun gun (2018)   

Caroline Shaw  (b.1982)   The Ellipse from Plan & Elevation (2015)  arranged by 
Anne Denholm  

Ayanna Witter-Johnson     Draw the Line (2020)   

Laura Moody      Rilke Songs (2021)   
An die Musik • Sonnet to Orpheus 1,3 • Rose  

Hannah Peel  (b.1985)     The Almond Tree (2011)  arranged by Oliver Pashley  

Emily Hall  (b.1978)     Befalling from Befalling (2006)  arranged by Oliver Pashley  
 

 

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 

 

 



 

 

All-women concert programmes are not a new invention. 

They have been used in the UK for at least a century to 

showcase a wealth of women’s compositions, breaking 

through programmes that standardly include only men. In an 

ideal world a composer’s gender would be unremarkable, 

but when only 7.7% of orchestral music performed worldwide 

is written by women, all-women concerts still offer a 

powerful corrective to programmes where they are 

excluded. 

Incorporating works from the 19th Century to the present 

day, today’s concert follows in this tradition by 

demonstrating the sheer breadth of music written by 

women. The Hermes Experiment is known for its innovative 

programming, and all the pieces on today’s programme 

were either commissioned by the ensemble or arranged by 

its members. We are going on an expansive journey, through 

pieces encompassing everything from folk music to Søren 

Kierkegaard and pandemic lockdowns. Threading through 

the concert, though, is an exploration of human relationships 

— both with one another, and with nature. 

Both Josephine Stephenson’s 'tanka' and Freya Waley-

Cohen’s ‘Oyster’ from We Phoenician Sailors are responses 

to photographs by Thurstan Redding. Stephenson says that 

the photograph behind 'tanka' ‘shows two lovers embracing 

against an industrial backdrop.’ The resulting song ‘is slow, 

dreamlike and mysterious, and also somewhat bittersweet… 

The piece strives to be - like the photograph - a fixed 

moment in time, which expands as the words become 

confused.’ 

A different image from Redding’s same Lovescapes series 

provided Waley-Cohen’s prompt; she describes the photo as 

‘an intimate moment brought to a public space’, showing 

‘hands grasping a lover’s back superimposed against the 

rough texture of an east London brick wall.’ The song deals 

with an ‘embodied experience of desire’, she says, exploring 

how memories of relationships can be evoked by ‘sensations 

and impressions of particular moments of heightened 

intimacy and pleasure or disappointment.’ ‘Oyster’ opens the 

song cycle, which tracks the development of a relationship. 

Clara Schumann’s ‘Liebst du um Schönheit’ takes a less 

physical approach to love. Written in the early years of her 

marriage to Robert Schumann, this song is one of the few 

instances of the two composers collaborating together on a 

joint publication: the Rückert Lieder (1841). Comprising 12 

songs in total, Robert composed nine of the songs and Clara 

three. ‘Liebst du’ was one of Clara’s contributions and its 

gentle lyricism expresses a plea for true love - to love for love 

itself, not for beauty, wealth or youth. The transience of these 

earthly qualities is also a preoccupation of the Christina 

Rossetti poem used for Nicola LeFanu’s ‘The Bourne’. 

LeFanu repeats the first verse at the end to return the singer 

‘underneath the growing grass’ after an intense, soaring 

central section. 

Death lingers over both ‘The Bourne’ and ‘Attente’ by Lili 

Boulanger, famous for being the first woman to win the 

prestigious Prix de Rome in 1913. ‘Attente’ is set to a poem by 

one of her favourite authors, Maurice Maeterlinck. Her 

simple rocking piano accompaniment creates a meditative 

and gently sensual mood, exploring a much more ethereal 

form of desire than that in We Phoenician Sailors. 

There are two instrumental works that the ensemble has 

arranged for tonight’s programme; Lynne Plowman’s 

Pedalling Man from A Field Guide to Pebbles, originally for 

percussion duo, and two movements from Imogen Holst’s 

Suite for unaccompanied viola. Holst has been best known 

for being Gustav’s daughter and Benjamin Britten’s 

assistant, but she is now being recognised as a significant 

composer in her own right. Her Suite fuses baroque and folk 

influences, doing for the viola what Bach’s solo suites did for 

the cello. 

German poet Rainer Maria Rilke provides the texts for 

Laura Moody’s Rilke Songs. Moody transforms Rilke’s 

mystical poems about the nature of art, reimagining them for 

the modern era. The first song ‘takes Rilke’s ode to the 

ephemeral wonders of music to a place of wildness and 

abandonment’, while Moody’s setting of ‘Sonnet to Orpheus 

1.3’ is inspired by ‘antique automatons, orchestrions…and the 

sci-fi mainstay the GlitchBot, a humanoid robot whose 

imperfections and glitches serve to highlight particular 

aspects of human-ness.’ The third song returns us to nature, 

partly inspired by Neil Bromhall’s time lapse videos ‘of roses 

opening and fading.’ 

The natural world also motivates Sylvia Lim’s ‘Kite’, Errollyn 

Wallen’s ‘Tree’ and Caroline Shaw’s ‘The Ellipse’. ‘Kite’ tries to 

capture the movement of a kite ‘floating in the cloudy sky at 

Dymchurch beach…static and delicately suspended but 

subtly moving in the breeze.’ Shaw’s hypnotic, powerful 

piece ‘considers the notion of infinite repetition’, prompted 

by walking ‘around and around the stone path, beneath the 

trimmed hornbeams’ at Dumbarton Oaks. Hannah Peel’s 

‘The Almond Tree’ takes a more macabre and sinister path 

— the composer calls it a ‘tale of dark absurdity and murder, 

combined with the beauty of self-realisation.’ Revenge leads 

to death, and the titular almond tree becomes the site of the 

singer’s final resting place. 

Wallen’s ‘gun gun gun’ and Ayanna Witter-Johnson’s ‘Draw 

the Line’ step away from nature to the all-too-human, 

dealing with violence and division. Wallen conceived her 

song as a ‘gritty and intense depiction’ of the 2016 shooting 

that killed 49 people at a gay nightclub in Florida. Timbre is 

central to Wallen’s piece, using the extremes of the 

instruments’ capabilities to ‘evoke the terrifying scene of the 

tragedy’. Witter-Johnson similarly uses timbre as a 

structuring element, setting the singer against the grinding, 

pulsing double bass line that repeats relentlessly. The song 

‘reflects and explores the depth of sadness and frustration 

that arose between two friends, from different backgrounds, 

unified by the series of lockdowns in London 2020, yet 

divided as a result of the rise of the Black Lives Matter 

movement.’ Witter-Johnson gives no answers or 

consolations - the singer’s final note is delivered alone, 

unsupported, leading into emptiness. ‘Ultimately’, she 

concludes, ‘we have to just “Draw the Line”.’ 

Our concert closes on a transcendent note with Emily 

Hall’s ‘Befalling’. Her setting of Toby Litt’s poem is subtle and 

understated, and the song stops but does not seem to finish. 

The singer will never be ‘body-bound again’, as they step out 

into a final moment of release. 

© Dr Leah Broad 2023 
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Text of Josephine Stephenson by Ben Osborn, Errollyn Wallen ‘Tree’ by 
Errollyn Wallen, Freya Waley-Cohen by Octavia Bright, Hannah Peel by 
Hannah Peel, and Emily Hall by Toby Litt, all printed with kind 
permission. Errollyn Wallen ‘gun gun gun’ text by Terese Svoboda (b. 
1950), ‘Orlando is Us’ from Professor Harriman’s Steam Air-Ship 
(Eyewear, 2016), reprinted with kind permission. 
 
Translations of Laura Moody – ‘To Music,’ and ‘Rose, Oh Pure 
Contradiction,’ translation copyright © 1982 by Stephen Mitchell; and 
‘Sonnets to Orpheus, I, 3’ from SELECTED POETRY OF RAINER MARIA 
RILKE by Rainer Maria Rilke, edited and translated by Stephen Mitchell, 
translation copyright © 1980, 1981, 1982 by Stephen Mitchell. Used by 
permission of Random House, an imprint and division of Penguin 
Random House LLC. All rights reserved. 
 
Translation of 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. 
Boulanger by Richard Stokes. 

 


