
 
 

 

 

 
 

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 
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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’. 
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Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky  (1840-1893)   Amid the din of the ball Op. 38 No. 3 (1878)   

Again, as before, alone Op. 73 No. 6 (1893)   

None but the lonely heart Op. 6 No. 6 (1869)   

A tear trembles Op. 6 No. 4 (1869)   

Romance in F minor Op. 5 (1868)   

Scherzo humoristique Op. 19 No. 2 (1873)   

I bless you, forests Op. 47 No. 5 (1880)   

Do not ask Op. 57 No. 3 (1884)   

Interval    

Sergey Rachmaninov  (1873-1943)   In the silence of the secret night Op. 4 No. 3 (?1892)   

Sing not to me, beautiful maiden Op. 4 No. 4 (?1892-3)   

Child, thou art as beautiful as a flower Op. 8 No. 2 (1893)   

The Dream Op. 8 No. 5 (1893) 

Spring waters Op. 14 No. 11 (1896)   

Oh, do not grieve Op. 14 No. 8 (1896) 

I wait for thee Op. 14 No. 1 (1894) 

Prelude in G sharp minor Op. 32 No. 12 (1910)   

Prelude in D flat Op. 32 No. 13 (1910) 

Twilight Op. 21 No. 3 (1902)   

How fair this spot Op. 21 No. 7 (1902)   

Let us rest Op. 26 No. 3 (1906)   

Dissonance Op. 34 No. 13 (1912)   
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Tchaikovsky’s distinguished career as a song 

composer might have surprised those who knew him as 

a student at the St Petersburg Conservatory in the early 

1860s. One friend recalled his determination ‘never to 

write any small pieces for piano, or songs. He spoke of 

the latter with the greatest dislike.’ Yet Tchaikovsky went 

on to compose a hundred or so songs – or romances, as 

they are called in Russian – that were enthusiastically 

taken up by both salon amateurs and Imperial Russia’s 

professional opera singers. 

Tchaikovsky had excellent taste in literature and 

sought out poems that could convey the intimate 

emotions that he believed were essential to great music. 

This can be seen in one of his earliest romances, a 

setting of one of Mignon’s songs from Goethe’s Wilhelm 
Meister in a translation by Lev Mey, indelibly known as 

‘None but the lonely heart’ in English (1869). He would 

turn to Wilhelm Meister again in ‘Do not ask’ (1884), this 

time in a translation by Alexander Strugovshchikov. It is 

tempting to see this song’s evocation of silence as a 

reflection of Tchaikovsky’s emotional predicament. 

Whilst claims that he committed suicide in 1893 to avoid 

a public scandal can be readily discounted, he was 

nonetheless worried that rumours about his 

homosexuality might damage his reputation as Russia’s 

most celebrated living composer. 

Tchaikovsky’s very final song – ‘Again, as before, 

alone’ – is a bleak testament to a life of unhappy solitude. 

Yet as he cautioned the young poet, Daniil Rathaus, in 

the summer of 1893: ‘I hate it when people try to peer 

into my soul. In my music I claim extreme sincerity; I am 

on the whole inclined to sad songs, yet at the same time, 

I can generally consider myself a happy person!’ ‘Amid 

the din of the ball’ (1878) – to words by Alexei Tolstoy, a 

distant cousin of the great novelist – show Tchaikovsky 

in more winsome mood, and in both ‘A tear trembles’ 

(1869) and ‘I bless you, forests’ (1880), the vagaries of 

human love are set in a more philosophical, even 

pantheistic context. 

Like his songs, Tchaikovsky’s piano miniatures were 

designed to appeal to Russia’s growing caste of 

domestic music lovers, as well as providing the 

composer and his publisher with a ready source of much 

needed income. The Romance in F minor dates from 

1868 and is dedicated to the Belgian diva, Désirée Artôt, 

to whom Tchaikovsky was briefly engaged (she married 

a Spanish baritone shortly afterwards). The Scherzo 
humoristique is rather more ambitious – it is dedicated, 

in fact, to Vera Timanova, a former child prodigy who 

went on to study with Liszt. 

Tchaikovsky’s pieces for solo piano music constitute 

one of the least familiar aspects of his creativity. The 

same cannot be said of Rachmaninov, who fashioned a 

career as a great composer-pianist in the tradition of 

Chopin, Liszt and Anton Rubinstein. The 24 preludes – 

one in each major and minor key – that he composed 

between 1892 and 1910 clearly emulate the example of 

Chopin and signal the young Russian’s desire to embody 

the grand Romantic tradition. Luckily for us, recordings 

attest to his remarkable ability to make the piano ‘sing’. 

In fact, Rachmaninov understood the human voice as 

intimately as he did his own instrument. He was 

surrounded by singers throughout his life – and after the 

dramatic failure of his first symphony in 1897, he found a 

creative outlet as a conductor, first at the Moscow 

Private Opera and then at the city’s Bolshoi Theatre. 

In his earliest romances, Rachmaninov developed and 

refined the tradition that he had inherited from 

Tchaikovsky, often favouring the same poets and 

sometimes even the very same texts associated with the 

older composer. ‘In the silence of the secret night’ (1893) 

takes a feverishly erotic poem by Afanasy Fet, and 

Alexander Pushkin’s ‘Sing not to me, beautiful maiden’ 

(1893) evokes Russia’s longstanding fascinating with 

East Asia. Like so many Russian composers, 

Rachmaninov was equally drawn to German 

Romanticism, as exemplified by two delicate translations 

of Heine that he included in his 6 Romances Op. 8 (1893). 

Many of the dedications of these early songs were to 

significant women in his life – ‘Sing not to me, beautiful 

maiden’ and ‘The Dream’ were inspired by his first 

cousin, Natalya Skalon, whom he would eventually marry 

in 1902. 

Rachmaninov also proved himself to be remarkably 

sensitive to female creativity and he was one of the first 

composers to turn to a growing body of Russian 

women’s writing. ‘I wait for thee’ (1896) sets words by 

Mariya Davidova, and in ‘How fair this spot’ (1902), he 

takes a delicate landscape by Galina (pseudonym of 

Glafira Mamoshina). Galina’s poetry was despised by 

members of Russia’s highbrow literary elite, yet like 

Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninov knew exactly what kind of 

poetry would lend itself to the art of song. His astute 

feeling for words also characterises ‘Let us rest’ (1906), a 

stoically moving setting of Sonya’s final monologue from 

Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya. 

As a virtuoso pianist, Rachmaninov often provided his 

songs with lyrically expressive piano parts, as in ‘Spring 

waters’ (1896), to words by Fyodor Tyutchev. But he 

soon learned to temper this approach to song with 

something more tersely dramatic. It is already there in 

‘Oh, do no grieve’ (1896), to words by Alexey Apukhtin 

(Tchaikovsky’s exact contemporary and, according to 

some, his lover), and Rachmaninov’s subsequent 

encounter with Fyodor Chaliapin – and through him, the 

operas of Musorgsky – gave rise to a more attentive, 

declamatory approach to text setting, beautifully 

captured in ‘Twilight’ (1902). ‘Dissonance’ (1912) is a 

miniature operatic scena. Taking words by the Viennese 

poet Ada Christen, in a free Russian version by Yakov 

Polonsky, it is dedicated to the great Wagnerian 

soprano, Félia Litvinne. 
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 (1840-1893)  

 (1878) 
Aleksey Konstantinovich Tolstoy

 

 

 (1893) 
Daniil Maksimovich Rathaus

 

 

 (1869) 
Lev Aleksandrovich Mey, after Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe

 

 

 (1869) 
Aleksey Konstantinovich Tolstoy

 

 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 (1868)  

 

 

 (1873)  

 

 

 (1880) 
Aleksey Konstantinovich Tolstoy

 

 

 (1884) 
Aleksandr Strugovshchikov, after Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe

 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 
 

 (1873-1943)  

 

(?1892) 
Afanasy Afanasyevich Fet

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

(?1892-3) 
Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin

 

 

 (1893) 
Aleksey Pleshcheyev, after Heinrich Heine 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 (1893) 
Aleksey Pleshcheyev, after Heinrich Heine

 

 

 (1896) 
Fyodor Tyutchev
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 (1896) 
Aleksey Apukhtin

 

 

 (1894) 
Mariya Davidova

 

 
 
 
 
 

 (1910) 
 

 

 (1910)  

 

 

 (1902) 
Jean-Marie Guyau, trans. Ivan Tkhorzhevsky

 

 

 (1902) 
Galina 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 (1906) 
Anton Pavlovich Chekhov

 

 

 (1912) 
Yakov Polonsky

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Translations of Tchaikovsky by Richard D Sylvester from Tchaikovsky’s 
Complete Songs: A Companion with Texts and Translations published 
by Indiana University Press. Rachmaninov except ‘Let us rest’ by 
Richard D Sylvester from Rachmaninoff’s Complete Songs: A 
Companion with Texts and Translations published by Indiana University 
Press. ‘Let us rest’ by Philip Ross Bullock. 
 

 


