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Four Last Songs
Programme Notes

About the Music
Nikolai Tcherepnin (1873-1945): La Princesse lointaine

Composed: 1896
First Performed: 1896(?), Russian Symphonic Concerts series, cond. Nikolai
Rimsky-Korsakov

When Nikolai Tcherepnin (pronounced ‘Cher-ep-neen’) first began to make his
name as composer and conductor in the 1890s, Russian was still Tsarist, and
Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky were the musical gods. Tcherepnin’s
orchestral Prelude, La Princesse lointaine ('The Distant Princess’) was
composed while he was still a student with Rimsky-Korsakov, and the influence
of the latter’s hugely successful Scheherazade can be felt in places, but it's an
atmospheric and melodically appealing piece in its own terms.

Tcherepnin composed La Princesse lointaine as a curtain-raiser for a play by
the then-popular French writer Edmond Rostand, a ripely romantic story of a
medieval troubadour and his highly idealised feelings for his ‘distant’ beloved.
Tcherepnin’s music captures the minstrel’s ardour beautifully — along with a
sense that this maybe the kind of love that works best from a distance.

Richard Strauss (1864-1949): Four Last Songs
1. Fruling (Spring)

2. September

3. Beim Schlafengehen (Going to Sleep)

4. Im Abendrot (At Dusk)

Composed: 1947-8
First Performed: 22 May 1950, London, Royal Albert Hall, Kirsten Flagstad
(soprano), Philharmonia Orchestra cond. Wilhelm Furtwéingler

When Richard Strauss composed these four exquisite, at time almost painfully
tender songs, just two years after the catastrophe of World War Two, many
composers were struggling to forget the past and embracing the challenge of
Schoenbergian modernism. For them, Strauss’s ripe, very late romanticism was
the sound of the Old World, hopelessly tainted by association with the very
culture that had made Hitler’s rise to power possible.

And yet Four Last Songs survives while the efforts of most of his modernist
detractors is forgotten. The explanation lies partly in the music’s melodic
fertility, gorgeous harmonies and orchestration and the superb writing for the



soprano voice — the distillation of Strauss’s long experience in the opera house.
But even more it is the humanity of the message that makes people turn again
and again to this music. Here is a sharply focussed sense of joy in life and
shared love, intensified by awareness of the closeness of death. How Strauss
was able to do this so persuasively with Germany in ruins and the terrible
human cost of Nazism growing more apparent by the day is hard to say, but
the fact remains that he did. For many, Four Last Songs is simply his greatest
creation.

It is not clear in what order Strauss intended these songs to be performed, but
not long after the premiere the current sequence was decided on, and it has
stuck. We begin, naturally enough, with Spring (Frdhling), renewal, but as
witnessed by an older man. September brings images of autumnal decay after
summer’s ripeness, and ends with a touching solo farewell for the horn — the
instrument on which Strauss’s father excelled. In Beim Schlafengehen, the
image of the soul floating free in the ‘magic circle of the night’ is captured in a
rapturous duet for soprano and solo violin. Then the sunset of a long-shared
marital life is then evoked in Im Abendrot. Strauss’s marriage to the
formidable Pauline de Ahna had not exactly been stress-free, but his comment
to Gustav Mahler that ‘she’s what I need’ was evidently sincere. At the close,
two piccolos recall the poem’s pair of trilling larks flying together into the
distance - an image that surely needs no explanation.

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908): Scheherazade, Op. 35

1. The Sea and Sinbad'’s Ship

2. The Tale of the Kalender Prince

3. The Young Prince and the Young Princess

4. Festival in Bagdad - The Sea - The Ship goes to pieces on a rock surmounted
by a Bronze Warrior — Conclusion

Composed: 1888
First Performed: 28 October 188, St Petersburg, Russian Symphony Concerts
series, cond. Rimsky-Korsakov

As well as being a magician when it came to orchestration, Nikolai Rimsky-
Korsakov was a master musical storyteller. At first it was Russian folklore that
got his imaginations working, but in the late 1880s he began to look more
widely for inspiration - to the dismay of some of his nationalist friends. An
encounter with Wagner's operas left a deep impression, and around the same
time he began to look to other cultures for inspiration — Spain for the popular
Capriccio Espagnol (‘Spanish Caprice’, 1887), followed by perhaps his most
famous work, the 'symphonic suite for orchestra Scheherazade (1888), based on
the famous collection of stories known as ‘The Arabian Nights'. Here we meet
the Sultan Shakriar, one of literature's most spectacular misogynists. Convince
of the falsity of all women, the Sultan vows to execute each one he takes to
wife after their first night together. But the wily Scheherazade gets the better



of him by telling him stories, each finishing on an enticing cliff-hanger.
Gradually the Sultan’s heart melts, and he renounces his vow.

Rimsky-Korsakov later insisted that he didn’t follow any of Scheherazade’s
stories in detail: ‘All I had desired was that the hearer, if he liked my piece as
symphonic music, should carry away the impression that it is beyond doubt an
Oriental narrative of some numerous and varied fairy-tale wonders and not
merely four pieces played one after the other and composed on themes
common to all the four movements.’ But the stern, brassy opening theme has
to be the Sultan, while the soaring solo violin and harp tendrils that follows is
clearly Scheherazade herself, weaving her poetic spell as she sets the scene for
her first tale. The swirling string figures in the first movement then vividly
evoke Sinbad’s ship ploughing through the waves.

Rimsky did have a point —perhaps it’s best to let the ‘theatre of the mind’ work
for itself and picture our own heroic adventures for ‘The Tale of the Kalender
Prince’, while any pair of star-crossed lovers will do for ‘Young Prince and
Young Princess’. It's possible to follow Rimsky's synopsis stage by stage in the
finale (the ship crashing onto the rock to a loud gong stroke), or you can
simply to treat it as a wonderfully colourful and dramatic symphonic summing
up. At the end though the symbolism is unmistakable: Scheherazade’s free-
floating solo violin and the Sultan’s stern opening theme are combined in
harmony, and the last word is left to Scheherazade herself.

About the Artists

Karel Deseure

Flemish conductor Karel Deseure is an artist of natural conducting talent and
authority, as those who have seen him conduct at the Liverpool Philharmonic
Hall in the past will attest.

Deseure started his musical career as a flautist, studying for a Masters at the
Royal Flemish Conservatoire in Antwerp before going on to train as a
conductor at the Royal Conservatory of The Hague. In 2012 he was awarded
the prestigious Anton Kersjes Foundation Scholarship for conductors, and in
2014 he took masterclasses with Bernard Haitink at the Lucerne Festival. Five
years ago, he was appointed professor of conducting at the Amsterdam
University of the Arts.

Deseure is sought after as both a concert and opera conductor, with recent
concerts and productions including Britten’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream and
Puccini’s Le Villiwith Opera Zuid, and Mozart and Beethoven with the Scottish
Chamber Orchestra.



Elizabeth Llewellyn

Known internationally for her “rich, opulent voice” (The Times) as well as for
her “beautiful depth of expression and emotional intelligence” (The Telegraph),
Elizabeth was awarded an MBE in The Queen’s Birthday Honours 2022 for
services to classical music and was made a Fellow of the Royal Northern
College of Music in 2019.

As a regular concert soloist, highlights have included the world-premiere of
James MacMillan’s When Soft Voices Die at the First Night of the BBC Proms
2021, the UK premiere of Martinsson’s Ich Denke Dein, R. Strauss’ Vier Letzte
Lieder twice with the BBC Scottish Symphony Orchestra and the Estonian
National Symphony Orchestra, under the batons of Donald Runnicles, Carlo
Rizzi, and Martyn Brabbins respectively, Mahler's Symphony No. 8 with Esa-
Pekka Salonen, and most recently Tippett's A Child of Our Time with the
Minchner Rundfunk Orchester conducted by Patrick Hahn.

Elizabeth is making her Liverpool debut with the Orchestra in this concert.

About the Composers

Nikolai Tcherepnin

A contemporary of Glazunov, Scriabin and Rachmaninov, Nikolai Tcherepnin
was a prominent late 19" and early 20" Century conductor, pianist and
composer.

Tcherepnin was born in St Petersburg in May 1873 where his father, also
Nikolai, was a wealthy and well-known physician - and strict disciplinarian -
who knew artists like Modest Mussorgsky and Fyodor Dostoevsky (he was at
the writer's deathbed). Tcherepnin’s mother died when he was a baby.

At his father’s insistence, he studied law at university, but he also then
attended the St Petersburg Conservatory — studying composition with Rimsky-
Korsakov. Tcherepnin later taught at the Conservatory himself where his
students would include Sergei Prokofiev.

It was in 1896, while studying under Rimsky-Korsakov, that a young Tcherepnin
composed an evocative overture for Edmund Rostand’s play La Princesse
lointaine.

After his graduation he conducted the Russian Symphony Concerts at home,
and in 1909, on an invitation from Diaghilev, the first season of the famed
Ballet Russes in Paris — the start of a five-year tenure, where he was on the
podium for the performance of his first ballet, Le Pavillion d’Armide, which he
has composed while at the Conservatory. It had originally been premiered in
St Petersburg two years earlier with Anna Pavlova and Vaslav Nijinksy in the
title roles.


https://www.elizabethllewellyn.com/biography
https://youtu.be/c3B58rZHX7Y?si=JzcXiOHnaIdgJiqJ
https://youtu.be/c3B58rZHX7Y?si=JzcXiOHnaIdgJiqJ
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nikolay-Tcherepnin
https://www.tcherepnin.com/nikolai/bio_nik.htm

Tcherepnin the composer became known principally for ballets, symphonic
poems, songs and piano music. In addition to Le Pavillion d’Armide — widely
considered his masterwork - his ballets included the one-act Narcisse et Echo,
The Masque of Red Death, inspired by Edgar Allen Poe, and Bacchus /
Dionysus.

Having fled revolutionary St Petersburg for a position as director of the
conservatory in Tblisi, when Georgia was annexed by the Soviet Union in 1921,
Tcherepnin moved west, settling permanently in Paris where he led a Russian
conservatory.

He died at Issy-les-Moulineaux near Paris on June 26, 1945, at the age of 72.
Did you know? Nikolai Tchernepnin was the founder of a four-generation (and
counting) musical dynasty which includes his son Alexander, a composer and
pianist; grandsons Serge — a composer and electronic instrument maker, and
Ivan, an award-winning experimental composer, and now great-grandsons
Sergei and Stefan who are both artists working with sound.

Richard Strauss

Richard Strauss was a young composer in a hurry — by the time he was 18 he
already had 100 works to his name. Over the course of a seven-decade career,
he produced more than 200 major compositions, among them the operas and
tone poems for which he is best known.

The first child of horn player Franz Joseph Strauss and his wife Josepha, Strauss
was born in Munich in 1864 and showed an early aptitude for music. He started
piano lessons at four, violin at eight and also learned from sitting in on
rehearsals of the Munich Court Orchestra, whose assistant conductor gave him
tuition in theory and orchestration. At the age of 21 he was appointed
assistant conductor to Hans von Bulow at the Meiningen Orchestra. One of the
other candidates he beat to the post was Gustav Mahler.

Described as a Post-Romantic, Strauss’ breakthrough as a composer came with
Don Juanin 1888, and by the turn of the 20*" Century he had consolidated his
international standing as both composer and conductor. His opera Sa/lome was
so successful he could then afford to build a home in the Bavarian alpine resort
of Garmisch-Partenkirchen (a favourite spot for conductors, composers, singers
and authors), where he lived until his death in September 1949.

While early works were influenced by the Romantics, including Wagner, Strauss
developed his own musical style over time, one which has been described as
encompassing rich, textured orchestration and dramatic, expressive power,
and utilising dissonance and extended tonality. Towards the end of his life his
work became more conservative. In 1920, Strauss co-founded the Salzburg
Festival. He received many honours over the years, including the French Croix
de Chevalier and the Royal Philharmonic Society’s Gold Medal.


https://www.richardstrauss.at/biography.html
https://www.salzburgerfestspiele.at/en/about-us
https://www.salzburgerfestspiele.at/en/about-us

Enjoy images from Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey set to Strauss’ Also sprach
Zarathustra.

Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov

But for a 180-degree change of career, Nikolay Rimsky-Korsakov might have
made a name for himself not as a composer but as an officer in the

19t Century Imperial Russian Navy.

As it turned out, the Tsar’s fleet’s loss was classical music’s gain when the 27-
year-old - at that point sailing a desk ashore - was offered a professorship at
the St Petersburg Conservatory despite having no real experience. He would
eventually lose his post there after supporting students’ right

to demonstrate as part of the 1905 Revolution.

Born into an aristocratic Russian family in 1844 (an ancestor was a short-lived
lover of Catherine the Great), Rimsky-Korsakov was expected to go to sea and
joined the navy aged 12.

After six years of training, he set off on a three-year, around-the-world voyage
which included stops in New York, England, Italy, France, Spain and Norway
and during which he composed what would become the first of three
symphonies.

Ahead of that, aged 18, Rimsky-Korsakov had been introduced to Mily
Balakirev who in turn introduced him to Cesar Cui and Modest Mussorgsky.
Little can the teenager have known then the quartet, along with Alexander
Borodin, would one day come together to promote and create a distinctly
‘Russian’ body of music and would be known as ‘The Mighty Handful’ or ‘The
Five'.

Initially, Rimsky-Korsakov ran both naval and musical careers in parallel

(he apparently taught classes in naval uniform) but eventually he jumped ship
and made teaching and composition his sole occupation. He also became the
holder of posts including Inspector of the Navy Chorus and Assistant Director
of the Imperial Chapel Choir.

From the 1870s onwards, he enjoyed a musical mutual admiration society
with Tchaikovsky.

He remains best known for his exotic symphonic suite Scheherazade, inspired
by the One Thousand and One Nights tales, Capriccio Espagnol, The Flight of
the Bumblebee from the opera The Tale of Tsar Sultan, The Snow Maiden, and
the Russian Easter Festival Overture. Troubled with angina from the 1890s,
Rimsky-Korsakov died at his estate in Liubensk, 120 miles south of St
Petersburg, in June 1908 at the age of 64.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P3F99KzP3cg
https://interlude.hk/on-this-day-18-march-rimsky-korsakov-was-born/
https://www.classical-music.com/features/composers/mighty-handful-five-composers
https://www.classical-music.com/features/composers/mighty-handful-five-composers
https://en.tchaikovsky-research.net/pages/Nikolay_Rimsky-Korsakov

Did you know? Rimsky-Korsakov’s older brother Voin was a renowned
navigator, hydrographer and explorer who was initially much more famous
than his younger sibling. In the 1850s and 60s, Captain Rimsky-

Korsakov researched an area of the Sea of Japan and there is small
archipelago near Vladivostok named after him.

Enjoy Rimsky-Korsakov's Russian Easter Festival Overture.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yskWoSX9MT8

