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Héloïse and Abelard
1 I Opening Chorus – Resurrexit 4.00
2 II In the Cloister of Notre Dame 8.18
3 III In Canon Fulbert’s House 9.31
4  Interlude 2.38
5 IV In Brittany 14.46
 V In Paris
6  - In Canon Fulbert’s House 3.16
7  - Outside Abelard’s House in the Cloister 5.07
 VI At the Convent
8  - Plainsong Prelude 2.11
9  - Héloïse with Novices (Women’s Voices) 7.26
10 VII O Quanta Qualia 3.45
11 VIII Abelard’s Planctus 3.22
12 IX Naenia – lament sung at Abelard’s graveside 7.44
   Playing time 72.04
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profane.  The formal aspects of the piece are deeply satisfying and reflect the dramatic
sweep of the story.  Hence, the opening sections stand alone as we are introduced to,
and become acquainted with, the main protagonists.  However, in the anguished second
half of the work the lovers are overtaken by tragic events and, in response to this
increased level of incident, several of the later sections follow one another without a
break to maintain the narrative flow.

Though the vocal and choral writing is diverse, expressive and supple, perhaps the most
notable quality of Elizabeth Maconchy’s Héloïse and Abelard is the constantly inventive,
almost cinematic treatment of the orchestra.  Threaded throughout the score are
sinuous lines for solo winds; the most striking of these are for oboe, an instrument which
plays an important, almost obbligato role throughout.  Velvety strings and majestic
brass fill out the textures with occasional, telling punctuations from modest percussion.
These instruments play a key role in establishing and determining the mood and tone
of the various scenes and they frequently flesh out our understanding of the main
characters.  For example, the orchestral interjections in the scene of Héloïse’s famous
declaration that she would rather be called Abelard’s harlot than to be Empress convey
fully the force and power of her strength of personality.  This cantata demonstrates the
authority and sensitivity of the composer’s instrumental writing as assuredly as any of
her non-vocal pieces.   As Roger Harris commented on the work, ‘… those fortunate
enough to hear it will enjoy 75 minutes’ worth of ravishing, luxuriant sounds’.16

© 2017 Paul Conway

16  Roger Harris, ‘Héloïse and Abelard’, , 27 (1978-1979), p.60.
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Two hymns follow: the first, Abelard’s hymn, is sung by the choir in Latin, ‘O Quanto
Qualia’ (‘How great and good these Sabbaths are which the Court of Heaven
celebrates’).  The broad sweep of this setting is especially affecting.  The second, an
elegiac setting of Abelard’s ‘Planctus’ is sung in English by Abelard alone before he dies.
Here the muted brass chords and the laments of oboe and cor anglais add considerably
to the emotional impact of the scene.

The work ends with the funeral dirge, or ‘Naenia’, traditionally sung over Abelard’s
grave.  Whilst the chorus sing ‘Requiescat a labore …’ and praise their exemplary abbess,
Héloïse utters her exultant last farewell to Abelard, ending with the words, ‘Consolare,
Paraclete!  Consolare Abelard’.  These final sombre scenes of Abelard’s death are set
quite straightforwardly, the vocal phrases linked by an eloquent oboe figure, but their
rich chromatic harmonies conjure up a mood which is both tenderly romantic and
solemnly reverent.

Although categorised by the composer as a ‘dramatic cantata’, Héloïse and Abelard is
quasi-operatic in style and more than twice the length of any one of her three chamber
operas.  Hugo Cole described the piece as ‘opera manqué; a work of Italianate passion
and intensity using large resources boldly and directly to achieve the greatest possible
dramatic impact’.15  In time-honoured operatic tradition, Maconchy employs various
leitmotifs in the form of recurrent phrases and figures.  The most easily discernible of
these is a three-note motif featuring the interval of a falling seventh which accompanies
the numerous invocations of Abelard’s name.  It appears initially in the second section,
chanted by the students and then Héloïse adopts it in her entreaties to Abelard to study
with him.  In the third section, Canon Fulbert utters it and Abelard sings an inverted
version of the motif, now rising, in his calls of ‘Héloïse’, suggesting the growing bond
between the two characters.  The final, deeply poignant occurrence of the motif is in
the closing pages of the score as Héloïse laments the death of her lover.

Maconchy is bold in her deployment of substantial resources in the dramatic scenes of
fury and conflict, but the emotional core of the work lies in its more intimate moments,
especially the eloquent love music with its subtle counterpoising of the sacred and the

15  Hugo Cole, ‘Elizabeth Maconchy at 80’, , March 1987, p.33.
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The story of Héloïse and Abelard, ill-starred lovers of the early twelfth century, is universally known,
and a mountain of books has been written about them, some scholarly, some largely fictional. In
making this libretto the composer has avoided the works of fiction and drawn only on Abelard's
Historia Calamitatum in which he tells the tragic story in an open "Letter to a Friend", his letters to
Héloïse, and most of all on Héloïse's passionate letters to Abelard. Two of Abelard's Latin Hymns,
written at her request for Héloïse and the nuns of the Paraclete, are included; also his Planctus or
Lament and a tenth-century love-song, both sung in English, and a popular Latin song for the
Students.

Héloïse emerges as the stronger and more remarkable character, despite Abelard's eminence as a
philosopher, his brilliance and magnetism: students flocked to hear him from all parts. Héloïse
herself was a distinguished scholar and later became the renowned Abbess of the Paraclete and
founded six daughter houses. She was revered and beloved by everyone. But the Cantata is
concerned only with her relationship to Abelard, and ends with his death.

The Cantata is in Nine Sections. For those passages sung in Latin an English translation by William
Le Fanu is given in the text.

 I Opening Chorus
Abelard's Hymn for Easter, sung in Latin: Veris grato tempore — `In the pleasant spring-time'.

In the pleasant spring-time
The Lord has risen again.
When the world now
begins to revive,
the author of the world
has rightly risen again.

While all things exult
The Lord has risen again;
While plants are re-born,
Trees are leafing,
Many, many scents
come from the flowers.

Now winter is finished,
The Lord has risen again
into those joys
of everlasting life
Which know
no disturbance.

He who will restore all things
The Lord has risen again;
The world, as though
it felt those joys,
has with the Lord's body
now flowered again.
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that is left to us is suffering as great as our love has been’.  Rhiannon Mathias has
identified Héloïse’s warning as ‘the pivotal point in the drama’14 and from this moment
onwards the narrative assumes a darker tone.

The scene changes to Paris, where, in a room of his house, Canon Fulbert sings
furiously of Abelard’s treachery.  He has heard a false rumour that Abelard has tired of
Héloïse and intends to force her to take the veil.  ‘Traitor, traitor’, he shouts, ‘I will have
my revenge.  I will have you castrated.  You will never be a man again’.  Abelard
survives the savage and humiliating assault, but his lamentable fate scandalises medieval
Parisian society and in the following section, scored for chorus only, students and
townsfolk have gathered outside Abelard’s house.  They alternately bemoan Abelard’s
cruel punishment and cry for vengeance on Fulbert and the butchers he hired to carry
out the mutilation.  Maconchy shows considerable resource and invention in her
writing for the singers here, dividing them into a main chorus and semi-chorus and
contrasting the plaintive wailing of the women’s voices against the reiterated chant of

‘Abelard, Abelard’ by the men.  Another memorable effect is created by asking the
semi-chorus to speak the name ‘Abelard’ repeatedly, sotto voce, as fast as possible and
independent of the other singers.  This effect is revisited later in a passage where,
beginning with the text, ‘He has dishonoured the cloister’, sopranos and basses speak
the words rapidly with phrases sung in any order, unsynchronised, and set against the
conventional singing of the chorus’s inner voices.

The next section takes place at the Convent where Héloïse has retired.  Some time has
passed.  As a prelude, the nuns’ voices are heard in plainsong.  Then we hear the novices
singing in praise of their beloved abbess whilst, in stark contrast, Héloïse herself sings a
passionate and anguished lament – ‘Even in sleep I know no peace.  Abelard, why have
you forsaken me?  Of all wretched women I am the most wretched, and of the unhappy,
I am the unhappiest’.  These two contrasting songs are dramatically juxtaposed.
Maconchy’s treatment of the text is highly imaginative and the chorus is given a
satisfying range of different modes of delivery, including shouting and wailing.

14  Rhiannon Mathias, , ,  (Farnham: Ashgate,
2012), p.243.
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Paris, it introduces Abelard in discussion with his students.  Héloïse appears and tells
him that she longs to study philosophy, a desire which is amiably discouraged.  Canon
Fulbert, her uncle, begs Abelard to lodge in his house and accept his niece as a pupil.
In a trio, Fulbert, Abelard and Héloïse reveal their individual feelings about the
proposal.

The scene changes to Canon Fulbert’s house.  Abelard is now lodging there, having
accepted Fulbert’s challenge.  Fulbert urges Abelard to be strict with his new student
and to make her into the most renowned scholar of her age.  He leaves them together
and as Héloïse and Abelard begin their tutorial, a chorus of students can be heard
singing in the distance the seductive, medieval love song ‘O admirabile Veneris idolum’.
As their song recedes, Abelard and Héloïse declare their love for each other in an
impassioned and lilting love duet, framed by rich orchestral textures.  In a deft poetic
touch, Maconchy gives Héloïse exultant, melismatic flourishes on the words ‘melting’
and ‘burning’, heightening their dramatic effect and emphasising the intensity of
Héloïse’s love for Abelard.  A short orchestral Interlude follows, punctuated by baleful
trumpet fanfares and rounded off by a tam-tam stroke, the same instrumental gesture
which was used to end the preceding section.

The next scene takes place in Brittany.  Fulbert has discovered that Héloïse and Abelard
are lovers and is furious.  Héloïse is pregnant and Abelard has decided to take her to
Brittany where she can live with his family.  The section begins with a lullaby with
muted strings and gently lulling rhythms, ‘Sleep sound, little one’, for Héloïse’s son
Astrolabe, sung by Héloïse and the women of the household.  In a brief, cadenza-like
episode a solo flute suggests birdsong, trilling and swooping over hushed tremolo strings.
Abelard returns from Paris and learns of the birth of his son.  He tells Héloïse that he
has pacified her uncle by agreeing to marry her.  Héloïse is appalled by this suggestion

– marriage will ruin his career and, anyway, he is a great philosopher; philosophy and
domesticity lie uneasily side by side.  ‘I prefer love to wedlock, and freedom to chains’,
she tells him, ‘God is my witness that it would be dearer and more honourable to me to
be called your harlot than to be Empress’.  Nevertheless, Abelard has given his word to
the formidable Canon Fulbert and reiterates his undying love for Héloïse.  Héloïse gives
in; she will return to Paris with him, but, as she says, ‘we shall both be destroyed … All
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 II In the Cloister of Notre Dame

As Abelard is ending his disputation with his students, Héloïse appears saying that she has followed
his discourse and longs to study Philosophy. Abelard is courteous but ironical. Héloïse's uncle
Canon Fulbert, in whose house she lives, intervenes to tell Abelard with pride of his young niece's
reputation as a scholar. He begs Abelard to accept his niece as a pupil and to lodge in his house. In
a Trio the three characters express their different reactions to the situation: Fulbert foresees gratified
ambition, Abelard material advantage, Héloïse has fallen deeply in love.

Abelard So farewell, no more for today, my dear disciples!

Pupils Abelard, Master Abelard!

Abelard Now listen to me! You must learn, each one of you, to know yourself. "Scito te ipsum".

Pupils "Scito te ipsum".

Abelard  'Tis not the deed but the intention of the doer that makes the crime.

Pupils Yes, Master Abelard, we will learn to know ourselves.

Abelard Well said. Now farewell to you.

Héloïse Master, I have heard you discourse: you have filled me with wonder and make me long
 to hear more. I should like, in all humility, to ask you a question concerning a priori

knowledge.

Abelard Gentille demoiselle, then you are yourself a philosopher? Upon my soul, you do not
 look like one!

Héloïse Master, I shall remember every word I have heard from your lips, and I would learn
 more of your Philosophy, Master Abelard.

Fulbert Héloïse! You here, my niece? What are you doing in the Cloister?

Abelard It seems, Canon Fulbert, Your Reverence, your niece has been listening while I
 discoursed with my students, and would even like to study Philosophy.

Fulbert Ah, Master Abelard, you are not acquainted with my niece. Perhaps you have not heard
 of her reputation, young as she is, of a scholar? At the convent at Argenteuil she out-
 shone in learning the Sisters who taught her: they were lost in wonder at her prowess.
 Now she has come to my house in Paris — she spends all day at her books, and we read
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 the Classics together. Though she is but a woman she is the light of my eyes, the solace
 of my days. Ah, Master Abelard, you are the greatest scholar of the day. Young men
 flock from far and wide to learn from you. Master Abelard, will you accept my niece as
 a pupil? Will you come and lodge in my house, where (at moderate cost) you may have
 peace and comfort to pursue your studies: and in return, doubtless, you could find time
 to instruct my niece?

Abelard In truth, Canon Fulbert, Your Reverence, I shall be glad indeed to take so apt a pupil.

Héloïse Oh, then I shall see him again!

Trio

Abelard This charming girl as my pupil — what more could I ask for?

Héloïse Yes, I shall see him soon again.

Abelard What more could I ask.

Abelard This charming girl as companion.

Fulbert Héloïse, you shall learn from him the secrets of Philosophy.

Héloïse Soon I shall learn from him the secrets of Philosophy.

Fulbert  You shall read with him the verses of the poets.

Héloïse Soon I shall read with him the verses of the poets.

Abelard Is he mad to entrust her to me? A tender lamb to a ravening wolf.

Fulbert Héloïse, you shall become the most celebrated scholar of your time.

Héloïse It is like a dream come true. What more could I hope for?

Fulbert My cherished dream comes true. One day you will be a great renowned Abbess.

Abelard It is like a dream come true.

 III In Canon Fulbert's House

Fulbert enjoins Abelard to see that Héloïse works hard, to chastise her if she is lazy, but to make
her into the most renowned scholar of her age. As he leaves them alone together, Abelard's students
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inspiration for various instrumental and vocal combinations.  The cantata is scored for
soprano, tenor and baritone soloists, chorus and an orchestra consisting of two flutes
(second doubling piccolo), two oboes (second doubling cor anglais), two clarinets
(second doubling bass clarinet), two bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, three
trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion (one player: side drum, bass drum, tam-tam,
large suspended cymbal, medium suspended cymbal, vibraphone, xylophone and
tubular bells), harp and strings.

The 12th-century romance of the ill-starred lovers Héloïse and Abelard has been
popular with historians and fiction writers alike.  Its central themes of religious toler-
ance, sexual equality and intellectual freedom remain as timely and relevant as ever.  In
compiling her libretto, Maconchy avoided the works of fiction and drew only upon
three sources: Peter Abelard’s Historia Calamitatum (‘The Story of My Misfortunes’),
in which he recounts the tragic story in an open letter to a friend; his letters to Héloïse,
and most of all, the passionate letters he received from Héloïse.  Two of Abelard’s Latin
hymns, written at the request of Héloïse for her and the nuns of Paraclete, are featured
as well as his Planctus or Lament, and a tenth-century love song, both sung in English;
also included is a popular Latin song for the Students. Maconchy moulds these primary
materials into a cogent and compelling scenario and sets it lyrically with vocal lines that
are beautifully crafted and sympathetic to the singers.

In this version of the story, Héloïse emerges as the stronger and more remarkable
character, despite Abelard’s eminence as a philosopher, his brilliance and his charisma.
Héloïse too was a scholar in her own right and she eventually became a renowned
Abbess of the Paraclete, an oratory located in the Champagne region of France.  She
founded six daughter houses, revered and beloved by everyone.  However, the cantata
is concerned only with her relationship to Abelard, and ends with his death.

Maconchy’s Héloïse and Abelard is cast in nine sections and begins imposingly with
‘Resurrexit’, a sonorously jubilant setting for chorus of Abelard’s Easter Hymn, sung in
Latin, ‘Veris grate tempere’ (‘In the pleasant Spring-time’).  After this grand opening
statement, the next section is more intimate, scored mainly for woodwind and strings
and laced with expressive solos for upper woodwind.  Set in the cloister of Notre Dame,
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resulting pieces include various song settings for soprano and piano, motets for double
chorus and part songs for school choir.  Her first works to be published, by Oxford
University Press, were a trio of song settings to texts by Shakespeare, Robert Herrick
and Ben Jonson.  At the other end of the scale, she wrote a trio of vividly theatrical
one-act operas: The Sofa (1956-1957, rev. 1966, to a libretto by Ursula Vaughan
Williams), The Three Strangers (1957-1958, rev. 1977, libretto by Maconchy after
Thomas Hardy), and The Departure (1960-1961, rev. 1977, libretto by Anne Ridler).
Her lifelong interest in encouraging children and amateur performers bore fruit in
further stage works, such as The Birds, ‘an extravaganza in one act’ (1968, libretto by
Maconchy after Aristophanes), and the children’s operas Johnny and the Mohawks
(1969, libretto by Maconchy) and The King of the Golden River (1975, libretto by Anne
Ridler after John Ruskin).  In addition to these musico-dramatic works, she wrote The
Jesse Tree, a masque for soprano, mezzo-soprano, tenor and baritone soloists, chorus
and twelve instruments (1970) which, according to Alan Blyth, confirmed ‘her talent
for opera’,13 Ariadne, a dramatic monologue for soprano and orchestra (1971) and two
very fine song cycles, Sun, Moon and Stars (1977) for soprano and piano to a text by
Thomas Traherne and My Dark Heart (1981), after Petrarch, for soprano and an
ensemble of six players.  Her last compositions include a setting of Edith Sitwell’s Still
Falls the Rain for double chorus (1984), Butterflies for voice and harp (1986) and On St
Stephenses Day for women’s chorus (1989).

It is in the context of Elizabeth Maconchy’s considerable and varied experience in
writing for the voice that the consummate achievement of her magnum opus, Héloïse
and Abelard, can be fully appreciated.  Commissioned by the Croydon Philharmonic
Society, this dramatic cantata was written in 1977. The premiere took place at
Croydon’s Fairfield Hall on 3 March 1979 by Hannah Francis, Philip Langridge, Tom
McDonnell, the Croydon Philharmonic Choir and the English Symphony Orchestra
conducted by James Gaddarn.  The present recording is taken from a BBC Radio 3
broadcast on 2 November 1979 of that first performance.

Héloïse and Abelard is conceived on a grand scale, yet the considerable forces required
are rarely heard en masse, Maconchy preferring to use her extensive sonic palette as an
13  Alan Blyth, ‘The Jesse Tree’, , 8 October 1970, p.13.
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are heard singing in chorus O admirabile Veneris idolum. They draw nearer and Abelard joining in,
adds a verse in praise of Héloïse. Their song recedes, and Abelard and Héloïse sing an impassioned
love duet.

Fulbert Ah my beloved niece, Héloïse, and Master Abelard, whom I greatly respect, and to
 whom I entrust my niece in fullest confidence. Tell me, how do her studies progress? Is
 she fulfilling all that I hope for her?

Abelard Indeed yes, Canon Fulbert, Your Reverence, we study together the books of the Holy
 Fathers, and we dispute on equal terms the writings of the Philosophers.

Fulbert Ah, Master Abelard, you must see that she studies hard. Do not be lenient with her: if
 she is lazy you must chastise her as you will. I give her into your charge to govern as you
 think fit: but make her into the wisest woman of her time, the most renowned and
 learned scholar of her age, such as no woman has been before her. I have set my heart
 on this, Master Abelard.

Héloïse Now he has gone, Abelard.

Abelard And we are alone again, Héloïse. Hark, I hear my students.

Students O marvellous image of Venus in whose substance there is nothing frail; May you not
 feel the guile of theft, May Clotho who wields the distaff love you; May the Creator
 protect you, who the stars and sky has made, and founded the seas and earth, O Héloïse.

Abelard O Héloïse, my Héloïse, she's still so young — yet she is tall and handsome, delectable
 Héloïse, my Héloïse, the sweetest, fairest girl of all the girls in Paris. I will not let you go
 my love, my love: the sweetest fairest girl in Paris.

Héloïse O Abelard, you made that song for me?

Abelard My Héloïse, all Paris shall resound with the songs I shall make for you.

Héloïse O Abelard, Peter Abelard.

Abelard Now, sweet love, come, whom I love as my heart. Come to the room I have prepared
 for you.

Héloïse O Abelard, dear Abelard.

Abelard Now come, my chosen sister, my love beyond all.
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Héloïse I was in the wood all alone and I loved the secret places, flying always from the noise
 and escaping from the crowd. But now the snow and ice are melting and the leaves
 and grass grow green and Philomel sings on high and love is burning in my heart.

Héloïse & Abelard

 Now sweet love, come, whom I love as my heart.

Abelard To the room I have prepared for you.

Héloïse & Abelard

 Dearest dear, no more delay, let us love each other now. Without thee I cannot live —
 it is time to crown our love.

 Interlude

A brief orchestral Interlude follows. Fulbert has discovered that Abelard and Héloïse are lovers and
his fury is beyond bounds. Héloïse, to her joy, is pregnant; Abelard takes her to Brittany and
leaves her with his own people.

 IV In Brittany

A lullaby for Héloïse's little son Astrolabe, sung by Héloïse and the women of the household. Abelard
returns from Paris, and after an ecstatic greeting she tells him of the birth of his son. Abelard then
relates how he has seen her uncle, whom he had so basely betrayed, has asked for his pardon and
agreed to marry Héloïse. Héloïse now reveals her true strength of character. She is appalled at the
idea of Abelard marrying — it will ruin his career, there can be no advancement in the Church if he
marries. But above all he is a great Philosopher — a man set apart, who cannot divide his allegiance
between Philosophy and Domesticity. She ends with the famous words `I prefer love to wedlock,
and freedom to chains ... God is my witness that it would be dearer and more honourable to me to
be called your harlot than to be Empress'. But Abelard says he has pledged his word: he cannot soil
his honour, `And above all, Héloïse, I desire to keep you, whom I love beyond measure, for myself
alone.' Héloïse cannot bear to hurt Abelard and she gives in: `I will go back to Paris and be your wife

... but. . . we shall both be destroyed ... All that is left to us is suffering as great as our love has been.'

 Lullaby

Women Sleep sound, little one, precious son, happy babe, your father will come soon.
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succeeding Benjamin Britten.  She was made a CBE in 1977 and a DBE in 1987.  Other
awards included honorary fellowships from the Royal College of Music, the Royal
Academy of Music and St Hilda’s College, Oxford, where her archive is held.

In an interview she admitted that ‘I cannot imagine life without being engaged in
composition’7 and in more fatalistic mood, she wrote that ‘being a composer is a
life-sentence from which there is no escape’.8  Near the end of her life, however, having
faced serious illness, she took the decision to give up writing music because as she
confessed with characteristic candour and integrity, ‘the ideas weren’t coming any more.
I could have gone on writing on technique, but I didn’t want to do that’.9  She died in
the St Clements Nursing Home, Norwich on 11 November 1994.

Central to her output is an impressive series of 13 string quartets, written between 1933
and 1983, but she contributed to a wide range of genres.  Among her orchestral pieces
is a symphony for orchestra (1945-48) which was premiered by Sir Adrian Boult, a
Symphony for Double String Orchestra (1952-1953),10 a Sinfonietta (1975-1976) and
concertante pieces for piano, violin, cello, oboe, clarinet and bassoon.  Among the
works she wrote in her final decade of creativity is a Little Symphony (1981) for the
Norfolk Youth Orchestra and two works for string orchestra: Music for Strings11

commissioned for the 1983 Proms, and Life Story (1985), written for the Peterborough
String Orchestra.

Maconchy made her name with a series of high-profile performances of instrumental
works and this has perhaps led some commentators to think of her exclusively in this
repertoire e.g. Robin Hull’s comment that her music ‘suggests that her main occupation
is with forceful, logical argument rather than emotion’.12  However, she wrote
extensively and sensitively for the voice from her earliest years as a creative artist.  The

7  ‘The composer breaks her silence’, , 26 July 1983, p.9.
8  Elizabeth Maconchy, ‘A Composer Speaks’, , 42, p.25.
9  Stephen Johnson, ‘Cherished Memories’, , November 1989, p.825.
10  Lyrita SRCD.288.
11  Lyrita SRCD.288.
12  ‘What Now?’, in ed. A. L. Bacharach,  (London: Pelican, 1946), p.228.
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historian William LeFanu, a descendant of the writer Sheridan LeFanu.  Just a week
later, her four-movement orchestral suite The Land was performed to great critical
acclaim at a Promenade Concert conducted by Sir Henry Wood in London.   In 1932
she contracted tuberculosis and was forced to move from London to the Kent country-
side where, in the words of her friend Anne Macnaghten, ‘the fresh air and her own
determination eventually cured her’.4  She never returned to London to live, but
continued to compose steadily, winning a prize in the Daily Telegraph Competition in
1933 with her oboe quintet.  She became known for her chamber works, which received
frequent hearings in public concerts, including the Macnaghten-Lemare concerts, in
BBC broadcasts and festivals of the International Society for Contemporary Music.  By
1936 her works had been played in Eastern Europe, Paris, Germany, the USA and
Australia, as well as in Britain.  These early performances were acclaimed by musicians
and critics alike.  Scott Goddard wrote in The Listener, ‘I could wish to go down to
posterity as one who had the uncommon good sense to salute the gifts of Elizabeth
Maconchy’.5

In October 1939 Maconchy gave birth to her first child, Anna, and during the Second
World War the family was evacuated to Ludlow in Shropshire.  At this time there were
few opportunities for performance of new music in England, though her ballet Puck Fair
(1939-1940) was staged in Dublin in 1941.  After the war the family returned south and
in 1954 settled in a cottage in Boreham, near Chelmsford, which remained Maconchy’s
home for the rest of her life.  She gave birth to her second daughter, the composer
Nicola LeFanu, in 1947.

In the years immediately following the war Maconchy re-established herself in the
musical world as a composer of distinction.  She won the Edwin Evans Prize with String
Quartet no.5 (1948) and took the London County Council prize for Coronation Year
with the overture Proud Thames (1952-3).6  She became the first woman chairman of
the Composers’ Guild of Great Britain in 1959 and was for many years associated with
the Society for the Promotion of New Music, of which she became president in 1976,
4  Anne Macnaghten, ‘Elizabeth Maconchy’, , Vol.96, No.1348 (June 1955), p.298.
5  Quoted by Nicola LeFanu in ‘Elizabeth Maconchy’, , Vol.11 (1994), p.201.
6  Lyrita SRCD.288.
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Héloïse Little one, precious son, your father will come soon. Happy babe, Peter Astrolabe, your
 father will come soon. O Abelard, come soon. Sleep sound my little boy, life's grief and
 joy are all for you to learn. Early and late I watch and wait for Abelard's return.

 Scena

Héloïse Abelard! At last.

Abelard Héloïse! At last.

Héloïse But I have been happy here, Abelard, even without you, for your family are loving and
 kind, and I have borne you a son, Abelard.

Abelard A son? O Héloïse, my Héloïse.

Héloïse Abelard. But in Paris? What of my uncle? Tell me.

Abelard  You know how enraged he was when he found us lying together and discovered what
 everyone else knew already: and so I had to remove you out of his reach before he did
 you some bodily harm.

Héloïse He will never forgive us. Have you seen him?

Abelard Yes, Héloïse, I have seen him. O when we are together I can think of nothing but our
 love: it fills the whole of my life. Yes, Héloïse, on account of our love I have neglected
 my studies, forgotten my students. And worse, Héloïse, I have betrayed the trust that
 your uncle put in me — yes, I have told him that I am guilty before him, and asked his
 pardon. And so I have agreed with him that I will marry you, Héloïse. We shall return
 together to Paris, and be married at once.

Héloïse Abelard! You to marry! You, Abelard? And what of your career? There can be no
 advancement in the Church if you marry.

Abelard But we will keep the marriage secret, Héloïse, it need not be the end of my career.

Héloïse A secret marriage will never appease my Uncle: and besides, in a Cathedral Cloister
 there can be no secrecy. But above all else, Abelard, you are a Philosopher, the greatest
 Philosopher that the world has known. And a Philosopher is a man set apart. He must
 dedicate himself wholly to his studies, he cannot divide his allegiance between
 Philosophy and domesticity. All the cares and distractions of everyday life: money
 troubles, squalling babies ...



REAM.1138    10

Abelard But Héloïse ...

Héloïse This matter of marriage concerns me equally with you. Why did neither you nor my
 Uncle think to consult me?

Abelard But Héloïse, we believed, I still believe that your dearest wish must be to marry me,
 your lover and the father of your child.

Héloïse  God knows my love for you is stronger than my love for life. You alone have the power
 to make me sad, to bring me happiness. God knows I never sought anything of yours
 except yourself. I wanted simply you, nothing of yours. I prefer love to wedlock, and
 freedom to chains. God is my witness that if Augustus, Lord of all the earth, should
 have offered me marriage and given me the whole world to possess for ever, it would be
 dearer and more honourable to me to be called your harlot than his Empress.

Abelard But Héloïse, I have pledged my word to your Uncle: I cannot soil my honour. And
 above all, Héloïse, above all, I desire to keep you, whom I love beyond measure, for
 myself alone.

Héloïse O Abelard, I cannot bear to oppose you, I cannot bear to hurt you. I will go back to
 Paris with you, and be your wife. But this marriage will bring shame and disgrace to
 you, of which I shall have been the cause. We shall both be destroyed. The happiness of
 supreme ecstacy will end in the supreme bitterness of despair. All that is left to us is
 suffering as great as our love has been.

 V In Fulbert's House in Paris

Fulbert sings furiously of Abelard's treachery; and `O Héloïse you are lost to me for ever'. He agreed
to the marriage with Abelard for the sake of her reputation and her child, and has now heard a false
rumour that Abelard is tired of her already and will force her to take the veil. `Traitor, traitor, I will
have my revenge. I will have you castrated. You will never be a man again'.

Fulbert Abelard, false Abelard! He is a traitor, a vile traitor. I brought him into my house, a
 great, renowned scholar, a man who had never looked at a woman: I trusted him and
 he has betrayed my trust. Under cover of the lessons he gave her he seduced my niece,
 the incomparable Héloïse: they lived together as man and wife, under my own roof —
 and everyone knew it but me.

A son was born to Héloïse, a bastard son in Brittany among his people.
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‘To me music is a sort of impassioned argument, propelled by the force of its own inner
logic, and by virtue of this logic each new idea will derive from the original premise and
throw new light upon the whole …  This passionately intellectual and intellectually
passionate musical discourse is what I seek to express in music’.1  The creative
conviction of the composer Elizabeth Maconchy (1907-1994), expressed here so
eloquently, reflects her clarity of thought and strength of purpose.

Born in Broxbourne, Hertfordshire on 19 March 1907, she was the middle child of
three daughters to Irish parents.  The family lived in Buckinghamshire for several years
before moving to Ireland.  Elizabeth was the only musician in her family and received
piano and music theory lessons in Dublin, but there were very few opportunities for her
to hear classical music.  At the age of six she began to compose pieces for the piano.
After her father’s death from tuberculosis in 1922 her mother took the family to London,
enabling Maconchy to begin her formal education at the Royal College of Music
(1923-1929).  Here she studied piano with Arthur Alexander, counterpoint with C. H.
Kitson and composition, first with the Irish composer Charles Wood and from 1925
with Ralph Vaughan Williams; the latter became a friend and mentor and she regarded
him as ‘tremendously inspiring’2.  In his final report Vaughan Williams wrote of his
pupil that he was ‘very sorry to lose her – but I can teach her no more – she will work
for her own salvation and will go far’.3  Throughout her student years Maconchy was
also strongly encouraged by a circle of peers including the composers Grace Williams,
Dorothy Gow and Ina Boyle, who became lifelong friends.  During this period she
discovered the music of Béla Bartók, an important, liberating influence on the
development of her own style.

In 1929 Maconchy won an Octavia Travelling Scholarship which took her to Paris,
Vienna and Prague, where she had lessons with Karel Jirák.  Her music first came to
public attention when her Piano Concertino (1928, rev. 1929-1930) was performed in
Prague in March 1930 by Ervin Schulhoff with Jirák conducting.  She returned to
London and on 23 August 1930 married the Irish scholar, librarian and medical
1 : , 26 May 1977, p.10.
2  ‘Elizabeth Maconchy in conversation with John Skiba’, , 63 (Spring 1978), p.7.
3  Martin Anderson, , 13 April 2001, p.16.
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 IX Naenia

This Naenia or funeral chant was traditionally sung over Abelard's grave. The Chorus sing
'Requiescat a labore' while Héloïse sings in exaltation her last farewell to Abelard, ending `Consolare,
Paraclete! Consolare Abelard'.

 Let him rest from his sad labour and love.
 He sought union with the Heavenly ones:
 Now he has entered the Saviour's abode.

 In the dark room of the grave a kindly star shines on the just:
 Like a star he himself will shine back,
 When he shall see the Lord in splendour.

 Hail victor, under thy crown, Husband in shining mitre:
 You whom your widow greets with a thousand tears
 While she bows her head in the shadows.

 When like you I have suffered my fate,
 With you may I sleep in my weariness'
 Console me, Holy Spirit! Console me, Abelard.

Heloise and Abelard
Words & Music by Elizabeth Maconchy

© Copyright 1978 Chester Music Limited.
All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured.

Used by permission of Chester Music Limited.
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 O Héloïse, you are lost to me for ever.

 Then comes Abelard and says he will marry her and so confer a favour upon her and
 upon me. For the sake of her reputation and her child I must perforce agree, and here
 in Paris they were married secretly.

 And now, I hear he is tired of her already and has shut her up in a convent and will
 force her to take the veil, so as to rid himself of her.

 Traitor! I will have my revenge, a terrible revenge! I will have you mutilated, castrated,
 you shall never be a man again.

 V Outside Abelard's House in the Cloister

Students and townspeople, bewailing Abelard's fate, shout for vengeance on Fulbert and the
butchers he hired to mutilate Abelard.

 Students and Townspeople

 Ah, Abelard, Peter Abelard,
 Alas for your beautiful verses,
 Alas for your love songs.
 Fulbert, where is Canon Fulbert?
 We will have his blood.
 Fulbert, butcher, he shall not escape us.
 Fulbert, butcher, murderer,
 how dare you touch Peter Abelard?
 Abelard, who can sing to the lute as you do?
 Who so full of grace, of manly beauty?
 We will avenge you. We will destroy him. Where is Canon Fulbert?
 He has dishonoured the Cloister,
 he has brought disgrace to the whole of Paris:
 Where are the butchers he hired?
 We will catch them: we will mutilate them:
 Yes, and put out their eyes.
 We will avenge you, Abelard.

 VI At the Convent.

Time has passed. As prelude, the Nuns' voices are heard in Plainsong.
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Nuns Let Christians offer praises to the Paschal victim;
 The Lamb has redeemed the sheep: Christ by his innocence has reconciled sinners to
 the Father.
 "Tell us Mary, what sawest thou on the way?"
 The tomb of the living Christ
 I saw, and the glory of Him risen".
 We know that Christ has truly risen from the dead:
 Thou victorious King, have mercy upon us.
 Amen — Alleluia.

The Novices sing happily in praise of `Héloïse, our Sister, our Mother ... she has taught us to love
and cherish all living things on earth, not only to hope for heaven'. Against this background Héloïse
sings in contrast passionately `Abelard, why have you forgotten me? ... Even in sleep I know no
peace —Abelard, Abelard, why have you forsaken me? Of all wretched women I am the most
wretched, and of all the unhappy I am the unhappiest'.

Novices Héloïse, our beloved Héloïse, our sister and our Mother.

Héloïse Abelard! Why have you forgotten me? If I lose you, what is left for me to hope for?
 What reason for continuing on life's pilgrimage?

Novices  She has taught us to read and write not only to pray

Héloïse God knows I would have followed you, or gone before at your bidding to the flames of
 Hell.

Novices She has taught us to love and cherish all living things on earth, not only to hope for
 Heaven.

Héloïse My heart is not in me but only with you, and now if it is not with you it is nowhere:
 without you it cannot exist.

Novices Héloïse, gentle Héloïse, our beloved sister, she is gentle and wise. Her rule is just and
 wise, she is quick to forgive, but slow to chide, she is learned beyond all women but
 patient and wise with the unlearned.

Héloïse O Abelard, I have tried to please you, rather than God. It was at your bidding alone,
 and not from love of God that I took the veil. Men call me chaste, they do not know
 the hypocrite I am. How can it be called repentance for sins if the mind is still on fire
 with the old desires? The pleasures of love have been too sweet.
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Novices Héloïse, beloved sister, dearest Héloïse.

Héloïse Even in sleep I know no peace.
 Abelard, why have you forsake me?
 Of all wretched women I am the most wretched.
 Of all the unhappy I am the unhappiest.

 VII O Quanta Qualia — Abelard's Hymn sung in Latin

 How great and good those Sabbaths are
 which the Court of Heaven celebrates always
 What rest for the weary, what reward for the strong,
 when God shall be all in all.

 Ours meanwhile to lift our mind
 and reach towards home with all our prayers,
 And to Jerusalem from Babylon
 return at last after long exile.

VIII Abelard's Planctus — sung in English

 Buried at thy side
 I should lie happy,
 Since love has nothing
 more than this to do,
 and for me to live after thee
 would be continually to die:
 how can I live my life
 with only half a soul?

 My strings are silent now
 But not my plaints and tears.
 My hands are hurt with beating,
 my voice is hoarse with weeping,
 even my spirit fails.
 Buried at thy side
 I shall lie happy.
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