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Program Notes
The Berceuse by Pamela Blevins

The lullaby, cradle song, or slumber song was born before language. From prehistoric times 
to the present, mothers have known instinctively that gently rocking their babies in their 
arms while humming or singing a soft melody is a soothing and comforting inducement to 
tranquility and sleep. 

The lullaby is a natural form of music that music historians have called the “genesis of all song.” 
The cradle song, as we know it today, is rooted in the folk traditions of all nations and is known 
by as many names as there are languages in the modern world: Berceuse in French, Wiegenlied
(cradle song) or Schlummerlied (slumber song) in German, Oror in Armenian, Vuggevise in 
Norwegian, and Nana in Spanish, among them.

The earliest of these songs were passed down through the generations by oral tradition long 
before the advent of musical notation. In ancient Egypt and Greece, mothers might have 
accompanied their cradle songs on the lyre or harp, forerunners of contemporary instruments 
such as the violin, the instrument many consider closest to the singing voice.

The birth of the lullaby and the origin of its name are unknown. One of the earliest possibilities 
dates back to an ancient Roman nurses’ song of which only this fragment remains: “Lalla, 
Lalla, Lalla,/Aut dormi, aut lacta” (“either sleep, or nurse”). In more recent times, “Lullay, 
Lullay, litel child” appeared in a 1372 English manuscript, while references to cradle songs 
(“cradyl songes”) appeared in print as early as 1398. 

1. In its classical form, the Berceuse, or lullaby was pioneered by Frédéric Chopin in 1843, 
with his Berceuse for solo piano. The most famous example is, of course, Johannes Brahms’s 
Wiegenlied or, as it is popularly known in English, “Brahms’s Lullaby.” Although he never 
married, Brahms (1833–1897) fell in love many times. In 1858, he met the young Austrian 
singer Bertha Porubszky; she often sang folksongs to him, including a love song that stayed 
with him for many years. Later, after Bertha had married Arthur Faber and had her second 
child, Hans, Brahms dedicated his Wiegenlied, based on a variation of that song, to Bertha 
and her husband “…for cheery general purpose use.” In a letter to the Fabers, Brahms wrote, 

“Frau Bertha will immediately see that I composed the cradle song yesterday [August 17, 
1868] specifically for your little one.” The American violinist Albert Spalding (1888–1953) 
is among many who have arranged Brahms’s Wiegenlied for violin and piano. When the 
theme is repeated, Spalding has the violin play harmony as well as melody, so it sounds like 
the single violinist is playing a duet.

2. By the time the fourth of his five children, Antoine, was born in April 1894, Belgian 
violinist, composer, and conductor, Eugène Ysaÿe (1858–1931) was known throughout 
Europe as the “King of the Fiddlers.” Although Ysaÿe enjoyed fame, fortune, and good 
future prospects, his home life was darkened by a cloud. His infidelity had driven a wedge 
between him and his wife Louise. Several months after Antoine’s birth, Ysaÿe was touring 
the United States. During a stop at Niagara Falls, he wrote to Louise, “Tears come to 
my eyes at the thought of Antoine … precious mite ... how I am dying to take him in my 
arms….” Ysaÿe put that longing into his poetic Rève d’Enfant (“Child’s Dream”), which he 
dedicated “À mon p’tit Antoine.” Originally composed for violin with orchestra, Ysaÿe later 
transcribed it for violin and piano, a version he published in 1901. 

3. Vladmir Rebikov (1866–1920) had his ear tuned to the future and developed musical 
innovations that were ahead of his time. He was one of the first composers to use the whole 
tone scale and tone clusters—a favorite technique of twentieth-century modernists, such as 
Henry Cowell and György Ligeti. Although Rebikov had been a leader in the Russian avant 
garde, he is best remembered today for pleasant piano pieces that recall the lyrical expression 
of Tchaikovsky and Grieg. Rebikov composed many short pieces for and about children 
with titles such as “Children Skating” and “The Little Girl Rocking her Doll.” The Berceuse
heard here comes from his Trois Morceaux (“Three Pieces”), Op. 7, composed in 1895.
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(Lullaby for a Little Queen)
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23. Petite reine Berceuse
(Lullaby for a Little Queen)
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