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The aftermath of la petite mort continues in those 3/8 measures as the voice climbs up, in 

predominantly half-steps, with an accelerando, as the woman questions the source of her 

delirium. She regains composure and begins to sing in the same pattern as the start of the piece 

but is quickly taken over again by her desire as she questions what attracts her. The vocal line for 

the “-tire” of “m’attire” follows a similar shape to the “-pire” of “J’expire,” indicating that 

another wave of lust has overwhelmed the woman's senses.  

Holmès then follows this ecstatic moment by isolating the 3/8 focus again, this time for 

twelve measures. During this time the piano plays dense rolled chords as the voice moves 

quickly up and down in its range. The voice first leaps down an octave on “soupire,” illustrating 

the amorous sigh. As the voice continues the breathlessness does as well as it leaps up an octave 

and crescendos, beckoning for their lover: 

Toi pour qui je soupire    You for whom I sigh  
Ah! prends pitié de moi...parais...   Ah! take pity on me… appear…  
Je veux te voir!     I want to see you! 
 

 Finally, as the verse ends, with both hands of the piano rolling dense chords in the treble clef, 

the voice cries out for their lover to appear: 

 
Example 4.5. “Évocation d’amour,” mm. 80 – 84 
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The large leaps in the voice (down a tenth and then up a sixth) add to the carnal desire that the 

woman is feeling for her lover as she explores the outer edges of the range of her voice within 

the mélodie. 

From here the piano takes over with a Tempo appassionato in an interlude in 2/4 that 

builds up by half-step to a rallentando, and then it ventures back up again two times before the 

second verse for the voice enters. This vocal entrance starts up the alternation between 3/8 and 

2/4, and the woman begins by singing of her picturesque, pastoral surroundings: 

Roses de mai,     May roses,  
Bl(e)uets des prairies,     bleuets of the meadows, 
Lys parfumé,     fragrant lily,  
Clochettes fleuries,    flowery lily of the valley, 
Thyrses légers     Light thyrses,  
Des frêles bruyères,    Frail heathers,  
Blancs orangers,     Orange whites,  
Lianes et lierres,     Creepers and ivy, 
 

As flowers represent female sexuality throughout history, the abundance of flowers that Holmès 

introduces within this verse calls to the expansive references they make to feminine love and 

sexuality. The rose serves as a “sign of love and beauty,” while the lily is a “symbol of spiritual 

and sexual purity.”197 Artists, especially in the nineteenth century, began to use the flower “as a 

versatile sign of female sexuality to represent anything from moral laxity to innocent 

chastity,”198 as seen in this mélodie. Holmès doesn’t limit herself to one type of flower, but 

instead indulges in a vivid array of them, all ripe for picking. 

Despite being a song that falls under the theme of feminine love and sexuality, 

“Évocation d’amour” does include a slight nod to politics. The second verse begins by describing 

vivid images of flowers: “Roses de mai (may roses), Bl(e)uets des prairies (bleuets of the 

 
197 Annette Stott, “Floral Femininity: A Pictorial Definition,” American Art 6, no. 2 (1992): 61, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3109092. 
 

198 Scott, 66. 
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meadows).” Bleuets, also known as cornflowers, are a symbol of “remembrance and solidarity 

with . . . veterans” in France.199 Much like the poppy, the bleuet “continued to grow in the mud 

on the battlefields” and, as it was “the only note of color in a devastated landscape,” it served as 

a symbol of “new life and hope.”200 While in this piece they just serve as another one of the 

flowers that surrounds the woman, it is important to note that this would have been an important 

or well-known flower for Holmès. 

As the second verse continues it mirrors the shifts that happened in the first verse; the 

music changes keys and the vocal line shifts up a half step. The woman weeps for her lover and 

the torture that she feels in her attraction: 

Feuilles et fleurs,      Leaves and flowers,  
Guirlande clémente    Forgiving garland  
Ivre des pleurs     Drunk from crying  
Que verse l'amante,    with the tears that the lover sheds  
En la cez-vous!     In it through you!  
Cachez mon extase,    Hide my ecstasy,  
Ce feu si doux,     This fire so sweet,  
Ce mal qui m'enbrase...    This evil that engulfs me… 
  

The budding forbidden desire that envelopes her, much like the budding nature that surrounds 

her, becomes too much to bear as the music returns to the original key.  

Here the agitato and slow crescendo return as the woman is again torn between accepting 

and resisting her arousal: 

Chant des oiseaux    Song of the birds  
Aux nuits étoilées,    On starry nights,  
Plaintes des eaux     Moans of the waters  
Dans l'herbe voilées,    In the veiled grass,  
Vagues ardeurs     Vague ardor  
Des voix envolées,    Soaring voices,  
A mes langueurs     To my languor  
Soyez mêlées!      Be mixed with agitation! 
 

 
199 Emily Rickerby, “Why the French wear cornflower pins to commemorate their WW1 soldiers,” The 

Connexion, November 10, 2023, Accessed December 1, 2023, https://www.connexionfrance.com/article/French-
news/Why-the-French-wear-cornflower-pins-to-commemorate-their-WW1-soldiers. 

 
200 Ibid. 
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The piano takes control of the line as the voice grows silent. The interlude leads the voice 

back to the same melody for the second verse, as the man points out, again, that he can very 

clearly tell that he is winning over his conquest: 

C'est en vain qu'un éclair farouche   It is in vain that a fierce lightning  
De tes yeux profonds a jailli!   From your deep eyes sprang!  
Le désir qui rougit ta bouche   The desire that reddens your mouth  
Rassure mon être ébloui...    Reassures my dazzled being... 
  

The glances that she gives him along with the flush that has come to her face and lips reassure 

him that his pursuit is not in vain. This emboldens him to declare:  

Tu m'aimes, pâle curieuse!    You love me, pale curious one!  
O toi qui jamais n'aimas rien   Oh you who never loved anything  
Tu m'aimes, ô mystérieuse!   You love me, oh mysterious one!  
Tu m'aimes, et tu le sais bien!   You love me, and you know it well! 

His voice again blossoms at the top of his range on “m’aimes” (love me) as he enthralls his new 

lover with his recognition.  

In this moment the music shifts from the man’s playful cheekiness to a more sensual and 

dreamlike mood. The triple meter shift to common time and then to 2/4 accompanied by a shift 

in tempo to più lento and a dramatic intention description of misterioso. There is also a 

significant shift in the piano line, going from more simplistic block chords to moving sextuplets, 

which helps to create the mysterious and dream-like ambiance: 

 
Example 4.8. “Viens!” mm. 44 – 45 

 
Now that her love has been revealed the man now confidently paints a picture of how this 

revelation has shifted for them both:  
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Quand tu frémis dans la nuit sombre  When you shiver in the dark night  
C'est moi qui t'étreins dans mes bras!  It is me who embraces you in my arms!  
Quand ton sein palpite dans l'ombre,  When your breast throbs in the shadows  
C'est que je te parle tout bas!   It is because I speak to you softly! 
 

The man’s voice crests on his highest note so far suspended on the word “sein,” and Holmès 

encourages even more painful pleasure by adding an accidental to the note.  

As the voice continues more accidentals infiltrate the music, which blurs the tonal center, 

much like the mind of the lover begins to be blurred upon hearing this man talk so passionately. 

Holmès then musically responds to the text “c’est que je te parle tout bas” (it is because I speak 

to you softly) by dropping the dynamic from a forte to a pianissimo:  

Quand tu sens qu'une main te presse,  When you feel that a hand presses you,  
Quand ton coeur bat à se briser,    When your heart beats to breaking  
Quand tu brûles d'une âpre ivresse   When you burn with bitter intoxication  
C'est que je te prends un baiser!   It is me that stole a kiss from you!  
   

Now the vocal line, which has been marked agitato, slowly climbs through the middle range by 

half step until it reaches the “brùles d’une àpre ivresse” (burn with a bitter intoxication), where it 

remains fervently on a single pitch with marcatos on each note for further emphasis. Suddenly 

the atmospheric sextuplet piano drops out and the man is left to his own devices, à volonté (at 

will) with a fermata on his highest note: 

 
Example 4.9. “Viens!” mm. 58 – 59 

 
The fermata allows the man to take as much time on the high note, much like he would take as 

much time as he wanted in stealing a kiss from his lover.  
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The piano reenters in measure 59, imitating the trembling that the lover now experiences, 

reeling from the long-awaited kiss. The man senses this motion and along with the piano, 

beckons for his lover appassionato to succumb fully to those feelings: 

Tremble! le voile se soulève!   Tremble! the veil is lifted!  
Tremble! Tu viendras quand je dirai:  Tremble! You will come when I say: 
"Viens!!"     “Come!!”  
 

The man now brings attention to the trembling he felt from his lover by demanding it again, 

recognizing that she can no longer hide her arousal. His voice peaks once more as he commands 

to his lover, emphasized with marcatos, that “tu viendras” (you will come) when he says “viens!” 

(come!). The note that Holmès chooses for the man to sustain on “viens!” is the same that she 

chose on “baiser” just a few measures earlier. This choice is intentional as it provokes the same 

throbbing response from his lover in the piano accompaniment. The man senses this visceral 

response in his lover, and continues: 

Tu m'appartiendras, ô mon rêve!   You will belong to me, 
ô mon rêve!     oh my dream! 
Puisqu’en rêve,      Since in dreams, 
puisqu’en rêve tu m’appartiens!!   since in dreams you belong to me!! 
 

He moves to claim her completely with a marcato “tu m’appartiendras” (you will belong to me) 

while leaping up, usurping his previously highest note by a half-step. He repeats this intervallic 

leap up singing “ô mon rêve” (oh my dream), and as his voice drops down in luxuriating ecstasy, 

accentuated by the rallentando, it intertwines with his lover, whose passion is fervently rising 

through scalar motion upward in the piano accompaniment:  
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Example 4.10. “Viens!” mm. 66 – 68  

 
The man's voice drops in hushed piano tones in his next entrance as he enjoys the afterglow of 

their joint climax noting happily, as shown with the added grace note turn in the middle of the 

word, that their connection is sustained even in their dreams: 

 
Example 4.11. “Viens!” mm. 68 – 70 

 
Self-assured, he gathers himself to powerfully repeat that same phrase, “puisqu’en rêve” (since 

in dreams). The strength of this repetition pushes the man up to the pinnacle of his sexual desire 

in the command of his lover, and he climaxes on the highest note of the vocal line on “rêve.” The 

fulfillment of this dream comes from his lover finally submitting herself completely to him, as he 

joyfully teases, expressed again with grace notes in the vocal line and the encouragement from 

Holmès to sing à volonté, declares “tu m’appartiens!!” (you belong to me!!): 
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Example 4.12. “Viens!” mm. 70 – 74 

 
As the man sustains his final exuberant claim, his lover confirms the sentiment in rising blocked 

chords in the piano accompaniment. 

Holmès utilized her skills to toe the line between the nineteenth century “feminine” and 

“masculine” musical expectations in her mélodie “Viens!” The playful yet commanding 

dominance that the man asserts with his lover helps to illustrate the confidence with which 

Holmès operated in this genre and with these more explicit themes.  

“Le fil des coeurs” 

Holmès composed “Le fil des coeurs” (The thread of hearts) in 1902, ten years after 

“Évocation d’amour” and “Viens!” This mélodie explores the feeling experienced when a loved 

one is absent or away and the connection between them remains. Holmès likens this connection 

to a thread that binds two things together, thin and almost imperceptible, but to those joined 

together the thread provides all the assurance that they need in the other person.205 

   The original key for this mélodie was intended for the mezzo-soprano or baritone voice. 

Holmès did compose an additional key set for soprano or tenor voice, as she did with many of 

her mélodies. The range for this piece is much more ambitious than any of the other songs 

 
205 As is indicated in the first stanza of text for the piece. 



   
 

71 
 

covered in this document, as it demands that the vocalist have command of almost two octaves, 

which is expansive in terms of general art song repertoire. Taking the voice to the extremes of 

one’s range encourages more use of vocal color and vulnerability in the vocal choices made to 

best enhance the music and text.  

The mélodie begins with a short piano introduction, and as the voice enters it 

immediately leaps down a seventh and begins a slow chromatic accent back to where it began. 

This rising and falling in the voice is supported with parallel motion in the piano, helping to 

establish the tension-filled thread that is connecting them through these chromatic passages. The 

text explains that this thread of love and desire is almost imperceptible: 

Quand tu pars, désertant ces bras,   When you leave, deserting these arms, 
Je sens comme un fil qui me tire l'âme...  I feel like a thread pulling my soul… 
Un fil si ténu qu'on ne le sent pas   A thread so thin that we do not feel it 
Tant que l'on se grise au philtre de flam  As long as we get drunk on the philter of flame; 
 

The “philtre” (philter), or a “potion, drug, or charm held to have the power to arouse sexual 

passion,”206 serves as a love potion that numbs the senses and temporarily relieves the tension of 

the thread. Unfortunately, the relief felt from this love potion disappears when the lovers are 

separated: 

Mais sitôt que l'on s'est quitté,   But as soon as we left each other, 
Le fil s'étire, s'étire, s'étire    The thread stretches, stretches, stretches 
Jusqu'à la torture et jusqu'au martyre,  Until torture and until martyrdom, 
Et pourtant ce martyre est une volupté!  And yet this martyrdom is a pleasure! 
 

Holmès illustrates the tension created in the thread stretching as the lover's separation grows by 

having the voice climb higher and higher in its range in the music. This buildup of tension in the 

text as well as growth in range for the voice culminates in in a Passionnément exclamation:  

 
206 “Philter,” in Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, accessed September 30, 2023, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/philter. 
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Example 4.13. “Le fil des coeurs,” mm. 17 – 18 

 
The suspension of the lover's arousal as the thread that separates them is stretched, creating a 

commanding and pleasurable torture. This torture, from the delayed satisfaction of a release, is 

so extreme that they liken it to martyrization, in which each person sacrifices their immediate 

gratification to please the other. 

This emotional and physical edging allows them to reach a more pleasurable and 

satisfying climax, and this case, is so transcendent that upon completion Holmès completely 

shifts to a new color and texture in the music: 

 
Example 4.14. “Le fil des coeurs,” mm. 23 – 26 

 
As the music moves along in this section the piano no longer doubles the vocal line and 

instead offsets the vocal line with softly throbbing block chords, some of which demand the use 

of every finger to play. Holmès includes a musical description of très chanté above the vocal 

line, encouraging the voice to resist the undulations from the piano, and instead creates the legato 
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line of thread binding the two lovers. As the voice continues it questions the higher power of 

Love and how it could encourage the separation that causes such torture: 

Car si l'Amour tendre et barbare,    For if tender and barbaric Love, 
Qui nous lia pour la terre et les cieux,  Who bound us for earth and heaven, 
Fait saigner nos cœurs qu'il sépare,   Makes our hearts bleed that it separates, 
En tirant le fil radieux,    Pulling the radiant thread, 
 

The music crescendos to a poco più forte as the voice mentions heaven. Then it drops back down 

to a piano dynamic avec émotion, as the vocal line continues. The music again crescendos as the 

vocal line mentions the “radieux” (radience) of the lover's thread. This time instead of returning 

to the piano avec émotion Holmès instead begins a shift back to the music from the beginning of 

the mélodie. Holmès now includes a descriptive marking in the piano line, asking for it to be 

played avec majesté, which coincides with the shift in text as the lovers will soon be reunited: 

Lorsqu'il daigne, brisant ses armes,   When he deigns, breaking his arms, 
Unir enfin nos cœurs brisés,   Finally unite our broken hearts, 
 

The piano begins a chromatic anticipation to the return of the music from the beginning of the 

piece as the voice remains still, preparing for the vocal line soon to follow:  

 
Example 4.15. “Le fil des coeurs,” mm. 44 – 45 

 
The voice and piano now return to the dense chromatic melody line filled with large leaps, as the 

pain of the thread stretched between the lovers grows. The building ecstasy that comes from 

returning to this music makes them so delirious that they can’t help but to repeat the text: 

Nos baisers ont le goût des larmes,    Our kisses taste like tears, 
Nos baisers ont le goût des larmes,   Our kisses taste like tears, 
Des larmes...     Like tears... 
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Et ce sont les meilleurs baisers!   And those are the best kisses! 
 

The final “larmes” leaps up by an octave in the vocal line, reaching a passionate climax, and then 

cascades down slowly by step. The voice then drops down into the extreme low range, overcome 

by the rapturous afterglow: 

  
Example 4.16. “Le fil des coeurs,” mm. 51 – 54 

  
This is also the only moment in the entire mélodie that Holmès includes a measure of duple 

meter. This choice allows the voice to keep moving through the lower edge of its range and 

ultimately shapes the phrase toward the most important words, “meilleurs” (best) and “baisers” 

(kisses), the thing driving the lover's attraction. As Holmès began her relationship with Mendès 

while he was still married, one could see how she related to longing for a lover from whom she 

was often separated. 

Much like “Viens!,” Holmès’s knowledge of the singing voice, especially the lower 

female voices (mezzo-soprano and contralto), are a huge influence on how she sets her vocal 

lines. By inviting the voice into the lower extremes of its range, the richness that naturally 

accompanies that vocalism is an asset in driving the emotions and sensualness of the text. A 

higher and lighter vocalism is more connected to innocence and purity, while a lower and deeper 

vocalism is more connected to erotic or sensual undertones.  

 



   
 

75 
 

“Au-delà!” 

The final mélodie explored in this chapter on feminine love and sexuality is “Au-delà!” 

Holmès composed this piece in 1902, just one year before her death in 1903. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, Holmès converted to Catholicism later in life. While she was never overly religious 

even after conversion, she still grappled with the pressures of a conservative religion given her 

unconventional life during the nineteenth century, a confident and headstrong career-driven 

woman who had given birth to five children and remained unmarried. “Au-delà!” (Beyond!) is 

one of the mélodies in which she explores this conflict. In it she expresses that despite the 

criticism she received during her life, along with the judgement her new religion impressed upon 

her, the choice to live and love as she saw fit was just that, her choice. 

The cover art for “Au-delà!” also hints at the religious conflict to come, showing two 

angels flying in the sky, one looking ahead with determination to the distance and leading the 

other angel who is looking back with concern or melancholy: 

 
Figure 4.1. Cover art for “Au-delà!” 

 
Holmès includes two keys for this mélodie. While the original key was written for “voix élevées” 

or high voices, the vocal range of the entire piece is rather low given that specification. The other 
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transposition is for “voix moyennes,” or medium voices, and it is hard to imagine the vocal line 

going any lower in some moments during the piece.  

The piano begins the piece andante pesante in a loud dynamic. Suddenly the music shifts 

to a piano dynamic and Holmès includes the descriptive marking quasi organo (organ-like) 

buried in the middle of the piano line. This somber organ music continues until the vocal line 

enters at the end of measure seven, beginning low in the vocal range. The piano accompaniment 

continues piano ma pesante (piano dynamic but heavy), as the voice ominously begins in its 

exploration of the complex nature of love and desire:  

Je sais que l'on t'a dit que l'amour est un crime!  I know that you’ve been told that love is a crime!  
Je sais que l'on t'a dit: "Le désir est hideux!"  I know that you’ve been told: “Desire is hideous!”  
Je sais que l'on t'a dit: "Vous courez à l'abîme, I know that you've been told: “You run to the abyss,  
Et les flammes d'enfer vous brûleront tous deux!  And the flames of hell will burn you both! 
 
With each passing phrase the voice starts low in its range and rises slowly. This rising 

and falling is also mirrored in gradual crescendos and decrescendos within the vocal line as the 

text grows more declamatory. The voice maintains the pitch and energy of “hideux” (hideous) as 

the voice intensifies leaping up avec douleur (with pain) to the repetition of “sais” (know): 

  
Example 4.17. “Au-delà!” mm. 10 – 12 

 
It is almost as though the voice is processing their own conflicted feelings about what they have 

been told, what they are expected to know/believe, and their true reality. After the pained octave 
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leap down from the “sais,” the voice continues its descent, this time leaping an interval of a tenth 

to the lowest note of the vocal line so far, down to “les flammes d’enfer” (the flames of hell): 

 
Example 4.18. “Au-delà!” m. 14 

 
The melody from the start of the vocal line returns in the pickup to measure seventeen, as 

the voice continues to grapple with those seemingly innocent and attractive things that are 

inciting the flames of hell and the need for repentance: 

La beauté n'est qu'un mot, la nature est un leure, Beauty is just a word, nature is a lure,  
L'homme n'est qu'un haillon déchiré par l'Autan, Man is only a rag torn by the Autan winds,  
Le baiser est maudit, et la Femme est Satan!   The kiss is cursed, and Woman is Satan!  
Repentezvous, c'est l'heure!"   Repent, it is time!”  
 

The voice again crescendos as it rises in pitch, like the winds of the Autan rise as they tear the 

rag of Man. Then avec colère (with anger) the voice declares that “le baiser” (the kiss) is cursed, 

and, with marcatos for emphasis, that “Femme est Satan!” (Woman is Satan): 

 
Example 4.19. “Au-delà!” mm. 20 – 23 
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The accidental included on “Satan” adds to the significance and weight of the word itself and 

leads to the terrible (dreaded) call for repentance. This call sparks a musical shift in the piano 

accompaniment as it moves through a leggiero (light) interlude which includes three expressive 

gestures potentially signifying the Holy Trinity of the Catholic Church:  

 
Example 4.20. “Au-delà!” mm. 27 – 28 

 
After this seeming moment of repentance, the music moves into an andante leggiero that 

shifts between 3/4, 2/4, and common time, where the piano is playing cascading arpeggios as the 

voice moves stepwise in a legato, très caressant line: 

Eh bien, nous irons,     Well, we will go,  
Nous qui nous aimons    We who love each other  
D'une ardeur infinie,    With infinite ardor,  
Par l'audelà mystérieux    Through the mysterious beyond  
Vers les cieux      Toward the heavens  
Ou toute âme amoureuse est bénie,   Where every loving soul is blessed, 
 

The love that the voice is now surrounded by is one of hope and joy as the fear that had been 

dragging the vocal line down has all but subsided. Only a moment of anxiety comes as the voice 

drops down to speak of “l'audelà mystérieux” (the mysterious beyond) that separates the heaven 

from the earth:  

 
Example 4.21. “Au-delà!” m. 33 
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The voice moves through that momentary doubt and fear, embracing the joy that awaits them. As 

the music persists in its exaltation, all fears vanish, and the voice calls to the higher being which 

has prompted this jubilation: 

Vers Celui qui créa le Jour    To Him who created the Day  
Et pardonne à toute folie,     And forgives all madness,  
Pourvu que jamais on n'oublie   Provide that we never forget  
Pourvu que jamais on n'oublie   Provide that we never forget  
Pour les plaisirs mortels     For the mortal pleasures 
L'imperissable Amour!    The imperishable Love! 
 

While the voice is happy to be forgiven for the sins of their past and embrace their place in 

heaven, it insists on maintaining their memories of the love and mortal pleasures that they 

experienced on earth: 

 
Example 4.22. “Au-delà!” mm. 43 – 44 

 
The piano accompaniment echoes that sentiment by responding with its rallentando scalar 

motion up after the voice finishes the word “mortels,” acting like the quickening heartbeat and 

fluttering breath that comes when remembering a past love. Despite the confident nature of the 

end of the vocal line, Holmès includes misterioso in the final four measures of the piano 

accompaniment. This suggests that while the voice has come to terms with its life and 

circumstances, there always remains an air of mystery when it comes to the great beyond. 

At this stage in her life Holmès recognized the power that came with the beauty of her 

youth, as well as the confidence of her adulthood. While she experienced love in many forms; 



   
 

80 
 

familial (for her family, especially her father), platonic (for her friends), romantic (for her 

lovers), nationalistic (for Ireland and France), inspirational (as a muse); the most important love 

that she had was for herself. Without that self-love she would never have been able to 

accomplish all that she did in her life. “Au-delà!” for Holmès nearing the end of her life, served 

as the confluence of that self-love with her own questions and hopes for what is to come in the 

“beyond” after death. 

The variety of dimensions that Holmès was able to conjure within the themes of feminine 

love and sexuality are one of the things that make her a great composer of mélodie. While 

“Évocation d’amour” expresses the dreamlike desire of calling out to one’s love, the voice in 

“Viens!” demands and achieves a climax with their lover. “Le fil des coeurs” explores the pain 

and longing associated with a long-distance love, whereas “Au-delà!” delves into the religious 

and personal conflict of a woman with passionate desires. The four mélodie in this chapter help 

to illustrate the diverse ways that Holmès expressed, and may have experienced, love and 

sexuality during her life: with acceptance and conflict, enjoyment and torment. Like the songs 

from Chapter 3, Holmès did not shy away from articulating exactly what she wanted to convey, 

and she took advantage of her expertise as both a poet and a composer to do so with much skill. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

“What matters is not the bulk of an artist’s output, not the size of a work of art, but its 
 quality... I believe that some of Augusta Holmes’s compositions will survive on these 
 lines; jewels wrought by one who evidently was not among the giants but for all that 
 knew how to cut a gem. Even now... I expect her immortality has begun, that here and 
 there she is being sung. And it pleases me to think that at this very moment, while I am 
 invoking her memory, the earthly echoes of some of her music may be ‘going by her like 
 thin flames.’”207 

To truly understand and appreciate music throughout the centuries it is integral to 

consider the limitations in play for both men and women. If this “societal context” is regarded 

when evaluating musical compositions, the number of compositions deemed “worthy” for 

inclusion in the canon would expand to include more compositions by women.208 Failure to do 

so “presents a false image of music-making in the past,” one in which there were few women 

composers and even fewer that were of particular note.209 While the practice of “omitting women 

because of the patriarchal culture’s prior non-seeing of women . . . contributes to the 

perpetuation of women’s invisibility,” feminist musicology works to right those historical 

wrongs.210 In doing so there will be a “significant enrichment of content and values of the 

musical canon by the works of women,” which would provide women composers, and women in 

general, with a “reinstitution of validity, voice, and authority.”211 It will also allow for women 

composers the ability to define their music on their own unique terms, unfettered from the 

restraints previously imposed upon them due to their gender.212 This shift would encourage a 
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distinction between “societal ideals” and the “experiences of real women,” and a recognition of 

the previous misrepresentation of the works of women composers based solely on their gender 

“ideals rather than [their] lived experience.“213 It is with all this in mind that I chose to highlight 

the smaller form works, mélodie, of Augusta Holmès within this document. 

Whether it was as the “patriotic muse” for France or Ireland in Chapter 3 or as the 

“virile,” “hermaphrodite” temptress or dreamy lover in Chapter 4, Holmès never shied away 

from passionately expressing herself in the text and music of her mélodie. With her simple, 

strophic “Mignonne,” she shed light on complicated relationships between warring countries. For 

“La Chanson des Gars d’Irlande,” Holmès gave voice to her homeland Irish soldiers and incited 

revenge for all they had lost. The feelings of those displaced in “Les Exilés” echoed the 

sufferings of post-war Ireland, and in “Au Pays” Holmès journeyed with a soldier, fortunate to 

survive the war, only to be devastated upon their return home to an unfaithful lover. The dreamy 

drunkenness of love and desire in “Évocation d’amour” ignited the voice in a soaring climax, and 

in “Viens!” Holmès adopted the dominant position of a demanding lover beckoning for peak 

satisfaction. For “Le fil des coeurs” the pain of distance made the connection between lovers 

more palpable, while the religious conflict of love and desire in “Au-delà!” inspired thoughts of 

what comes when all is said and done. The perseverance that Holmès inspires in her political 

works is what makes them so powerful and engaging, much like the fearlessness found in her 

works on feminine love and sexuality. She staked her claim to a perspective on love and 

sexuality that was normally quieted as a woman living in the nineteenth century.  

This document should serve as a steppingstone to explore the works of Augusta Holmès. 

While war and politics along with feminine love and sexuality are two important themes within 
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her mélodie, there are still so many more left to be properly explored. For students and teachers 

looking to explore these works in the studio, most of Holmès’s mélodie can be found online by 

searching her name on IMSLP Petrucci Music Library as well as HathiTrust Digital Library. For 

those who are comfortable with the French language there is a wealth of resources and scores for 

Holmès in the free digital library, Gallica, through the Bibliothèque nationale de France. As with 

all art song literature, it is important to encourage students to properly research the pieces that 

they are performing. I find that in doing so, especially for works from marginalized composers, a 

student’s engagement with and command of their pieces increases exponentially.  

Understanding Holmès’s political allegiances with France and Ireland helps to inform her 

compositional choices, as well as her connection to other cultures and countries that experienced 

the same plight. Her progressive decision as a woman in the nineteenth century to remain 

unmarried and have children with a man who was married to another woman also shaped her 

musical output. Her ability to inhabit the “feminine” and “masculine” world both in physicality, 

even cross-dressing at times, as well as within the constraints of the gender-based ideologies in 

music also influenced her compositions. Acknowledging Holmès as a dynamic and multifaceted 

person helps to inform those studying her works. Understanding the sacrifices that she made and 

the challenges that she faced are paramount in performing Holmès’s works with accuracy and 

integrity. 

More research into the melodie in which Holmès wrote both the text and music is needed, 

but it would also be interesting to explore the few mélodie that utilize poetry written by others. 

Scholars might examine whether the setting of text by a different author makes a difference in 

Holmès’s compositional decisioning, or if there is not much difference from the pieces that use 

her text. As an opera singer, I would also be interested in the possibilities of reviving her operas.  
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The exploration of the repertoire in this document should encourage other scholars to 

research and analyze the 100+ other art songs and works that Holmès has in her collection. 

Ultimately, this is another step toward reclaiming Holmès’s status as a household name in 

feminist musicology and music history in general. It should lead to more frequent programming 

and warrant a revision of the current limited musical canon to be more inclusionary, especially of 

those marginalized composers that have been previously left out due to biased historiography. It 

is up to singers, teachers, and scholars to bring compositions like those explored in this 

document into the regular performance repertoire, uplifting those marginalized voices that have 

been silenced for far too long. 
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Appendix: Complete Art Song Translations 
Chapter 3: Art Songs on War and Politics 

 
 
“Mignonne” from Trois Chansons Populaires, no. 2   “Mignon” from Three Popular Songs, no. 2   
 
Mignonne, qui dès le matin     Mignon, who in the morning  
Cueillez les fleurs nouvelles,     Pick the new flowers,  
Laissez les muguets et le thym,     Leave the lily of the valley and the thyme,  
Mes roses sont plus belles.     My roses are more beautiful.  
Non, non! je n'aime que les fleurs     No, no! I love only the flowers  
De ma verte prairie,      Of my green meadow,  
Que les parfums et les couleurs     Only the perfumes and colors  
Des fleurs de la patrie.     Of the flowers of my country.  
  
Mignonne, j'ai de beaux vaisseaux     Mignon, I have beautiful ships  
Qu'au loin la mer entraìne      That the sea carries away  
Et des palais tout pleins d'oiseaux     and palaces full of birds  
Dont vous serez la Reine.      Of which you will be the Queen.  
Non, non! je n'aurai pas d'adieux     No, no! I will have no goodbyes  
pour nos ruisseaux tranquilles     for our quiet streams  
Et la fauvette chante mieux     And the warbler sings better  
que les oiseaux des villes.     than the birds of the city.  
  
Mignonne, vois je suis le Roi,     Mignon, see I am the King,  
Le conquérant suprême!      The supreme conqueror!  
Prends ma couronne elle est à toi,     Take my crown it is yours,  
prends mon coeur car je t'aime.     take my heart because I love you.  
Non, non! j'aime le souvenir     No, no! I love the memory  
de qui m'a tant chérie      from whom I was so dear  
Mon fiancé qui sût mourir      My fiancé who knew how to die  
pour la triste patrie.     for the sad country.  
 
 
“La Chanson des Gars d'Irlande”   “The Song of the Men of Ireland” 
 
Au clair de lune, au fond des bois,    In the moonlight, deep in the woods, 
À l'entour des marais sauvages,    Around the wild swamps, 
Nous cherchons les dieux et les rois    We seek gods and kings 
D'Érin aux sonores rivages.    From Érin to the sonorous shores. 
Nous endurons      We endure 
Tous les affronts      All the slights 
Et notre misère est très grande,    And our misery is very great, 
Mais nous souffrons en criant:    But we suffer screaming: 
“Hurrah! Nous souffrons pour l'Irlande!”   “Hurrah! We suffer for Ireland!” 
 
Tra la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la!    Tra la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la! 
Buvons, oublions nos misères!    Let us drink, let us forget our miseries! 
Chantons, oublions      Let us sing, let us forget 
Nos haillons!      Our rags! 
En dansant vidons     Dancing let us empty 
Nos verres!      Our glasses! 
Au son du cor      To the sound of the horn 
Et des harpes d'or      And golden harps 
Ainsi buvaient nos pères!     Thus drank our fathers! 
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Au nom des aïeux     In the name of the ancestors 
Et des jours glorieux,     And glorious days, 
Vidons nos verres!     Let us empty our glasses! 
Tra la, la,      Tra la, la! 
Vidons nos verres!     Let us empty our glasses! 
 
Bien loin, là-bas, sur d'autres mers,    Far away, over there, on other seas, 
Nous errons à travers les mondes,    We wander through the worlds, 
Et nous versons des pleurs amers,    And we shed bitter tears, 
Plus amers que les tristes ondes!    More bitter than the sad waves! 
Chassés, trahis,       Driven out, betrayed, 
Loin du pays,      Far from the country, 
Le cœur plein d'une amour trop grande,   The heart full of too great a love, 
Il faut mourir en criant:     You have to die screaming: 
“Hurrah! Nous mourons pour l'Irlande!”   “Hurrah! We die for Ireland!” 
 
Tra la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la!    Tra la, la, la, la, la, la, la, la! 
Buvons, oublions nos misères!    Let us drink, let us forget our miseries! 
Chantons, oublions      Let us sing, let us forget 
Nos haillons!      Our rags! 
En dansant vidons     Dancing let us empty 
Nos verres!      Our glasses! 
Au son du cor      To the sound of the horn 
Et des harpes d'or      And golden harps 
Ainsi buvaient nos pères!     Thus drank our fathers! 
Au nom des aïeux     In the name of the ancestors 
Et des jours glorieux,     And glorious days, 
Vidons nos verres!     Let us empty our glasses! 
Tra la, la,      Tra la, la! 
Vidons nos verres!     Let us empty our glasses! 
 
Mais il viendra, le jour béni,    But it will come, the blessed day, 
Où l'esclave sera le maître,     Where the slave will be the master, 
Où les martyrs auront puni     Where the martyrs will have punished 
L'étranger, le tyran, le traître!    The foreigner, the tyrant, the traitor! 
Et c'est du sang      And it’s blood 
Qu'en bondissant      As we leap 
Nous boirons sur la verte lande,    We will drink on that green moor, 
Oui, c'est leur sang qu'en criant:    Yes, it is their blood that screaming:  
“Hurrah!” Nous boirons à l'Irlande!    “Hurrah!” We will drink to Ireland! 
Hurrah! Nous boirons à l'Irlande!    Hurrah! We will drink to Ireland! 
 
 
“Les Exilés”      “The Exiled” 
 
O Patrie       Oh Homeland 
Triste et meurtrie,      Sad and bruised, 
Pauvre terre au doux ciel bleu!    Poor land with a soft blue sky! 
Vois nos larmes!      See our tears! 
Sans pain, sans armes,     Without bread, without weapons, 
Nous venons te dire adieu!     We come to say goodbye! 
 
La mémoire      The memory 
De notre gloire      Of our glory 
Seule encor peut nous unir!    Alone still can unite us! 
O ma mère!      Oh my mother! 
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Notre âme amère      Our bitter soul 
N'a plus foi dans l'avenir!     No longer has faith in the future! 
 
O montagnes,      Oh mountains, 
Vertes campagnes,     Green countryside, 
Blancs clochers de nos hameaux,    White steeples of our hamlets 
Fiancées,      Brides, 
O délaissées,      Oh abandoned, 
Qui souffrez de tous nos maux!    Who suffer from all our ills! 
 
Sur les ondes      On the waves 
Des mers profondes     Of deep seas 
Sans espoir et sans amours,    Without hope and without love, 
Loin des grèves,      Far from shores, 
Pleurant nos rêves,     Crying our dreams, 
Nous partons et pour toujours!    We are leaving, and forever! 
 
Espérance      Hope 
De délivrance,      Of deliverance, 
Noble soif des beaux combats,    Noble thirst for good fights, 
Harpe et livre!      Harp and book! 
Force de vivre!      Strength to live! 
Ne nous abandonnez pas!     Do not abandon us! 
 
Voici l'heure!      It is time! 
Le vent qui pleure     The wind that cries 
Nous conduit sous d'autres cieux!    Leads us under other skies! 
O Patrie!       Oh Homeland! 
O Patrie!      Oh Homeland! 
O Patrie!      Oh Homeland! 
Mère chérie!      Mother dear! 
Reçois nos derniers adieux!    Receive our last goodbyes! 
 
 
“Au Pays”       “In the Country”  
  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Sans une croute!       Without a scab!  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Marche le régiment!     March the regiment!  
  
Rien à boire,      Nothing to drink,  
En haillons,      Ragged,  
Mais pleins de gloire!      But full of glory!  
Rien à boire,      Nothing to drink,  
En haillons,      Ragged,  
Marchent les bataillons!     March the battalions!  
  
Vingt blessures      Twenty wounds  
Dans la peau,      In the skin,  
Point de chaussures!      No shoes!  
Vingt blessures      Twenty wounds  
Dans la peau,      In the skin,  
Ils suivent le Drapeau!      They follow the flag!  
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Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Sans une croute!       Without a scab!  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Marche le régiment!     March the regiment!  
  
Ah! c'est le pays!       Ah! This is the country!  
C'est mon village      This is my town  
Où ma fleur sauvage     where my wildflower  
M'attend encor!      Still waits for me!  
  
Regarde par ici,       Look over here,   
la belle au frais corsage!     the beauty with a fresh bodice! 
C'est Jean-Pierre      It is Jean-Pierre 
qui vient réclamer son trésor!    who comes to claim his treasure! 
Ma Jeannette,      My Jeannette, 
dismoi que tu m'attends encor!    tell me you’re still waiting for me! 
  
Bah! Bah! Bah!      Well! Well! Well!   
Je suis mariée      I am married 
Et depuis longtemps!     And for a long time!  
Crois-tu pas      Don’t you believe  
Que toujours je t'espère     That I always hope for you 
et toujours je t'attends?     and always wait for you? 
 
J'ai pris le beau fermier      I took the handsome farmer 
qui m'a louée      who rented me   
A la criée...      At the auction…  
Vat'en! ne me suis pas...     Go away! Do not follow me…   
On me croirait      Looks like I am 
trop éveillée...      too wide awake…  
 
Bah! Bah! Bah!      Well! Well! Well!  
Ce n'est point de ma faute,     It is not my fault, 
tu sais, mon pauv'gas,     you know, my poor guy,  
Car on m'avait bien dit      Because I was told 
que tu n'reviendrais pas!     that you wouldn’t come back! 
  
Ah! Ah! c'est fini!     Ah! Ah! It is finished!  
Faut donc que je m'en aille?    So must I go away?  
Bataille! Bataille! Bataille!    Battle! Battle! Battle!  
  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Sans une croute!       Without a scab!  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Marche le régiment!     March the regiment!  
  
Rien à boire,      Nothing to drink,  
En haillons,      Ragged,  
Mais pleins de gloire!      Hands full of glory!  
Rien à boire,      Nothing to drink,  
En haillons,      Ragged,  
Marchent les bataillons!     March the battalions!  
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Vingt blessures      Twenty wounds  
Dans la peau      In the skin  
Point de chaussures!      No shoes!  
Vingt blessures      Twenty wounds  
Dans la peau,      In the skin,  
Ils suivent le Drapeau!     They follow the flag!  
  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Sans une croute!       Without a scab!  
Sur la route,       On the road,  
Et gaîment,      And cheerfully,  
Marche le régiment!     March the regiment!  
 
 

Chapter 4: Art Songs on Feminine Love and Sexuality 
 
 
“Évocation d'amour”      “Evocation of love”  
  
1. Songe d'amour      1. Dream of love  
Où l'âme est bercée,     where soul is cradled  
Qui nuit et jour      Who night and day  
Ravis ma pensée!      Delighted my thought!  
O vision!       Oh vision!  
O tendre chimère!     Oh tender chimera!  
Illusion De joie éphémère!     Illusion of fleeting joy!  
Est-ce ta voix      Is it your voice  
Qui chante et murmure     Who sings and whispers  
Dans les grands bois,     In the vast woods,  
Dans l'onde si pure?      In the wave so pure?  
Frère des dieux       Brother of the gods  
Qu'en rêve j'adore,     That in dreams I adore,  
Sont-ce tes yeux      Are these your eyes  
Qui versent l'aurore?     Who pour the dawn?  
Est-ce de toi      Is it from you  
Que vient cette ivresse     What comes of this drunkenness  
Qui malgre moi      Who in spite of me  
Me brûle et m'oppresse,     Burns me and oppresses me,  
Et dans mon coeur,     And in my heart,  
Comme une caresse     Like a caress  
Met le bonheur      Brings happiness  
Et la détresse?      And distress?  
  
L'air est en feu!       The air is on fire!  
J'expire...      I expire…  
Ah! de quel dieu      Ah! from what god  
M'est venu ce délire!     Did this madness come to me!  
Quel cher pouvoir     What dear power  
M'attire?       Attracts me?  
Toi pour qui je soupire     You for whom I sigh  
Ah! prends pitié de moi...parais...    Ah! take pity on me… appear…  
Je veux te voir!      I want to see you!  
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2. Roses de mai,      2. May roses,  
Bl(e)uets des prairies,      bleuets of the meadows, 
Lys parfumé,      fragrant lily,  
Clochettes fleuries,     flowery lily of the valley, 
Thyrses légers      Light thyrses,  
Des frêles bruyères,     Frail heathers,  
Blancs orangers,      Orange whites,  
Lianes et lierres,      Creepers and ivy,  
Feuilles et fleurs,       Leaves and flowers,  
Guirlande clémente     Forgiving garland  
Ivre des pleurs      Drunk from crying  
Que verse l'amante,     with the tears that the lover sheds  
En la cez-vous!      In it through you!  
Cachez mon extase,     Hide my ecstasy,  
Ce feu si doux,      This fire so sweet,  
Ce mal qui m'enbrase...     This evil that engulfs me…  
Chant des oiseaux     Song of the birds  
Aux nuits étoilées,     On starry nights,  
Plaintes des eaux      Moans of the waters  
Dans l'herbe voilées,     In the veiled grass,  
Vagues ardeurs      Vague ardor  
Des voix envolées,     Soaring voices,  
A mes langueurs      To my languor  
Soyez mêlées!       Be mixed with agitation!  
  
L'air est en feu!       The air is on fire!  
J'expire...      I expire…  
Est-ce d'un dieu       Is it from a god  
que me vient ce délire?     that this madness comes to me?  
Ah! Quelle loi      Ah! what law  
M'attire?       Attracts me?  
Toi pour qui je soupire,     You for whom I sigh,  
Mortel ou dieu, parais! parais!    Mortal or god, appear! appear!  
Je suis à toi!      I am yours!  
 
 
“Viens!”      “Come!”  
  
C'est en vain, ô belle des belles,    It is in vain, oh beauty of beauties,  
Que tu crois échapper encor    That you believe you are still escaping   
À celui dont les plus rebelles     From him whose golden harp 
Ont écouté la harpe d'or!     The most rebellious have listened to!   
   
C'est en vain que tu veux défendre    It is in vain that you want to defend  
Ton coeur qui s'est déjà rendu     Your heart that has already surrendered  
Au chanteur à la voix si tendre    To the singer with such a tender voice  
Où tremble un espoir éperdu!    Where trembles a desperate hope!  
   
C'est en vain qu'un éclair farouche    It is in vain that a fierce lightning  
De tes yeux profonds a jailli!    From your deep eyes sprang!  
Le désir qui rougit ta bouche    The desire that reddens your mouth  
Rassure mon être ébloui...     Reassures my dazzled being...  
    
Tu m'aimes, pâle curieuse!     You love me, pale curious one!  
O toi qui jamais n'aimas rien    Oh you who never loved anything  
Tu m'aimes, ô mystérieuse!    You love me, oh mysterious one!  
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Tu m'aimes, et tu le sais bien!    You love me, and you know it well!  
   
Quand tu frémis dans la nuit sombre   When you shiver in the dark night  
C'est moi qui t'étreins dans mes bras!   It is me who embraces you in my arms!  
Quand ton sein palpite dans l'ombre,   When your breast throbs in the shadows  
C'est que je te parle tout bas!    It is because I speak to you softly!  
   
Quand tu sens qu'une main te presse,   When you feel that a hand presses you,  
Quand ton coeur bat à se briser,     When your heart beats to breaking  
Quand tu brûles d'une âpre ivresse    When you burn with bitter intoxication  
C'est que je te prends un baiser!    It is me that stole a kiss from you!  
   
Tremble! le voile se soulève!    Tremble! the veil is lifted!  
Tremble! Tu viendras quand je dirai:   Tremble! You will come when I say: 
"Viens!!"      “Come!!”  
 
Tu m'appartiendras, ô mon rêve!    You will belong to me, 
ô mon rêve!      oh my dream! 
Puisqu’en rêve,       Since in dreams, 
puisqu’en rêve tu m’appartiens!!    since in dreams you belong to me!! 
 
 
“Le fil des cœurs”     “The thread of hearts” 
 
Quand tu pars, désertant ces bras,    When you leave, deserting these arms, 
Je sens comme un fil qui me tire l'âme...   I feel like a thread pulling my soul… 
Un fil si ténu qu'on ne le sent pas    A thread so thin that we do not feel it 
Tant que l'on se grise au philtre de flamme;   As long as we get drunk on the philter of flame; 
 
Mais sitôt que l'on s'est quitté,    But as soon as we left each other, 
Le fil s'étire, s'étire, s'étire     The thread stretches, stretches, stretches 
Jusqu'à la torture et jusqu'au martyre,   Until torture and until martyrdom, 
Et pourtant ce martyre est une volupté!   And yet this martyrdom is a pleasure! 
 
Car si l'Amour tendre et barbare,     For if tender and barbaric Love, 
Qui nous lia pour la terre et les cieux,   Who bound us for earth and heaven, 
Fait saigner nos cœurs qu'il sépare,    Makes our hearts bleed that it separates, 
En tirant le fil radieux,     Pulling the radiant thread, 
Lorsqu'il daigne, brisant ses armes,    When he deigns, breaking his arms, 
Unir enfin nos cœurs brisés,    Finally unite our broken hearts, 
 
Nos baisers ont le goût des larmes,     Our kisses taste like tears, 
Nos baisers ont le goût des larmes,    Our kisses taste like tears, 
Des larmes...      Like tears... 
Et ce sont les meilleurs baisers !    And those are the best kisses. 
 
 
“Au-delà”       “Beyond”  
  
Je sais que l'on t'a dit que l'amour est un crime!   I know that you’ve been told that love is a crime!  
Je sais que l'on t'a dit: "Le désir est hideux!"   I know that you’ve been told: “Desire is hideous!”  
Je sais que l'on t'a dit: "Vous courez à l'abîme,  I know that you've been told: “You run to the abyss,  
Et les flammes d'enfer vous brûleront tous deux!   And the flames of hell will burn you both!  
 
La beauté n'est qu'un mot, la nature est un leure,  Beauty is just a word, nature is a lure,  
L'homme n'est qu'un haillon déchiré par l'Autan,  Man is only a rag torn by the Autan winds,  
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Le baiser est maudit, et la Femme est Satan!    The kiss is cursed, and Woman is Satan!  
Repentezvous, c'est l'heure!"    Repent, it is time!”  
  
Eh bien, nous irons,      Well, we will go,  
Nous qui nous aimons     We who love each other  
D'une ardeur infinie,     With infinite ardor,  
Par l'audelà mystérieux     Through the mysterious beyond  
Vers les cieux       Toward the heavens  
Ou toute âme amoureuse est bénie,    Where every loving soul is blessed,  
 
Vers Celui qui créa le Jour     To Him who created the Day  
Et pardonne à toute folie,      And forgives all madness,  
Pourvu que jamais on n'oublie    Provide that we never forget  
Pourvu que jamais on n'oublie    Provide that we never forget  
Pour les plaisirs mortels l'imperissable Amour!   For the mortal pleasures the imperishable Love!  
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