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The annexation of Austria by Hitler’s Germany in March 1938 marked the beginning 
of a wave of emigration; many of the distinguished representatives of Austrian 
culture and arts, among whom Jews had been very prominent, had to seek refuge 
abroad. Among them was Egon Wellesz, a musicologist and composer, an early 
pupil of Arnold Schoenberg and a fellow student of Anton Webern in Guido Adler’s 
Musicological Institute at Vienna University.

Wellesz was born in 1885 into an affluent Viennese Jewish family whose roots, 
as in so many cases of similar families in Austria, were in Hungary. (That explains 
the spelling of the surname, which, according to Hungarian usage, is pronounced 
‘Veles’.) He was expected to join his father’s business and he began studying law, but 
soon transferred to Adler’s prestigious Musicological Institute. In 1905–6 he studied 
with Schoenberg but soon left the class. Schoenberg later noted that Wellesz had 
not worked hard enough, whereas Wellesz’s own explanation was that he wished 
to avoid being overwhelmed by the strength of Schoenberg’s personality and the 
master’s insistence on the unswerving loyalty of his pupils. He even dared say so to 
Schoenberg in a letter written at the beginning of 1912:

I felt that it would be dangerous for my compositional work if I slipped into too great 
a dependency on you. So, right from the outset, I once again had to find my own way, 
and I hope that, when composing, I have found that way of expressing myself that is 
appropriate to me. Even though I studied with you for only a year, I am nevertheless 
your pupil, since it was from you that I learned the method of thinking musically.1

1 Undated letter, possibly January 1912; cited in Bojan Bujić, Arnold Schoenberg and Egon Wellesz: A Fraught Relationship, 
Plumbago, London, 2020, p. 35.
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Schoenberg’s exact reaction is not known, though from then on Wellesz was in his 
eyes an apostate and a man who could not be trusted. On his part, Wellesz, though 
only on the periphery of Schoenberg’s inner circle, remained an ardent advocate of 
Schoenberg’s music and during the second and third decades of the twentieth century 
keenly promoted his music outside Austria, notably in France and Britain. His 1921 book 
on Schoenberg was a standard source of information on Schoenberg’s early period.2

Wellesz was a man of quite extraordinary energy. His career as a musicologist took 
off soon after he graduated in 1908; he lectured in music history at Vienna University, 
worked intensely on the history of Baroque opera in Vienna and Venice, wrote essays 
on Schoenberg’s music (he is credited with the earliest use of the term ‘atonal’) and 
promoted international contacts among musicians and musicologists. By the 1920s he 
was one of the leading experts on Byzantine music. From around 1911 his compositional 
activity was as important to him as his scholarly work and in the 1920s his operas 
and ballets were often performed in Weimar Germany, though less so in Austria.  
At home, his full recognition as an operatic composer came with the premiere of Die 
Bakchantinnen (‘The Bacchic Women’), after Euripides, in the Vienna Staatsoper in  
June 1931. Soon afterwards, as a ‘degenerate’ musician and a Jew by birth, 
notwithstanding his conversion to Protestantism in 1917 and from around 1933 
to Catholicism, he found the German musical world closed to him. Another blow 
followed in March 1938 when Hitler’s troops marched into Austria, when Wellesz 
was in Amsterdam, where Bruno Walter was conducting his symphonic suite 
Prosperos Beschwörungen (‘Prospero’s Incantations’). His English colleagues made it 
possible for him to come to Britain by convincing the immigration authorities that 
his collaboration on the new edition of Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians 
was essential. In Oxford, where he spent the rest of his life as a Fellow of Lincoln 
College and Reader in Byzantine music, he enjoyed high academic esteem; and yet 
he also longed for a more balanced appraisal of his dual role as a scholar and composer 
and for a fuller recognition of his music. At first, the loss of his cultural milieu led him 
2 Egon Wellesz, Arnold Schönberg, E. P. Tal & Co., Leipzig, 1921; English translation, J. M. Dent & Sons, London, 1925, reprinted 
Galliard, London, 1971.
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to stop composing and only after a gap of some five years did he gradually recover his 
confidence. 

In his earliest works Wellesz cultivated textures which had much in common with 
Schoenberg’s piano idiom of the time: intensity of expression through free atonality, 
avoiding repetition and redundancy. His search for a satisfactory mode of expression 
turned him into something of an eclectic, and traces of Richard Strauss and early Bartók 
appeared side by side with Schoenbergian intensity. At first, he concentrated on music 
for the piano, solo songs and string quartets, but in the 1920s, influenced by Hugo von 
Hofmannsthal, who provided him with two librettos, he devoted most of his considerable 
energy to stage works, comprising the established genres of opera and ballet, and the 
experimental, hybrid ones, combining the sung and spoken word, mime and dance. He 
then had to create an idiom suitable for these genres, since the contrapuntal complexity 
of his chamber music would have been of little use. This concern led him to orchestral 
textures based on alternating cantilenas and strongly articulated blocks of sound, defined 
by their rhythmic properties. In 1923, Paul Amadeus Pisk put it very aptly, describing 
his musical language as one ‘based on complex chords without functional or cadential 
properties, rendered intelligible through rhythmic interdependence’.3

After the significant milestone represented in 1931 by Die Bakchantinnen, he 
slowed down during the 1930s and only two compositions from this decade made a 
deep impression: Sonette der Elizabeth Barrett-Browning for soprano and string quartet, 
Op. 52, and Prosperos Beschwörungen, Op. 53. His letters from the mid-1930s suggest 
that the volatile state of Austrian politics affected him considerably and then, in 1938, 
emigration completely shut down his creative vein. In Oxford, fortunately, he was at 
least able to concentrate on his scholarly work, and eventually returned to composing 
in 1943. His first ‘English’ works were his String Quartet No. 5, Op. 60 (1943), and a 
masterly setting of Gerald Manley Hopkins’ The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo,  
Op. 61 (1944), for soprano and four solo instruments. Once he recovered his composer’s 
voice, a remarkable phase followed, lasting until 1972, when it was tragically brought to 
an end by an incapacitating stroke.
3 Paul Amadeus Pisk, ‘Die Bühnenwerke von Egon Wellesz’, Musikblätter des Anbruch, 5/2 (1923), p. 54; cited in Bujić, op. cit., p. 148.
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As if to prove to his adopted country that he was not just a scholar who also composed, 
he entered a period of truly astonishing productivity. His opus numbers amount to 112 
and of those more than half were composed in Oxford. In 1945, in his 60th year, he 
wrote his first symphony, the first of nine, the last dating from 1971. The weight of the 
Viennese symphonic tradition on Wellesz’s shoulders must have been significant and by 
the time he summoned enough courage, the symphony was perceived as outdated. Yet 
Wellesz persisted and charted his own progress: from the larger symphonic structures 
of the early symphonies to the concision and pared-down textures of the later ones, 
and from tonality to his own brand of twelve-note idiom. Chordal blocks that once 
served him as defining elements in the structure of the drama now often appeared in the 
symphonies as well as in chamber-music works as regulators of form. 

The four chamber-music compositions on this album cover the period 1959–71 
and three of them are here recorded for the first time. In chronological order, they 
are the Clarinet Quintet, Op. 81 (1959), String Trio, Op. 86 (1962), Four Pieces 
for String Quartet, Op. 103 (1968), and Four Pieces for String Trio, Op. 105 (1969, 
revised in 1971). They are all in an idiom where free atonality precludes any formal 
structuring along conventional lines. Whereas Schoenberg eventually became wary of 
the potential loss of direction in such musically open spaces and arrived at the twelve-
tone idiom as a means, as he put it, of improving intelligibility, Wellesz preferred to 
keep this atonal freedom. His way of providing intelligibility relied on a process of 
incessant motivic variation, enabling the listener to recognise characteristic short 
rhythmic profiles, though each reappearance became a form of variation, affecting 
pitches more than rhythm. He refined the principles which Pisk had recognised in his 
music in the 1920s and adapted them to the chamber-music genre once he returned to 
it after the years devoted primarily to opera. Now he incorporated tension and drama 
into the very essence of his musical material: Wellesz’s motifs often have a jagged, 
gestural rhythmic kernel of shorter notes, followed by longer durations, with frequent 
wide octave displacements. 

The Clarinet Quintet, Op. 81, exhibits several of Wellesz’s trademarks: the dotted 
rhythms, prominent in the first movement, give it a nervous, jerky quality; short bursts of 
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chordal blocks serve as points of articulation in the episodic structure of the movement, 
and the tempo marking Allegro commodo 13  stands somewhat in contradiction to the 
nervous character of the movement. The singing tone of the clarinet is prominent in the 
highly chromatic, quasi-twelve-note Adagio 14 , though not at the expense of the string 
parts, so that a balanced contrapuntal texture is ensured. The Allegro vivace 15 , with its 
six-eight rhythm, hints delicately at the first movement of Brahms’ Clarinet Quintet – it 
is perhaps inevitable that something of the sort would appear in a work of a Vienna-
born and -bred composer, aware of the illustrious examples of Mozart and Brahms.

The String Trio, Op. 86, written three years after the Clarinet Quintet, and dedicated 
to the Vienna String Trio, shares the chordal blocks with the Clarinet Quintet and 
ultimately with Wellesz’s symphonies. In the first movement, Molto sostenuto 5 , the 
blocks are prominent at the beginning and the close, as well as providing articulation 
points within the movement. A similar procedure is repeated in the shorter Vivace 6 , 
whereas the third movement, Adagio 7 , acts as a contrast. Here the emphasis is on the 
melodic flow, with only a hint of chordal texture at the end. The short concluding Allegro 
moderato 8  is an afterthought, a coda with prominent dotted rhythms.

Only some six years separate these two works from the remarkable late flourishing 
of Wellesz’s imagination: Four Pieces for String Quartet, Op. 103, and Four Pieces for 
String Trio, Op. 105. They are condensed – ‘pieces’ rather than ‘movements’ – requiring 
intense concentration from performers as well as listeners. The characteristic rhythmic 
figures and the chordal textures are still there – now sparingly used – especially in the 
first 9  and the fourth 12  pieces of Op. 103, and throughout Op. 105 1 – 4 , but the 
overall impression of these compositions is of separate, well-profiled units striving to 
establish a sense of unity. It was an exchange of letters with the Viennese viola player 
Gottfried Martin that prompted Wellesz to undertake a revision of the String Trio,  
Op. 105 16–19 , in the concluding months of 1971. The revisions are not substantive, 
amounting to alterations and improvements to details of texture here and there, all in 
order to achieve a better cohesion. For some reason, his Viennese publisher told him 
that the revised score had to be ‘put on ice’ and it remained unpublished until 2005, 
when Hannes Heher brought out his final revision. 
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It would be wrong to suggest that Wellesz arrived at the superbly concise idiom of 
his late years as a way of endearing himself to the avant-garde of the 1950s and 1960s. 
He was a lifelong seeker – in matters of religious belief as much as in music – and his 
late style marked a return to his own creative beginnings. The economy of means, 
evident in his early compositions, reasserted itself some five decades later, but in a more 
sophisticated manner. Also in evidence are the sonorities and textures which recall 
moments from Schoenberg’s Second Quartet. Although he tried to keep himself free 
from a dependence on Schoenberg, he nevertheless never left the sound-world of his 
mentor’s music as he had first experienced it in the heady atmosphere of the early years 
of the twentieth century in Vienna. 

Visitors to Wellesz’s home in Oxford were known to remark that on stepping inside, 
one felt transported to the Vienna of yesteryear. Yet there was a good deal of difference 
between Wellesz’s elegant Viennese villa in the leafy Kaasgrabengasse and the modest 
proportions of his Oxford residence at 51 Woodstock Road. In Oxford, the contents of his 
once-large Viennese study were crammed into a much smaller room – a transformation 
which serves as an eloquent metaphor for the entire process of adjustment which he 
had to undergo when his central-European cultural milieu was taken away from him 
by the ravages of Nazism. His way of countering this loss was to continue an imaginary 
communication with the persons who had once played such a large part in his own 
life and in the wide spaces of European culture. He loved to reminisce and drew those 
round him into this process of reliving the past. ‘Are you going home?’, he would ask 
me in Lincoln College, to which we both belonged, he as a distinguished Fellow and 
I as a graduate student. My lodgings were a stone’s throw from his house, and I would 
often lie and say ‘Yes’, not wishing to miss an opportunity to hear whatever happened 
to be his preoccupation at that moment. The past almost inevitably served as a basis 
for reflections on matters of recent musical importance. Mahler would often feature, as 
would Webern and Berg, and then, imperceptibly, some challenging thought or a critical 
observation would focus on Messiaen, Stravinsky or Boulez.

He never placed himself at the centre of these thoughts and, indeed, he was reticent 
about the details of his own life. Now and then he would hint at some difficulty in 
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adjusting to Oxford society, still very much set in the arcane ways of the late 1930s. 
Even then, when writing to his fellow émigrés and describing the hard task of coping 
with uprootedness, he tended to put a positive gloss on it all: he was ‘shipwrecked on the 
island of the blessed’, he said to one of them.

Bojan Bujić is a musicologist and an Emeritus Fellow of Magdalen College, Oxford. He knew Egon 
Wellesz during the last eleven years of his life. Among his publications are Arnold Schoenberg 
(Phaidon, London, 2011) and Arnold Schoenberg and Egon Wellesz: A Fraught Relationship 
(Plumbago, London, 2020).

The Veles Ensemble is a classical string trio, formed in 2016 and based in London, which 
explores rarely heard masterpieces and brings the classics to life. Its founder members are the 
violinist Hartmut Richter, violist Ralitsa Naydenova and cellist Evva Mizerska; the Ensemble 
occasionally works with other musicians to expand for larger projects. A special interest of the 
Ensemble is to promote new compositions and contemporary music. The Ensemble released its 
debut album on Toccata Classics in 2018 with chamber music by the Anglo-French composer 
Steve Elcock (tocc 0506). 

Performances have since taken the group to festivals and events around the UK and 
Europe, including France and Slovakia, and it has performed live on ‘In Tune’ on BBC  
Radio 3. This album of unfamiliar chamber works by Austrian-English composer Egon Wellesz 
is the second album to be released by the Veles Ensemble – which takes its name from Veles, 
one of the main old Slavic gods, the god of earth, waters, forests and the underworld, and he is 
also the god of magic and, with that, music, since the two were believed to be closely related.
www.velesensemble.com 

The German-born violinist Hartmut Richter is both soloist and chamber musician. He is active 
in several ensembles, among them the Veles Ensemble, the Richter-Housden Duo (violin/
guitar) and the Richter-Ardelean Piano Duo, and frequently performs as soloist and leader 
in chamber orchestras. He is featured on a recent Naxos release (2017) of music by Stephen 
Dodgson, and on the Veles debut album on Toccata Classics (2018) of music by Steve Elcock.

He studied at the Hanover Academy of Music under Krzysztof Wegrzyn, Atila Aydintan 
and Ina Kertscher before completing his studies with a soloist diploma at the Nuremberg 
Academy of Music under Lydia Dubrovskaya. He won several first prizes in German national 
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competitions, including Jugend Musiziert and the Mozart 
Competition Hildesheim, and received scholarships for 
international master-classes, working with some outstanding 
teachers, among them Christian Altenburger, Rosa Fain, 
Herman Krebbers, Kurt Sassmannshaus and Robert Szreder. 
He has performed live on the German state TV channel NDR 
and on BBC Radio 3. Apart from his performing career, he 
is a composer, sound engineer and producer, and teaches in 
London and Norwich.
www.hartmutrichter.com

The violinist and violist Ralitsa Naydenova grew up in 
Bulgaria, where she gained her bachelor diploma. She 
continued her higher education at the Royal Academy of 
Music in London under the guidance of Lydia Mordkovitch. 
During her studies at the Academy, she discovered a passion 
for the viola. She was awarded a full scholarship for the 
duration of three years, and continued with postgraduate 
studies in performance on viola.  

She enjoys a diverse career as a soloist, chamber and 
orchestral musician, performing classical and contemporary 
repertoire. She recorded the Bartók Viola Concerto with the 
Bulgarian National Radio Symphony Orchestra under the 
baton of Rossen Gergov. 

Besides her position as violist of the Veles Ensemble, 
she is also active as an orchestral musician, and has performed as a substitute player with the 
London Philharmonic Orchestra, Trondheim Symphony Orchestra and the orchestras of the 
Norwegian National Opera in Oslo and the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, London. 
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Named a ‘rising star’ by The Strad magazine, Evva Mizerska 
is an award-winning cellist, recitalist and chamber musician. 
She has appeared as a soloist or recitalist in venues such as 
the Royal Festival Hall, the Purcell Room and Conway Hall 
in London, St George’s in Bristol, and the Fairfield Halls in 
Croydon, and is a frequent performer at various other concert 
halls and festivals across the UK. Abroad she has performed 
duo or trio recitals in Austria, Brazil, the Czech Republic, 
France, Germany, Italy, Poland and Slovakia. Her solo 
appearances include the Elgar, Saint-Saëns and Schumann 
concertos, as well as the Beethoven Triple Concerto and the 
Duruflé Requiem. She has also performed for BBC Radio 3 
and Polish Radio.

Born in Poland, she graduated from the Frédéric Chopin 
Academy of Music in Warsaw. She later completed the PGDip 
and MMus courses at Trinity College of Music in London, where she studied with Richard 
Markson. She also received tuition from Erling Blöndal Bengtsson, Bernard Greenhouse, Yonty 
Solomon and Raphael Sommer. She has been awarded a number of prizes, including the first 
prize at the Seventh International Leoš Janáček Competition in Brno and the Vivian Joseph 
Cello Prize and the Leonard Smith Duo Prize in London, as well as scholarships and grants in 
Germany, the UK and the USA. 

Her chamber-music partners include the Veles Ensemble (of which she is a founding 
member), the pianist Emma Abbate, the clarinettist Peter Cigleris, the violinist Miriam 
Kramer and the guitarist Jiva Housden. Her recordings include the complete music for cello 
and piano by Stephen Dodgson and  Krzysztof Meyer and a first volume of Algernon Ashton 
(with Emma Abbate) as well as chamber music by Steve Elcock (with the Veles Ensemble and 
Peter Cigleris) – all on Toccata Classics. She has also featured in recordings for Naxos and 
the Polish label DUX. Her recordings have received outstanding reviews in such magazines as  
The Strad, Gramophone and International Record Review in the UK, Fanfare in the USA and 
Fonoforum in Germany. 
www.evvamizerska-cellist.co.uk 

Photograph: Jiva H
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The clarinettist Peter Cigleris is in demand as a soloist and 
chamber musician. He has appeared on ‘In Tune’ on BBC  
Radio 3, talking with Sean Rafferty and playing live with the 
Tippett Quartet. He has also performed live for the BBC in 
Radio 3 lunchtime recitals. The other musicians with whom he has 
worked include the pianists Martin Cousin and Mark Bebbington 
and cellist Julian Lloyd Webber in performances for various music 
clubs and festivals around the UK, among them the Windsor and 
Wooburn Festivals, English Music Festival, Carlisle International 
Music Festival and the ICA ‘ClarinetFest’. Internationally, he has 
performed at the Groba Festival in Spain and given recitals in 
France, Netherlands and the USA. His concerto appearances 
include Belgium (for the ICA ‘ClarinetFest’), Italy, Romania, 
Hungary and Mexico. 

His interest in English clarinet repertoire has seen him give the premieres of concertos and 
chamber music by Ruth Gipps, Arthur Benjamin, Peter Wishart and Susan Spain-Dunk as well as 
by contemporaries such as Lloyd Moore and Peter Seabourne. He also has a growing discography 
as a solo recording artist. His most recent release, Rediscovered, on the Cala Signum label, features 
him as soloist with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales in four British clarinet concertos (by 
Rudolph Dolmetsch, Elizabeth Maconchy, Susan Spain-Dunk and Peter Wishart), three of which 
are first recordings; the album has been well received by reviewers and listeners alike. He has 
featured on recordings for Cala Records, Heritage Records and Toccata Classics.

Peter Cigleris is a proud artist for Backun, D’Addario, Carbonissimo in Spain and 
Silverstein Works.

The Polish-born Gabriela Opacka-Boccadoro lives in London, where she completed an Artist 
Diploma in Violin Performance at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama under the guidance 
of the cellist Louise Hopkins. Before that, she graduated in both violin and vocal studies at 
the Artur Malawski Music School in Przemyśl in south-eastern Poland. Then, choosing violin 
performance as the core of her musical education, she studied at the Academy of Music in 
Kraków. Her recent education includes doctoral studies at Warsaw Chopin University of Music 
with Janusz Wawrowski.

She enjoys a wide range of cross-genre collaborations. She has sung as a soprano with London 
Contemporary Voices, the festival Baroque d’Auvergne Festival, the Kraków Opera Choir and 

Photograph: Jiva H
ousden
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Oktofonia Ensemble and in recording sessionss and recently 
began exploring conducting. As a conductor, she has been 
selected to take part in the Academy for Music Theatre in 
Nîmes and the Transylvanian Opera Academy.

She plays both as soloist and as chamber musician, and 
has performed solo with the Polish National Radio Symphony 
Orchestra, among other ensembles. She is a member of the 
Bukolika Piano Trio and has a duo with harpist Oliver Wass, 
with whom she recently recorded a selection of works by 
Ravel arranged for harp and violin. And as part of her search 
for a unique sound and repertoire, she recorded the album 
Marimba Experiment with the percussionist Maria Chlebus.

She enjoys teaching and has been a guest teacher for 
the Penderecki Youth Orchestra and NOR59 Strykeinstitutt 
in Oslo. As part of her doctoral studies she has been teaching violin students at the Warsaw 
Chopin University of Music.

Recorded on 13–15 October 2020 in Holy Trinity Church, Weston, Hitchin, Hertfordshire, UK
Recording engineer and editor: Antoni Grzymała 
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EGON WELLESZ Chamber Music
Vier Stücke for String Trio, Op. 105 (1969) 17:00
1  No. 1  Moderato 2:42
2  No. 2  Scherzando 1:42
3  No. 3  Largo 4:31
4  No. 4  Molto tranquillo 8:05

String Trio, Op. 86 (1962)* 15:33
5  I Molto sostenuto 5:56
6  II Vivace  2:45
7  III Adagio 5:18
8  IV Allegro moderato 1:34

Vier Stücke for String Quartet, Op. 103 (1968) 12:06
9  No. 1  Adagio 3:40

10 No. 2  Agitato  2:18
11 No. 3  Lento 3:15
12 No. 4  Allegretto 2:53
Clarinet Quintet, Op. 81 (1959) 12:43
13 I Allegro commodo 4:28
14 II Adagio  4:19
15 III Allegro vivace 3:56
Vier Stücke for String Trio, Op. 105 (1971 revision) 16:49
16 No. 1  Energico 2:41
17 No. 2  Scherzando 1:37
18 No. 3  Largo 4:33
19 No. 4  Molto tranquillo 7:58

Veles Ensemble
Hartmut Richter, violin 
Ralitsa Naydenova, viola
Evva Mizerska, cello
Gabriela Opacka-Boccadoro, violin 9 –15

Peter Cigleris, clarinet 13–15
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