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PROGRAMME NOTE

The initial idea for Cantiga came from Jill Gomez, who had visited the abbey church at
Alcobaca, near Lisbon, and seen there the tombs of Inés de Castro and her lover Dom
Pedro, who as Pedro I was king of Portugal from 1357 to 1367. The tombs, which are
strikingly beautiful and elaborate, are placed in the transepts, so that at the last judgement
the couple will rise up and face each other. The tragic story of Inés de Castro is one of the
great themes of Spanish and Portuguese Renaissance literature. It is a little difficult to
disentangle fact from myth, but the story as usually told is as follows. Inés de Castro was
a Galician noblewoman who came to the Portuguese court inabout 1340 as lady-in-waiting
to her cousin Constanga, the infanta of Castille. The king of Portugal, Alphonso IV, had
arranged for his son Dom Pedro, the crown prince, to marry Constanga, but Pedro fell in
love with Inés, and when his wife died a few years later he secretly married Inés and they
had two children. This was, however, very much against the will of the king, who was at
odds with the powerful Castro family, and he eventually had Inés murdered. Alfonso died
in 1357, whereupon Pedro, on becoming king, had Inés’s murderers executed. Her body
was exhumed, dressed in golden robes and set on the throne, and all the courtiers had to
pay homage to her as the queen. Pedro never remarried and, according to the Cambridge
Medieval History, ‘he devoted himself to the stern administration of justice and to the
increase of the Crown revenues, and amassed a large treasure which was squandered by
his son Ferdinand.™

The dramatic potential of this story was obvious.and I asked the novelist Maggie Hem-
ingway to expand it into a poetic narrative. Her words speak for themselves and need no
comment from me. As for the music, I originaliy had in mind a kind of eighteenth-century
scena and a wronged heroine like Mozart’s Electra or Donna Elvira. This original concep-
tion survives in the quasi-baroque allegx0 at the end of the second part. The text falls
naturally into three sections, so there are two orchestral interludes, both agitated, the first
commenting on Inés’s expulsion froni-the court, the second on her murder. The second
interlude ends with a highly condenszd recapitulation of all the music so far, as if episodes
from her life were flashing before ber at the moment of her death. Much of the musicis in
dance metres of various kinds, The last section becomes a ghostly sarabande, with funeral
march overtones, as Inés siay;s of her obsession from beyond the grave. Death for her is,
finally, something to be exultantly embraced.

‘Cantiga’ is simply the Spanish and Portuguese word for ‘song’: the piece is subtitled ‘The
Song of Inés de Castro’. In the later Middle Ages a cantiga de amor was a Spanish courtly
love-song, usually deeply pessimistic - so the title seemed not inappropriate.

DM

* Edgar Prestage, The Cambridge Medieval History VoL.VIII, 1969, Cambridge University Press.
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CANTIGA

The Song of Inés de Castro

I have almost forgotten the beginning of love.. . .

When I came from Castile in the train of your bride
And love was all around us
But we did not see that it was ours.. . .

When was it I first knew your eyes looked for me
And not for your princess?

When was it we first hid from swaying candlelight
In all-consuming darkness?

The breathing sighs, the gasping kisses,

The fire of love melting the snows of winter.

No bud of March burst from the bare twig

With sweeter blossom.,

No honeyed fruit swelled on the vine

Like our love.

We cared no longer what the world thought.

You were the king's son! And nothing could touch us!
Save the king.

L 1

High on the border with Castile

There stands a tower

Gazing with blinded eyesto Portugal.

And there I waited, exiled, banished,
Watching day after day for messengers,
Waiting for you to come to me in secret,
The eagle and the hare my sole companions
And the emptiness/of silence.

Where fear, twnsting from dream to dream,
Year to year,

Strangled iy heart with doubt

Till T thought myself dying.

But it was your wife who died!

We thought that nothing now could part us,
No-one could oppose us.

But the plotting of the court

Was never silenced,

Behind their ivory fans, their jewelled sleeves,
They watched us.

‘Love feeds on love’, they laughed,

‘—Let it consume itself!’

And so you brought me back to Coimbra,
To shadowed walls and marbled fountains
Where the lute sang all summer

And the rose hung its head

Dropping damask petals on us as we lay.

When the snow beat at the fretted windows,
When the wine glowed in the golden bowl,
When our second child was born
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And we sought the king’s blessing on our marriage,
Then they rose up against us.

For Court, for State, for Crown— for jealousy,

For a petty kingdom!

Demanding exile, death, renunciation,

A new alliance and a foreign queen. . ..

Within the safety of the convent of St Clare
I waited, while you parleyed with the king.
He promised peace. And you believed him.
He was your father. And you were his son.

Ah, cruelty of Greed! O Envy!

I should have feared your hooded eyes,

Your whispers dropping into sudden silence.

I should have feared the cloud that hid the moon,
Turning the silver garden

Black as hell,

I should have feared the creaking footstep in the snow,
Not run towards it.

I should have known the sudden biliowing of a cloak
Was not an owl’s wing,

The arms that seized me— not your own

But the embrace of traitors!

And onmy lips

The choking kiss of my own bleod.

% 4 *

We are together now .

Have you not heard him
Talking in his sleep?

Have you not seetrnim

Walk the passageways of night?

The old Ying dead, my darling has been crowned
And I have my revenge!

My murderers found, their hearts ripped out,
Their blood, like my blood, shed,

Drained to the last drop,

To the last drop in blood sacrifice!

And now it is my coronation day.

Iloll beside my lord, my rotting flesh

Encased in golden robes.

And all are bidden to kiss my hand

Shuffling and silent and with hooded eyes
Rank after rank of crown and church and state
To swear eternal love! )

And so I never shall be parted from my lord.
By your malevolence you have released me
Always to be with him.

In tombs of porphyry and marble

We shall lie together

Until the end of the world.

Maggie Hemingway
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