










Henriette Renié’s profound, meditative 

work Contemplation is another piece that 

accompanied Marleen throughout a difficult 

period: the pandemic. Renié, a twentieth 

century French harpist and composer, was 

the first female composer and musician 

to be applauded for her performance, in 

a time when such fame was exclusively 

designated for male composers. A child 

prodigy, her father invented extended foot 

pedals for her so she could reach the pedals 

at the age of eight– another feisty young girl 

determined to play the harp. Deliberating 

whether to give up her musical career, 

Marleen played Contemplation for hours, 

weeks, months in a row, in a time of closed 

venues and social confinement. Playing this 

work was another thread that secured the 

bond between the harp and her.

Mena has become a document of Marleen’s 

formation, revealing material traces of a 

personal history. Playing Händel or Renié 

every night. Studying with Waardenburg. 

A trace, too, of Marleen’s lessons with her 

first teacher Lavinia Meijer, who lay a strong 

foundation of impeccable technique. 

But Mena is also the vestige of learning 

the proper names of people and things, 

as Mena preceded Marleen. Me-na: she 

freezes in time the memory of the intimacy 

of the family, of the imagination of children. 

Me-na: the melody of the syllables reveals 

– like an imprint in a rock of an ancient 

creature - how we learn, how we practice. 

How we take our first steps into this world 

made of meaning, and how we can find that 

world back when we lose it.

HABIT

When we speak about formation, we also 

speak of the sedimentation of habit. In 

a childhood essay, French philosopher 

Simone Weil analyzes the significance of 

habit.1  While habit is often considered as 



something to break with, as our society 

glorifies ‘disruption’ and the endlessly new, 

Weil understands habit’s importance as 

a trailblazer for freedom. Formation – the 

slow process of the repetition of gestures 

- means that the thought of physical 

movement can ultimately disappear 

from consciousness, as they sediment 

into deeper parts of the mind and bodily 

memory. Marleen rarely thinks anymore 

where to put the fingers, but of how to tell a 

story and create sound. The effect of habit 

is thus that true attention is made possible, 

Weil thinks. Habit allows one to create 

something new. That means, for a musician, 

to become an ‘inventor’ of the music. 

It’s the same word Marleen once used when 

she tried to describe the significance of 

Benjamin Britten’s Suite for Harp, which is 

recorded on this album: it’s as if she invents 

it, every time she plays it. The Suite, a piece 

in five movements dedicated to harpist 

Osian Ellis, demands everything of the 

artist. It is as if all the different characters 

and voices of the harp are activated in 

this piece, described by the composer as 

‘eighteenth century harp writing’. Between 

the eighteenth century, its conception in 

1969, and Marleen’s strong training, the 

music is allowed to speak for itself, as if it 

speaks for the first time.    

Yet habit is not all there is to the work itself, 

Weil specifies. It is merely the condition for 

work. The work is made possible by habit, but 

habit is not what allows the musician to truly 

create music. Yes, one rehearses every day to 

be ready when the day comes. But ultimately, 

to perform music remains a matter of ‘grace’. 

Habit lays the condition, but then it is up to 

something else. That something else is what 

freedom is. And that is what music is, too. 

Music only emerges as freedom. But one 

cannot do without the wings of formation. 

 1) Simone Weil, ‘L’Habitude’. In Oeuvres Complètes I. Premiers 
écrits philosophiques. Eds. André A. Devaux and Forence de 
Lussy (Paris: Gallimard, 1988), 275-277.



 THINKING WITHOUT WORDS

These ideas not only resonate with the 

notion of the pet name, or with specific 

works on this album; they also reflect 

Marleen de Bakker’s musical personality. 

As a regular performer in symphony 

orchestras and ensembles, she always 

arrives early, warming up her instrument 

for hours. She wants all the strings to open, 

to respond to her touch as she wishes. 

Marleen is known for her intense attention 

to building color and timbre, of always 

and in any circumstance caring for a rich, 

layered and clean sound. To bring forth 

such a richness can only be supported by a 

practice of listening, and here again we are 

reminded of habit. Learning to listen means 

learning to think without words, because 

words get in the way of listening. It means 

being ready, so other musicians can play 

more freely. 

Marleen says she has learned the most from 

listening to other musicians in the orchestra. 

In Rota’s Sarabanda e Toccata, Marleen 

demonstrates the manifold of colors that she 

is able to draw out. Rota, once called ‘the Italian 

Ravel’, composed mainly for film – he won an 

Oscar for the music for The Godfather. His 

visual approach to music might originate here. 

But not many people know he was also 

a prolific composer of concert music. He 

particularly loved the harp: he composed 

several works for harp, among which a 

harp concert. Marleen’s deep pleasure in 

creating color evidently draws her to French 

music, too. She selected Debussy’s Première 

Arabesque for this album, originally written 

for piano, one of his early impressionist 

works. It reminds her of the impressionist 

paintings by Claude Monet, its infinite 

shades of blue. The visual arts are a great 

source of inspiration for her; Marleen is a 

trained photographer as well. 



SPEAKING THE NAME

Lastly, Gabriel Fauré’s Une Chatelaine en 

sa Tour is featured here, a much-loved 

original work for harp, inspired by a poem 

by Paul Verlaine. In a ‘Carolingian name’, 

the poet hears and sees worlds: ‘A saint 

within her halo / A lady in her tower / All 

that human speech contains / Of grace 

and of love’. Although Fauré’s adaptation 

is an instrumental piece, a thinking without 

speaking, these verses resonate. Verlaine 

understood how much can be contained in 

speaking a name: worlds, love, grace.

 

BIOGRAPHY

Renowned harpist Marleen de Bakker is in great demand as an orchestral harpist, substituting 

with orchestras such as the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, the Radio Philharmonic Orchestra, 

the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra and the Netherlands Philharmonic Orchestra.

Besides her orchestral work, she frequently performs as a soloist and in chamber music 

settings. From the age of 14, she took lessons with Lavinia Meijer. After this, she studied 

at the Utrechts Conservatorium with Erika Waardenburg, where she completed her 

master’s degree with high marks. As a chamber musician, she is a founding member 

of Ensemble Pamoja and duo Rosendahl/de Bakker. Marleen plays on a Lyon & Healy 

Style 11 harp that she bought, partly through a donation from the Stichting Eigen 

Muziekinstrument. 

Next to being harpist, Marleen is a passionate photographer. ‘In this booklet you find some 

photos I took myself. I wanted to add some of my own photographic work to the album because I 

get a lot of inspiration and pleasure from the other arts, including photography. In forms, reflections 

and lighting, for example, I experience dynamics, timing and timbre. In photography, you freeze a 

moment, while music is always fluid and no performance is the same. Perhaps that is the beauty 

with a CD, you capture a recording that you can listen to again and again, almost like a photograph.’

More info at: marleendebakker.nl
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