Haberdashers’ Aske’s School

Occasional Papers Series in the Humanities

Occasional Paper Number Fourteen

Prince of the German Lied: Franz Schubert and the Poetry of
Song

Christopher Joyce

Joyce_C@habsboys.org.uk

October 2017

A Haberdashers’ Aske’s Occasional Paper. All rights reserved.



Haberdashers’ Aske’s Occasional Paper Number Fourteen
October 2017

All rights reserved

Prince of the German Lied: Franz Schubert and the Poetry of
Song

Dr C. J. Joyce

Abstract

This paper surveys Schubert’s output of Lieder, or ‘art-songs’, and his development of the
nineteenth-century Romantic genre of the Lied. It argues that through the new medium of the
Lied Schubert found artistic expression which was revolutionary, fresh, and unprecedented,
and which influenced indelibly the evolution of Western music throughout the Romantic and
into the Modern ages. Unlike the song-traditions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
the Lied interwove poetry and music in a novel way so that the two became inseparable.
Whereas, until Schubert, the voice and accompaniment had been very distinct and
compartmentalised, Schubert and his successors, especially Schumann and Brahms, integrated
the vocal line with the piano so that both became equal components of the melodic and
harmonic structures within the song. Schubert’s reputation in history as the great ‘poet of
music’ is richly deserved, and his development of the Lied as a new and dynamic form of
artistic expression is perhaps his greatest contribution as a composer to the emergent Romantic
movement which, in the early nineteenth century when Schubert was living, took shape in
music, poetry, literature, philosophy and art.
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Over the course of an abbreviated career, cut short by untimely death at the age of thirty-one,
Franz Schubert (1797-1828) composed over six hundred art songs, or Lieder, not all of which
were published in the composer’s lifetime. Though together these constitute a mere fraction of
his prodigious output, Schubert is perhaps best remembered for his development of the German
Lied. One cannot think of the Cantata without conjuring up the name of Johann Sebastian Bach;
Claudio Monteverdi was the first to develop Opera as a genre distinct from Oratorio, and Josef
Haydn earned the nickname ‘Papa Haydn’ for his invention of the Symphony and String
Quartet, whose musical forms became defining hallmarks of the Classical and Romantic
periods and were later expanded by Mozart, Beethoven, Berlioz, Brahms, and Mahler. In a
similar way, Schubert put his own signature on the Lied, a tradition later continued and enriched
over the course of the nineteenth century by his Nachfolger, including Robert Schumann, Clara
Schumann, Franz Liszt, Gustav Mahler, Edvard Grieg, and Johannes Brahms, and his music
was an inspiration for non-German song-writers such as Gabriel Fauré, Francois Poulenc, and
Benjamin Britten. Though in one sense the founder of the Lied, Schubert was not the first to
write song. In the second half of the eighteenth century German poetry had been set to music
by Carl Philipp Emmanuel Bach, and Schubert’s towering contemporary, Ludwig van
Beethoven, melodised some eighty poems using all the familiar strophic and cyclical styles
which Schubert and his successors would use also. The term Liederkreis, or song cycle, most
likely was coined not by Schubert but by Beethoven, who in an undated letter from the year
1816 wrote to his publisher S.A. Steiner ,,Ich bitte Sie um die letze Korrektur von dem
Liederkreise an die Entfernte*.! Yet Beethoven’s songs, beautiful, simple and majestic as they
are, represent the Lied in its earliest infancy. As Leon Plantinga in a broad survey of
Romanticism has remarked, ‘[I]n [Schubert’s] more than six hundred Lieder he explored and
expanded the potentialities of the genre as no composer before him’.? In Schubert we witness
a completely new and unprecedented use of an art form which transformed and revolutionised
the Lied.

The English tenor Ian Bostridge locates the novelty of Schubert’s artistry in the
relationship it creates between the voice and the piano. In Schubert’s day, the piano was still a
young and relatively unexplored instrument whose potential was not fully developed until the
middle of the nineteenth century. Though it had existed already for over a century, by 1800 it
was still a fragile and measly tool by comparison with what it had developed into by the middle
of the century. Towards the end of his life Schubert composed an impressive number of solo
works for the piano, but the truly revolutionary influences on the piano lay not with Schubert
but with Beethoven, Chopin and Liszt. In the nineteenth century, the piano displaced its older
relative, the harpsichord, both as a solo and an accompanying instrument, mainly because it
presented new expressive opportunities in dynamic variety and range which the harpsichord
was unable to simulate. This meant that the piano, rather than merely providing the harmonic
substructure which sustained the vocal line, became itself a source and expression of the
melody, allowing a dialogue to emerge between instrument and voice. Schubert used the piano
not as ‘accompaniment’ for the voice but as an integral component of the song, not infrequently
locating the melodic line not in the voice but in the piano. When writing of his own
performances of the Lieder, Schubert wrote: ‘The manner in which Vogl sings and I
accompany, the way in which we seem, at such a moment, to become one, is something quite

! “Please send me the final proofs of the Distant Beloved Song Cycle’
2 L. Plantinga, Romantic Music: A History of Musical Style in Nineteenth Century Europe. Norton, 1984, p. 117.
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new and unheard of for these people.’! Just as audiences of the early nineteenth century were
initially shocked by the string quartets of Beethoven, the new dramatic style of the Lied startled
Schubert’s listeners, among whom those of an older taste remonstrated against what they saw
as chaotic lack of structure and unity of the Lieder. Writing in the Leipziger Allgemeine
Musikalische Zeitung in 1824, the critic Friedrich von Hentl fulminated against what he called
‘the want of inner unity, order and regularity’ which he accused Schubert of trying to substitute
with ‘eccentricities which are hardly or not at all justified and by often rather wild goings-on.”?
This captious comment gets a wry retort nearly two centuries later by Bostridge: ‘Turn all of
this on its head, and you have the reason for the newness of the Schubert Lied; it is the wild
goings-on which in fact supply much of the inner unity.” This new conception of kunstliche
Einheit, or artistic unity, fuelled the development of Romanticism and in a causal fashion led
in the second half of the nineteenth century to Wagner’s revolutionary re-fashioning of the
operatic form around the Leitmotif, which abandoned the old formal structure of aria and
recitative from the Baroque and Classical ages.

This essay surveys Schubert’s treatment and development of the Lied. Given the vast
output it is impossible not to be selective in its choice of material, and for the sake of the
integrity of the larger scale compilations only passing mention will be made of the Liederkreise,
or song cycles, where attention will be given instead to free-standing works. A song cycle in
its classic definition is a collection of poems set to music, usually but not always taken from
one author, which forms a self-conscious artistic and poetic unity. This is true of both Die
schone Miillerin (1823) and Winterreise (1827), each of whose texts are taken from the poetry
of Schubert’s contemporary Wilhelm Miiller. Each is a cycle of poems on the theme of
disappointed love, the first chronicling the emotional journey of a deluded miller who leads
himself on to believe that he is in love with the daughter of his employer only to discover that
he is insignificant, the second relating the restless wandering of a spurned lover through the
barrenness of a winter landscape, where any hope of relief from pain is nothing more than an
hallucination. It is not completely true of the third and final of the Schubert cycles,
Schwanengesang (1828), which draws on the poetry of Ludwig Rellstab, Heinrich Heine and
Johann Gabriel Seidl, and which Schubert had intended to publish in two separate editions as
he detailed to his Leipzig publisher Albert Probst on 2 October 1828, just over a month before
his death, but was published posthumously in a single volume by Tobias Haslinger on the
bidding of the composer’s brother, Ferdinand, who inherited the bulk of Schubert’s musical
estate. Though these poems speak variously of love and nature, it is impossible when hearing
and performing them not to feel grief at the passing of life. Here perhaps is one of the great
hallmarks of the genius of Schubert, that with rare exception do his Lieder distil one mood,
sentiment or affection, but rather play upon the complexity of human emotion so that a poem
about youthful love and courtship melts into a lament on the fragility of life and human
mortality. With the passage of the nineteenth century and the anti-Romantic backlash of the
early twentieth, it became fashionable later to dismiss the Lieder as sentimental Victoriana
from an age of bourgeois domesticity and sexual repression. This modern reception is the
consequence of Freud, but in artistic terms it stems from the rejection of Romanticism after the
First World War with Stravinsky, Prokofiev, Schonberg and Messiaen. In our post-Freudian,

! Cited by Ian Bostridge in his foreword to the compilation of German songs in Richard Stokes, The Book of
Lieder: The Original Texts of over 1000 Songs. Faber and Faber, 2005, page xii. In the original: ,,Die Art und
Weise, wie Vogl singt und ich accompagniere, wie wir in einem solchen Augenblicke Eins zu sein scheinen, ist
diesen Leuten etwas ganz Neues, Unerhortes. Johann Michael Vogl was the great baritone with whom Schubert
toured Upper Austria in 1825 and created the Liederabend (‘evening of song’) as a new performance genre.
2 F. von Hentl in the Wiener Zeitschrift fiir Kunst, 23 March 1822, ‘A Glance at Schubert’s Songs, Opp. 1-7.”
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postmodern age it is difficult not to look upon the Romantic era through the lens of modern
criticism. Nevertheless, the lasting quality and pleasure in Schubert’s song-writing is its
capacity to depict in musical and poetic language those simple experiences which are common
to all humanity: love, heartbreak, loneliness, joy, suffering, youth and old age, jealousy, fear,
loathing, wonder, and death. This last is perhaps most important, as much of Schubert’s life
was spent in death’s shadow, as he witnessed the death of friends and siblings at an untimely
age, and then, with a whole life’s career ahead, succumbed to a terminal illness.

The survey below of Schubert’s Lieder, rather than proceeding chronologically in order
of year of composition or alphabetically by poet’s name, arranges itself instead by topic. In less
than fifteen years Schubert turned out his entire bulk of song-writing and, in that time,
transformed the genre of the Lied beyond all recognition. The first of his songs entitled
Gretchen am Spinnrade (‘Gretchen at the spinning-wheel”) whose text is taken from Goethe’s
Faust was composed on 19 October 1814 and marks the start of song-writing career. In order
the songs are classified under the following headings: (1) Seasons; (2) Dreams and ghosts; (3)
Sun, moon, and stars; (4) Sea and rivers; (5) Seclusion; (6) Mythology and religious devotion;
(7) Serenades and lullabies; (8) Flowers, fields and forests; (9) Love and jealousy; (10) Death.

1) Seasons

Winterreise (‘“Winter journey’) is a cycle of twenty-four poems by Wilhelm Miiller. They are
as bleak as the title suggests, opening with the departure of the love-stricken hero from the gate
of his beloved and ending up in a distant town where the only possibility of company is an old
beggar turning a hurdy-gurdy on which the forlorn lover might crank out his songs. These
poems make frequent reference to the cruelty and indifference of nature, a theme which comes
out strongly also in the first of Schubert’s cycles, Die schone Miillerin, in which the wandering
traveller comes to the eventual realisation that nature cares nothing about his conflicts and
sufferings. In Winterreise, by contrast, the icy coldness of nature comes to represent and almost
personify the grief which the narrator of the poetry undergoes.

In the eighteenth poem of the cycle the streaks of lightning which dart through the
wintry clouds are likened to the tumult within the poet’s heart, which finds itself painted upon
the sky. In the fourteenth the frost of winter settles upon the hair of the wanderer leading him
to believe in an hallucination that he is a contented old man at the end of his life, only to wake
to find that his hair has the darkness of youth in a life which he must henceforth lead
heartbroken. In Friihlingstraum (‘Dream of spring’), winter and spring come to symbolise
respectively failure and hope, where the flowers of springtime which the poet sees in a dream
are illusions of a love conquest from which the cruel cries of cockerels awake him to the vision
of a wintry landscape. The hot tears he weeps in Gefrorne Trinen (‘Frozen tears’) melting the
snowy ground beneath his feet are symbolic of the burning love which springs from the
memory of the woman who has jilted him. The weather-vane, which is the subject of the second
poem is literally flitting about from side to side on his beloved’s rooftop but comes to represent
the to-ing and fro-ing of the poet’s heart as he seeks to come to terms with his betrayal.

Throughout the cycle there is an assimilation of nature to human feeling. Winter is the
symbol of human desolation, and the passage through a winter’s landscape is one through a sad
life devoid of joy, love, or human fellowship. The strange old beggar turning out a tune on his
crank on the outskirts of a distant town in the final poem is a ghostly premonition of the future.
However, it seems that there is a greater programmatic significance here: music is no mere
window-dressing for the sung word but inextricable joined and connected to it. The voice
chants out a haunting melody which sails up and down within the span of single octave, and
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the piano replies each time antiphonally in a plaintiff echo which mimics the sound of the
hurdy-gurdy. Poetry and music have become one.

A different vision of winter appears in some other settings. Ludwig Holty’s Winterlied
(‘Winter song’) was set to music but Schubert used only the first and final of its stanzas, leaving
out the second and the third which in the original poem draws a comparison between the onset
of winter and the flight of companionship and love. But whereas winter in Winterreise is both
internal and external, here we find a joyful salute to January which drives lovers indoors to the
cosy warmth of the hearth.

In Der Winterabend (‘The winter evening’), a setting of a poem by Karl Gottfried Ritter
von Leitner, winter is imagined as peaceful rest from labour, when the blacksmith can put down
his hammer and the poet can sit alone in his room, disturbed only by the soft glinting of
moonlight through the shutters. The moon is likened to a spinner which drapes its observer in
a veil of shimmering gold. The piano glides and shimmers over the gliding voice like a silken
coating and reminds the listener of the moonlight to which the poet has dedicated his song. It
is only in the final stanza that we realise what the poem is about, the drifting memories and
visions of bygone love.

Herbst (‘Autumn’) by Rellstab tells the familiar tale of the onset of winter as
symbolising the death of a relationship. The blowing winds are felt in the ostinato of the right
hand which dance across a melodic line held in the voice and the left hand. A tragic recollection
is cast back to the spring of love which now feels like a distant memory, where all that remains
are the dying roses on the hilltop.

Autumn gets a different treatment in Herbstlied (‘Autumn song’) by Johann Gaudenz
von Salis-Seewis, which is much more a celebration of the fruitfulness of summer’s end and
the joy which it brings. The song is strophic, and in the piano we hear the turns of the German
dance which the grape-gathering girls of the final stanza join.

In Im Fiihling (‘In springtime’) by Erntz Schulze the joys and merriments of spring’s
season are noted only to be contrasted with the feeling of loneliness and isolation felt by the
poet as he remembers how he sat on the self-same hill with his beloved, now departed, and
picked roses. The piano enters in a hymn-like way, taking the voice through a surprising series
of unexpected modulations in the first stanza. The harmonic quality of this charming Lied
points ahead decisively to the harmonic richness of Schumann’s song-writing and must have
been an important influence on the younger composer. In the final stanza the poet imagines
being a bird singing all summer long about the beauty of his lost beloved. In its music we can
hear the sighs and complaints which punctuate the lover’s admiration of the happy scene
around him. What starts as a eulogy to springtime turns out to be a reflection on the loss and
decay of love and companionship.

Perhaps the most beautiful of Schubert’s treatment of spring as a poetic subject comes
from Schwanengesang. The poem of Rellstab entitled Friihlingssehnsucht (Spring’s Longing)
is a tribute to the joys of springtime which as the poem proceeds come to be associated with
love. The Lied consists of five stanzas, the first four of which repeat the melody in its major
key. In the final stanza however the key changes to the minor as the poem becomes not so much
a celebration of the beauty of nature as a plaint about restless longing. The piano introduction
is fast and chromatic like the pacing of a heart in anticipation. At the end of each first half of
each strophe it echoes the vocal part as it ascends from the tonic to the median, a little like the
echo of a voice in a valley or mountain. The whispering breezes become symbolic of the
murmurings and rustlings in the heart of the poet as he looks ahead to the possibility of love,
but there is no sure promise of better things to come. Each of the first four stanzas concludes
with a question: Where? Down? Why? And You? Only in the fifth strophe are any of the
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questions answered, because without the object of the poet’s affection, who at this point is the
person to whom the poem is addressed, the joy of spring will be meaningless. In this and other
poems about nature there is a sense in which the beauty and wonder of the natural world is
incomplete without human companionship. What we see in nature is perhaps a prefiguring of
human desire and longing, and our wish to read sympathy into nature springs from an innate
desire to see ourselves at the centre. Regularly however, as in Die schone Miillerin, those hopes
are dashed.

2) Dreams and ghosts

This subject was widely deployed in the Romantic period by poets. Schubert set several poems
on the subject from the poet whom he admired the most, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. One
of Schubert’s earliest vocal compositions, Nachtgesang (‘Night song”’), invokes sleep as a balm
to human care and toil. The last line of each stanza (‘Schlafe! Was willst du mehr?’/ ‘Sleep!
What more is your desire?) is repeated like a deep sigh at the end of each strophe. In Geistes-
Gruf3 (‘Ghostly greeting’) the poet imagines the shade of a noble hero standing atop a tower
waving a safe voyage to the passing ships. The piano enters with a tremolo in the right hand
evoking the strange quivering wonder of a deathly apparition, but the quality of the Lied
changes radically as we come to realise that the ghost is a trace of a lost medieval past, the ship
representing the progress of humanity through the ages as it leaves history behind. Whereas
the first stanza inspires a feeling of fear and other-worldiness, the second and the third end in
a sweet tenderness which in its own way is wistful and melancholic.

Of the poems of Goethe which Schubert set to music, by far the most well-known and
loved is Erlkonig (‘Elf-king”) which imagines a man and his son riding through a forest in the
night towards a farmstead being chased by an evil spirit of the woods. The piano enters with
fast octave triplets in the right hand which mimic the chattering of teeth in dread. The poem is
a dialogue between narrator, father, child, and ghost, and the quality of the music shifts to fit
each character. A sense of mystery and wonder is felt in the Erzdhlung, or narrative, which sets
the scene at the start. Discordant jarring notes are heard in the remonstration of the boy who
sits behind his father on the horse and alerts him to the other-presence which creeps up from
behind. The father dismisses the fears as no more than a flickering of fog in the night or rustling
of wind, whose false confidence is felt in the major chord progression. Most intriguing are the
two entries of the Elf-king, where the dynamic drops suddenly to pianissimo and the soft
blandishments he gives the boy in the form of temptation are accompanied by a light
shimmering of chords in the right hand over a relentless pounding of an octave bass in the left
which modulates from tonic to dominant and back again. There is some strange likeness here
to the temptation of Christ by the devil, where the evil spirit makes all sorts of vain promises
to the son who cleaves to his father for protection. There however the similarity ends, since the
son in Goethe’s poem is finally possessed by the adversary against his own will, and the pair
arrive at the farmstead only for the father to find his son dead in his arms. The end of the song
is like a recitative, in which the narrator informs us about the tragic fate of the boy, ending
mysteriously on the dominant note of G minor (D), only for the song to be completed by
dominant and tonic chords in the piano. Erlkénig is a psychological drama but also an enigma.
The tapering of the voice leaves the listening in a kind of suspense which does not end when
the last two chords of the piano come crashing down.

Schubert set to music some other very beautiful poems about ghosts and demons. From
Schwanengesang comes Der Doppelgdnger (‘The wraith’) by Heine, which envisages a forlorn
lover wandering through the deserted streets of a town in the middle of the night, only to see
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an image of himself in the moonlight in the house where his beloved lived before she left. The
piano introduction is slow-moving and ghostly, setting up the listener’s expectation of a
paranormal experience to follow. The chords are barren and deep, moving in a minor
progression in discordant relationship with the voice which is tortured initially by dread and
then by love-stricken mournful longing.

Another poem of the kind is Der Geistertanz (‘Ghost dance’) by Friedrich von
Matthisson, in which the dancing of spirits in a graveyard is mimicked in the fleeting
syncopated rhythms of piano and voice, but the meaning of the poem is brought out in the final
two stanzas, where the churchyard represents the heart and the ghosts its buried memories as
they flit up from the surface only to be buried once again. In the first of two settings of Friedrich
Schiller’s Eine Geisterstimme (‘Thekla: a phantom voice’), the poet imagines a voice coming
out of the night. The Lied feels like an alternation between aria and recitative. The ghost of a
murdered woman sings that she has returned into everlasting union with the man she loves; and
the realm to which the wraith has gone is like a heaven or some place of eternal comfort and
rest. These Lieder have a haunting and evocative beauty.

The beautiful and haunting poem by Matthdeus von Collin entitled Nacht und Trdume
(‘Night and dreams’) speaks not of a single dream but the mystique of plural dreams as they
drift across the mind of the dreamer. The pace is stately, with a gentle rocking harmonic support
and a vocal line which floats effortlessly above the piano. As it proceeds into the second half
of the single eight-line stanza a delicious modulation propels the music forward in a light, silky,
delicate flow of notes which melt away into the rocking of the piano which ends where it began.
This is one of Schubert’s most delightful and ecstatic Lieder whose melodic gracefulness does
full justice to its subject.

3) Sun, moon and stars

The celestial bodies were a source of inspiration to the Romantic poets, and Schubert drew on
several poems which spoke of the heavenly spheres not only as objects of beauty but, in poetic
terms, as projections of human feeling and longing.

In An den Mond (‘To the moon’) by Ludwig Holty the poet bids the moon unveil herself
so that he might rediscover the place where he used to sit with his departed beloved, and then
veil herself again. The piano glides softly beneath the vocal line in slow triplets as the poet
invokes dream-like visions of the past. In the second and third verses the pace picks up as the
mental vision of where the poet’s sweetheart used to sit springs to mind. In the final stanza the
pace slows again as the poet weeps for the memory of the one he has lost. By the same poet,
Klage an den Mond (‘Lament to the moon) tells the story from the woman’s point of view: she
bids the moon shine down upon the face of the boy who now lies interred in the ground and
prays that her ashes may be mingled with his.

Im Abendrot (‘In the sunset glow’) by Karl Lappe is a eulogy of the sunset as it bathes
the landscape in a golden glow of evening. The voice, silky and drifting, sails about a slow
chordal structure in the piano part and flows onward in calm resignation. Symbolically the
poem speaks of old age, as we discover in the third stanza which alludes to reception of the
soul of the soon-to-be departed.

The stars appear everywhere in the Lieder, though only a handful are devoted specially
to them as a poetic subject. Die Sterne (‘The stars’) by Karl Gottfried Ritter von Leitner
envisages the twinkling stars in the night sky. The dialogue between piano and voice is light
and jocular, and the little trilling in the right hand calls to mind the glittering of the star in the
heaven. The poem has a charming naivety about it, as it looks ahead to a lovely time in the
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future when the poet may fall in love and the stars shine their radiance on the two lovers as
they join their hearts together.

Abendstern (‘Evening star’) by Johann Baptist Mayrhofer speaks of Hesperus hanging
in the evening sky. Its lonesomeness is symbolic of the love-stricken, to whom it brings no
hope of success.

The sun is mentioned regularly in the Lieder. The penultimate song of Winterreise
imagines three suns appearing on the horizon of a wintry landscape which the wanderer
conceives in his own mind, only to discover that he has been deluded. Here the sun is associated
with something cruel and foreign, but in the bulk of the Lieder it is welcomed as a familiar and
comforting sight. A stunning poem by Ludwig Theobul Kosegarten entitled An die
untergehende Sonne (‘To the setting sun’) is a joyful and glorious tribute to one of the most
beautiful sights in nature. The poem is conceived in strophic form with a chorus which repeats
itself three times. The onomatopoeic quality of the initial ‘s’ sounds, which in German take the
phonetic value of ‘z’ in this position, imitate sleep as the sun sinks beneath the horizon. The
harmonic textures of the piano are rich and coloured, while the voice floats above the chordal
structure as it sings forth the first chorus. The first strophe presents an image of the sun as an
eye which both smiles and weeps through its golden lashes. The chorus is again repeated over
a similar harmonic progression as when it first appears. The mood of the second strophe
dramatically changes, with swift skipping rhythms in the piano. The voice picks up pace
suddenly, as it expresses joy at the blessing which the setting sun bestows on the peoples on
earth below who bathe in its radiance. There is a curious oxymoron as the second strophe moves
towards rest, because the rest is one of joy and bliss which is captured in the loudness, pace
and intensity of the music.

In a similar vein, Goethe’s poem Ndihe des Geliebtes (‘Nearness of the beloved’)
conjures up for the lover the image of the one he loves every time he looks upon the shimmering
sun, the glittering moon and the twinkling stars. The shimmering effect of the repeated chords
in the piano reminds us of the beams of light glancing across the sea and upon the crystalline
springs. The Lied is simple, strophic, and stands as a hymn of dedication to one whom the poet
loves and adores.

4) Seas and Rivers

The water is used extensively as a subject in Schubert’s Lieder. For the Romantic poets, it was
a symbol of softness, beauty, and gentleness, but like the elemental substance water has a range
of poetic uses which can project fear and foreboding. Water had a special significance in poetry
as it is also the stuff of which tears are made, and frequently in laments we find water being
alluded or referred to in the scenery in which the drama is played out.

The first poem of Schwanengesang, Liebbotschaft (‘Love’s bidding’) by Rellstab
imagines the tumbling of water down the brook, an effect which is brought out in the right hand
of the piano in a continuum of demi-semi-quavers. The Lied flows along effortlessly with
plaintive knocking of notes in the left hand of the piano which echo the vocal line antiphonally.

In Widerschein (‘Reflection) by Franz Xaver von Schlechta a fisherman is standing on
a bridge waiting for his beloved to arrive. As he stares into the water below he sees a reflection
of her face as she listens in the lilac. He recognises the ribbons and her radiance, and grabs
hold of the railing for fear of tumbling in. The first stanza starts at moderate pace and has a
jaunting rhythm in the piano. A climax builds up to the final word ‘traumt’ (‘dreams’) as we
are left to wonder what is passing through the fisherman’s mind. The second stanza moves at
a slightly faster pace as we hear in the piano the shimmering of the water in which the man
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sees the image of his beloved. The final stanza repeats the theme of the first but in a confident
way as it affirms the love which beats in the fisherman.

The subject of fish in the stream appears frequently in the Lieder, and nowhere is this
more evident than in the famous and well-loved song Die Forelle (‘The trout’) by Christian
Friedrich Schubart, the melody of which is perhaps better know from the string quintet which
Schubert modelled upon it. In the chromatic twists of the piano the glinting image of a trout
twisting and turning in the clear water shines forth. In the third stanza there is a change of pace
as the fisherman succeeds in his catch. The sextuplets in the right hand represent the fish
writhing on the end of the line as it is tugged out of the water. The song ends with the poet
looking in rage on the cheated creature, but the tonal quality of the music is neither angry nor
impassioned. Instead it is a humorous reflection on a tragedy in nature, where death, even when
by trickery and deceit, is to be laughed at in lofty irony.

A haunting poem by Friedrich Leopold Graf zu Stolberg-Stolberg entitled Auf dem
Wasser zu singen (‘To sing beside the water’) is the only poem set by Schubert of this author,
but is hauntingly beautiful. The right hand of the piano consists of knocking sextuplets with
repeated notes every other note, giving the music a shimmering effect to match the watery
subject of the poem. The stanzas sung in the vocal part always appear in the minor key, but at
the end of each strophe the piano modulates to the major key giving a sense of bliss and solace.
The boat which drifts upon the water is like a soul which journeys through life towards the
radiant sunset, which symbolises here a heavenly abode.

Am Flusse (‘By the river’) by Goethe speaks of betrayed love, which is likened to a
song written in the stream of oblivion only to be washed away in its tide.

In a completely different vein, the two versions which Schubert set to Goethe’s poem
Meeres Stille (‘Sea’s Calm’) is about undisturbed silence where not a ripple is felt upon the
surface of the water. Whereas fear is normally associated with violent crashing waves, here
perhaps ironically the dread which the boatman experiences is the eeriness of silence, where
nothing moves the water. The poem is stunning in its sensuality and slips past leaving the
listener in a state of unfulfilled expectation.

Der Fischer (‘The Fisherman’) by Goethe tells of the allurements of a water-nymph
who bids the angler to drench himself in the waters beneath. In this poem there is a reversal of
fortune, because rather than hauling to upper air his catch the angler is metaphorically hooked
by what lies beneath the water’s edge and presumably drowns himself in the desire for what is
beyond the world which he knows. The poem is hugely symbolic, as it describes the nature of
human longing which allures us outside the limitations of the familiar perhaps to our graves,
not unlike the call of the sirens against which Odysseus was warned by Circe which drew
sailors to their deaths in the charm and attraction of feminine beguilement.

A different view of water again is given in yet another poem of Goethe set by Schubert
entitled An den Mond (‘To the moon’), which despite its title is addressed both to the moon
and to the swelling river which bursts its banks in the night. Here we experience a contrast
between the moon as an image of peace and solitude, and the river of the soul which is disturbed
and ridden with angst. As an image the river is indeed complex, as it represents the full flow
of thoughts which rush through the mind of the poet, thoughts of restless longing, calm, and
forsaken love. The first three stanzas are quiet and soothing, but as the fourth gets underway
the mood changes, as the poem draws attention away from what is hanging in the sky to what
gushes below in the recesses of the heart. The fourth stanza is a doleful harking back to what
the poet has lost. The murmuring of the river is felt at the start of the fifth as the pace in the
right hand picks up. What begins in strophic form is disturbed by a sudden onset, but the song
settles peacefully. What is unknown drifts through the heart’s labyrinth at night.
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Auf dem See (‘On the lake’) by Goethe is magnificently symbolic: in the first stanza the
poet imagines himself looking out and upward into the beauty of nature as he drifts in a boat
towards the mountains and clouds in the distance, but in the second the eyes peer down into
the reflection of the lake on which the boat is floating. The mountains and the air represent the
future, whereas the mirror of the water’s surface represents past memory. Though the poet tries
to resist looking downward he finds that he cannot help but do so, as in the reflection of the
water he sees the full radiance stars, mists, and ripening fruit. The reference to the last is
significant because it calls to mind autumn, which symbolises maturity of life and a longing
backward glance at what has passed.

Am Meer (‘Beside the lake’) by Heinrich Heine is the twelfth of Schwanengesang, in
which the poet imagines himself to sit with his beloved beside the hut of a lonely fisherman.
As he places his hand upon that of his beloved he notices that tears well up in her eyes. The
water which sits in the distance in the first stanza takes a dramatic turn in the second and third
as the poet realises that the one whom he loves is not in love with him. The glistening of the
tears as they fall from her cheeks is imitated in the tremolo which begins in the piano as the
vocal part moves from the first to the second stanzas. The penultimate four chords are an
agonising progression from diminished to tonic major, repeating themselves twice. The
diminished chord symbolises the lover’s agony, the resolution to the tonic major his acceptance
that the woman he is spending time with in solitude will never love him.

Der Schiffer (‘The boatman’) by Mayrhofer imagines a seaman charging through a
storm-tossed watery landscape in which reef, rock and whirlpool all threaten him. Despite the
dangers he faces he still chooses a life of courage over one of snug boredom at home. In the
poem we witness pathetic fallacy as the churning waters are likened to rage. Nature is projected
as a mirror of human sensibility, and like much of the Romantic tradition we are invited to
associate the riotous boat journey with a journey through the trials and tribulations of life. By
the same poet, Am Strome (‘By the river’) envisages life as a stream which heads relentlessly
towards the open sea, with all the variations of calm and storm which the experience brings
along with it. But the poet wishes for a swift flow as there is nothing on earth to give him
comfort or solace.

In 1817 Mayrhofer wrote three poems entitled Auf der Donau (‘On the Danube’), Nach
einem Gewitter (‘After a thunderstorm’), and Erlafsee (‘Lake Erlaf’). The first is a journey
down Europe’s mightiest river past ruins of castles and towers. As the boat passes the onlooker
imagines a past of knights in armour, now replaced by briars and thistles. These poetically
represent the strangling encroachment of prosaic modernity over a mythical landscape which
we are invited to imagine in our minds. The thunderstorm of the second represents a storm in
the heart, which once quelled breaks forth into bright colour. The piano enters lightly and airily
to imitate the glistening pearls of raindrops which bedeck the flowers in the field. In the final
strophe God hangs his bow up in the heavens, which symbolically means peace and
reconciliation. The last is a simple and pure celebration of nature, where the silence of Lake
Erlap brings peace to the mind of the visitor. In its reflection can be seen the tops of pines and
clouds as they drift stilly by. The poem is framed by the words ‘Mir is wohl’ (‘I feel happy’).
As the lines mention the blue of the sky above the voice soars up to top notes. The pace changes
to a 6/8 tempo as the poem moves on to the fresh winds which dance lightly upon the water’s
surface. The effect is almost dancelike as we imagine little ripples appearing in what had been
the stillness of the glassy water. As the sun grows paler the voice dies down in a slowing
decrescendo, only to return to the framing theme of happiness and contentment.

In Die schone Miillerin the stream is a character in the story itself to which the poet
turns for advice. In the first song we can hear in the revolving ostinato of the piano the turning
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of the millwheels in the water, and for the first half of the cycle the stream is referred to as the
poet’s friend. All this changes dramatically when a huntsman appears out of nowhere to steal
the heart of the miller’s beloved. In the final song of the cycle, which is cast as a lullaby, the
stream speaks back to the weary wanderer and invites him to find his home in the blue glassy
caverns of the riverbed where he will be cradled to sleep. Sleep here refers metaphorically to
death and the cradling in the waters to drowning.

Auf dem Strom (‘On the river’) by Rellstab imagines a lover aboard a boat as it begins
to depart on a river journey. The poem is addressed to the poet’s beloved who stands upon the
riverbank. As the second stanza begins the boat has travelled further downstream and the
passenger swoons with longing for the meadow which is now escaping out of sight. The Lied
is one of the most haunting, beautiful and magnificent which Schubert ever composed. It is
written for voice, piano and cello. The piano gives the harmonic base in rippling sextuplets
which imitate the shimmering of the river water. Cello and piano speak to each other in a
dialogue of love and longing, the cello representing the yearning of the heart as the lover on
the boat drifts away from the one he earnestly loves. The silken qualities of the music’s texture
is beyond all comparison. The voice sails through the Lied with effortless grace, the harmonies
melting into one another in a lusciousness of tone showing the genius of Schubert’s musical
poetry at its very finest. As the boat pulls out to sea the lover looks up at the stars in the heaven
as they drift over the hostile sea, where perhaps one day he and his beloved may meet again.
The touching lyrical splendour of this Lied is literally indescribable.

Am Bach im Friihling (‘By the stream in spring’) by Franz von Schober imagines a
heart-broken lover returning to a brook in early spring when the ice has just begun to melt. He
beholds flowers on the riverbank but cannot derive joy unless he sees the blue flower of
remembrance. The piano begins in gentle soothing triplets, over which the voice hymns its
melody. In the second strophe the key becomes minor as the poet sings about loneliness and
bereavement. The third stanza has a feeling of recitative with the piano underpinning the voice
like a harpsichord in an oratorio, and the poet, like a narrator, describes his longing. The Lied
returns to the first stanza and repeats its lament all again, as if the poet cannot accept that the
one whom he loves will never return to him. Rarely in the poetry which Schubert set to music
do we find that nature is described for its own sake. There is a further objective to the
description of the natural world, where human feeling and sensibility are portrayed on the
backcloth of a chosen landscape upon which they are visually painted.

5) Seclusion

The subject of loneliness, or Einsamkeit, is central to the German Romantic song tradition and
in turn affected poets in England such as William Wordsworth who famously began a poem
with the lines ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud.” Seclusion was a crucial component of the
Romantic experience as it gave the thinker space to explore and understand the tenderness of
human feeling.

One of Schubert’s most glorious Lieder is a setting of a poem by Jacob Nicolaus
Craigher de Jachuletta entitled Die junge Nonne (‘The young nun’) whose heroine sits alone in
a monastery listening to the thunder and lightning outside. The portrait is symbolic as the rage
of the storm outside stands for the noise and chaos of the world beyond the walls of the nunnery.
Inside is peace as the young woman awaits her ‘groom’, who is no groom in any conventional
sense but her Saviour Jesus Christ. The enclosure of the monastery is like the enclosure of the
heart, but whereas in other Lieder where the heart is seen to be restless and storm-tossed, here
the heart is at peace with itself. Schubert tends to avoid religious themes in the Lieder, and
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when he touches on them it is often with a special purpose in mind. In this song the nun appears
to be in love, but the object of her love is not a man in any conventional sense but her Lord in
Heaven. The cleverness of this Lied lies in the way it succeeds in combining a love impulse
with a religious motif. As she hears the bells toll from the tower she hears the call of God lifting
her mind out of the griminess of worldly experience to the heights of heavenly bliss. The Lied
finishes with a cry of Halleluia as the soul drifts out of its earthly bonds into paradise.

By the same poet, Der blinde Knabe (‘The blind boy’) tells of the loneliness of a young
child who has never known the visual beauties of the world, but in his loneliness the boy bids
the world not to feel pity for him as he has found his own internal solace in the inner recesses
of his own mind.

Goethe’s poetry was a rich resource for Schubert. Gretchen am Spinnrade (‘Gretchen
at the spinning-wheel) from Faust is quite unlike Die junge Nonne in that, although in both
cases we are asked to imagine a young woman detached from a lover, in Gretchen there is only
longing for the one she is missing, no hope of finding him. The piano imitates the turning of
the spinning-wheel as it turns round and round a D Minor motif which the Lied then develops
harmonically. Trost in Trdnen (‘Consolation in tears’) speaks of sadness in the midst of
merriment, when the rest of the world is happy but the heartbroken lover is left to nurse his
wounds. Solace is found in nature, which becomes a kind of substitute for human
companionship. Likewise, in Schdifers Klagelied (‘Shepherd’s lament’), a lonely shepherd boy
drives his sheep through the desolate heaths and mountains. He leans upon his staff to survey
the meadow in the valley below, resplendent in brightly coloured flowers. However, the boy
cannot find joy in what he sees because if he goes down into the valley to pick flowers he will
not know to whom to give them. In the far distance a rainbow arches over the house of one he
has loved, but she has now gone away. The setting of the poem combines the formal qualities
of both aria and recitative, and blossoms in a heartfelt lament at the forlornness of lost love and
affection.

Auf der Riesenkoppe (‘On the Riesenkoppe’) is a poem by Theodor Korner celebrating
a lonely moment on a mountain peak where the onlooker can marvel in rapture at the beauty
of creation. In the distance he sees the frontiers of his homeland where once the fires of love
seized him, now left behind in the far distant past. The piano enters in a dramatic way, allowing
the voice to enter in the style of a recitative. In the second stanza the Lied now turns into an
aria as the poet marvels at what lies beneath his eyes. His gaze drifts across the landscape
fleetingly. The piano plays in a glistening way on the top notes as the observer casts his eyes
from one side to the other. When the theme of love is introduced the pace slows and the verse
turns into more of a sigh, but the poem is not weighed down in self-pity. In the final stanza the
wanderer gives his blessing to the whole wide expanse of the world at his feet, and in wistful
sad longing salutes his homeland which he has left far behind.

The subject of wandering is frequent in Schubert’s song-writing, as it was the Romantic
poets upon whom he drew. Among the Lieder are settings of two separate poems each entitled
Der Wanderer (‘The wanderer’), one by Friedrich von Schlegel, the other by Georg Philipp
Schmitt. In the first the light of the moon seems to bid the traveller to journey away from his
home into the distance up a mountain slope. The poet comments that in his solitude he is
surrounded by the wonder of nature and needs no human company to keep him content. The
second poem of the same name is almost the mirror image of this, where the wanderer comes
back from the mountains seeking his homeland. Around him is a cold waste, the silence of the
valley without a soul to talk to, and the desolation of world bereft of friends, family and loved
ones. The wanderer seems to get no closer to his destination. Through sighs he asks how long
it will be until he reaches his goal, whereupon a ghostly whisper comes from nowhere telling

13

A Haberdashers’ Aske’s Occasional Paper. All rights reserved.



him that fortune lies where he is not. The second of the poems is by far the more famous as the
melodic theme of the Schubert Lied was also an inspiration for the second movement of the
great Wanderer Fantasy which Schubert wrote for piano solo. Once again the formal idioms of
aria and recitative are conjoined in this most wonderful lament to loneliness and solitude.

In Tiefes Lied (‘Deep Sorrow’) by Ernzt Schulze we are left to imagine a wandering
soul drifting alone on the waters of the deep in search of respite from the pangs of forlorn love.
The tossing of the waters represent the inner turmoil of the poet’s mind as he sails through the
wind and rain without thought for his own safety. He is in search of a place somewhere far out,
but it is not clear whether the place to which the third line of the first stanza refers is a literal
place or a metaphorical one which the poet seeks in his own mind to shelter him from the
storms and tempests of raging love. In the second stanza reference is made to ‘the ever-silent,
ever-pale’ (Die Ewigstummen, Ewigbleichen’), who must here be the dead. He will not wake
them out of their slumber with his footsteps. He cannot know or imagine what they may have
suffered. But one things he can be sure of is that if he goes to the place which the dead inhabit
his departure will rack the heart of the one who hilted him forever, through the stony silence
of the grave will never give him that satisfaction. The Lied feels very much like a hymn in his
melodic line. Each strophe begins in a hasty way to represent the emotional angst of the poor
lover, but then dissolves into something more sweet and tender as he comforts himself with the
prospect that after this close of this life the smart of his grief can no longer trouble him. The
Lied is among Schubert’s most touching and tender and, though tragic, ends in a blissful
resignation.

Der Einsame (‘The recluse’) by Karl Lappe takes delight in lonesomeness. Unlike some
poetry which treats isolation as loneliness, this sees seclusion as a blessed state to be envied.
The only sound which the recluse can hear is the chirping of crickets on the hearth. He sits
back beside the fire in blissful contemplation of the ease of his life, looking ahead to another
day when he can delight in his rustic way of life. The chirping of the crickets is felt in the piano
introduction and the dialogue between piano and voice. Whatever joy or sorrow the day has
brought will flush through the mind one more time and then die out along with the fading
embers in the fireplace. As the embers die, the poet prepares for a restful sleep free from care.
The poet delights in the seclusion from the bustle and bother of the crowded world, from which
he has taken refuge. The only noise which remains is the little crickets in the house whose
melodious tune is recalled once again in the piano and almost become a lullaby which will take
the man off to sleep in a carefree slumber.

6) Mythology and religious devotion

In the Romantic period, there was a move away from the old classical models to a more
intensely personalised type of verse. All the same, poets like Goethe made frequent reference
to Klassizismus, or Classicism, and the old literary tropes of the ancient world never completely
died.

One of Goethe’s poems which Schubert set to music is dedicated to the coachman
Chronos (An Schwager Kronos) which is in fact a confusion of the name, since Kronos, or
Saturn, was in Greek mythology the father of Zeus the king of the gods, whereas Chronos
means Time personified. Here the agent of the action is Father Time, who is told to make haste
as it takes a soul down to Orcus, another name for the underworld. There is an irony in the first
stanza, because the bid is for Time to hasten the soul into life. This must be a poetic reference
to birth, as the imagery is that of a journey uphill to the top of a mountain which represents the
zenith of youth. In the fifth stanza the motion turns downward as the journey, like the sun, sinks
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beneath the horizon into the shades of death. The penultimate stanza bids Time to snatch the
poet still drunk with the last rays of sun so that he can enter the halls of death in triumph. The
poet envisages himself as a toothless man trapped on the moors with limbs shaking and teeth
chattering. The clattering of teeth is then echoed in the rattling of the coach as it takes its cargo
down into hell. The banging of the cart is mimicked in the banging octaves on the piano which
occupy the first few stanzas. The Lied moves into a lovely melodic section, and at the end we
hear in the piano the horns as the coach enters the gates of the netherworld.

Another of Goethe’s poems, entitled Prometheus, is dedicated to the god who according
to legend stole fire from heaven so that mortals could learn how to survive, and was then
chained to a rock as a punishment by Zeus where vultures tore at his undying liver. The poem
is aremonstration against Zeus who sits on his throne in heaven surrounded by mist and vapour.
The poet decries the self-arrogated glory and power of the gods who will never earn their praise
from mortals who live on earth and struggle for their survival. It is a mere childish fantasy to
render worship unto heaven; when we grow into adults we ignore the demands of the gods and
experience life to its full, without noticing what is up beyond the sky. This poem in all sorts of
ways ties in with humanism in that it is protest to humanity to forsake religion and live its life
fully without religious or superstitious scruple. The piano enters triumphantly and breaks into
a tremolo as Prometheus begins his speech of defiance. The trembling is intended to represent
the awesome power of heaven and nature which is both vast and beyond the control of mortals.
A recitative quality in the first stanza is followed by a doleful lament in the second which
mocks the gods as paltry. The third stanza looks back to childhood when the power of the gods
seemed awful and majestic. The fourth comes crashing back by proclaiming that no one helped
him when he wrestled with the other Titans to liberate Zeus and his minions. The fifth stanza
asks why we should honour the gods when they have done nothing to alleviate human misery
and suffering. In the final strophe Prometheus resoundingly announces that it is he, not Zeus,
who has made humanity in his own image, to struggle, weep, delight, and finally to ignore Zeus
in his splendour.

The eighth poem of Schwanengesang is Atlas by Heine. The mythical magnificence is
mimicked in the tremolo in the piano, as we think of poor Atlas holding up the vault of heaven.
Here, in contrast, Atlas blames himself: he wanted to be happy forever, but now he is endlessly
miserable.

Schubert’s contemporary Mayrhofer made extensive use of Classical allusion. In Fahrt
zum Hades (‘Journey to Hades’) the poet imagines a journey across the river Lethe into the
depths of nether hell. The piano introduction is full of intensity and foreboding as the boat
along the stream carries itself past cypress trees and the chilling cries of spirits into the pitch
darkness where neither sun nor stars shine. But rather than fearing the outcome the narrator is
calm and resigned to his inevitable fate. One last mournful tear is shed for the passing of life.
The mood changes quickly again to one of alarm as the traveller sails past Tantalus who is
tortured forever in the belly of Tartarus. Yet the great irony of the poem at the end is that the
torments felt in Hades are the longings for all that we lose when we pass from this world into
the next. The Lied ends with a repetition of the first stanza which draws our attention back to
the boat in which the soul calmly sits awaiting its destiny. In Memnon the poet alludes to a
mythical character, the son of Aurora, who was killed by Achilles at Troy. Zeus agrees to
resuscitate the Son of the Dawn Goddess once a day briefly as the sun beats its pink rays upon
the earth. The poem is told in the voice of Memnon who complains about his harsh fate. All
day long he can speak but once, while for the rest of time serpent writhe in his heart. The Lied
starts quietly but with three notes knocking relentlessly on the piano at the close of each little
phrase, suggesting Memnon knocking to get out from his grave of slumber. The rays of the
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dawn seem to be melody to men who suppose that it blooms in the warmth of Memnon’s heart.
When the third stanza arrives, with the wriggling of its snakes, the slimy turning of what
devours Memnon in the depths of his soul is brought out in the turning ostinato of the piano.
In the final stanza he wishes to be united once and for all with his blessed mother, the dawn,
far from the agony of this world as pale as a star.

Mayrhofer’s Lied einers Schiffers an die Dioskuren (‘Seafarer’s song to the Dioscuri’),
addresses the two sons of Jupiter, Castor and Pollux. The Lied is mostly gentle and resigned,
but at the start of the second stanza there is a momentary tremolo in the piano as the man, full
of confidence, stands intrepid against the storm.

A lovely poem by Johann Ladislaus Pyrker von Oberwart entitled Die Allmacht (‘The
Almighty’) addresses Jehovah in heaven who is the source of all things good on earth and the
final hope of salvation, balm and grace. Schubert largely avoided songs of religious devotion,
but on occasions, like the famous Ave Maria, he would stray into the devotional sphere. This
is a triumphant hymn of praise to God the Most High, but in accordance with the Romantic
spirit it seeks the glory of God not in the inner walls of a church or monastery but in the beauty
and grandeur of nature itself. Every time we hear a forest river, or the murmuring of a wood,
or the swaying of the golden corn, the lovely flowers, the lightning crash or the thunder’s
rumbling we behold the handiwork of God himself, and see in the wonder of nature the
signature of its almighty artisan. The Lied returns to the main theme at the end, which is to
proclaim the greatness of God’s glory. It is a wondrous hymn of dedication which seeks to
unite the Romantic sense of the mystery and greatness of nature with that of its hidden architect.

Schubert also put to music a poem by Johann Georg Jacobi entitled Litanei auf des Fest
aller Seelen (‘Litany for the Feast of All Souls’) which is liturgical in quality but which
imagines the rest to be not so much from the pangs of Purgatory as from the cares and
tribulations of the world. Girls who were abandoned by a faithless lover may now rest, as may
those who lived in darkness in life. In one sense the poem is religious, but in another it is not
praying for the dead in any conventional sense. Rather, it is plea that any who in this life
suffered may enjoy peace and solace that their trials are over.

Ganymed by Goethe commemorates the son of Tros who was taken up in Greek
mythology to heaven to serve as a cup-bearer for the gods. The Lied is light and ethereal, and
as the stanzas proceed the direction of the voice is lifted further and further into its own
stratosphere as the hero is assumed into the heights of Olympus. As the final stanza approaches,
the pace of the music picks up in excited anticipation of what is to come. Zeus is referred to
not by his name but as ‘Alliebender Vater’ (‘All-loving father’). Though the subject is
Classical, the poetry takes on a Christian resonance as the image of Ganymede is in some
subconscious way resonant of the Ascension of Christ into heaven.

7) Lullabies and Serenades

As a poetic subject the lullaby is especially associated with German Romanticism, the most
famous example being the famous melody by Brahms. Among Schubert’s Lieder the theme of
the lullaby appears several times. The lovely anonymous Wiegenlied (‘Cradle song’) is a
lullaby sung by a mother to her baby boy as she rocks him to sleep. The rocking of the cradle
is felt in the piano as the hands rock from side to side. The Schlaflied (‘Lullaby’) by Mayrhofer
has a more dream-like quality which imagines the thoughts of forests, rivers, birds and clouds
drift through the mind of the boy who is lulled to sleep in the bosom of his mother. Once again,
there is a lovely rocking sense in the piano over which the voice glides and sails as the child is
hushed to sleep. The Nachtgesang (‘Night-song’) by Goethe is not so much a lullaby as an
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invocation of sleep. The gentle rolls in the right hand of the piano remind the listener of the
plucked strings of a lute.

Nachtstiick (‘Nocturne’) by Mayrhofer envisages an old man taking up a harp in the
mists of the night and lulling himself to sleep. Unlike the other poems, however, sleep here is
synonymous with death. The gentle misty quality of the fog as it descends over the mountains
comes across in the slow, harmonically unpredictable chord progressions of the first stanza. As
the old man breaks forth into his song, the rolling ostinato of the piano calls to mind the strings
of the harp which he plucks as he sings himself into a deep slumber. The night is addressed as
something holy, a mystical state in which the soul will pass from its sorrows from life into
death. In the second half of the old man’s lullaby, the rustling of the green trees is felt in the
fleeting figures in the right hand of the piano. All of nature is in sympathy as the birds sing the
man towards his grave. With gentle resignation, the old man listens to their call and falls silent
as death bends itself towards him to claim him.

Wiegenlied (‘Cradle song’) by Seidl is an enchanting Lied in strophic form but with a
refrain which takes a different form when it re-appears. The song is made up of a charming
dialogue between voice and piano which drifts effortlessly along as we imagine a child sleeping
peacefully undisturbed by cares, as angels hover around its head promising a reward when the
child eventually awakes.

Schubert set to music several settings of the serenade, or Stindchen, the most famous
of them from Schwanengesang. Perhaps a lest well-known is a setting of a text from
Shakespeare’s Cymbelene translated into German by Schlegel, Bauernfeld and Mayrhofer. The
poem is addressed to a pretty maid who is still asleep. If the lark or the star-spangled skies fail
to wake the sleeping girl, then the love song of her admirer ought to do so successfully. The
Lied is humorous and playful with a dancing rhythm in the piano and a bouncy vocal line which
coaxes the maid out of her slumber. In contrast, the famous serenade from Schwanengesang
has a much more plaintive tone, the voice enticing the object of the lover’s affection down from
the window of her bedroom into the silent grove of the night. The sliding up to and away from
the tonic note of D is reminiscent of the calling of the nightingale which sings out its sweet
melody from the branches of the trees. The birds understand the longing of the lover who
desires his beloved to follow him out into the night. The silvery notes which they chirp are felt
in the grace notes of the voice as it ascends in the final stanza and drops again in a silky melody.
In the depths of the forest the lover stands, quivering with expectation for the object of his
affection.

Goethe’s poem An Mignon (‘To my darling’) is not quite a serenade in the conventional
sense but is nevertheless a dedication to the poet’s beloved. The poet desperately tries to hide
from the world the pain he feels at the thought of his loved one, whose memory sticks in his
mind every new morning and through the night. The voice hovers over the rolling ostinato of
the piano which mimics the flowing of water as it carries the ship along to its destination. Each
boat which the poet sees reaches its destination, except for his which, in a figurative sense,
never reaches its aim. Though not entitled a serenade, this poem has all the hallmarks of one.
The calling, beckoning nature of the verse is tenderly captured by Schubert in the sighing and
swooning of the lover as he pines after the one he knows he can never attain. The Lied is wistful
and plaintive, and shimmers like the moon.

8) Flowers, fields and forests

The Romantic tradition spoke of the wonder of nature, and it is hardly surprising that nature
sits at the very centre of the Lied. Rarely, however, is nature described for its own sake. In
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Schubert’s Lieder, we often find that nature is used as the backcloth upon which human feeling
is depicted.

Blumenlied (‘Flower-song’) by Holty likens the lady to whom the poem is dedicated to
a garden blooming in springtime beside the blossom-laden boughs of the trees. However, she
is even more lovely than the fields and flowers, for when her face appears there is no need for
any likeness in nature. The Lied is joyful and light, envisaging birds singing over the little
stream and thse trees. The focus of the second stanza is no longer the garden but the young
woman whose beauty and goodness surpass all pleasures which the poet can find in the natural
world.

Das Rosenband (‘The rose garland’) by Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock imagines a young
girl sleeping in a spring garden. The poet binds her fast in a garland of roses but she remains
oblivious in her slumber. As he gazes upon her he imagines his life becoming entwined with
hers and all Paradise blooming around them. The Lied bears much in common with the rich
harmonies of Schumann’s song-writing, but it is distinctively Schubertian. As she awakes from
slumber to realise what has happened the pace of the music picks up as we feel the heartbeats
of the two lovers as they gaze on each other.

Nachtviolen (‘Night violets”) by Mayrhofer is a love song inspired by the beauty of
nature. The violets upon which the poet gazes are likened in his imagination to the doleful eyes
of a beautiful woman with whom he falls in love. The Lied is slow and lyrical, gently
serenading the little flowers as they peer up through the surrounding greenery.

Des Miillers Blumen (‘The miller’s flowers) from Die schone Miillerin draws a
comparison between the flowers which the love-stricken miller sees beside the bank of his
lovely stream and the twinkling eyes of the maid for whom he has fallen. In this Lied Schubert
displays his skill in taking the melody in the right hand of the piano and allowing the voice to
interweave with the harmony. The dew on the flowers is like the tears which well up in his eyes
to be shed for his beloved.

A lovely poem by Johann Anton Friedrich Reil entitled Das Lied im Griinen (‘Song in
the greenery’) speaks of the beauty of nature in the springtime, likening it to the joys of youth.
The Lied moves at a rolling pace, with the piano dancing gracefully beneath the vocal lines and
delightful modulations which take us by surprise as the song unfolds. In the open air we see
the stars in the sky as they give old men guidance. As we venture forth into the fields and
valleys the cares of life fall off away from us and we find rest and repose in the gentle cradling
of nature. In morning and evening we hear the song of Hymen as it places upon nature a poetic
crown, enticing us into its furrows and folds. The final two stanzas give an inkling that this
poem is told from the point of view of old age, as it refers to a distant time when the poet was
yet a boy when he would venture out into the countryside to read Horace, Plato, Wieland and
Kant. By travelling into the meadows beyond he rediscovers his lost youth and seeks
refreshment from the weariness of age.

Another stunning poem by Schlegel entitled Der Schmetterling (‘The butterfly’) is
likewise a celebration of the wonder of the natural world. The poem is told in the imagined
voice of a butterfly which dances and sails across the meadows in a joyful dance, skipping from
flower to flower over the dale and stream. In the Lied we hear in the light trilling of piano and
voice the flutters of the little insect as it asks “Why shouldn’t I dance?’ In an extended sense
the poem is a bid to humanity to lay aside cares and dance to the humming rhythms of nature.
The piano has a light jocose touch as we are left to imagine a butterfly hopping from plant to
plant in a colourful wilderness. The Lied is a joy to listen to and charms the listener with a
sense of nature.
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Im Walde (‘In the forest”) by Schulze has a very different flavour. The wanderer passes
over the moors and hills in the hope that he can leave behind his woes, but finds that his travails
follow him wherever he goes. As he passes through the field he sees many flowers, but there
is one on the ground which he has not seen or plucked. As the bees hum through the grass he
draws close to this mysterious plant, with its red lips growing moist and soft. Far above the
birds sing on the branches of the trees, and the wanderer wishes he could join them in their
song but cannot as he must remain on the ground sad and silent. Like the clouds which wander
across the sky to-and-fro in an effortless flight the wanderer straddles across the wild terrain
not knowing where fate is taking him. He is in pursuit of love but knows not where to find it.
The final stanza ends plaintively with the cry ‘Where can the wanderer rest?’ This poem feels
like an allegory on the nature of life’s longing. Our desires fleet in one direction to the other
but never know where they might settle. Around us we see sweet enticements but do not stop
to enjoy them.

A poem of the same title by Schlegel the focus is much more on the wind as it roars
through the coolness of the forest. The hero leaps on to his horse. The fiery red glow of dawn
seizes the imagination of the rider as boldly grabs the stirrups. The wind which rustles through
the leaves symbolises the power of God as it permeates nature, reminding us of our smallness
beneath the firmament of heaven. The piano rumbles restlessly while the voice speaks in
remonstrating tones of the awe of the forest and the might of the landscape over which he has
no control. The poem is strange and enigmatic, and seems to speak of the loosening of life’s
fetters. The wind through the forest is like the untamed impulses of the human heart, and the
fiery glow of dawn mimics the passion of the horseman. This poem falls in line with a Romantic
spirit of freedom from all constraint, a wildness in creation and a desire to break loose from the
fetters of convention.

Uber Wildemann (‘Above Wildemann’) by Schulze tells of the roaring winds through
the pine slopes which carry the wanderer across a snowy terrain. Down in the valley can be
seen the first signs of spring heaving its way into life. The Lied is fast and restless. The
wanderer looks away from the blossoming scene and looks back towards the snowy wilderness.
On the moors the heather bursts forth into an array of colour, but the poet is not satisfied as the
only thing that weighs upon his heart is the stony coldness of the one whom he loves. The song
takes the form a remonstration, bidding the breath of May in a scornful way to light upon the
surface of the land while he remains cold and indifferent to the beauties of nature opening
before him. He will remain lonely in the wild paths of the mountain tops, leaving spring to
shimmer beneath him as he turns his gaze aside, bidding nature let him roam in solitude in his
own dark delusion with the winds roaring around his feet.

Im Freien (‘In the open’) by Seidl is set in the pitch dark of night out in the starry
splendour of the open countryside. A thousand arms and voices beckon the wanderer outward
towards a cottage which stands beside a stream, where a pair of lovely eyes looks out. Beside
it a tree laden with silvery flakes of snow reminds the poet of where he used to sit with his
beloved beneath the moonbeams. All he can now do is linger outside and watch his loved one
sleep as he swoons beneath the light of the moon. All of nature calls him with the sound of true
love.

A different view of nature comes out again in the charming poem by Goethe entitled
Heidenroslein (‘Little rose of the heath’) which humorously recalls a young boy venturing out
into the wilderness to pick flowers. He stumbles upon a wild rose which is as red as his blood.
The rose then warns him that if he plucks it he will be pricked by its briers. The boy ignores
the warning and has his thumb gashed. The poem is doubtless symbolic and refers to the
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tampering of humanity in nature. Wildness should not be cropped or manicured to suit the
tastes of civilisation. In the Romantic vein the poet prefers to see nature as it is.

9.) Love and Jealousy

Love and jealousy are often bed-fellows. In many of the Lieder there is the implicit recognition
that love, though an ecstatic experience, can also be dangerous and have dark consequences.

The poem by Von Collin entitled Der Zwerg (‘The dwarf’) inspired one of the most
beautiful of Schubert’s Lieder. In the distance a boat floats across a forlorn sea carrying a queen
and a dwarf companion. The mountains in the far distance fade away in the gloom. The
shimmering ostinato of the right hand of the piano calls to mind a misty and mysterious scene
which sets the backdrop of the tragedy which is about to follow. The queen stares up into the
Milky Way. She addresses the stars which have never lied to her. She wishes to know if she is
about to die. At this point the dwarf approaches her with a red scarf. Tears well up in his eyes,
and because she betrayed him only her death can possibly bring him solace. The pace of the
music intensifies as he wraps the cord around her slender neck. As she dies he places his hand
upon her and feels heavy tears stream from her eyes as she raises a prayer to heaven. She prays
that the dwarf will feel no anguish through her death. The dwarf kisses her pale cheeks as she
expires. As the lady dies he lowers her into the dark waves, his heart aching with desire and
remorse, knowing full well that never again can he set foot upon the shore. This Lied is both
haunting and disturbing, calling to mind a nightmarish vision that lurks in the inner recesses of
the imagination, yet there is something incomparably touching and beautiful about it. Love has
gone rotten, and like stinking fruit it poisons the mind of the one who has been rejected. The
prayer of the queen that the dwarf will never regret his dastardly action sharpens the sting, as
the dwarf in his blood-curdling misdeed comes to recognise that nothing can soothe the pain
of having been spurned by the one whom he truly loved. Emotionally the Lied is complex. We
are at a loss as to whether to feel pity for this horrible manikin or to rebuke him, but through
the horror and gloom of the darkened experience swells an impassioned tide of love which
inundates the two characters. The Lied ends in a haunting melody which tapers off into the
dankness of the surroundings.

Love is the central theme of Schubert’s Lieder, and in one sense it would be impossible
to devote a single section to this all-embracing subject. However, much of the reference to love
is to be found in other references to nature, and more of Schubert’s songs express love through
a visual medium of one sort or another. Yet there are some which speak of love as an
abstraction.

Rastlose Liebe (‘Restless love’) by Goethe 1s an example of this. Into the snow, ice and
wind the traveller journeys on, caring nothing about the steaming ravines which block his path.
It is better to endure the hardship and travails of nature that to have to put up with life’s joys.
This is of course paradoxical, for the greatest joy of all, which is love, is barbed with stings and
smarts. The Lied is fast paced and restless like its title, with the piano skating along in rows of
semiquavers as the voice chants out a twisted melodic line. In the final stanza, the poet realises
that refuge in the forest is vain, because there is no way of escaping love. Love itself is life’s
crowning glory. ‘Joy without rest — this, Love, is you’ (‘Gliick ohne Ruh, Liebe, bist du’).

Goethe’s poem entitled Liebhaber in allen Gestalten (‘A lover in all disguises’) is a
much more humorous and witty commentary on the nature of love. The love-smitten poet
declares to his beloved that he would seek her whatever his circumstances. If he were a fish he
would bite at her bait, if a horse-and-coach he would carry her, if gold he would be at her
service. But he is none of those things. Here is stands as he is, asking the woman of his
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affections to accept him just as he is without disguise or beguile. The Lied has an allegorical
flavour, since it invites us to think not of what lies on the outside but on that which is internal.
True love does not care about the shape or frame of the outer shell. If two people are truly in
love then nothing else can possibly matter.

The first two of Schubert’s song cycles are each about love, and space does not here
permit a full or comprehensive treatment. Other free-standing Lieder speak of the transcendent
nature of love which surpasses the attractions and delights of nature.

Mayrhofer’s poem Sehnsucht (‘Longing’) is set in the backdrop of spring as it
approaches. The lark ascends in to the sky heralding the end of winter and the onset of better
times to come, but the onlooker is grief-stricken, consumed by deep longing. As he looks up
into the sky he notices some cranes appear and imagines soaring up with them to migrate to a
kinder land. Love is not explicitly mentioned in the poem, but the implication is that the poet
is love-stricken and wishes to leave his cares behind. The piano has a straightforward beautiful
chordal introduction which is both extended and leaves the listener wondering about its
direction. The voice then joins in picking up the melody which the piano has introduced. The
light trilling in the right hand lets us imagine the fluttering of little wings as the larks and cranes
sail across the sky. The harmony is rich and chromatic, twisting and turning through
unexpected modulations as the poet comes to realise that his true desire is to leave the confines
of the earth and join the birds of the sky.

The lovely poem of Seidl Bei dir allein!(*With you alone!”) is addressed to the poet’s
beloved who is portrayed as the balm and comfort of his woes. The pace is swift and joyful as
it speaks of the invigorating effects of love as it quivers through the body of the lover. The
second stanza speaks of the breezes as they float across the forests and flowering dells. This is
the effect which time alone with the object of his love produces. He feels that when he is
together with her he can truly be himself.

Moving back to the theme of jealousy, a delightful little poem by Seidl entitled Die
Miinner sind mechant (‘Men are rogues’) is a remonstration of a young woman who has been
cheated on by a man who she thought loved her. ‘You told me, mother, that all men are
scoundrels, but I didn’t believe you. I have fallen in love with a charming young man whom I
saw just the other evening near the village exchanging greetings with another girl.” The Lied
moves on swiftly in strophic form, with the piano interspersing the vocal line with a turning
lament in the right hand.

By the same poet, Sehnsucht (‘Longing’) imagines a love-smitten man or woman sitting
in a room in the house during winter gazing out into the blue haze of the early evening light,
imagining lost love out there in the bleak wilderness. The piano enters in tripping rhythms with
minor thirds dancing across the line. A glorious modulation ensues when the word ‘Lieb’, or
‘love’ is first mentioned. The only thing which can comfort the poet is the memory and thought
of the one loved. For days torment has torn at the heart because no song can move as freely as
the West Wind as it blows across the snowy landscape. In the final stanza the glowing warmth
of the fireplace is called to mind, but this is not a literal warmth so much as an inner warmth
which the memory of the loved one brings.

10.) Death

The German Romantic tradition was obsessed with death, and even where not expressly
mentioned the thought of death always hovers in the background in Schubert’s Lieder. Life,
love and nature must be experienced to the full here and now because the grim scythe of destiny
lurks just around the corner. There is something Epicurean in this, but unlike Epicureanism,
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which was most concerned with maximising pleasure, the Romantic poets spoke more of the
human experience in its fullest sense, where life entails pain, pleasure, sadness, joy, love,
hatred, loneliness, and companionship. In this life, all those things are to be experienced and
understood, because with death comes about nothingness. The attitude to death in the Lieder
varies from horror and dread to resigned acceptance, and on occasions death is even spoken of
as a joyful release from the drudgery of life.

One of the most famous of all the Lieder is the beloved Der Tod und das Mddchen
(‘Death and the maiden’) the theme of which Schubert also used in his famous string quartet
by the same name. The Lied is based on a poem by Matthias Claudius and entails a dialogue
between a young woman who is about to die before her time and Death personified, who bids
her not to be afraid of his icy touch. The piano enters in a slow, solemn funeral march, with
stately chords floating around a D minor scale. But as soon as the voice enters the pace rapidly
picks up, as the young woman pleads with Death not to touch her. When Death answers her
back the melancholic call soothes her heart, reminding her that death is but a release from the
toils of life and is not to be feared. She is told not to be afraid, as Death will gently rock her in
his arms. There is a curious interplay in this Lied between death and love, and the call of Death
is almost like a serenade bidding the beautiful young woman to come to him.

Der Jiinging und der Tod (‘The youth and death’) by Johann Freiherr von Spaun
envisages a dialogue between a youth and Death personified which answers a summons. Rather
than something feared or resented, death here is presented as a balm against the oppressive
cares of life. The Lied begins with the setting of the sun, on which a slow and wistful voice
pours out a sad lament. After the first two lines of the first stanza the pace picks up gradually
as the poet wishes that he could escape the pains of this world and join the bliss of another. In
the second stanza a beautiful invocation of death breaks forth, whereupon in the third stanza
Death itself appears, introduced by the same slow, stately tones of the piano as it promises the
youth that it will alleviate his pain. There is a lingering in the final line on the word ‘Qual’
(‘torment) before it resolves into a peaceful and resigned acceptance.

Von Collin’s poem Totengribers Heimwehe (‘Gravedigger’s longing) is a
remonstration against the drudgery of digging out graves for corpses to be laid in. What is the
purpose of life? We are borne, we struggle, and then we meet the same inevitable end. In this
Lied death seems a welcome release from the pain and torment of life. The gravedigger is old
and alone without anyone to keep him company. His life is oppressive and tedious, but the one
companion he can embrace is death itself. As he lingers on the edge of the grave which he has
just dug he looks down into its depths holding a cross in his hand. He imagines it to be a
homeland of peace, a magic bond which binds his soul to an eternal light which beckons him
from afar. There is an unmistakable Christian undertone in the poem, as the final stanza sees
death as inconclusive. As the gravedigger closes his eyes the stars gradually fade. He sinks
down, down into the darkness of the pit where he will be greeted by those he loves. The Lied
begins in an angry and bitter tone, complaining that there is no rest in a life of toil and effort.
This sets up the irony which follows, because rest is to be found in death itself. In the second
stanza the key changes to the major as death is seen as a blessing, but then reverts to the minor
as the gravedigger reflects on his loneliness. The Lied drops to a haunting hush as the
gravedigger looks down into the trench holding the cross. The voice settles on a deep note as
the word ‘Grab’, or ‘grave’, is sung. In the final stanza, which looks ahead to the bliss of
reunion, the tone changes completely. Deep dark notes are now replaced with light ethereal
ones, and as the starts flicker and fade the melodic lines slowly and wistfully tapers into a
nothingness. At the end, as the gravedigger sinks into his own grave, a peaceful resignation
floats across the music, with high treble chords in the right hand and deep bass octaves in the

22

A Haberdashers’ Aske’s Occasional Paper. All rights reserved.



left echoing one another, as if to remind us of both sides of the story. At one level death is all
about loss as we depart from this life and descend into the bowels of the earth. But it is also
about release where the spirit can leave the confines of the mortal body and soar above into
heaven.

Epilogue

The biographer Harold C. Schoenberg called Schubert ‘the poet of music’. The title is not
lightly earned. In the Lieder, we experience the full range of life’s perspectives, and the use of
music to enhance poetry has never, before or since, been matched. For many the Romantic
tradition is little more than sentimental wash written to satisfy the bourgeois sensibilities of a
bygone age which was hypocritical and indifferent to the plight of suffering humanity. On that
account, the Lieder are mere trifles and ditties to amuse the living rooms of an emergent
industrial class which exploited the poor and revelled in sentimental frivolity. That judgment
cannot be completely dismissed, and like much criticism of its kind it contains a kernel of truth.
Yet it is important not to take an excessively narrow view of what these Lieder do as art songs.
Their enduring value lies in the fact that they reach out to the heart and transcend barriers of
century and social class. In our mechanised global post-Romantic modern age, we have grown
used to condemning nineteenth-century Romanticism as the artistic language of the sexually
repressed, the emotive out-blurting of self-righteous men who preached family values in public,
only in private to ride off in hackney carriages to the East End where they would fund desperate
women’s alcohol habits. Apart from being a vicious caricature, in a much more disturbing sense
this type of obloquy deflects the spotlight away from where it is perhaps most needed. If we
are to stand in condemnation of an earlier age, we need the assurance that future generations
will not stand in similar condemnation of ours. Goethe himself was aware of the innate dangers
of Romanticism, which can lead to an unhealthy emotional wallowing and a turning inward
away from the world and society. But what these poems speak of is something to which our
own century perhaps has taken a sardonic and uncharitable view, a focus on love and
tenderness, on devotion and longing, on a search for beauty and wonder in the natural world in
which we can find a sense of the mystical and transcendent.

Romanticism doubtless has its limitations, and if not tempered by a sense of perspective
it will, as Goethe rightly warned, lead helter-skelter into something psychologically putrid. But
what Schubert achieved is something exquisite and beautiful which is not to be mocked or
sneered at as mere bourgeois frippery or sentimentality. If modern reception compartmentalises
it as such, it misses something very fundamental about human nature, our inner desire to love
and be loved, to admire nature, to seek solace in the natural world and to be uplifted by its
beauty. Schubert has his place in history, and his Lieder cannot be properly understood outside
its historical framework. Still, it is the cornerstone of a tradition which continues to bring joy
to its listeners. In this light, perhaps, we can fully appreciate his musical-poetic genius and its
enduring legacy.
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