
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Over the past 30 years, Friends have been providing transformational support for the Hall, ensuring this historic 

building remains a home for great music making. Enjoy the benefits of friendship by joining as a Friend today, and 

be a part of the Wigmore story.    

 

Wigmore Hall is a no smoking venue. No recording or photographic equipment may be taken into the auditorium nor used in any other part of the Hall without the prior 
written permission of the management.  
In accordance with the requirements of City of Westminster persons shall not be permitted to stand or sit in any of the gangways intersecting the seating, or to sit in any 
other gangways. If standing is permitted in the gangways at the sides and rear of the seating, it shall be limited to the number indicated in the notices exhibited in those 
positions. 
Disabled Access and Facilities - full details from 020 7935 2141. 
Wigmore Hall is equipped with a ‘Loop’ to help hearing aid users receive clear sound without background noise. Patrons can use this facility by switching hearing aids to 
‘T’. 

 
Please ensure that watch alarms, mobile phones and any other electrical devices which can become audible are switched off. Phones on a vibrate setting can still be heard, 
please switch off. 
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Franz Schubert  (1797-1828)    Winterreise D911 (1827)   
Gute Nacht • Die Wetterfahne • 
Gefrorne Tränen • Erstarrung • 
Der Lindenbaum • Wasserflut • 
Auf dem Flusse • Rückblick • 
Irrlicht • Rast • Frühlingstraum • 
Einsamkeit • Die Post • 
Der greise Kopf • Die Krähe • 
Letzte Hoffnung • Im Dorfe • 
Der stürmische Morgen • Täuschung • 
Der Wegweiser • Das Wirtshaus • 
Mut • Die Nebensonnen • Der Leiermann  

 
 

 
 

 

  



 

 

In late 1826 or early 1827, Schubert encountered a 

set of 12 poems in the periodical Urania, titled 

Wanderlieder von Wilhelm Müller. Die Winterreise. In 
12 Liedern. He promptly set the poetic cycle to music, 

and invited his friends to hear the new songs in early 

March 1827. However, he failed to show up for the 

informal première of his own music: while we don’t 

know why, it is possible that he had, by then, 

discovered that Müller had later expanded his 12 

poems into a set of 24, and realised that his own work 

was not yet done. From this point, the gestation of 

Schubert’s cycle becomes increasingly complicated, 

because in Müller’s final version, the order of the 

poems changed considerably. Schubert, likely 

unwilling to undo his carefully planned key relations 

and musical contrasts between songs, retained the 

order of his original 12 and appended the additional 

poems more or less sequentially. He did concede 

some changes in the process, including the 

transposition of the 12th song, ‘Einsamkeit’, out of its 

original key, which had previously provided cyclical 

unity with the key of the opening ‘Gute Nacht’. We can 

understand through this earlier end-point how the 

overarching vision for Winterreise changed: while 

‘Einsamkeit’ reinforces the bleak loneliness of a 

continuing frozen journey, we do not experience the 

full psychological breakdown that happens over the 

course of the complete cycle. 

Schubert’s friend Joseph von Spaun famously 

recalled that when the composer first performed the 

complete Winterreise for a gathering of friends, those 

present were baffled by its sheer gloominess. While 

they would have been familiar with dozens of 

Schubert’s songs on existential topics, there was no 

precedent in his output for a cycle so long and 

unremittingly bleak. Even compared with Schubert’s 

earlier Müller cycle, Die schöne Müllerin (1823), there 

are clear musical and psychological shifts: similar 

themes of journeying and loss were transmitted there 

through much simpler forms and textures, and the 

outlook of the earlier protagonist remained naively 

optimistic for much longer. In Winterreise, the status 

of the protagonist as an outsider destined for a long 

and painful journey is established right away, from the 

high vocal entry on ‘Fremd’ above those 

unmistakable trudging piano chords. 

However weighty and worldly-wise its themes, 

Winterreise was the product of two young minds. 

Müller died suddenly in 1827 at the age of 32; 

Schubert set the poems to music that year, but died 

in 1828 at 31. The composer was almost certainly 

aware that suffering lay ahead of him – he had 

contracted syphilis some years earlier – and his late 

works are often interpreted as standing in the shadow 

of death. We know deliberately little about the 

protagonist of Winterreise, but a reference in one 

song to his ‘black hair’ suggests that he, too, journeys 

towards a premature death. Several songs, especially 

in the first half, can be described as Wanderlieder – 

they sit firmly within the Romantic tradition of the 

soul-searching, nature-filled journey. We witness the 

protagonist reflecting upon his romantic rejection, 

reacting to landmarks and details of the world around 

him, and feeling the sharp effects of the weather and 

his waning energy. There’s no shortage of 

Schubertian fingerprints, including sleight-of-hand 

motivic and harmonic transformations within and 

between songs that alter emotional states in an 

instant. 

While mostly alone with his thoughts, the 

protagonist is highly attuned to the world around him, 

which he finds variously comforting and haunting. He 

makes passing comments on deer tracks in the snow 

(in ‘Gute Nacht’), and despairs at the frozen land 

absent of flowers and green grass (in ‘Erstarrung’). 

Humanity is sought in nature, and both are found to 

be fickle – think of the welcoming message of the 

rustling branches in ‘Der Lindenbaum’ followed by an 

immediate gust of icy wind. In ‘Frühlingstraum’, the 

blissful escape of sleep and the possibilities of 

dreams are bluntly rescinded by crowing cockerels 

and cawing ravens. Schubert’s handling of these 

abrupt changes of temperament and situation can be 

both cuttingly stark and devastatingly subtle. 

The second half brings more acute encounters with 

other living things, including the postman’s horse 

(‘Die Post’), distant dogs (‘Im Dorfe’), and of course 

the crow. Whether or not the crow is a figment of the 

wanderer’s imagination, the music of ‘Die Krähe’ 

captures both the aerial pirouettes of the uncanny 

creature and the spiralling pessimism of his own 

outlook. His mental state is increasingly mapped onto 

his surroundings: in ‘Letzte Hoffnung’ he hangs his 

fading hopes on a particular leaf of an autumnal tree, 

which inevitably drops to the ground – a pivotal, fate-

sealing moment in the cycle. In the following song, 

‘Der stürmische Morgen’, his heart is reflected in the 

empty, frozen sky. The piano writing is astonishingly, 

consistently effective in bringing these scenarios to 

life. 

The final sequence is a masterclass in Schubert’s 

late Lieder style. The grim inevitability of the path 

ahead in ‘Der Wegweiser’ is enforced musically 

through an increasing obsession with a single pitch. 

After this, the major chords of ‘Das Wirtshaus’ seem 

consolatory, but their dactylic rhythm (long-short-

short) is a classic signifier of death. After a final burst 

of energy in ‘Mut’ comes ‘Der Nebensonnen’, in which 

the fragile lines between reality and hallucination are 

echoed in the use of a melody that stays the same, 

but is harmonised differently as the song progresses, 

like a landscape transforming in different lights. 

Finally comes the closing encounter with the 

unfathomable hurdy-gurdy man (‘Der Leiermann’) – a 

completely singular song built upon the simplest of 

musical building blocks, frozen in time and destined 

to repeat. 
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Texts continue overleaf 
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Translation by Richard Stokes from The Book of Lieder published by 
Faber & Faber, with thanks to George Bird, co-author of The Fischer-
Dieskau Book of Lieder, published by Victor Gollancz Ltd. 

 


