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Extremes of emotion are at the heart of this 

programme of love and loss. ‘Lachen und Weinen’ sets 

the tone: its protagonist is a temperamental young 

soul, and the song teeters on thresholds between 

laughter and tears, joy and despair, all cannily 

navigated through Schubert’s characteristic major-

minor play. While ‘Lachen und Weinen’ is striking in its 

singular, relatively simple musical vision, the next two 

songs are complex and beguiling. When Schubert 

selected ‘Was bedeutet die Bewegung?’ from the 

Suleika book of Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan, he 

didn’t know the poem was actually written by Goethe’s 

lover, the actress Marianne von Willemer. The resulting 

‘Suleika I’ was declared by Brahms to be one of the 

‘loveliest songs ever written’. After the tantalising 

stirring of the ‘east wind’ at the start, the song brings 

further eroticised appeals to the senses before ending 

with a blissful slower episode in B major. Like Willemer 

and Goethe, Rückert was immersed in the literary 

fashion for Orientalism that swept through German 

Romanticism – he was also a prominent translator and 

academic – and the breeze of the ‘east wind’ also 

animates the opening of ‘Dass sie hier gewesen’. The 

syntactic ambiguity of Rückert’s poem has been 

notoriously difficult to capture in translation, and its 

musical workings are similarly enigmatic: the vocal line 

is melodious but not really melodic, and fleeting 

moments of harmonic stability are swiftly dissolved. 

Returning to the opening opposites of joy and 

sorrow, the short duration of ‘Die Liebe’ belies its 

expressive depths, and its increasingly restless piano 

part is replete with dissonance and dynamic contrast. 

‘Die Liebe’ originated in Goethe’s Egmont, and ‘Amalia’ 

is also extracted from a larger work, Schiller’s drama 

Die Räuber – where the heroine remembers passionate 

encounters with her lover and agonises over his loss. 

The music begins contemplative and steady, but soon 

sets off a rollercoaster of musical shifts closely attuned 

to the sensual text: flames, heavenly harps, souls 

rushing together… The nostalgia of Goethe’s ‘Erster 

Verlust’ is cloaked by Schubert in a bittersweet major, 

whereas Platen’s ‘Die Liebe hat gelogen’ is bitter full 

stop. While they didn’t know each other personally, 

August von Platen was one of the few of Schubert’s 

wider network of contemporaries known to have been 

gay, and some scholars have suggested that Schubert 

may have read between the lines of his highly-charged 

poems of unhappy love and loss, such is the sense of 

empathy and understanding within his two Platen 

settings. ‘Die Liebe hat gelogen’ begins with a dactylic 

impulse that continues to haunt the song: this ‘long-

short-short’ rhythm occurs often in Schubert’s œuvre, 

and within his songs often signifies despair. ‘Die 

Männer sind méchant’ is upbeat in its aggrieved 

indignance, but when positioned after a song of such 

heartbreak, our thoughts may turn to the lasting effects 

of the betrayal told to the protagonist’s mother. 

 

The protagonist of ‘Hippolits Lied’ has a quiet, sad 

obsession about him, and a repetitive, disconcerting 

turn figure in the piano underscores his circular 

ruminations on doomed love. While ‘Hippolits Lied’ has 

its roots in Greek myth, there is no known backstory for 

the violent scenario of Matthäus von Collin’s ballad ‘Der 

Zwerg’, which includes one of only a few instances of 

murder within Schubert’s Lieder. The song begins with 

unsettled semiquavers in the piano’s right hand, 

continuing relentlessly until the end, and (as in ‘Suleika 

I') a Beethovenian ‘fate’ rhythm in the left. The singer 

enters to set a scene heavy in Romantic landscape 

symbolism: fading light, mountains in the background, 

a boat on gentle waves. Aboard is a Queen and ‘her 

dwarf’ – her spurned lover – who will strangle her with a 

red silk cord, and will not return to shore himself. ‘The 

grotesque resists explication’, wrote the musicologist 

Susan Youens, but this has not stopped her and many 

others seeking potential socio-political explanations for 

a song so full of subversion – to accepted social order 

and to ideals of love. The dramatic momentum of the 

poem is matched by a gradual acceleration in harmonic 

change, above which unfold moments of shock and 

horror, but also glimpses of empathy. 

After this we hear the 19 verses of ‘Viola’, the long 

flower ballad of 1823 with words by Schubert’s great 

friend Franz von Schober. Schubert completed many 

major compositions in 1823, but also experienced 

debilitating early episodes of the syphilis that would 

eventually kill him (195 years ago, almost to the day). 

That Schubert was likely aware that his illness would be 

fatal may lend a biographical hearing to this song about 

premature flowering and wasted potential. 

‘Schneeglöcklein, o Schneeglöcklein’, the poem’s 

refrain rings out, tinged with melancholic harmonic 

touches even in its first iteration. It returns thrice within 

Schubert’s rondo-esque form, each time afforded a 

new poignancy as the narrative of the seasonal ballad 

unfolds, its protagonist a lonesome violet. 

Like Schober, Johann Mayrhofer was a close friend of 

Schubert. By 1816, the composer had already set 

several of his poems to music, and Mayrhofer was 

moved to write a poem of gratitude. Composing music 

to a poem about himself must have been an odd task 

for Schubert, but he conjured up a sincere yet light-

hearted song in 'Geheimnis'. Evocations of the classical 

style of Mozart and Haydn are present from the outset, 

perhaps as a self-effacing nod to his Viennese 

forbearers; as the song continues, idiosyncratic 

Schubertian moves come thick and fast. Next we hear 

the lyrical ‘Wiedersehn’, with the dignified splendour of 

the music carrying, this time, a message from the ‘west 

wind’. The bouncy, waltz-like ‘Seligkeit’ balances the 

appeals of heavenly joy with earthly love – but, after the 

lovelorn vicissitudes of this recital, it might be difficult 

not to hear it without a touch of irony. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Johann Mayrhofer 

 

 

 

(1825) 
August Wilhelm Schlegel 
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Ludwig Christoph Heinrich 
Hölty 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Translations of 'Die Liebe', 'Amalia', 'Hippolits Lied', 'Viola' and 
'Wiedersehn' by Richard Wigmore from Schubert – The Complete Song 
Texts published by Victor Gollancz Ltd. All other translations 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. 

 




