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Franz Schubert  (1797-1828)   From Schwanengesang D957 (1828)   
Liebesbotschaft • Frühlingssehnsucht • Ständchen • 
Abschied • In der Ferne • Aufenthalt • Kriegers Ahnung 

Interval    

Sehnsucht D879 (1826)   

Am Fenster D878 (1826)   

Bei dir allein D866 No. 2 (1828)   

Der Wanderer an den Mond D870 (1826)   

Das Zügenglöcklein D871 (1826)   

From Schwanengesang D957   
Die Taubenpost • Das Fischermädchen • Am Meer • Ihr Bild • 
Die Stadt • Der Doppelgänger • Der Atlas  
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On 31 January 1829 – what would have been 

Schubert’s 32nd birthday – the publisher Tobias 

Haslinger announced in the Wiener Zeitung that a 

collection of his songs would be published later that 

year under the title Schwanengesang. The compilation 

of seven Ludwig Rellstab settings, six Heinrich Heine 

settings and a single setting of Johann Gabriel Seidl 

was described by Haslinger as ‘the last blossoms of his 

noble spirit’. The title was of Haslinger’s creation, and 

has inevitably imbued Schwanengesang (‘swan song’) 

with a sense of finality, as though it were the great 

statement of a dying artist – slightly misleading, as 

some of the songs were written at least six months 

prior to Schubert’s death in November 1928 and, while 

he would have been aware of the eventual prognosis of 

his syphilitic illness, he almost certainly did not expect 

the end to come so suddenly and so soon. 

There is longstanding controversy about whether or 

not the Rellstab and Heine songs were intended by 

Schubert to be heard together. We know that Schubert 

had copied out the 13 songs consecutively, suggesting 

a degree of intentional unification, yet he had offered 

the six Heine songs alone to a publisher in October 

1828. There are narrative elements within both halves 

of the compiled Schwanengesang, but no real 

overarching ‘plot’; tonight’s programme re-orders the 

songs within each of the Rellstab and Heine sets, which 

forges illuminating juxtapositions through new 

sequences of songs, implies fresh narrative 

possibilities, and maps a new harmonic trajectory as 

key relations between songs are reconfigured. 

Two years Schubert’s junior, Rellstab was born in 

Berlin in 1799; his reputation today rests primarily on 

the poems set by Schubert and on his career as a 

music critic. These seven songs are linked by their 

pairing of the natural world with love, and are shot 

through with a sense of ‘Sehnsucht’ – a quintessentially 

Romantic notion of deep yearning or longing – and the 

presence of an absent beloved. Nature imagery 

abounds: breezes whisper; blossoms shimmer; streams 

meander in the piano writing. Yet Schubert’s bucolic 

vignettes are in danger of dissolving in an instant: 

simple musical actions – a switch from major to minor, 

a harmonic pivot, or a slowing of rhythmic momentum 

– become mood-changing magic, dramatically 

recontextualising or subtly undermining the narrative. 

The sequence here places the darker, more enigmatic 

songs towards the end, going from ‘In der Ferne’ – an 

emotional tour de force with almost oppressively 

repetitive lines – to the restless energy of ‘Aufenthalt’, 

and closing with a deep sense of foreboding – which 

temporarily dissipates but ultimately returns – in 

‘Kriegers Ahnung’. 

After the seven Rellstab and six Heine songs, 

Haslinger added a single setting of Johann Gabriel 

Seidl, ‘Die Taubenpost’, surely in part because of its 

sentimental status as Schubert’s very last song. 

Tonight’s programme invites us to get to know the 

third Schwanengesang poet better by including five 

more of Schubert’s 12 Seidl settings. Seidl was seven 

years younger than Schubert, but was already well-

established within Viennese literary circles in the mid-

1820s. At this time, Vienna’s political and social climate 

was conservative and oppressive, with a network of 

censors clamping down on liberal expression. Many 

poets with whom Schubert rubbed shoulders carefully 

encoded subversion into their work, but Seidl was a 

conformist – indeed a censor himself – and 

conservative in his social and religious views, as we see 

in some of these songs; he was, as Susan Youens puts 

it, ‘the very model of a Biedermeier poet’. First we hear 

Seidl’s take on the concept of ‘Sehnsucht’, followed by 

the enigmatic scenario of ‘Am Fenster’. ‘Bei dir Allein’ is 

a joyful song from a set of 4 Refrainlieder, in which the 

song’s message of love is affirmed through effusive 

repetitions of the titular phrase (‘with you alone’). ‘Der 

Wanderer an den Mond’ and ‘Das Zügenglöcklein’ were 

written in 1826 and published the following year as part 

of Schubert’s Op. 80. The former is an upbeat, minor-

mode wandering song, while the latter evokes the 

funereal bells that frequently punctuated the 

soundscape of Schubert’s Vienna: a tolling ostinato of a 

consistent octave rings through all but a few bars, 

bringing a sense of inevitability but also perhaps of 

comfort; it functions as a dominant pedal in the home 

key, but is also used as a pivot-pitch for characteristic 

Schubertian harmonic wanderings. After this, unseated 

from its usual place at the end of Schwanengesang, we 

hear 'Die Taubenpost'. 

Like Schubert, Heine was born in 1797, but the poet 

outlived the composer by almost 30 years; his place in 

literary history towers over that of Rellstab and Seidl, 

and his poetic style could hardly contrast more. The six 

Heine songs of Schwanengesang count among 

Schubert’s darkest, bitterest musical utterances. The 

performance order in this recital aligns partially with 

the order of the poems in Heine’s Die Heimkehr (in 

which ‘Das Fischermädchen’ and ‘Am Meer’ precede 

the others, and ‘Der Atlas’ comes later). There has been 

a limited performance tradition of using such an order, 

following a musicological suggestion decades ago that 

it might foster a greater sense of cyclicism. 

The set starts with two songs involving the sea, each 

a very distinct poetic and musical vision, disturbing in 

its own way; the sea returns in ‘Die Stadt’, following the 

quietly unsettling portrait encounter of ‘Ihr Bild’. 

Schubert seems to have relished the challenge of 

Heine’s intensely psychological ‘Der Doppelgänger’, 

with the declamatory vocal writing and eerie piano 

figuration capturing an almost futuristic sense of 

musical ‘uncanny’. ‘Der Atlas’ usually opens the Heine 

sequence, but here concludes it: the impassioned, 

forceful song is physically demanding, every bit 

summoning the weight of the world that burdens the 

protagonist. 
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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. 

 


