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Andrè Schuen baritone 
Daniel Heide piano 

 
 
Johannes Brahms  (1833-1897)    4 Serious Songs Op. 121 (1896)   

Denn es gehet dem Menschen • Ich wandte mich • O 
Tod • Wenn ich mit Menschen  

 
Gustav Mahler  (1860-1911)    From Des Knaben Wunderhorn (1892-99, rev. 1901)   

Revelge • Wo die schönen Trompeten blasen • Lied des 
Verfolgten im Turm  

   
Interval    

 

Gustav Mahler     From Des Knaben Wunderhorn   
Der Schildwache Nachtlied • Rheinlegendchen • Zu 
Strassburg auf der Schanz • Urlicht  

   
Johannes Brahms      Geheimnis Op. 71 No. 3 (1877)   
       Verzagen Op. 72 No. 4 (1877)   
       Auf dem Kirchhofe Op. 105 No. 4 (c.1888)   

Lerchengesang Op. 70 No. 2 (1877)   
Mondenschein Op. 85 No. 2 (1878)   

       Entführung Op. 97 No. 3 (c.1885)   
 

 
 
Wigmore Hall £5 tickets for Under 35s supported by Media Partner Classic FM  
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Brahms completed his 4 Serious Songs in May 1896, 
shortly before the death of his old friend Clara 
Schumann, who had suffered a stroke in March, and 
while already suffering from his own terminal illness. 
Mortality was almost certainly on his mind as he penned 
these sombre songs to words from the Luther Bible. 
Brahms was not religious himself, and his selection of 
texts was careful and precise – the passages are not 
dogmatic, or even overtly Christian, but are inclusive in 
their existential ruminations on humanity, life and death; 
Brahms felt the words to be ‘momentous, heavy with 
meaning’. The first three are from the Old Testament, 
and comment on the transience of life, the equality of all 
beings in death, and suffering on Earth. The first song 
roots itself firmly in the home minor key, with a 
preponderance of weighty tonic chords and stepwise 
scalic motion; a more anguished central section sets off 
a swift sequence of musical metamorphoses. The 
second and third songs are a masterclass in motivic 
development and metrical ingenuity – Schoenberg was 
so taken with them that they featured centrally in his 
famous essay Brahms the Progressive. The final song 
presents a marked shift towards optimism which has 
long puzzled scholars: it pairs earnest, heartfelt music 
with a New Testament passage extolling the virtues of 
faith, hope and charity. 

1897 was an important year for music in Vienna. To 
many, Brahms’s death in April 1897 symbolised the end 
of an era, especially as anxieties about the fast-
approaching new century became more acute and 
modernist movements gained momentum. Later that 
same year, Mahler returned to the city, following many 
years away, to take up the musical directorship of the 
Vienna State Opera; at this time, he was primarily known 
professionally as a conductor, but as a composer 
already had three symphonies and many songs under 
his belt. 

From the mid 1880s onwards, Mahler was transfixed 
by the collection of German folk poetry Des Knaben 
Wunderhorn, which was compiled and edited by Achim 
von Arnim and Clemens Brentano and published 
between 1805 and 1808. Brahms, among many other 
composers, set some of the poems to music, but for 
Mahler the source was enormously generative: 
Wunderhorn settings make up over half his total song 
output; they permeate his so-called ‘Wunderhorn 
symphonies’; and while he moved in different 
compositional directions from the early 1900s, echoes 
and ideas from the Wunderhorn world continue to 
ricochet throughout his later music. Most of tonight’s 
selection can be found in versions for voice and piano 
and for voice and orchestra. In these piano versions, 
where the timbral palettes are restricted and more is left 
to the imagination, the musical and dramatic effects can 
be even more vivid. 

We start with a trio of Mahler’s later Wunderhorn 
songs, all songs of war that emphasise its human cost. 
The uncompromising ‘Revelge’ (1899) depicts a parade 
of dead soldiers, its snarling piano part as grotesque as 

anything Mahler wrote, after which the military and the 
pastoral collide in the tender, mournfully prescient 
reverie of ‘Wo die schönen Trompeten blasen’ (1898). 
Next comes a dialogue between a prisoner and his 
beloved in ‘Lied des Verfolgten im Turm’ (1898), with the 
captive steadfastly repeating the refrain ‘Die Gedanken 
sind frei’ (‘thoughts are free’). The recital’s second half 
begins with songs written slightly earlier. In ‘Der 
Schildwache Nachtlied’ (1892), the sentinel resists 
temptation to abandon his watchful duty; once again, 
the music differentiates clearly between two speaking 
personae. The Ländler-like ‘Rheinlegendchen’ (1893), 
with its simple harmonisations and straightforward 
storytelling, provides light relief from the long, 
discursive songs that dominate the set. ‘Zu Strassburg 
auf der Schanz’ belongs to the third volume of Mahler´s 
earlier, non-orchestrated collection of Lieder und 
Gesänge (1887-90); the piano part emulates alphorn, 
muffled drums and shawm to narrate the soldier’s path 
to his military execution on grounds of desertion. In the 
face of these songs of worldly suffering, the intimate, 
spiritual ‘Urlicht’ – which plays a pivotal role in Mahler’s 
‘Resurrection’ symphony – provides some hope for 
heavenly release. 

The closing group of Brahms songs, which spans the 
1860s-80s, begins sensuously with ‘Geheimnis’: 
romance is in the air on a spring evening, and the 
rustling trees whisper about the protagonist’s secrets. 
Any optimism comes crashing down abruptly with the 
stormy, wave-like rolls of the piano in ‘Verzagen’, where 
the turbulence of the sea mirrors that of the despairing 
heart. Another stormy scene – this time in a graveyard – 
follows in ‘Auf dem Kirchhofe’, but this one is 
transformed by a consolatory move, at the very end, 
into the major with a Bach-like chorale. An idyllic, 
reflective piano part animates ‘Lerchengesang’, above 
which the vocal line traces drifting contours around a 
narrow range, as if floating along a light spring breeze. A 
full, lyrical melody resounds and develops through ‘Wie 
bist du, meine Königin’, a hymn to love that gives special 
attention to the repeated word ‘wonnevoll’ (‘blissful’). 
The first two lines of ‘Mondenschein’ are dark and 
trudging, after which the song opens out as if suddenly 
illuminated by moonlight – Clara Schumann thought it 
‘perfect for dreaming’. We are reminded bluntly of the 
darkness of humanity in ‘Entführung’, a sinister riding 
song with the piano conjuring a horse’s thundering 
hooves. This final song was written in the same key as 
the first of the 4 Serious Songs, and contains some of 
the earthly cruelty against which those songs rally: 
Natasha Loges has described ‘Entführung’ as a 
‘testosterone-driven account of abduction with an 
unspoken conclusion of rape’. While some of the death-
driven songs in this recital have offered glimmers of 
redemption, acceptance or hope, this one seems to 
drag us to an unremittingly pessimistic conclusion. 

© Frankie Perry 2024 
Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.  

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

   

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


