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Robert Schumann  (1810-1856)   Nachtstücke Op. 23 (1839-40)   
Mehr langsam, oft zurückhaltend • Markiert und lebhaft • 
Mit grosser Lebhaftigkeit • Einfach  

 

Edvard Grieg  (1843-1907)   6 songs Op. 48 (1884-8)   
Gruss • Dereinst, Gedanke mein • 
Lauf der Welt • Die verschwiegene Nachtigall • 
Zur Rosenzeit • Ein Traum 
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Robert Schumann    Dichterliebe Op. 48 (1840)   
Im wunderschönen Monat Mai • Aus meinen Tränen spriessen • 
Die Rose, die Lilie, die Taube, die Sonne • 
Wenn ich in deine Augen seh • Ich will meine Seele tauchen • 
Im Rhein, im heiligen Strome • Ich grolle nicht • 
Und wüssten’s die Blumen, die kleinen • 
Das ist ein Flöten und Geigen • Hör’ ich das Liedchen klingen • 
Ein Jüngling Liebt ein Mädchen • 
Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen • 
Ich hab im Traum geweinet • Allnächtlich im Traume • 
Aus alten Märchen • Die alten, bösen Lieder  
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Schumann began Nachtstücke in 1839 in Vienna, 

when he received word of his older brother Eduard’s 

imminent death. At first, he wanted to call his new work 

Leichenfantasie (perhaps after the poem by Schiller), 

with its four pieces originally entitled 'Funeral 

procession', 'Strange company', 'Nocturnal revelries' 

and 'Roundelay with solo voices'. On the way home to 

Zwickau, he wrote, 'Half past three on Saturday 

morning, while traveling, I heard a chorale of trombones 

- it was the moment Eduard died'. 

Unlike the tonal surety and downbeat accents of 

conventional marches, the first piece is characterised 

by harmonic complexity and rhythmic displacement of 

the main accent in each bar to the fourth beat. 

Schumann’s laudatory critique of Berlioz's Symphonie 
fantastique appeared in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik 
in 1835; the descending scalar figures of his funerary 

nocturne recall similar gestures in the French 

composer’s fourth movement Marche au supplice. 

Schumann’s second piece abounds with mood shifts, 

from rhythmically quixotic play to dying away strains 

and frolicsome staccato lightness, automaton-like, 

reminiscent of ETA Hoffmann’s caprices in his own 

Nachtstücke. The third piece alternates an emphatic 

theme à la Faschingsschwank aus Wien (composed 

together with these Night Pieces) with rising-and-falling 

surges of passion. The final work, marked ‘Freely’ for the 

tiny corridor that leads into it, ‘Simple’ for the body of 

the piece, remembers the march rhythm of the first 

funeral procession but altered to a folkish melody, with 

lute-like arpeggiation. 

Edvard Grieg trained at the Leipzig Conservatory with 

Ignaz Moscheles and Carl Reinecke and later performed 

extensively in Germany; that he would set German texts 

to music is not surprising. Of Heinrich Heine’s poetry (a 

magnet for composers), his greeting to spring, ‘Leise 

zieht durch mein Gemüt’, was particularly popular. 

Grieg sets bells chiming in the piano throughout 'Gruss', 

the sound wafted upwards on gentle breezes in the 

piano. The Spanisches Liederbuch (1852) was also 

popular with composers; Emanuel Geibel’s translation 

of Cristóbal de Castillejo’s 'Alguna vez' as Dereinst, 
Gedanke mein - about existential loneliness and lack of 

love - becomes a poignant musical meditation 

accompanied by rich, slow-moving harmonies in the 

piano. In Ludwig Uhland’s Lauf der Welt, words praise 

love that needs no words. The rich harmony ‘when lips 

gladly rest on lips’ - a ‘home key’ chord for the lad’s 

mouth alternates in reciprocal pleasure with a borrowed 

chord for the maiden’s mouth - is a witty touch. Die 
verschwiegene Nachtigall by the 13th-century 

Minnesinger Walther von der Vogelweide is a song of 

‘niedere minne’, or ‘natural love’, not lords and ladies but 

a lower-class girl singing sweetly of her lover. Grieg’s 

beautifully blurry 'nature chord' at the start is among the 

wonderful details of this song. Goethe’s Zur Rosenzeit 
provided Grieg with the stuff of a dark love-lament. The 

explorer Friedrich von Bodenstedt concocted Ein 
Traum, in which an arch-Teutonic fantasy of a blond 

maiden in the springtime forest becomes reality and 

reality a dream.  

Schumann originally set to music 20 poems from the 

Lyrisches Intermezzo section of Heine's Buch der Lieder 
between 24 May and 1 June of 1840; by the time the 

song cycle was published in August 1844, Schumann 

had deleted four songs, made numerous emendations, 

and renamed the cycle Dichterliebe. It is poets who love 

in this way, not ordinary folk. 'Im wunderschönen Monat 

Mai' is so suffused with chromatic tension that we 

suspect an unhappy ending from the start. Schumann, 

adept at questioning the very concept of endings, 

famously ‘concludes’ the first song hanging in mid-air. 

Thereafter, the persona sings of his tears and sighs 

transforming themselves into flowers and nightingales 

in 'Aus meinen Tränen spriessen'; sings in hectic 

alliterative excess of ‘die Kleine, die Feine, die Reine, die 

Eine’ (invented, one notes, by Heine) in 'Die Rose, die 

Lilie, die Taube, die Sonne'; and finds that he cannot 

trust loving words in 'Wenn ich in deine Augen seh'. 

In 'Ich will meine Seele tauchen', he sings of 

submerging his soul in the lily’s chalice, the symbols of 

purity put to sexualised use, with post-coital sobbing in 

the piano at the end. The persona compares the 

beloved to the image of the Virgin in Cologne Cathedral 

in 'Im Rhein, im heiligen Strome'; excoriates her as 

someone with serpents in her heart in 'Ich grolle nicht'; 

and declares in 'Und wüssten’s die Blumen, die kleinen' 

that if only the flowers knew his distress, they would 

comfort him - but only one knows his grief, and she 

caused it. In 'Das ist ein Flöten und Geigen', the persona 

hears the beloved’s wedding music through the scrim of 

wild distress. 

‘The little song that the beloved once sang’ chimes on 

the offbeat throughout 'Hör’ ich das Liedchen klingen', 

while in its wake, the persona tries to 

universalise/trivialise his grief in 'Ein Jüngling liebt ein 

Mädchen' - a village dance gone awry. In 'Am 

leuchtenden Sommermorgen', the flowers entreat him 

to forgive ‘our sister’, but the persona continues to 

mourn in 'Ich hab im Traum geweinet', shot through with 

silences. He sees her in his dreams in 'Allnächtlich im 

Traume' and wishes he could go to some fairy-tale land 

in 'Aus alten Märchen'. 

Finally, he resolves to bury 'Die alten, bösen Lieder' of 

Romantic love in an immense coffin, the size of 

Germany’s hugest monuments. But Schumann does not 

allow his cycle to close with such ironic bitterness, 

concluding instead with a varied reminiscence for piano 

alone of the twelfth song. There, Nature itself pleads for 

the bereaved lover to forgive, but Heine’s persona 

cannot. Schumann can: there are few things in the 

entire song repertory more moving than this wordless 

affirmation of reconciliation, of Romanticism’s utmost 

beauty. 
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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. 

 


