
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

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)    Die schöne Müllerin D795 (1823)   
Das Wandern 
Wohin? 
Halt! 
Danksagung an den Bach 
Am Feierabend 
Der Neugierige 
Ungeduld 
Morgengruss 
Des Müllers Blumen 
Tränenregen 
Mein! 
Pause 
Mit dem grünen Lautenbande 
Der Jäger 
Eifersucht und Stolz 
Die liebe Farbe 
Die böse Farbe 
Trockne Blumen 
Der Müller und der Bach 
Des Baches Wiegenlied  

 

 

  
 



 

 

The origin of Wilhelm Müller’s Die schöne Müllerin 

(‘the beautiful maid of the mill’) takes us to the vibrant 

salon evenings held at the Berlin home of August and 

Elisabeth von Stägemann. There, from the mid-1810s, 

Müller was part of a social circle of young artists and 

writers, including the Stägemanns’ daughter Hedwig, 

the illustrious siblings Wilhelm and Luise Hensel, and 

a historian called Friedrich Förster. During late 1816, 

these friends turned their collaborative energies 

towards creating a Liederspiel – a play including 

songs. At the time, this format offered both an 

interesting new model for musical and dramatic 

storytelling, and an erudite parlour game embraced 

by salonnières. The story of the Stägemann 

Liederspiel follows the romantic overtures made to 

the mill-maid Rose (played by Hedwig) by a series of 

suitors: a gardener (Luise, in a trouser role), a hunter 

(Wilhelm), a journeying miller lad (Müller, as his name 

suggests), and a squire (Förster). It ends tragically, 

with the successive suicides of the miller and Rose. 

Each friend wrote poems, sometimes improvised on 

the spot, for their designated character, and this raw 

material was then refined and fixed into a 

performable drama. In the following years, Müller 

continued to hone his own poetic contributions, and 

formed a simpler narrative around his miller-

protagonist, whose romantic success with the mill-

maid is derailed by the appearance of the hunter. 

Müller published his standalone monodrama Die 
schöne Müllerin in 1821, as part of his anthology 

Seventy-seven poems from the posthumous papers 
of a wandering horn-player. This was where Franz 

Schubert encountered the poems for his song cycle 

of 1823, while a subsequent volume of the anthology 

would later provide the poetic source for Winterreise. 

Like Müller’s salon circle, Schubert was likely 

attracted to the mill theme because of its long history 

and wide-reaching referents: miller tales could be 

found in all echelons of German literature, from 

ballads by Goethe to texts in the popular folk poetry 

collection Des knaben Wunderhorn. Of Müller’s 25 

poems, Schubert selected 20 for musical setting. In 

omitting Müller’s Prologue and Epilogue, where ‘the 

Poet’ introduces the drama to the reader, Schubert 

effectively removes a level of poetic distance, and 

brings closer together the ‘I’ of the protagonist and 

the subjectivity of the composer. 

The personal crises Schubert faced in 1823 provide 

a biographical backdrop to the music he wrote that 

year, whether or not parallels are mapped directly 

between life and art. In this case, the young 

composer’s grappling with his recent syphilis 

diagnosis – he likely contracted the disease in late 

1822 or early 1823 – seems to resonate with the 

wretched trajectory of the young miller, for whom a 

romantic or erotic encounter likewise initiates a 

journey towards death. Die schöne Müllerin is 

generally considered the lighter of Schubert’s two 

Müller cycles, but while the wandering protagonist of 

Winterreise is desolate from the outset, there is a 

certain deception to the naive optimism that opens 

Die schöne Müllerin: the audience is unprepared for 

the trajectory of despair that will unfold, and when the 

bitter blows arrive they are all the more crushing. 

Musical highlights of this cycle are too numerous to 

list: the songs display the full range of Schubert’s 

melodic, harmonic, instrumental, and poetic 

brilliance. Particularly notable is the piano writing, 

which is every bit as important as the vocal part: the 

voice-piano relationship is truly a collaboration here, 

just as the miller and the brook journey together side 

by side as co-protagonists. The first several songs 

establish the rippling pianistic footprint of the brook, 

while also managing to conjure the mechanical 

whirrings of a working mill, and often it is the piano 

that draws attention to sudden changes of 

environment and mood, or alerts the listener (and the 

miller) to dangers on the horizon. 

Many of the songs are strophic (the same music is 

used for multiple stanzas of the poem) which lends to 

the cycle a certain inherent repetition. Listen out for 

how Schubert’s precise musical word-painting is able 

to match the changing imagery of consecutive 

stanzas. Repetition is harnessed to great effect in 

other ways in Die schöne Müllerin: several songs are 

based around repeated melodic figures, such as the 

indulgent central ‘Pause’ – where the comfortable 

melodic grounding encourages a series of 

adventurous harmonic moves – and the consoling 

lullaby of the closing ‘Des Baches Wiegenlied’. More 

ominously, the repeated note intoned obsessively by 

the piano in ‘Die liebe Farbe’ speaks to the 

protagonist’s growing preoccupation with green – the 

colour of a ribbon he had given the mill-maid, and the 

colour now worn by the hunter. 

The domestic, playful roots of Müller’s poems may 

seem difficult to reconcile with the generally formal 

contexts for Lieder performance today. But the 

practice of performing song cycles uninterrupted 

onstage is a relatively modern invention: Die schöne 
Müllerin was first performed publicly in its entirety in 

1856 by the influential baritone Julius Stockhausen, as 

an experiment that critics including Eduard Hanslick 

found to be challenging and illuminating. Back in the 

1820s, members of Schubert’s own salon circle likely 

enjoyed the songs at domestic Schubertiade 
performances, where the composer would play at the 

piano for singer friends such as Johann Michael Vogl 

(the popular edition of the score published by Diabelli 

in 1830 preserves traces of Vogl’s interpretation by 

printing his performative embellishments into the 

vocal part). Over the years, the cycle and its songs 

have inevitably been heard and understood 

differently within fast-changing musical and social 

contexts; here in its bicentenary year, Die schöne 
Müllerin stands as a pinnacle of the song repertoire 

and continues to capture the imaginations of 

performers, scholars, and audiences. 

© Frankie Perry 2022 

Reproduction and distribution is strictly prohibited.



 (1797-1828)  
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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. 
 

 


