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INTRODUCTION







With a heart filled with endless love for those who scorned me, I … wandered far away. For many and many a year I sang songs. Whenever I tried to sing of love, it turned to pain. And again, when I tried to sing of pain, it turned to love.


—SCHUBERT, “My Dream,” manuscript, July 3, 1822





Winterreise—Winter Journey—a cycle of twenty-four songs for voice and piano, was composed by Franz Schubert towards the end of his short life. He died in Vienna in 1828 aged only thirty-one.


Schubert was renowned, even in his own lifetime, as a song composer of matchless fecundity and a master of seductive melody; the Winter Journey apparently discombobulated his friends. One of the closest of these, Joseph von Spaun, remembered thirty years later how the cycle had been received by the Schubert circle:




For some time Schubert appeared very upset and melancholy. When I asked him what was troubling him, he would only say, “Soon you will hear and understand.” One day he said to me, “Come over to Schober’s today, and I will sing you a cycle of horrifying songs. I am anxious to know what you will say about them. They have cost me more effort than any of my other songs.” So he sang the entire Winter Journey through to us in a voice full of emotion. We were utterly dumbfounded by the mournful, gloomy tone of these songs, and Schober said that only one, “The Linden Tree,” had appealed to him. To this Schubert replied, “I like these songs more than all the rest, and you will come to like them as well.”





Another close friend, with whom Schubert had shared digs some years before, was Johann Mayrhofer, government official and poet (Schubert set some forty-seven of his poems to music). For Mayrhofer, Winter Journey was an expression of personal trauma:




He had been long and seriously ill [with the syphilis he had first contracted towards the end of 1822], had gone through disheartening experiences, and life had shed its rosy colour; winter had come for him. The poet’s irony, rooted in despair, appealed to him: he expressed it in cutting tones.





Spaun confounded even more dramatically the personal and the aesthetic in his account of the cycle’s genesis. “There is no doubt in my mind,” he wrote, “that the state of excitement in which he wrote his most beautiful songs, and especially his Winter Journey, contributed to his early death.”


There is something profoundly mythologising about these accounts, especially Spaun’s, which has something of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane about it—the dejection, the friends who miss the point, the sense of a mystery that will only be understood after the death of its progenitor. As against the persistent legend of “poor Schubert”—unappreciated, unloved, unsuccessful in his own lifetime—it is worth remembering that he earned well from his music, was welcomed into the salons of the well-connected (if not the aristocracy), and earned critical plaudits as well as his fair share of brickbats. Schubert was probably the first great composer to operate as a freelancer outside the security and restriction of a church position or noble patronage and, allowing for a certain youthful fecklessness, he did well for himself. His music was second only to Rossini’s for its popularity on Viennese programmes; it was played by most of the great instrumentalists of the day; and his fees were substantial. Winter Journey itself did not fall still-born from the press. Here is one contemporary review, from the Theaterzeitung of March 29, 1828:




Schubert’s mind shows a bold sweep everywhere, whereby he carries everyone away with him who approaches, and he takes them through the immeasurable depth of the human heart into the far distance, where premonitions of the infinite dawn upon them longingly in a rosy radiance, but where at the same time the shuddering bliss of an inexpressible presentiment is accompanied by the gentle pain of the constraining present which hems in the boundaries of human existence.





Despite the slightly windy Romantic rhetoric, the writer has clearly perceived and engaged with what has become the acknowledged, canonical sublimity of the cycle; that transcendental quality which transmogrifies what could so easily be mistaken for a self-indulgent parade of disappointed love lyrics. For the initiate, Winter Journey is one of the great feasts of the musical calendar: an austere one, but one almost guaranteed to touch the ineffable as well as the heart. After the last song, “The Hurdy-Gurdy Man,” the silence is palpable, the sort of silence that otherwise only a Bach Passion can summon up.


Yet the very notion of the “initiate” will set some alarm bells ringing. It’s one of the reasons for writing another book about the piece: to explain, to justify, to contextualise and embroider. Piano-accompanied song is no longer part of everyday domestic life, and has lost its one-time supremacy in the concert hall. Art song, as Americans call it—what Germans know as Lieder—is a niche product, even within the niche that is classical music; but Winter Journey is incontestably a great work of art which should be as much a part of our common experience as the poetry of Shakespeare and Dante, the paintings of Van Gogh and Pablo Picasso, the novels of the Brontë sisters or Marcel Proust. It is surely remarkable that the piece lives and makes an impact in concert halls all over the world, in cultures remote from the circumstances of its origins in 1820s Vienna: I’m writing this introduction in Tokyo, where Winter Journey is as telling as it is in Berlin, London, or New York.


In this book I want to use each song as a platform for exploring those origins; setting the piece in its historical context, but also finding new and unexpected connections, both contemporary and long dead—literary, visual, psychological, scientific, and political. Musical analysis will inevitably play its part, but this is nothing as systematic as a guide to Winter Journey, of which there are plenty already out there. That I do not have the technical qualifications to analyse music in the traditional, musicological sense—I have never studied music at university or music college—has its disadvantages, but maybe advantages too. I have been heartened by Nicholas Cook’s exploration of the “discrepancies between the listener’s experience of music and the way in which it is described or explained in theoretical terms” (in his brilliant study Music, Imagination and Culture). Experiment has shown that even highly trained musicians tend not to listen to music as musical form in the technical sense; for all of us, unless we’re making a special and determined effort of analysis, our encounter with music is more episodic and even cavalier, less relentlessly theoretical—even when we’re listening to a piece from the great tradition that presents itself as musical argument, a Beethoven symphony for example, or a Bach fugue. Within as diffuse a structure as Winter Journey—a set of twenty-four songs, the first and greatest of concept albums—there may be recurring patterns or harmonic devices that deserve pointing out; but I tend to do so in what one might call a phenomenological mode, tracing the subjective and culturally loaded trajectories of listener and performer rather than cataloguing modulations, cadences, and root positions.


By gathering such a disparate mass of material I hope to illuminate, to explain, and to deepen our common response; to intensify the experience of those who already know the piece, and to reach out to those who have never heard it or heard of it. The lynchpin is always the piece itself—how do we perform it? how should we hear it?—but by placing it within a much broader framework unfamiliar, unexpected perspectives will emerge with, I hope, their own fascination.




 





MY OWN WAY TO Winter Journey was eased by great teaching and by personal idiosyncrasy. I first came across the music of Franz Schubert and the poetry of Wilhelm Müller (who wrote the words of Winter Journey) at school, aged twelve or thirteen. Our miracle of a music teacher, Michael Spencer, was always getting us to do magnificently, even absurdly, ambitious musical projects. As a singer, and not an instrumentalist, I had always felt slightly outside the charmed circle, though we sang plenty enough fantastic music—Britten, Bach, Tallis, and Richard Rodney Bennett for starters. When Michael, Mr. Spencer, suggested that he (piano) and one of my classmates, Edward Osmond (clarinet), perform something called “The Shepherd on the Rock,” I had no idea how brilliantly off the wall it was. Going to his house on a Saturday morning to be with the other musicians and rehearse was one of the great excitements of my life.


“Der Hirt auf dem Felsen” was one of the very last pieces Schubert composed, written at the express request of the great opera diva Anna Milder-Hauptmann, whose voice was a contemporary marvel: “a house,” as one had it; “pure metal,” another. The opening and concluding verses are by the poet of Winter Journey, Wilhelm Müller, but nothing could be further from Schubert’s great song cycle than this dazzling confection of virtuoso pastoral. A shepherd stands on a rock singing into the Alpine landscape before him. His voice echoes and reechoes and he remembers his lover far away. A grieving middle section is succeeded by an excited and excitable invocation of spring. Spring will come, the shepherd will wander, and he and his girl will be reunited. It’s the very opposite of Winter Journey, as we shall discover.


Somewhere in a box in my attic is a tape of that school performance. I haven’t listened to it for a long time, but I do remember that the famous vocal challenges of the piece are unaddressed by my fragile treble. At the same time, there was something nice about reclaiming this trouser role, this travesty shepherd boy, for an actual boy’s voice. Anyway, I fell in love with the music but then promptly forgot it, this first encounter with the Lieder tradition.


Step up another great teacher, this time a German master at senior school, Richard Stokes, whose deep, urgent, and infectious love of song infiltrated many, if not most, of his lessons. Imagine twenty or so fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds, in varying states of vocal health, bellowing Schubert’s “Erl King” or Marlene Dietrich’s “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” in the language lab, and you get the idea. It was “The Erl King” that made me fall in love with German song, the Lied, with a passion which dominated my teenage years. It was one particular recording of it—played in our very first German lesson—which seized my imagination and my intellect: Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, the prince of German baritones, and Gerald Moore, his English accompanist. I didn’t yet speak the language, but the sound of it and the drama which piano and voice—sometimes honeyed, sometimes trembling, sometimes incarnate evil—together conveyed were utterly new to me. I got my hands on as many recordings of Fischer-Dieskau’s song singing as I could, and I sang along to them, probably right through my voice change from treble to tenor: not ideal for my embryonic vocal technique, as Fischer-Dieskau was unmistakeably a baritone.


Personal idiosyncrasy played its part in my Lieder obsession too, as I used the music and the lyrics to work my way through the perils and pains of adolescence. The other Wilhelm Müller cycle, the first—Die schöne Müllerin (The Beautiful Miller Girl)—was perfect for someone of my very particular Romantic disposition. I thought I’d fallen in love with a girl who lived in my street, but my clumsy attentions were first unnoticed and then spurned, and in my imagination, maybe in reality, she formed a liaison with a sporty type from the local tennis club. It seemed quite natural to tramp the South London streets near her house, singing Schubert under my breath, the songs of rapture and those of the angry reject. After all, the fair maid of the mill goes off with the macho hunter, not the sensitive singing miller boy.


Winter Journey was something I got to know a little later, but I was already primed for it. I heard two great Germans sing it in London—Peter Schreier and Hermann Prey—but I somehow managed to miss my only opportunity to hear Fischer-Dieskau perform it, with Alfred Brendel, at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. I gave my own first public performance of Winterreise to thirty or so friends, teachers, and fellow students at St John’s College, Oxford, in the President’s Lodgings, in January 1985. People always ask me how I remember all the words; the answer is to start young. As this book is published, I shall have been singing the cycle for thirty years.




 





THIS BOOK IS THE RESULT of a couple of years of writing and research but also of three decades of obsessing about Winterreise, performing it—probably more than any other piece in my repertoire—and trying to find new ways of singing it, of presenting it, and of understanding it. As a result I have accumulated debts to friends and colleagues which are too numerous to honour in anything like their entirety. I have already mentioned two teachers who inspired me, Michael Spencer and Richard Stokes. The pianists with whom I have performed the piece have all contributed to this book in a crucial way. Schubert himself, on tour in Salzburg in 1825 and writing to his brother, recognised that through both his songwriting and his performances he had created a new artform which required a very particular union between singer and player: “The manner in which Vogl sings and the way I accompany, as though we were one at such a moment, is something quite new and unheard-of.” Julius Drake, with whom I filmed the piece and have performed it countless times before and since, has been the most wonderful companion on this journey of journeys, wise friend, and extraordinary musician; Graham Johnson has shared with me the inspirations of the moment in concert and the unparalleled depth of his Schubertian scholarship in conversation; Leif Ove Andsnes, a wonderful and humane solo pianist, took time out to tour and record the cycle with me; Mitsuko Uchida likewise took me to special places with her playing; Wenwen Du, a novice but no novice, with her freshness of approach has recently brought new insight; and, as I complete this book, I look forward to a tour of Winterreise with the composer Thomas Adès, who is already finding new and unexpected things to say about the piece. Rehearsing and performing with him as this book reached its proof stage has been a salutary and painful reminder that my verbal descriptions of what is going on in this protean music are at best provisional and at worst utterly inadequate. Ying Chang was the very first pianist I worked with on Winterreise, a fine historian and amateur musician, to whom I owe special thanks. At Faber & Faber and at Knopf I have had two fabled and fabulous editors, Belinda Matthews and Carol Janeway, whose faith and encouragement in this project have sustained me, and whose words of wisdom have saved me from myself. The team around them has been first-class and they deserve more than mere alphabetical listing: Peter Andersen, Lisa Baker, Lizzie Bishop, Kevin Bourke, Kate Burton, Eleanor Crow, Roméo Enriquez, Maggie Hinders, Andy Hughes, Josephine Kals, Joshua LaMorey, Peter Mendelsund, Pedro Nelson, Kate Ward, Bronagh Woods.


Peter Bloor, Phillippa Cole, Adam Gopnik, Liesl Kundert, Robert Rattray, Tamsin Shaw, Caroline Woodfield—thank you all. And a special apology to Alexander Bird, dear friend, who turns out to have been right all those years ago: Schubert is, indeed, the best.


Finally I want to thank my family: my mother, who gave me my first book of Schubert songs; my late father, who used to sing with me on long car journeys; and especially my children, Oliver and Ottilie, who put up with my too frequent absences and whose love keeps the alienation that dominates Winterreise at bay. The book is dedicated to my beloved wife and best friend, Lucasta Miller. Its structure was her idea, and her profound knowledge of the 1820s means that many of the best ideas in this book are hers. Her love and companionship make everything possible.




 





A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATIONS




 





I translated Müller’s poems as I went along, using the process of translation as a spur to writing each chapter. The results are a little coarse, and I have not taken a consistent approach to reconciling the demands of the literal and the poetic. Each chapter, each poem, seemed to require a different balance. Likewise, I sometimes render certain lines afresh within my text, to cast an alternative light on Müller’s words. Writing the book, my admiration for Müller as a crafty and gifted poet has grown; it is difficult adequately to render the complexities and beauties of his verse.
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GUTE NACHT
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GOOD NIGHT


























Fremd bin ich eingezogen,


Fremd zieh ich wieder aus.


Der Mai war mir gewogen


Mit manchem Blumenstrauß.


Das Mädchen sprach von Liebe,


Die Mutter gar von Eh’—


Nun ist die Welt so trübe,


Der Weg gehüllt in Schnee.







Ich kann zu meiner Reisen


Nicht wählen mit der Zeit:


Muß selbst den Weg mir weisen


In dieser Dunkelheit.


Es zieht ein Mondenschatten


Als mein Gefährte mit,


Und auf den weißen Matten


Such’ ich des Wildes Tritt.







Was soll ich länger weilen,


Daß man mich trieb’ hinaus?


Laß irre Hunde heulen


Vor ihres Herren Haus!


Die Liebe liebt das Wandern,—


Gott hat sie so gemacht—


Von einem zu dem andern,


Fein Liebchen, gute Nacht!







Will dich im Traum nicht stören,


Wär’ schad’ um deine Ruh’,


Sollst meinen Tritt nicht hören—


Sacht, sacht die Türe zu!


Schreib’ im Vorübergehen


An’s Tor dir gute Nacht,


Damit du mögest sehen,


An dich hab’ ich gedacht.
































I came a stranger,


I depart a stranger.


May was good to me


With many a garland of flowers.


The girl, she talked of love,


The mother even of marriage—


Now the world is so gloomy,


The way is shrouded in snow.







I cannot choose the time


Of my journey:


Must find my own way


In this darkness.


A moon beam goes along


As my companion,


And on the white meadows


I look for tracks of deer.







Why should I hang around any longer


Waiting for someone to throw me out?


Let stray dogs howl


In front of their master’s house!


Love loves to wander—


God made it that way—


From one to another—


Sweetest love, good night!







I won’t disturb you in your dream,


It would be a shame to disturb your rest,


You oughtn’t to hear my footstep—


Softly, softly the door closes!


I’ll write on the gate


As I go by it—good night—


So you can see


I’ve thought of you.


























 


 


GOOD NIGHT” is very often the end of the tale, isn’t it? It’s what we say to children when the bedtime story is finished. It has something gentle about it, and this is a gentle song, a song which, in rehearsal or in performance, I always experience as both an ending to something and also a prelude to the cycle proper. Marked down in dynamics and hushed pretty much throughout, as the wanderer creeps away from the household in which he has loved and, somehow, lost, it contains only the barest hints of the alienation and emotional extremes to come. The hints are there, though, to be registered and refracted through later songs.


I used to dread this song when I first started on my journey with Winterreise; or rather, I used to feel a sense of enormous relief when it came to an end. There was the fear that through inexperience, through lack of proper engagement and a lack of trust in the composer’s conception, I would bore myself and, consequently (and much, much worse), the audience. “Gute Nacht” is longer than any of the other songs in Winterreise, especially considering that it is moderate in tempo rather than slow: it is essentially repetitive and perhaps, ideally, rather featureless. The temptation when we hear about the wayward dogs barking in the third verse is to register some sort of dynamic change, to sing louder, with more accentuation, and mimic their barking. This should be resisted, though the resistance should doubtless be felt. That repetitive, quiet texture, carefully marked by Schubert, is crucial; crucial for the quintessentially Schubertian effect in the final verse, as the key shifts magically from minor to major. As so often in Schubert, the major seems, contrary to the commonplace notion of key mythologised in Cole Porter’s “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye” (“and how strange the change from major to minor”), sadder than the minor. Its sadness here is partly a question of its fragility: this radiant thought of the girl, asleep and dreaming, is itself a dream. Dreams of happiness, cast in the major key, and all the more heartbreaking for it, are a recurrent aspect of this song cycle.


This is one of those songs that seem to have been going on forever at the very moment that they start. Repeated, moderately paced quavers trudge across the page and on through the song, relentless, intertwined at first with a dispiriting descending figure broken by the stabs of accents which in Schubert’s manuscript are stabs of pain. In that same manuscript, Schubert has given the song the tempo marking “mässig, in gehender Bewegung,” or “moderate, at a walking pace” (literally “a going motion”)—and that walking motion, like a dying fall, is the touchstone of the whole work: a winter journey, moving from one place to another but, in a sense, privileging motion above all else, the need to get away, to be a wanderer in the nineteenth century’s sense (the Wandering Jew, the Flying Dutchman), on the road in the twentieth century’s (Jack Kerouac, Highway 61). Schubert himself had already used the marking in one of his darkest settings, one of the songs of Goethe’s cursed outsider, the Harper, which begins, “I will creep from door to door”; it may also have reminded him of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata no. 26. This, the so-called “Les Adieux,” has a first movement grounded in a musical motif above which the composer wrote “Lebewohl,” a heartfelt farewell; and its central movement is entitled “Abwesenheit,” absence, with the tempo marking “Andante espressivo (in gehender Bewegung, doch mit viel Ausdruck)”—in walking motion, but with much expression.


Why does the man singing these songs need to get away? We don’t really know, though it’s often assumed that we do, and that he has been rejected in love and has to move on. The information we are given is, let us remind ourselves, sketchy to a point—the girl talked about love, the mother even of marriage. The phrase is repeated in Schubert’s setting, rising in pitch and expectation. Then a great gulf opens up, a sort of depressive caesura marking the end of hope, a turn from the inside warmth of the past to the bitterness of the landscape which we will henceforth inhabit—“Now the world is so murky, the way is shrouded in snow.” But remember, it’s not clear what drove him out. Did he dump her? Did she dump him? Was the mother’s talk about marriage a sort of hopeful mirage, or a nightmare vision for an itinerant commitment-phobe? Has he been doing this his whole life? Why is he here in this house, in this town, at this hour? Has he been staying, visiting, dropping by? It’s nighttime. Everyone’s asleep.


Part of the key to this lies in the poet Wilhelm Müller’s immersion in things Byronic (he published major essays on the poet of Childe Harold and Don Juan in German in the 1820s) and what we might call the Byronic method of absence, something Byron himself had taken and developed from Walter Scott (the poet of Marmion who later morphed into the historical novelist of Ivanhoe). Müller’s protagonist is, like a Byronic hero, wrapped in an aura of mystery (“I came a stranger, a stranger I depart” is how he introduces himself); a tragic figure the roots of whose predicament are never satisfactorily revealed. As he says himself (significantly, much later in the cycle, when the poet’s imprecision has done its work), almost mocking this Byronic model, “Habe ja doch nichts begangen, daß ich Menschen sollte scheu’n” (I haven’t done anything that means I ought to shun human company). It’s almost a question—“Have I? You tell me….” This mystery was at the core of the Byron cult itself, a cult which fed the poetry. He was a poet associated with his own poetic voice in an unprecedented way. “It is difficult,” one reader, Annabella Milbanke, wrote in 1814 (she married Byron a year later), “it is difficult to believe that he could have known these beings so thoroughly but from introspection.” Byron lived out the mythology of his own poetic narratives—fragmented narratives, like that of Winterreise—by becoming an exile, a wanderer, cast out for a dark and mysterious crime (which turned out, some decades later, to have been incest with his own half-sister).


Yet there’s no suggestion of a terribly dark crime in Winterreise: our wanderer is no Manfred or Ancient Mariner. There’s also no hint that at the time he wrote it the happily married Wilhelm Müller was living out the experiences of his protagonist (though an earlier love affair, in Brussels at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, may have provided useful material). His earlier life, or indeed Schubert’s, are a different matter, as we shall see; but it’s only as a sort of allegory about German political alienation in the post-Napoleonic, Metternich-dominated period that the cycle can relate to Müller’s own circumstances when he wrote the poems. That’s hardly plausible as a mainstream reading of the poems, though it is one we shall be exploring later. It is, in fact, a very domestic predicament that yields this existential angst, one rooted in a Biedermeier setting, a world away from the melodrama of Scott’s Marmion or Byron’s Manfred. This is, no doubt, why Müller’s verse so appealed to the great deflator of Romantic excess, Heinrich Heine. It is also, this ordinariness, surely, the source of the cycle’s originality and of its power. Yet that Byronically inspired absence of a clear narrative mise-en-scène, the stinginess with information, is a vital part of the way we become implicated in our protagonist’s fate, a piece of poetical legerdemain. We are drawn in by an obsessively confessional soul, apparently an emotional exhibitionist, who won’t give us the facts; but this allows us to supply the facts of our own lives, and make him our mirror. At the same time the great waves of unattached subjectivity in these poems, unconstrained by plot or even character (we know so little, from a conventional point of view, about this man), the infinite depths, suggest precisely why Müller, of all Schubert’s contemporaries, so cried out for his poems to be set to music:




I can neither play nor sing, yet when I write verses, I sing and play after all. If I could produce the melodies, my songs would be more pleasing than they are now. But courage! perhaps there is a kindred spirit somewhere who will hear the tunes behind the words and give them back to me.





He wrote this in his diary in 1815, on his twenty-first birthday. When, in 1822, the composer Bernhard Josef Klein published settings of six of Müller’s poems, the latter thanked him in these words:




For indeed my songs lead but half a life, a paper existence of black-and-white, until music breathes life into them, or at least calls it forth and awakens it if it is already dormant in them.





The irony is that Müller never heard Schubert’s settings of either his earlier poetic cycle, Die schöne Müllerin, or of Winterreise—though he surely heard earlier settings by other, less fabled composers.




* * *





SCHUBERT’S EARLIEST TRIUMPHS in songwriting, some fourteen years before the completion of Winterreise, were settings of the greatest German writer of his, or probably any, age, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. “Erlkönig” and “Gretchen am Spinnrade” (Gretchen at the Spinning Wheel) couldn’t be more emotionally different at first sight; yet the method Schubert brings to bear on both is essentially the same, and utterly new in song. In one, a boy is carried through the forest by his father on horseback, terrified by the demonic whisperings of the faery Erl King. The father attempts to soothe, to distract his son, but at the end of the journey, and of the song, the boy is dead. Goethe wrote the poem as a ballad to open a court entertainment about fishermen, a Singspiel, at Weimar in 1782. It aspires, at least superficially, to a sort of artless rusticity. It took the adolescent composer Schubert to tease out its psychological depths. “Gretchen am Spinnrade,” by contrast, is a patent masterpiece of psychological realism and erotic intensity which forms part of Goethe’s most famous achievement in verse, Faust. Sitting alone at her spinning wheel, Gretchen unravels her obsession with Faust, describing him and her feelings for him with an increasing abandon which can end, as she puts it herself, only in a death for which she longs, the double death, as we sense, of both sexual climax and extinction.


These were, and remain, two very famous poems in the German literary canon, and Schubert invented for them—it’s so natural that it almost seems more a matter of discovery than of invention—a musical language which is so powerful that it subsumes them, takes them over, embraces them in a way which it is difficult, once heard, to un-imagine.


In both, a flexible musical figure is used as an analogy for the central material image which Schubert has selected from the poem. With “Erlkönig” it’s hammering repeated octaves (murderous for the pianist’s right hand on a modern piano); for Gretchen, a repetitive semiquaver arabesque. The technique is so familiar, so taken for granted, that it’s worth analysing it just a little (especially as it is the basis of so much in Winterreise, in many, though not all, of its songs). It’s no use describing it as realism, as if a musical sound can directly represent, or even evoke, something in the material world. The pounding octaves in “Erlkönig” are the pounding hooves, the arabesques in “Gretchen” are the motion of the spinning wheel (they are many other things too—the heartbeat of the rider, the obsessive thought processes of the spinner). And of course, pounding octaves could not, reasonably or believably, be a spinning wheel, or an arabesque a horse at full tilt. The images work by association, reinforcing each other, and creating an integrated poetic sound world. They animate, in both cases, the whole song, and subtle changes are used to shift perspective (from father to son to Erl King) or emotional temperature (tempo and key changes crank up the hysteria in “Gretchen”). Music and poem fuse and we are carried through on one great arc: broken midpoint for Gretchen, as the thought of Faust’s kiss causes her to stop spinning and gradually set to work again; and at the end of “Erlkönig” as the father reaches home. The sense of psychological depth achieved by such a rich and relentless undertaking—Schubert never lets go of the musical or poetic logic—is palpable, and it is difficult to go back to the poem without the music and not feel, somehow, robbed.


This is not a musical approach likely to endear composer to poet, and there’s a long history of writers resenting their creations being kidnapped by other art forms (think of Yeats’s attitude to musical settings of his poetry; the music associated with the songs from Shakespeare’s plays has none of the complexity or magic of the playwright’s composing contemporary John Dowland). It seems to have made Goethe—despite his relative musical sophistication and his valiant attempts to find in a reformed Singspiel (the German word for opera with spoken text, like Mozart’s Magic Flute) a way of fusing word and music—edgy. His favoured composers for setting his lyrics—and we have to remember that the founding conceit of lyric poetry is that these are songs which have lost, and perhaps cry out for, music—were those like his friend Johann Friedrich Reichardt. Reichardt’s settings are very different from Schubert’s. His ambitions were modest, the means he brought to bear simple, and he saw his first duty as one of accompanying the verse, not body-snatching it without due deference or decency. Schubert clearly spotted the sexual undertow of “Gretchen,” the Oedipal confusions of “Erlkönig,” and amplified them in the direction of what Goethe, ever the classicist in essence, might have thought of as Romantic hysteria, the sickness which he dreaded. For Schubert himself, the Gretchen poem remained a crucial marker in his life, a text with which he identified despite—or, some would have it, because of—its female protagonist. In the depths of despair after his diagnosis of syphilis in 1823, he repeated her opening words in a letter to a friend—“Meine Ruh’ ist hin, mein Herz ist schwer” (My peace is gone, my heart is heavy). This is often read in the light of debates about Schubert’s sexuality, as if his ability to inhabit Gretchen in the song, and then to use her words in real life, were a measure of his distance from conventional masculine identity. I like to think it is just as much a measure of Schubert’s realisation that “Gretchen” marked a revolution in songwriting which stood right at the beginning of his career. Not every song after “Gretchen” would follow its model, and Schubert was capable of working a much less sophisticated magic. But the Gretchen song stands as a sort of talisman in Schubert’s creative life, and the genius Schubert brought to bear upon it is identifiably the same as that at work in his transformation of Müller’s poetic cycle Die Winterreise into his own Winterreise.




* * *





NOTE, FIRST OF ALL, that radical abbreviation of the title. Schubert was quite used to altering literary material to suit his purposes—the repetition of Gretchen’s opening words “Meine Ruh ist hin, mein Herz ist schwer” to close “Gretchen am Spinnrade” was an early example. By removing the definite article from Müller’s poetic cycle, he did two things. First, he made the work his own, something distinct from its originating material and owing no loyalty to it beyond the use he could make of it in moulding it to his own purposes. Secondly, he made it more abstract, less definite, more open—without its definite article—and, from our perspective, more modern. Winterreise has a starkness which is utterly true to its material in a way that Die Winterreise would not be. Anyone can own this journey.


Müller’s poems appealed to Schubert for all sorts of reasons, some very personal and specific (the cycle ends, for example, with a poem about a musician), some more general (the theme of the outcast cursed by a failed love appealed to a man such as Schubert, who was suffering from the early stages of syphilis). Exploring these is part of what this book is about. But the overarching aesthetic, formal appeal has to be the way in which the Winterreise poems seem to beg for music, as Müller himself recognised. Goethe’s being resistant to the musical appropriation of his verse didn’t stop Schubert setting a great number of his poems, more than by any other poet. And Goethe’s resistance didn’t impede Schubert’s success in setting them; interestingly, his poems are far more amenable to such treatment than those of his friend and contemporary Schiller, whom Schubert set on almost as many occasions, but often with less startling success. The mysterious subjectivity of Müller’s Die Winterreise, by contrast, actually cries out to be inhabited and filled in by Schubert’s music; the psychology of our wanderer becomes more present to us through music. So too does his physical environment, so dense with metaphor, as the composer brings to bear that complex method of using a motif to suggest a physical analogy (the steady tread of “Gute Nacht,” for example; and the cycle yields many, many more) and then subjecting it to the musical invocation of shifting emotion. That inner emotional intensity is externalised, characterised, even dramatised; because the song is written to be sung, it is given voice. Never must we, in the midst of analysis, forget that these songs were made to be sung—whether at the keyboard in private, among friends, or to a larger audience.


Some years before his discovery of the Winterreise poems, Schubert made his only attempt at an extended piece of literary prose (a few poems are ascribed to him and, of course, quite a few letters). It’s headed “Mein Traum” (My Dream), and it’s not clear from the text itself whether it’s a record of a dream or an invention, a fable. What is clear is that in it Schubert imagines himself as exactly the sort of hero—though “hero” is hardly the word—Müller has in mind for his winter’s journey:




With a heart filled with endless love for those who scorned me, I … wandered far away. For many and many a year I sang songs. Whenever I tried to sing of love, it turned to pain. And again, when I tried to sing of pain, it turned to love.





It’s not surprising that when Schubert came upon twelve of the poems in the almanac Urania, some time in the mid-1820s, he was immediately seized by them and almost compelled to set them to music. His friends later wrote of him promising them new songs and then failing to turn up as agreed to sing them, the implication being that he was still immersed in finishing them. Could this have been Winterreise? When he did perform the cycle to them, singing to his own accompaniment, they didn’t really like it. As Spaun recalled: “Schober said that only one, ‘The Linden Tree,’ had appealed to him. To this Schubert replied, ‘I like these songs more than all the rest, and you will come to like them as well.’” He was engaged in something he himself recognised as revolutionary in the field of song.


In choosing and composing the cycle, Schubert recognised the opportunity that Müller offered him; their musical and poetic methods were quite in tune. Müller’s use of Byron’s method of absence was even enhanced by the composer, serendipitously as it were, because of the way in which he seems to have discovered the poems. First of all he found the twelve in Urania, and composed them straight through as a twelve-song cycle, beginning and ending, as an artistic whole, in the same key, D minor. (I’ve often performed this ur-Winterreise as a cycle in its own right, in concert.) When Müller finally published his complete twenty-four-poem version, in the second volume of his Gedichte aus den hinterlassenen Papieren eines reisenden Waldhornisten (Poems from the Surviving Papers of a Travelling Horn Player), subtitled “Songs of Love and Life,” he reordered the sequence so that effectively, the new poems were interpolated among the old. Yet Schubert didn’t follow Müller in this when he came upon the new version. Instead, he left the first twelve songs as they were, and made them the first half of his cycle; he then took the extra poems and set them in the order that they occurred in Müller’s book, one might say higgledy-piggledy.


The composer did make aesthetic choices to craft his own cycle, moulding the poetic source to his own ends as he had so often done before in song after song. He changed the key of the twelfth song, “Einsamkeit” (Loneliness), which had originally ended his set, but which now fell halfway through; it no longer had the same key as the first song in the cycle, “Gute Nacht” (Good Night), a choice which had effected a sort of aesthetic closure for the twelve-song ur-Winterreise. And he did swap around two of the songs in his second half so that they didn’t follow Müller’s order, presumably to effect a particular change of pace towards the end of the work, avoiding three slow or slowish songs in a row—“Der Wegweiser” (The Signpost), “Das Wirtshaus” (The Inn), “Die Nebensonnen” (The Mock Suns)—and avoiding the sense in Müller that courage is the wanderer’s prevailing emotion directly before he encounters the hurdy-gurdy man of the last song. But any narrative order that Müller had given vestigial existence to in the poetic cycle (hints of a story, a time sequence, a logic of place that have mistakenly led some commentators to prefer Müller’s order for Schubert’s cycle) is utterly expunged by Schubert’s compositional gambit in the second half of the song cycle. The effect is to redouble the sense of fragmentation from the twelfth song on. Like all great artists, he makes the most of the accidental, with a serendipitous intensification of the Byronic method of displacement, a turn of the screw. Winterreise is at one and the same time homely and insistently mysterious, one of the secrets of its enormous power.




Here are Müller’s twenty-four songs in their final order:


 


Gute Nacht—Good Night


Die Wetterfahne—The Weathervane


Gefrorne Tränen—Frozen Tears


Erstarrung—Frozen Stiff


Der Lindenbaum—The Linden Tree


Die Post—The Post


Wasserflut—Flood


Auf dem Flusse—On the Stream


Rückblick—Backwards Glance


Der greise Kopf—The Old Man’s Head


Die Krähe—The Crow


Letzte Hoffnung—Last Hope


Im Dorfe—In the Village


Der stürmische Morgen—The Stormy Morning


Täuschung—Delusion


Der Wegweiser—The Signpost


Das Wirtshaus—The Inn


Irrlicht—Will-o’-the-Wisp


Rast—Rest


Die Nebensonnen—The Mock Suns


Frühlingstraum—Dream of Spring


Einsamkeit—Loneliness


Mut—Courage


Der Leiermann—The Hurdy-Gurdy Man




 





And here is Schubert’s order—the first twelve being Müller’s original set:




 





PART ONE


Gute Nacht—Good Night


Die Wetterfahne—The Weathervane


Gefrorne Tränen—Frozen Tears


Erstarrung—Frozen Stiff


Der Lindenbaum—The Linden Tree


Wasserflut—Flood


Auf dem Flusse—On the Stream


Rückblick—Backwards Glance


Irrlicht—Will-o’-the-Wisp


Rast—Rest


Frühlingstraum—Dream of Spring


Einsamkeit—Loneliness




 





PART TWO


Die Post—The Post


Der Greise Kopf—The Old Man’s Head


Die Krähe—The Crow


Letzte Hoffnung—Last Hope


Im Dorfe—In the Village


Der stürmische Morgen—The Stormy Morning


Täuschung—Delusion


Der Wegweiser—The Signpost


Das Wirtshaus—The Inn


Mut—Courage


Die Nebensonnen—The Mock Suns


Der Leiermann—The Hurdy-Gurdy Man





There is, of course, also something immensely contemporary—modern, or is it postmodern?—about the displacement of narrative in Schubert’s Winterreise. In his book Reality Hunger, a montage of unattributed quotations (and self-quotations) dealing with the inadequacy of traditional literary form in confronting a modern, fragmented reality, the American author David Shields tells us that “the absence of plot leaves the reader room to think about other things.” “Momentum,” he declares, “derives not from narrative but from the subtle buildup of thematic resonances.” Many of the patchwork of literary fragments he assembles would do just as good a job as epigraphs to Winterreise or a book about or around Winterreise:




I have a narrative, but you will be put to it to find it.


 


I’m not interested in collage as the refuge of the compositionally disabled. I’m interested in collage as (to be honest) an evolution beyond narrative.


 


Plot, like erected scaffolding, is torn down, and what stands in its place is the thing itself.


 


How much can one remove and still have the composition be intelligible? This understanding, or its lack, divides those who can write from those who can really write. Chekhov removed the plot. Pinter, elaborating, removed the history, the narration; Beckett, the characterisation. We hear it anyway. Omission is a form of creation.





Beckett was a great admirer of Schubert, and of Winterreise in particular. And there is something deeply Beckettian about the piece. The fact that Shields’s snippets come from such varied twentieth-and twenty-first-century sources (the modernist novelist Djuna Barnes, the playwright David Mamet, David Shields himself) is a measure of the modern persistence of the call to be fragmentary. Looking, in turn, at Winterreise, what we need to remember is that none of these urges are modern; they are as old as Müller and Byron and Schubert and, again, much, much older—reality has, after all, always been fragmented, is no more so now than it was then, any then; and we should remember, consequently, that Winterreise is by no means old hat.




* * *





LET US NOW RETURN to the elements of the poem, the crucial details which set the drama. “Fremd bin ich eingezogen,” we are told, that word Fremd most often translated as a noun rather than the adjective it actually is—“A stranger I came, a stranger I departed.” But that commonplace German adjective carries with it a whole penumbra of meaning, a history, and a cloud of connotation. In a modern German dictionary we find the following attempts to capture in English its many meanings:














	 






	SOMEONE ELSE’S






	 






	DIFFERENT






	 






	FOREIGN






	 






	ALIEN






	 






	STRANGE






	 






	OTHER






	 






	OUTSIDE.






	 


















It is, unexpectedly, an English word too, if a much less familiar one. We find it in Chaucer, meaning “foreign” (“A faukoun peregryn thanne semed she Of fremde land,” from “The Squire’s Tale”); “strange” (“That nevere yit was so fremde a cas,” from the Dido section in The Legend of Good Women); and “unfriendly” (“Lat be to me your fremde maner speche,” in Troilus and Criseyde). Its etymology, shared with the German and also with similar words in, among many other languages, Swedish (främmande), Dutch (vreemd), and West Frisian (frjemd), finds its earliest trace, according to some etymologies, in the Proto-Indo-European perəm-, prom- (“forth,” “forward”), from por- (“forward,” “through”): a nice thought given that trudging sense of going forth that Schubert’s music gives us. “Hostile” is another English meaning; as well as “not related,” or “of another house,” akin to the Proto-Germanic framaþiz, or “not one’s own,” meanings of singular relevance to this fractured narrative of a marriage forbidden or foregone. This trawl through the dictionaries is more than idle fact-grubbing; it surely gives us a poetic handle on our hero’s predicament. The word stands at the head of the poetic cycle, of the song cycle, and it is repeated. It is crucial.


Fremd can also send us back to a song of Schubert’s which was, in the nineteenth century, as popular as “Erlkönig” or “Gretchen am Spinnrade,” a song whose central musical theme became the motivic motor of Schubert’s titanic piece for solo piano, the so-called “Wanderer” Fantasy. This song, “Der Wanderer,” was written in 1816 and published in 1821, setting a poem by Georg Philipp Schmidt von Lübeck (1766–1849). That main middle section, pulsating with melancholia and homesickness, paints a picture of a world emptied of meaning and affect:








Die Sonne dünkt mich hier so kalt,


Die Blüte welk, das Leben alt,


Und was sie reden, leerer Schall,


Ich bin ein Fremdling überall.







The sun seems so cold here,


Flowers faded, life old,


And what people say, empty sound,


I am everywhere a …











Everywhere a what? A Fremdling, the poet says. An outcast? A stranger? A foreigner?


The notion of the outcast wanderer was a commonplace of Romantic culture Europe-wide; and wandering is, notoriously, a feature of Schubert’s songs. Schubert’s other song cycle to poems of Müller, Die schöne Müllerin, starts with a song called “Das Wandern”—wandering—and tells us, with apparent nonchalance and good cheer, that wandering is a miller’s delight. Journeymen have to wander, of course, to find work; that’s why they’re called journeymen. There’s nothing darkly existential in play here, not on the surface, at least. Schmidt’s wanderer, on the other hand, wanders because he is in some way hollowed out or literally displaced. The song ends with the words “dort wo du nicht bist, dort ist das Glück”—there, where you are not, there is happiness. This reads like depression; but there is also something more historically specific to unpack.


The Fremdling is a foreigner in his own land. This was a notion with a particular resonance for people like Georg Schmidt, Wilhelm Müller, or Franz Schubert, living in the territories of what had been the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, dissolved by Napoleon in 1806, and only semi-resurrected in the Restoration settlement of 1815, which, while aiming to preserve the territorial integrity of the Hapsburg imperium—a multi-ethnic assemblage of lands half-masquerading as a modern state, its capital city Vienna—put a tight lid on expressions of German nationalism. Germany as a nation did not exist. Outside the Hapsburg domains, German states included small principalities (such as Anhalt-Dessau, where Müller lived and worked as ducal librarian), free cities (like Schmidt’s Hanseatic Lübeck), and major powers such as Prussia. Sovereignty was confused and overlapping. For Germans in these lands, and in Austria, this was the period known as Biedermeier, between the nationalistic uprising against Napoleon of 1814–15 (in which Müller participated as a soldier, and which Schubert celebrated in song) and the bourgeois, nationalist revolutions of 1848. Those revolutions failed, but twenty-three years later a new, Prussian-led German empire was proclaimed at Versailles, forged by blood and iron; the great Prussian statesman Otto von Bismarck had managed to exclude the Hapsburgs from any role in the creation of a German national state. It is crucial for our purposes, however, to remember that none of this was preordained, and that a settlement of the German national question could have included Austria, and that many German speakers hoped that it would.


To live as a German in Dessau, or in Vienna, or in Lübeck in the 1820s was, then, to live as a Fremdling, with a sense that national borders did not coincide with linguistic realities or cultural yearnings, a sense that to be a German nationalist was to be in opposition to the established order, to be at odds with authority. It was an experience of alienation (Entfremdung). Liberalism and nationalism went hand in hand, both of them suppressed in the clampdown imposed by the Hapsburg government of Metternich and its allies in the German Confederation. The Biedermeier era was one in which the excitement of the revolutionary and Napoleonic years was to be repressed. The metaphors have been the same in our own time. If there had been a political springtime within living memory—the Josephine reforms of the 1780s in the Hapsburg realms, the nationalist surge of 1814–15 in Germany at large—this was now wintertime. Schubert (born 1797) and Müller (born 1794) give us a Winter Journey that became a metaphor for an era. When Heinrich Heine, an admirer of Wilhelm Müller, published his satirical verse-epic on the German political scene in 1844, he called it Deutschland, ein Wintermärchen (Germany, a Winter’s Tale), making explicit the political undercurrents which swirl beneath Winterreise’s Biedermeier surface. In the work of Heine’s admirer and correspondent Karl Marx, that Central European, political alienation was to be universalised into a picture of the predicament of humanity in an age of economic transformation, an age in which we still live. We’ll return to that picture with a later song, “Im Dorfe” (In the Village).




* * *





ALIENATION IS WOVEN all the way through Winterreise. There is the very simple, personal sense of the word—the estrangement which follows a love affair is, after all, the way the cycle starts. But there is also the sort of alienation which makes Winterreise a pre-echo of so much twentieth-century philosophy and literature. Laid out in its very first word, Fremd, is a connection with absurdism, existentialism, and a whole slew of other twentieth-century isms; with characters out of Beckett, Camus, or Paul Auster. Schubert’s was an age in which, and perhaps for the first time, to be a human being could seem very lonely in a metaphysical sense. An empty universe, without meaning; the first hints from a nascent geology (James Hutton had published his Theory of the Earth in 1795) that Earth’s history was built out of a deep time at odds with the workings of the everyday human imagination. Nature was not friendly, not even hostile; one faced the possibility that it was simply indifferent. “Schöne Welt, wo bist du?”—Beautiful world, where are you?—wrote Friedrich Schiller in a poem set, heartbreakingly, by Schubert in 1819, a poem which was a lament for a world emptied of meaning and significance, for that lost wholeness which ancient Greek civilisation mythically embodied. Schubert’s Winterreise is one vessel by which this newborn, fractured, halfhearted modernity has been transmitted to its even bleaker successors. Words and music in a dynamic union, it renders this vision, right at the outset, at its historical beginning, somehow beautiful.


In late summer 2012, I performed Winterreise as part of the opening season of the Enniskillen International Beckett Festival. As I stood in a small church, pews and all, delivering the piece to an English-speaking audience without translations of the text, an audience which was surely a mixture both of those who knew the piece, and of more who were utterly unfamiliar with the whole genre of song recital, it seemed to become a Theaterstück, as the Germans call it, a bit of theatre, a Beckettian drama in the spirit of Happy Days or Not I or Krapp’s Last Tape. “A stranger I came; a stranger I departed”; birth and death; “astride of a grave and a difficult birth.” The performance was preceded by a reading of Beckett’s prose piece Texts for Nothing No. 12, by the actor Len Fenton. It begins:




It’s a winter night, where I was, where I’m going, remembered, imagined, no matter, believing in me, believing it’s me, no, no need …





WHAT IS OUR HERO DOING, creeping out of this house at night? Rather negligently, it wasn’t something I had given much thought to before I sat down to write this book, and I’m not sure that many of us worry at it before we sing, play, or listen to Winterreise. The Byronic mystery is part of it, no doubt; but I think we also have to grapple with the practical realities of how people led their lives in 1820s Europe. Why would a young man, of lower economic status, be living in a house with a young woman and her family? Why did he come to stay?


The most influential writer of the mid-eighteenth century in Europe, beyond all measure, was Jean-Jacques Rousseau; his political writings, notably The Social Contract (1762), inspired a revolution; his social and educational theories defined the agenda for generations after him; his Confessions, published posthumously in 1782, scandalised and seduced in equal measure. He defined the spirit of the age; and more often than not, the thinkers who came after him were, consciously or unconsciously, agreeing or disagreeing with the Genevan sage.


One of Rousseau’s most influential followers in education was Johann Bernhard Basedow, who, drawing on the ideas on education laid out in Emile (1762), published his own Vorstellung an Menschenfreunde für Schulen, nebst dem Plan eines Elementarbuches der menschlichen Erkenntnisse (Idea to Philanthropists for Schools, along with the Plan of an Elementary Book of Human Knowledge) in 1766. This was followed by a practical system of primary education, the Elementarwerk, in 1774, the same year in which, supported by the Prince of Anhalt-Dessau, he set up a new school, the Philanthropinum, in Dessau.


Wilhelm Müller was a Dessau boy—though not a pupil at the Philanthropinum, which had closed in 1793—and he married Basedow’s granddaughter; but it’s not Rousseau’s educational treatise per se that is hinted at in the scenario of Winterreise, but rather Basedow’s original profession, as a private tutor in a noble family (1749–53), and, beyond that, the plot line of Rousseau’s hit novel, published the year before Emile and The Social Contract: Julie, better known by its subtitle as La Nouvelle Héloïse. The idea of tutoring in a noble or wealthy family was a familiar one to the intelligentsia of late-eighteenth-and early-nineteenth-century Germany. August Wilhelm Schlegel, Fichte, Hegel, Schelling, and Hölderlin—all of them, and many more, worked as “house tutors,” and very often emotional complications ensued. La Nouvelle Héloïse was the handbook for tutors and pupils in an emotional tangle: little read today (an epistolary novel in three volumes), but at the time and for long afterwards, a publishing sensation. Robert Darnton, the preeminent scholar of the Enlightenment and historian of the book, has called it “perhaps the biggest bestseller of the century,” with at least seventy editions in print before 1800, “probably more than for any other novel in the previous history of publishing.” Demand outran supply to such an extent that publishers rented the book out by the day and even the hour. It made Rousseau into the very first celebrity author. Hordes of readers wrote to him, overwhelmed by the emotional intensity of this literary experience:




I dare not tell you the effect it made on me. No, I was past weeping. A sharp pain convulsed me. My heart was crushed. Julie dying was no longer an unknown person. I believed I was her sister, her friend, her Claire. My seizure became so strong that if I had not put the book away I would have been as ill as all those who attended that virtuous woman in her last moments.





The story is complex but, for our purposes, simple in the extreme. Saint-Preux, of humble origins, is tutor to Julie, a young Swiss woman of noble family. He tries to resist their growing attachment but, in the end, yields; social mores compel them to keep their relationship a secret. He runs away from the dilemma, to Paris and to London, generating the correspondence which forms such a large part of the book. Her family discover the liaison and compel her to marry another, more socially appropriate, but elderly, candidate. “You are the ornament and oracle of an entire family,” writes Saint-Preux to Julie:




the boast and admiration of a whole town—these, all these, divide your sensibility, and what remains for love is but a small part in comparison of that which is ravished from you by duty, nature, and friendship. But I, alas! a wanderer without a family, and almost without country, have no-one but you upon earth, and am possessed of nothing but my love.





A wanderer without a family, almost without country … If we want to imagine a little more background for our Winterreise, an actor preparing for a complex role, if we want to set the stage more fully, and fill in some of the absent dramatis personae, how about this scene from La Nouvelle Héloïse, helping us to paint a picture of the girl’s father:




He began, by exclaiming, but in general terms, against such mothers as indiscreetly invite to their houses young fellows without family or fortune, whose acquaintance only brings shame and scandal on those who cultivated it.








[image: ]

La Nouvelle Héloïse: the first kiss








He accuses his wife of introducing into the household “a pretended wit, an empty babbler, more fit to debauch the mind of a modest young woman than to instruct her in anything that is good.”


Of course we can’t go about endlessly pillaging other works of literature to construct a more detailed narrative for Winterreise; and it would be self-defeating given all that we’ve said about the way that the mystery created by narrative loose ends enhances the cycle’s power. But if we want to place the presence of this man in a household in a plausible social and historical context, there’s no better place to start than La Nouvelle Héloïse. And the next chapter reveals something about Schubert’s own career which will make this plot detail seem particularly telling.
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