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Foreword by Gerald Moore


to the First Edition (1969)





Eric Sams’s The Songs of Hugo Wolf has proved of such immeasurable help to lovers of this composer, a source of such inspiration to those of us who sing and play his songs, that we can only be grateful that the author has now performed a similar service for Robert Schumann.


These two books are necessary; for surely, after the unparalleled Franz Schubert, Wolf and Schumann share second place in the hierarchy of the Lied.


Ardent Wolfians will protest at my honouring both equally, and indeed they have an argument; for undeniably the Austrian seemed able to feel the words as the poet felt them – to transform them into music as the poet would have transformed them. Thus, we believe that Goethe, if he could, would have sung Anakreons Grab as Wolf sang it. This composer was the poet’s medium and inhabited his world as completely as he inhabited the very different worlds of Eichendorff, Mörike and the Italian Songbook of Heyse.


On the contrary – and as we can find in the following pages – Schumann was apt to regard poetry as an inferior art-form, while Wolf held it of prime importance; he often recited the lyric before performing his songs. Schumann held that the poem was ‘an orange from which the juice should be crushed’; or that ‘it must wear the music like a wreath’. The difference, for instance, between Wolf’s and Schumann’s approach to Mörike’s Das verlassene Mägdlein is revealing. To use Wolf’s words, it had been ‘set to heavenly music by Schumann’; and yet he felt impelled to set it himself. Sams truly says of the Schumann version, ‘For most hearers the beauty and intuitive perception will remain behind the music rather than part of it.’ But in two words he sums up for Wolf: he ‘goes deep’. It would be utterly misleading and presumptuous to postulate that Schumann was superficial; but he did occasionally, if only occasionally, fail to penetrate deeply beneath the surface.


Comparisons of this nature are irresistible and desirable. When Sams suggests that Schumann’s setting of Goethe’s Philine is arguably preferable to Wolf’s we, while not necessarily agreeing whole-heartedly with the author, are glad to see Schumann even up the score. Speaking personally, I find Hugo’s Er ist’s, though enjoyable to perform and thrilling to hear, too flamboyant when compared with Schumann’s version, with its shy fragrant ‘Veilchen träumen schon’ and the maiden modesty of ‘Dich hab ich vernommen, ja du bist’s’.


Wolf, be it understood, is far too precious to me for me to disparage his genius. Yet (magician though he unquestionably is) I fancy one is able to perceive, not infrequently, how he arrives at his breathtaking dénouements. We are not perhaps so mystified as we should be Whereas hearing Der Leiermann or Der du von dem Himmel bist we kiss Schubert’s hand, and not only because these songs are close to God: their simplicity and purity defeat us and hold us, eternally hold us, through our inability to explain why or how they are so sublime.


Robert Schumann has something of this mysterious quality. It can be seen in the last song of Frauenliebe und -leben. The writing is bare and attenuated, the two pages look commonplace; yet, in some inexplicable way, they catch at the heart. Auf einer Burg (‘the very music of a ruined castle in a timeless heat-haze’) – Auf das Trinkglas eines verstorbenen Freundes (‘an impressive sense of the ceremonial mourning rituals of white magic’), which invariably fills me with awe at the words ‘Leer steht das Glas! Der heil’ge Klang tönt nach in dem kristallnen Grunde’ – Stirb, Lieb und Freud (‘the inward eye sees in the great cathedral one small figure; the inward ear hears among the chanting and the carillon one lonely cry’) – Du bist wie eine Blume (‘the laying on of hands is made to seem a ritual gesture of consecration)’ – all these are just a handful of songs that are typically and disarmingly simple; and it can be seen by the parenthetical quotations to what eloquence our author has been moved by them.


The reader turns again and again with excitement to see if his love for such simple creations is echoed by a writer of such authority and it is an added delight to find his enthusiasm shared.


I have purposely refrained from putting too much emphasis on the piano parts in Schumann’s song writing, but perhaps I may be permitted one paragraph on this subject.


‘The prelude has the play of an April wind. The slight texture and the piano interludes let air and space into the music’ Thus, on page 75 we find this fascinating reflection on Aus den ‘Östlichen Rosen’. Of all composers none had more magic than Schumann in making us forget the percussive quality of the pianoforte. We find this again and again in such songs as Mondnacht (‘the bridal of the earth and sky’) – Der Nussbaum, where the fingers scarcely brush the keys, and from Dichter liebe, one of the world’s supreme song cycles, the pianoforte becomes almost de-materialized in Im wunderschönen Monat Mai, Hör ich das Liedchen klingen and Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen (‘the piano’s preluding arpeggios express a wind-stirred movement of tall flowers nodding, painting a picture in which the opening harmony is mysteriously bright and alien to the key into which it instantly fades and vanishes’). Schumann’s accompaniments certainly did not have such independence, such glorious freedom from the vocal line, as we find in Geh, Geliebter (Wolf’s apotheosis) but no composer whatsoever had a more intimate knowledge of the pianoforte as an instrument. He made it breathe upon the air.


To me this is the most exciting publication of its kind since the Sams book on Wolf. So felicitous is the writing that one is hardly conscious of the erudition and profound thought that have gone into the making of it. Occasionally controversial perhaps, it is invariably stimulating and authoritative and most obviously inspired by deep affection.


Once more Eric Sams has produced a work that will be read and read again as long as Robert Schumann’s songs are loved.



















Preface to the First Edition (1969)





This book, like The Songs of Hugo Wolf (1961 [1983, 1992]) gives a date, translation, commentary and notes on points of detail for the 246 songs in the Peters Edition, arranged as nearly as possible in order of composition.


Definite dates come mainly from Schumann’s own fair copies1 or diaries;2 others are modified in the light of the evidence. On occasion I have suggested reasons for dating or re-dating.


In the translations, Schumann’s repetitions are not normally shown unless they occur out of context, e.g. where a first verse is repeated at the end, and then in square brackets.


The textual notes include the major changes3 that Schumann made in the words of the songs as inferred from comparison of their first editions with the known or probable sources of the poems (see Appendix III).


The other notes are mainly a gloss on Schumann’s musical language4 as inferred from the relation between the poem and the music.


Two of the ‘Clara-themes’ in the songs have already been described in the piano music.5,6 Readers interested in these themes and the evidence they offer for Schumann’s use of cipher-systems as a device of composition may like to consult my Musical Times articles.7


Lastly I should like to thank all those who have helped me.


I am obliged to the late Max Hinrichsen for permission to quote and refer to the Peters Edition of Schumann’s songs.


Andrew Porter was generous with his time and his advice, both of which are valuable; I am indebted to him for a number of corrections, and for some suggestions on points of substance which I have been glad to adopt or adapt for my own purposes.


I am also most grateful to Julian Armitage-Smith, Edward Greenfield, David Lloyd-Jones and Robert Moberly for similarly generous and helpful comment and criticism.


My thanks are due to Margaret Barton for timely help with the manuscript.


Preface to the Second Edition (1975)
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I have taken this opportunity of making some corrections and also of adding new bibliographical or biographical references.


Preface to the Third Edition (1993)




[image: ]





Schumann’s use of cipher has been further illustrated and discussed in my script and presentation for the film Code and Cipher: The Secret Language of Music, made in 1989 for Central TV, produced by Jim Berrow and directed by Simon Target.


This book’s Appendix II on Schumann’s health has again been revised and extended.


For this third edition I have also added the key and written compass8 of each song. The notes shown in brackets are Schumann’s own optional alternatives.
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1 Wolff, V. E., Schumanns Lieder in ersten and späteren Fassungen, (1914).


2 Jansen, G., Briefe von Robert Schumann, (1904) and Bötticher, W., Robert Schumann in seinen Briefen und Schriften, (1942).


3 See also, Friedländer, M., Textrevision zu Schumanns Liedern, (ND).


4 See also, Bötticher, W., Robert Schumann in Persōnlichkeit und Werk, (1941).


5 Schauffler, R., Florestan, (1945).


6 Fiske, R., ‘A Schumann mystery’, Musical Times, August 1964.


7 ‘Did Schumann use ciphers?’, August 1965, (trans. Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, June 1966); ‘The Schumann ciphers’, May 1966; ‘The Schumann ciphers, a coda’, December 1966 (trans. Musica, July-August 1967); ‘Politics, Literature and people’, February 1968; ‘A Schumann Primer’, November 1970. Other relevant material was published in the Proceedings of the Royal Musical Association xcvi (1960–70) and reprinted at pp. 390–406 of Robert Schumann: The Man and his Music, ed. Walker (1970), which also contains at pp. 120–161 some further consideration of the songs in relation to the Lied and to Schumann’s music as a whole.







8 In the so-called Helmholtz notation, i.e. 

























SCHUMANN AS A SONG WRITER





Songs were among Schumann’s first works, at seventeen (in 1827); they were among his last (in 1852). All his life, most of his music was associated with words, whether as texts, titles or programmes. Well over half of it is for voice; well over three-quarters is for (or with) piano. His inspiration ebbed and flowed in ten-year cycles,1 with crests of activity in 1840 and 1849; so each of those waves of music broke in song for voice and piano.


These songs mirror the life of the man and his music. They tell a life story of genesis, growth, maturity and decline; they have an unchanging spirit that animates them still. Most of this book follows the vital process through two decades of life and song; this chapter tries to define the vital principles.


Schumann himself defines his music for us. ‘Everything that happens in the world affects me, politics, literature, people; I think it all over in my own way, and then it has to find a way out through music.’ In a review he writes:




Improvise at the keyboard, hum a melody, weave that melody into the piano texture; thus – if you are a Mendelssohn – you can write the most beautiful songs without words.





He might have added – sing that melody to words by (say) Heine and then you can – if you are a Schumann – write the most beautiful songs. The songs are an extension of the piano-music; and they too express Schumann’s own world of feeling.


By 1840 he had spent ten years in perfecting his unique mastery of the lyric piano piece. Of course he would continue to write what came naturally and what he knew best. The long expressive postludes are especially characteristic; they are piano solos. The best known of all (in Dichterliebe) reappears in the piano concerto. Some of the boyhood songs (Appendix I) were later adapted as piano-music. Conversely, Schumann tells us how he turns his piano-music into song (see Ich wandre nicht). Mit Myrthen und Rosen is like a re-reading of the first Novellette; Zum Schluss rounds off the songs of Op. 25 just as Zum Beschluss rounds off a piano-cycle (Op. 20); Sitz’ ich allein even has an optional Da Capo.


The two genres have not only common titles (e.g. Abendlied, Intermezzo) but common form. Both can be simple and repetitive (i.e. in so-called song-form). But this is rare; more usually they are varied or extended with climax and coda. Schumann thought those features very apt for the end of a song (as also for the piano piece Ende vom Lied, Op. 12) and he often repeats words in order to achieve a peroration.


Finally the songs, just like the piano works, are organized into groups or cycles. This reflects his passion for verbal expressiveness, order and symmetry. In his daily life, everything goes into books; a daybook, a project-book, a song-book, a correspondence-book, a notebook, a marriage-book, and a cash-book. The piano-music appears as Novellettes, Albums, and so on, complete with titles and headings. Among the songs, the cycles are the most famous (the two Liederkreise, Dichterliebe, Frauenliebe etc.) as they are the most characteristic (about four-fifths of all the songs form part of some group). Most are musically integrated, whether by key-sequence or by motto-themes, again just as in the piano music. Sometimes it is the same theme in both, as in the Davidsbündler, Op. 6, and the Liederkreis, Op. 24. The typical vocal lines:
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like the themes mentioned on pp. 22–25, are fully as typical of Schumann’s purely instrumental melodies. Indeed, he habitually speaks of ‘vocal works’ or ‘works for voice’, much as one might speak of works for piano; never as if the words, or even the vocal timbre or compass, were significant as such.


This explains the indifferent accentuation found throughout the songs. It explains such odd directions as ‘for soprano or contralto’. It explains the alternative vocal lines that Schumann was always ready to write if he found his piano tunes straying beyond what he thought was a reasonable vocal compass, as in the well-known example of Ich grolle nicht (in such cases the rule is to sing the piano line if possible). Above all it explains why voice and piano so often share the melody. This trait has been criticized on the ground that the piano only echoes the voice, which is a ‘weakness’. But on the contrary; since the piano concept is primary, it is the voice that borrows the piano melody, and this sharing is the heart and strength of Schumann song. Sometimes the shared melody is the same in voice and piano, as in Die Nonne; sometimes it is varied or decorated in the piano part, often very subtly, as in Aufträge or Resignation. But from Schumann’s first song to his last the melody is essentially the piano’s. If all the voice parts were lost we could deduce from the piano part and the words what the vocal line must be. This may seem exaggerated or over-simplified; but it will be found verifiably true of most of the songs, and not irrelevant to the rest.


If then the piano is primary, and if the music expresses the composer rather than the poet, it follows that both voice and verse are subordinate. Yet the music is all shapely melody, singable and beautiful; and Schumann is often acclaimed as among the most literary of all composers, sensitively attuned to the least poetic nuance, with a special affinity for the poems of Heinrich Heine. However, this is a myth, as we can discover from the Heine settings themselves.


Their source was the first edition of the Buck der Lieder – thirteen years, two editions, and several revisions out of date. Schumann’s selection of poems was indiscriminate. He foisted his own meaning on them, and not only repeated words or lines or whole verses for this purpose but added and altered and miscopied and omitted at will. He rarely offers any equivalent for Heine’s irony or innuendo, and sometimes seems not to understand them. Out of twenty-five years of composing he devoted some twenty-five days, spread over a year or two at most, to setting a few pages of one single volume; there is no evidence that he even so much as glanced at another Heine lyric for the rest of his life.


Schumann himself implied that he believed poetry to be an inferior art-form.2 Nothing suggests that he ever changed his mind. On the contrary, all his recorded comments on the relation of words to music instinctively award pride of place to the latter. The poem, he said, must be crushed and have its juices expressed like an orange; it must wear the music like a wreath, or yield to it like a bride. For him there was no contradiction, no problem; nor is there, unless one is created. His own music, as he very well knew, is expressive of ideas just as words are. In his songs (as in most songs) the meaning of the music takes precedence. Sometimes the two are in phase, so that the expression is enhanced; sometimes they are out of phase, so that new patterns and tensions are created from the interaction of music and words. The latter is the typical Schumann; original, rewarding, infinitely expressive of the composer, his life and his world.


Even his choice and treatment of poets and poems were self-expressive. He liked the poets to be known to him personally (most of them were) and to share his liberal and agnostic views (most of them did).3 The settings responded to some need of the moment. ‘Bring the Kerner volume’, he writes to Clara; ‘lend me the Geibel’, to a friend. From the volumes he chose poems which either directly mirrored his own feelings or could be adjusted to reflect them. Thus Eichendorff’s devotional Mondnacht is steeped in love-music until it takes on a different colour of devotion. Similarly, words or phrases or verses are repeated or altered to remould their meaning nearer to the composer’s mood. This treatment is typical of Schumann; and his prevailing moods and themes are typical of the Romantic movement.


In his own person he expresses a whole universe of life and feeling; the one becomes the infinite. The surest way is by self-abnegation, by losing oneself and being reborn in the love of another. His life as well as his work was dedicated to his wife, Clara. There are no more deeply-felt declarations in music than his love-songs for her in their marriage year (Liederkreis, Myrthen, Dichterliebe, the best of him). Indeed, many songs transcend even this degree of exaltation by identifying the music with Clara herself; by sharing the writing with her (as in Op. 47), or by seeing life through her eyes (some of Myrthen, all Frauenliebe and -leben) as well as by the continuous use of meaningful motto-themes signifying Clara. Of course there are other, more light-hearted, ways of losing one’s own identity, such as assuming various guises or disguises, a theme very dear to Schumann.4 He masquerades in the songs, with evident relish, as a Spanish grandee (Der Hidalgo), a smuggler (Der Contrabandiste), a clown (Schlusslied), and so on. Often Clara is brought into the masquerade (as in Myrthen and Die Karten-legerin) as she was into Carnaval.


However, such flights from reality take no one very far. The disguise becomes the man too well or too often; Schumann in propria persona wears the frowning mask of tragedy. Thus a recurring theme is tragic isolation. Very many songs are about lost love (Die Nonne, Stirb, Lieb’ und Freud’) and jealousy (Die Löwenbraut, Die feindlichen Brüder), while in song after song the central figure is a rejected suitor, often at the wedding-feast (Der Spielmann, Der arme Peter, Das ist ein Flöten, etc). This music is often so intense as to compel the conclusion that some very powerful personal emotion went into its making – no doubt Schumann’s own estrangement from Clara in 1835–6.


The feelings of guilt and unworthiness which haunted him all his life are also expressed in the songs (e.g. Mein schöner Stern). The symbolism of rejection or guilt becomes so obsessional with the later Schumann that it motivates all his larger-scale vocal works; Manfred, Faust, Genoveva, Paradise and the Peri and others. The linking theme is the idea of isolation, difference, otherness; and almost all his chosen texts express it directly or indirectly. Next to a striving to be someone else, for example, comes a longing to be elsewhere.


Very often Schumann sings of the open road (Freisinn, Wanderung), travel abroad (Wanderlust), the wide world (Sehnsucht). There is a strong undercurrent of a wish for freedom in the political sense (Des Knaben Berglied). But there is an air of diffidence about his travel songs, and his sense of social satire is far from keen (Abends am Strand, Vom Schlaraffenland). The vision is always that of the lone idealist and dreamer endlessly questing for new worlds of the spirit, and the universal brotherhood of the outsider’s dream. So there are translations of verse from all over the world; from England (Byron), Ireland (Moore), Scotland (Burns), Denmark (Hans Andersen), France (Béranger), Spain (the many Geibel translations), and Greece (via Chamisso). Of other poets, many were strongly liberal: Hoffmann was persecuted, Heine and Kinkel were exiled, for their politics. But Schumann’s longing for some other country or some other society remained unstilled. As he grew older his vision moved from horizons in space to horizons in time; to classical antiquity (Requiem); to the golden age of legend or ballad (Die feindlichen Brüder, Ballade); to later history (Blondels Lied, the Maria Stuart Lieder); or to childhood (Liederalbum für die Jugend), a favourite domain.


So the creative Romantic mind ranges over all space, all time, all feeling, all humanity. The true ideal is not just to be someone else, but to be everyone; not just somewhere else, but everywhere; not just another time but all time. This progress from the one to the infinite culminates in the passionate identification of man with Nature, a feeling stronger in the Romantic than in any other era, and stronger perhaps in Schumann than in any other Romantic composer. His own music is at one with sky and springtime (Im wunderschönen Monat Mai, Der Nussbaum, Jasminenstrauch). True, he is more at home in the little world of leaves, rainfall, and birdsong, just as he is most at home in the little world of love, marriage, and children. But his own feeling unites both realms; roadside and hearthside, starlight and firelight, in ways which often give the music great range and power. Nor is Schumann without a certain dark grandeur of his own when he sings of the depths of night or sea (Abends am Strand, Frühlingsfahrt).


There seems to be a reason for this in the depths of the subconscious mind. Over the years, it is as if his need to find another personality led to the loss of his own; as if his desire for another world led to the negation of this world. ‘Between 1830 and 1850 the Romantic faith in love and the future turned into a longing for nothingness’ as Nietzsche wrote. Schumann’s mind turns to poems about madness (Der Spielmann, An die Türen) and finally death (Der Einsiedler, Requiem, Abschied von der Welt). And both ways of escape lead through the depths of despair. One late song (Herzeleid) is about suicide and death by drowning; and it is eerie to hear, over the years, the hidden themes of burial and submersion. A ship is sunk (Frühlingsfahrt); a coffin is sunk (Die alten bösen Lieder). Treasure is buried in the womb of earth (Der Schatzgräber) and in the bed of the river (Auf dem Rhein). There lurk death and night (Berg und Burgen); there under the waves dwells the enchantress (Lorelei), singing and calling ‘Remember me’. Over and over again in Schumann’s songs we can hear the Rhine appealing to him, long before his own despairing leap from the bridge at Düsseldorf (Im Rhein; Auf einer Burg; Berg und Burgen; Auf dem Rhein; Sonntags am Rhein; and then the Rhenish symphony).


This flows into a great theme which unites all we have so far heard. It is not obvious; it could not in the nature of things be that. It hides at the heart of all Schumann’s music. It is the common characteristic of love, disguise, elsewhere, beyond, long ago, far away, Nature, death. It is the theme of mystery. The choice of poem faithfully reflects this theme down to the last detail of code (Liebeslied) and cipher (Rätsel).5


There is a sense then in which Schumann is indeed the most lettered of composers. The verbal, the conceptual, the semantic, are of overwhelming importance in his music; and it follows that the words of his songs, though secondary, exert a profound influence of their own. We have seen the resemblance between the song-music and the piano-music. Now we must consider in detail the differences; and these can be explained only by the presence of words.


First, as Schumann himself explained, the songs are more tuneful and more direct. He was among the world’s greatest melodists; even the piano-music sings; and words sang themselves into tunes in his mind as naturally and inevitably as in Schubert’s. Du meine Seele, du mein Herz, Im wunderschönen Monat Mai, and scores of other phrases are best remembered as melodies patterned in the stresses of speech and verse. The new directness in the music matches the supposed simplicity of lyric poetry. Just as with Beethoven, the songs sound many opus numbers earlier than the other music. The rhythmic quirks and experiments of the piano works are ironed out; their favourite three-four time now yields place to the duple and quadruple time-signatures that correspond with usual German scansion and metre. Similarly we return from the tonally complex world of the piano-music into the bright harmonies hardly heard since Papillons, with transient tonal changes in contrasting bands of dark and bright. The reason is that the short song-form hardly allows time for long-range modulation, or indeed any real key-change at all. There are only insets in related keys, notably supertonic and mediant, which are heard as relating to the home tonic. On this small scale a real modulation is often surprising and always significant.


Most striking of all is the change in form. In the piano-music Schumann was veering towards ever darker and more labyrinthine constructions, as in Kreisleriana. The song music comes out of this high-hedged maze into an open flower-garden.


Finally the gaiety and excitement of discovery make the music reckless and vivid. The sheer driving impetus of it meant there was hardly time to write it down. The editorial and interpretative problems are often grave in consequence. We often have the feeling of a sketch or blueprint that requires skilled and sympathetic interpretation to make it alive and real again. Then the music is heard nascent and inchoate, quick and brilliant from its contact with words. It sees, hears, gestures, mimes, acts, reacts and speaks.


Here are some of the ways in which it does so. Many of them may derive from subconscious sources. Thus we know from an early essay that Schumann could imagine different keys as expressive of varying moods. In practice, however, he was usually ready to transpose his music for the sake of vocal compass, or to create a cyclic unity as in Dichterliebe; and this destroys some of the evidence for his expressive use of key. But enough is left to demonstrate the association of e.g. A major with spring or sunshine (Jasminenstrauch, An den Sonnenschein), and A flat major with a mellower quality of light (Die Lotosblume), and moods of reverence or dedication (Stirb, Lieb’ und Freud’, Widmung). B flat major is the key of 22 songs of which six are directly and twelve indirectly about the open air; it seems a good choice also for a spring symphony, for the entry to the woodland scenes of Op. 82, and for the idyllic outdoor music of Faust No. 4. E minor has strong associations with twilight (Zwielicht) and the heart (Lieb Liebchen). D minor has a melodramatic quality (Melancholie); B minor may suggest estrangement, even enmity (Die feindlichen Brüder). E flat major has a special quality of light and shade, found in moods of mingled reverence and elation (Lust der Sturmnacht, Schneeglöckchen) while E flat minor is an unequivocally defunctive music of darkness, death and funeral (Ich hab’ im Traum geweinet). Such a use of key, of which there are many other examples, commonly gives colour and pattern to a whole song or cycle. More rarely a tonality is illustrative, lighting up a particular word or scene, like the A flat major moonrise in Die Lotosblume.


The sound-effects are even clearer. They too are usually long-range or structural. Harp music resounds throughout Requiem and the late Byron songs, as well as the Harper songs. We hear the lute (Mein Herz ist schwer); the guitar (Flutenreicher Ebro); the horn (Der Knabe mit dem Wunderhorn); the organ (Stirb, Lieb’ und Freud’); the bagpipes (Des Sennen Abschied); and the drum (Die Soldatenbraut), among many other examples. Sometimes they stand for a central character, like the violin passages in Der Spielmann; more rarely they illustrate a word or thought in the poem, like the bugle-call at the end of Da liegt der Feinde or the bell-notes in Die Meerfee. There is an easy transition from sound effect to dramatic effect (the bell announces midnight in Auf das Trinkglas just as in the piano-music of Op. 6) or to scene-painting (e.g. from the spinning-wheel in Die Spinnerin to the rolling stage coach in Mein Wagen rollet langsam). But Schumann goes beyond this to far deeper levels of association.


No musical imagination was ever more bright or vivid; his is the music of the mind’s eye and the mind’s ear blending in his own inner perception of an idea or image. Indeed, he often sets the imagery rather than the verbal meaning of a poem, as Robert Franz pointed out (see Nos 67 and 95, Note 3). In song after song the music is all gesture and mime for the characters depicted, all colour and chiaroscuro for the scenes. What follows is an attempt to isolate some elements of this symbolic kinship with language. ‘Motif’ or ‘M’ is used as a convenient shorthand for a musical expression found in association with a given verbal idea. Motif 45 (M 45) for example means the basic progression II–V (sometimes IV–V) of the prevailing tonality, together with a reference in the sung text to the idea of going away, departure or disappearance. Agreed, neither the musical nor the verbal concept is rare, nor is there any obvious reason for their association. On the other hand, compare these typical supertonic-dominant progressions:












	Song

	Bars

	 

	Words






	Sag an, o lieber Vogel mein

	4/5

	 

	wohin die Reise?

	(whither away?)






	Was will die einsame Träne?

	16/17

	 

	zerflossen

	(dispersed)






	Wenn ich in deine Augen

	3/4

	 

	schwindet

	(disappears)






	Heimliches Verschwinden

	31/32

	   

	floh

	(fled)















These and other examples strongly suggest some correlation in Schumann’s mind. In the same way, each of the motifs and themes listed below seem to be a real and meaningful element in Schumann’s composition. They occur in countless isotopes and compounds; most are difficult to isolate; some are very rare. But each can be verified by direct experience of the music. The following list is intended only to exemplify. Further instances of these and other possible correspondences will be found in the notes to the songs, though of course it is not possible to mention each motif each time it occurs.






1 The letters and journals confirm what this pattern of composition suggests; Schumann’s innate temperament was markedly cycloid, with upswings of elation, downswings of depression (often with hypochondria or actual illness: see Appendix II).







2 See, e.g., his letter to Hermann Hirschbach, June 1839.







3 See Appendix III.


4 Thus not only the founding but the entire membership of the League of David (Davidsbund) was his own idea; he was the only one to use such names as ‘Felix Meritis’ for Mendelssohn, and the many others including his own Florestan and Eusebius (whose origins are discussed in the Musical Times, February 1967) and of course David (because the war was against the Philistines). Among other noms de guerre mentioned in the letters, note-books and articles are: 2; 4; 6; 12; XII; 13; 14; 22; 32; 39; A.L.; Chiara; Die Dblr; E; E–s; Euseb.; Eusebius; F; F–n; Flor.; Florestan; Fund E; Florestan und Eusebius; Faust; Fust; Fridolin; Gustav; Jeanquirit; Jonathan; Julius; Meister Raro; R-o; Robert an der Mulde; Serpentin: Serpentinus; Skülander; K. Schumann; R.S.; R.Sch.; Voigt; R.W.; W.Z.; and, on occasion, Robert Schumann.


Clara was at various times e.g. Ambrosia; Beda; Chiara; Chiarina; Cilia; Clärchen; Peri; Zilia.


The two together were imagined as e.g. Egmont and Clärchen; Hermann und Dorothea; Hero and Leander; Sarazen und Sarazene; Pantalon et Colombine; and so on.







5 One aspect of disguise is the idea of verbal disguises such as puns, riddles, charades, enigmas, etc., in which Schumann’s delight was lifelong. His known uses of musical cipher are worth recording: A, B, E, G, G (1831); A, S, C, H, As, C, H, S, C, H, A (1834); B, E, D, A (1837); E, H, E (1838); H (1840); G, A, D, E (1843); G, A, D, E, A, DE (1844); B, E, S, E, D, H (a version of a friend’s name, Bezeth; c.1844); B, A, C, H (1845); A, C, H (1847); G, A, D, E (1848); (L) A, S, S, D, A, S, F, A, D, E, F, A, S, S, D, A, S, A, E, C, H, D, E (1848) [i.e. Lass das Fade, fass das Aechte – leave the bogus, grasp the genuine]; F, A, E, (1853).

























MOTIFS





Schumann always insisted that he invented his titles to suit the music, not vice versa. Either way, he felt that his music had the closest analogy with language. When word-setting sharpens the musical expression, the piano idiom becomes more penetrative. For example Glückes genug (Quite contented) from Kinderszenen (Scenes of childhood), Op. 15, begins with the melody:
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In the songs the bracketed phrase is often associated with words expressing innocent contentment (M 1).


Again, in the last movement of Faschingsschwank aus Wien (Carnival jest from Vienna), Op. 26, the brio of the last movement is conveyed in terms of
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In the songs this simple resolution, usually in the right hand, stands for happiness (M 2), sometimes given added gaiety (M 3) by a decoration of rising notes
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The essence of all three is a simple dominant-tonic movement, whether folding over in a relaxed melody for a more passive feeling or clapped together in brisk chords for a more active one.


A similar relation is also the basis of the so-called horn passage
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a fanfare which flourishes throughout Schumann’s songs to express wellbeing (M 4), with clear overtones of the chase and the open air. Similarly the upper melody alone often means a call or summons, as in the opening trumpet call of the first symphony.


The ascending minor horn passage, however, or its melody, expresses a mood of resentment, indignation, or courage in adversity (M 5) and this in turn has a descending counterpart of indifference, disappointment or resignation (M 6):
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Mein Herz ist betrübt (Jemand)  (My heart is sair)








These minor moods coalesce in the minor triad (M 7) which begins a song which is to be sad the whole way through, like a signpost pointing down a road of melancholy (Die Höchlander-Witwe, Käuzlein). A more acute grief (M 8) is expressed by the pang of the flattened sixth of the scale falling to the fifth. This idea is actually smuggled into a song by the composer on a monosyllable of his own devising, to symbolize a groan
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Oh_________ (Warte, warte, wilder Schiffmann)








This falling semitone is accompanied by a rising one in a resolution which meant ‘tears’ to Schumann (M 9), namely a diminished seventh resolving on to a supertonic which recurs throughout Was will die einsame Träne? (The solitary tear).


One expressive element in this progression is of course the minor mode of motif 2 above. Joys and sorrows are close kin in Schumann. Indeed his most consistent and striking conflation of pleasurable with painful feelings suggests that for him the two are emotionally inseparable. For example, pleasure (M 10) is expressed by rising semitones in descending sequence, treated as a passing or inessential note in a diatonic context, thus:
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This insinuating melodic line with its oblique effect of nuzzling or wheedling can also serve on occasion as a love-theme, as in Intermezzo.


But when the harmony is chromatic, the tonality minor, the elision less smooth, then the music has the meaning of distress (M 11), e.g.
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This expresses various shades of significance from discomfort (as in the part-song Zahnweh, Toothache, Op. 55, No. 2) and dismay (Faust No. 3) to dire grief when the lower semitone is stressed, as in Einsamkeit.
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We can also separate out the expressive components of these basic motifs 10 and 11. Thus a semitone rising smoothly to a major mediant is linked with the idea of sweetness (M 12) often found in association with the word ‘süss’, as in Süsser Freund
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But as in motif 11 the accented rising semitone and the minor resolution give a much sharper tang of bitterness (M 13), as at the word ‘Qualen’ (torments) in Was will die einsame Träne?
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In Schumann’s later music the grief and asperity of these falling or rising semitones (as in M 8, 9, 11, 13), become an obsession. But they have their lighter side. The upward semitone can even be used on occasion for burlesque effects (M 14), usually with both notes staccato (for the light touch) as in Schumann’s only comic song, Der Contrabandiste.


For the idea of actual laughter (M 15) whether in mockery, as in Jung Volkers Lied, or joy, as in Intermezzo, the equivalent is a wider falling interval, e.g. an octave or seventh.
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frōhlich (Intermezzo) (happy)








Burlesque and amusement (M 14 and 15), combine graphically in what may have been Schumann’s first song-motif, typifying Feste the clown, whose motley provokes our mirth:
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True, such motifs are not plentiful in the songs. But then, Schumann was always more Jaques than Feste: and though he may not have laughed very often we can perhaps guess what it sounded like when he did.


Motifs for longing or yearning (M 16) are deeply serious, and hence the opposite of the previous two. They rely on wide intervals rising to a stressed note. From the words associated with this music we can infer a mimetic image of arms outstretched (M 16A) whether in offered embrace (Im Westen) or in supplication (Im Rhein, im heiligen Strome) or even, unlikely though it seems, in digging (Der Schatzgräber). There is a similar use of an image of arms as wings in flight (Flügel! Flüge!); whence it is no great stretch of the imagination to the symbolism of a striving for freedom (M 16B) as in the prelude to Sitz’ ich allein
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or more elaborately in the prelude and postlude of Sehnsucht, where title and poem unite the ideas of longing and escape.


On similar conceptual grounds these ideas provide an equivalent for dancing (M 17) (which is a repeated rising interval, e.g. an octave, as in Der arme Peter, about a wedding dance) 
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or for walking (M 18) (smaller rising intervals, as in Morgens steh ich auf, about walking in a daydream)
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The rising interval of a sixth on its own is often heard in association with the idea of a song or singing (M 19) (In der Fremde, Wehmut). For dancing as for walking however the effect has to be a double one, as it were for the sake of stability. The idea of walking often goes with a very apt stepwise melody, d’ t l s (M 20) sometimes linked with the word ‘wandeln’ as in the example above, which begins and ends a song with the closing words ‘wandle ich bei Tag’ (I walk by day); or as in the prelude to Ich wandelte unter den Bäumen, where that melody steps down on to those words.


The dancing motif too is at its liveliest when partnered with other motivic ideas. Thus the prelude to Berg und Burgen in the bright key of A major gives a colourful reflection of the dancing of waves in spring sunshine. Indeed, Schumann has a whole cluster of musical images about the idea of movement of winds and waves in the open air and hence the feeling of kinship with Nature in changing moods.


The prototypes are the movement of leaves (M 21) whether downwards, or upwards, as in Der Nussbaum,
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or of waves (M 21A) as in Die Lorelei
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The latter may also suggest waving foliage, as in Jasminenstrauch. True, these are conventional enough accompaniment figures. But this piano-music is notable for the intensity of its lyric expression; it is hardly ever merely conventional, or merely accompaniment. And Schumann knew well enough, and described, what such figurations meant to him (see Jasminenstrauch, No. 41).


Another equivalent for winds (M 22), whether as breeze or storm, is a gentle tremolo, found mainly in the later songs, which even at its most vehement rarely rises above a modest force two; Schumann’s prevailing wind was a gentle one, like his prevailing mood of joy in Nature (M 23). This is typically expressed by the arpeggio of motif 21 or 21A used as a rising vocal melody, as in e.g. the opening of Talismane or Wanderlust or An den Sonnenschein. This seems to have had some strong personal significance in those examples and perhaps in others, e.g. Er der Herrlichste von allen, or the same melody in the finale of the Rhenish symphony (Ex. F).


The verbal opposite of joy-in-Nature (M 23), i.e. the idea of grief and death in connexion with the open air, is an unusual concept, and only three Schumann songs express it. So it is noteworthy that each begins with the opposite musical idea, viz. a downward minor movement (M 24)
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These contrasts of major and minor, sunshine and showers, smiles and tears, day and night, are at the heart of Schumann’s music. One of the most pervasive is the idea of two major tonalities a minor third apart. Thus a change from C major to E flat major, though ostensibly cheerful, contains the lingering wistfulness of an E flat remembered from the first tonality, blending the two in a pivotal C minor. This effect is elusive and not easy to define in verbal terms; but its lingering hidden hint of sadness (M 25) is a Schumannian essence that flavours song after song.


The contrast of tones provides another image-cluster of kinship with Nature, the images of peace and tranquillity, beginning with silence, evening, twilight, and gradually shading into darkness, sleep and a quiet death.


Take first the rising and falling interval which seems to have meant ‘silence’ to Schumann (M 26) often found in association with the word ‘Stille’, e.g.
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Perhaps in his subconscious mind there was an association with the rise and fall of waves, as in the analogous motif 21A; ‘such a tide as moving seems asleep’. Perhaps there was the further idea of the rise and fall of breathing in sleep, since the same image animates Kind im Einschlummern (Child falling asleep) from Op. 15.


One component of this motif, the falling fifth, usually in voice or right hand, is associated with the idea of flowers, especially roses (M 27). Perhaps this idea is rooted in the spoken cadence of the word ‘Rosen’; perhaps it stems from the previous motif and the silent contemplation of beauty (see also M 64). Like many of the motifs here listed, it is not confined to the songs; for ears attuned to this Schumannian imagery the first movement of the A major quartet opens a window on to the coloured air of high summer.


When this brightness falls lower down the keyboard it creates the converse image of increasing depth or darkness (M 28). A descending expression of this kind in the piano left hand suggests either nightfall, as in Mondnacht, or in a minor key a more ominous descent (compare M 24) as in Lieb Liebchen.


Again the metaphor is plain. The bass notes mean bed-rock firmness (M 29); and their depths have a darker shade of colour or meaning; whether as it were literally the deep sea (M 29A) as in Abends am Strand, or the dark hollows of the mountains (M 29B) as in Die Sennin. More figuratively they may mean a deep sleep, as in Schöne Wiege, or the darkening of the mind in death or madness, as in Der Spielmann. Finally, by further extension, repeated bass notes may symbolize a profound conviction or a blind faith (M 29C). When they are accompanied by repeated chords or arpeggios in the right hand, the bass notes give added assurance in the further sense of protestations (M 30), of magnanimity, as in Ich grolle nicht, or love, as in Widmung. When sustained under slower chords, e.g. minims, they make an effect of awe-inspiring solemnity (M 31) whether in a verbal context of the sea (Frühlingsfahrt) or night (Trost im Gesang); or any sombre picture, such as an old castle (Auf einer Burg) or a great cathedral (Im Rhein).


In these last two examples the key of E minor links up with another subgroup of motifs of twilight and reverie and melancholy, which has the common idea of a missing element. Thus the Schumannian expression for dream (M 32), often found in association with the word ‘Traum’, is the insistent soft mezzo-staccato of a note that is only half there. This idea lends its intense inward quality to many a masterpiece, as in the prelude to Mondnacht, which is all about dreaming (von ihm nun träumen müsst’). (Here is one example among many also of the ways in which a Schumann motif, if sufficiently accredited, may help with interpretation and performance. The quality of touch required for motif 32 must be clearly distinguished from the lighter staccato of motif 14, or the martellato effects of motif 53.)


Again, there are many songs in tranquil mood where the staccato is marked only in the opening bars, to give the idea, but should surely be continued throughout, as e.g. in Morgens steh ich auf. There the motif is merged with motifs 18 and 20 to give the idea ‘walking in a dream’ which continues throughout the song. Elsewhere this dream-staccato illustrates a particular point, as in Muttertraum, where the only bar marked staccato is the only moment at which the word ‘träumen’ occurs.


Another example of the missing element is the rhythm
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with no initial quaver, which is associated with an E minor mood of twilit melancholy (M 33). Similarly the idea of three-part instead of four-part harmony, i.e. a missing voice, is associated with moods of loneliness or sadness (M 34); as, predictably, in Mädchen-Schwermut (A girl’s sorrow), also in E minor.


To return to the main idea of bass notes. The images of motifs 28–31 rest on the same foundation of calmness or inviolability; and this is a special sense of prolonged bass notes in Schumann (M 35). Together with a rocking movement in both hands they have the obvious meaning of lullaby or cradlesong (M 35A) found in association with the word ‘Wiege’, as in Schöne Wiege or Hochländisches Wiegenlied.


Two further equivalents for calmness are found mainly in later songs; a rocking rhythm in triplet crotchets in four-four time, (M 36), cognate with M 35A, as in Abendlied; and a figure of three parallel thirds rising by step (M 37). We noted in motif 30 that the bass notes were given added meaning by added chords in the right hand. The expressive quality of repeated chords in both hands has the well-defined meaning of humility (M 38), often found in association with the word ‘Demut’, as in Er der Herrlichste. When slower chords are changed in gradual sequence they express feelings of passive strength or endurance (M 39), a human emotive equivalent of the scenes contemplated in motif


A sharper change of harmony, where two unrelated tonalities are juxtaposed, gives the idea of mystery (M 40), as in Auf das Trinkglas. Similarly the diminished seventh, which Schumann considered tonally uncertain and difficult to classify, serves as his general expression of puzzlement or bewilderment (M 41). For example in Jasminenstrauch (q.v.) that arpeggio strays in against a diatonic background to express sudden perplexity.


When this diluted arpeggio form is concentrated into a chord of the diminished seventh, the effect is one of stronger perplexity or even histrionic surprise in the tone of voice (M 42), as in two rhetorical questions – ‘was ist’s?’ in Rätsel, and ‘Enden?’ in Lied der Braut I.


A real question on the other hand is unaffectedly diatonic; the equivalent (M 43), is a plain dominant, e.g. in an imperfect cadence, often IV–V as at ‘Kommt Feinsliebchen heut’?’ in Morgens steh ich auf.


When this chord is altered to the dominant seventh we get the favourite effect not of a question but of a questioning or pleading expression (M 44); as at the final chord of Im wunderschönen Monat Mai or Die Nonne; or, to take another example from the piano-music, Bittendes Kind (Pleading child) in Op. 15.


In the context of motif 43, the dominant chord is usually preceded by any chord other than the supertonic. That progression (II–V) is, very curiously, reserved for a special meaning, namely departure or going away (M 45). The even more special case of ‘music dying away’ is symbolized by the mediant at the end of a song, often the rising notes d r m (M 46). Perhaps Schumann could hear the reverberations of a note up to those harmonics?


A mediant key-change in the middle section of a song, a harmonic device found in Schubert, has in Schumann the added verbal sense of interpolation (M 47) almost as though the new key were in brackets, or inverted commas (as in Ich wandelte unter den Bäumen). The sense of speech or recitative (M 48) is conveyed by a resolution of a diminished or altered chord, e.g. the so-called French sixth, often in sequences:
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This is often associated with the actual word ‘sprechen’ (speak); the example given comes from Die beiden Grenadiere, just after ‘Der Eine sprach’ and ‘Der Andre sprach’. Cf. also Ich kann’s nicht fassen after ‘er habe gesprochen’.


Another motif which may derive from the cadence of speech is a melody typically thus:
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which is heard in contexts suggesting the idea of finality, the last word (M 49).


Another group of motifs depending on tonality relates to religion or the numinous. First, there seems to have been a close link in Schumann’s mind between the flattened seventh of a given key and the idea of the skies or heavens (M 50), often in association with the word ‘Himmel’ as in Widmung or Ich sende einen Gruss. Similarly the progression tonic-subdominant-tonic, I–IV–I, set Schumann thinking not only of higher things but of higher personages, perhaps by a similar process. There is a clear association between this progression and the idea of a royal or noble presence (M 51). For example, the princess in Der Gärtner, the king in Der Handschuh, the knight in the declaimed ballad Schön Hedwig, Op. 106, all receive this tribute. It is also implicit in the instrumental music, e.g. the opening bars of the finale of the D minor symphony with its air of processional panoply. The component IV–I in later Schumann expresses the idea of song or singing (M 52), as in Der Einsiedler, a stereotyped falling bass harmony which contrasts sadly with the rising melody of the earlier equivalent motif 19. It is as if subdominant tonality attracted various moods of reverence and solemnity; perhaps the underlying idea is the plagal or Amen cadence.


The dominant, in contrast, is a more active source of energy which powers the entire harmonic structure of some of the songs, e.g. Die beiden Grenadiere, and also provides smaller-scale motivic ideas. The progression tonic-dominant-tonic, I–V–I, expresses active strength (M 53) (indeed, it is often hammered out in both hands), while V–I–V on the contrary yields the idea of weakness (M 54). Giant strength or size (M 55), is suggested by a double-dotted rhythm, whether reinforced by the strength motif 53, as in the prelude to Die alten bösen Lieder, or on one chord, as in the overture Julius Cäsar, Op. 128–perhaps because he bestrode the narrow world like a Colossus? A dotted rhythm also embodies Schumann’s own favourite concept of manliness (M 56). This is a march-rhythm, typically with [image: ] on the second or fourth beats of the bar. This is used as it were literally for soldiers, as in Der Soldat, Soldatenlied, Die Soldatenbraut, etc., or figuratively for manly endeavour, as in Talismane or Wanderlust, often with the arpeggio melody of motif 23 arranged as a march-tune.


A good example of motif 56 is found in Frühlingsfahrt, about young men venturing forth to seek their fortunes. This includes passages in thirds or tenths which express the idea of comradeship or togetherness (M 57). But if these two voices part, confusion ensues (M 58), as at the word ‘verwirren’ in Talismane, where the melodies insist on going astray in their separate ways. Canonic symbolism may also mean following (M 59), whether holding back (M 59A) or, on the contrary, insistence, urgency (M 59B) depending on which voice carries the musical emphasis. Similarly delay or the slow passage of time can be symbolized by suspensions (M 60A), as in Auf einer Burg, or Im Rhein (where they are added to M 31) while anticipations obviously have the contrary effect (M 6oB) by urging the melody to arrive before its harmony is there to meet it, as in the postlude to Es treibt mich hin. The idea of urgency or impatience (M 61) may also be conveyed by the rhythm [image: ]  in quicker tempi, as in Abschied vom Walde. Similarly the [image: ]  form suggests agitated heartbeats (M 61A) in one or two songs.


Motifs associated with virile energy and achievement, notably motif 56, correspond with the active outgoing aspect of personality which Schumann named ‘Florestan’. Characteristic of this mood and march rhythm is a melody beginning on the tonic, or with a decisive rise to it from the dominant (M 62) as in Die beiden Grenadiere, among many others. The more dreamy or inward Eusebian mood is typified by a melody in a more yielding rhythm and lingering on a repeated mediant (M 63), as in Widmung or Der Nussbaum – a use of the mediant akin to motif 46, as Florestan’s is to motif 53. Perhaps the association is with the notes F and E in their relation to C? Certainly Eusebius and Florestan have won eternal fame for their courtship of Clara; and a review of Schumann’s motivic language must fittingly conclude with the guiding leitmotif of his whole mind and art, his love-music for her.


At first hearing such motifs appear to be surprisingly few. Robert Schauffler has suggested that the falling fifth which he finds used thematically in the piano-music is ‘a private greeting to Clara’. We have speculated on its association with roses (M 27); and it appears at the root of Schumann’s expression of affection in music (M 64), namely a chain of successive dominant sevenths, e.g.
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as in Er der herrlichste von allen. One other motif is clearly a response to the idea of grace and beauty (M 65), often found in association with the word ‘schön’, as in Es treibt mich hin; a decoration of the tonic with grace notes, thus:
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There are one or two other possible equivalents. Thus there is a vague connexion between the turn [image: ] in a vocal melody and the expression of florid sentiment; there is a hint of allusion, in such melodies, to the Schubert love-song Das Rosenband (as in Widmung); there is the four-part harmony used to illustrate love in Die Löwenbraut; there is the falling four-note melody s m r d, or an analogue, used in a similar sense in Ballade des Harfners and Märzveilchen.


But these are rare and inconclusive; while Schumann leaves us in no doubt that his expressive love-music was as constant and clear in the songs as anywhere. Again we must look to the instrumental music for guidance. Over and over again Schumann writes that it mourns for Clara, cries for her, calls her name; or that it is Clara herself. He also tells us, though he need not have done, that the same is true of the songs written for her in their marriage year. Now, many of the works in question have an obvious five-note running theme which gives structural unity to the music.
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Thus the F minor sonata, Op. 14, 1835, has
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the C major Fantasie, Op. 17, 1836
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the Davidsbündler, Op. 6, 1837 (and Liederkreis, Op. 24, 1840)
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Dichterliebe, Op. 48, 1840
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Symphony IV, Op. 120, 1841








Each can of course occur transposed. But once they are all written down at the same pitch for comparison it is easy to see that they are all part of the same concept, a mine of themes meaning Clara. For convenience, let us label them X and Y or P and Q, like algebraical unknowns.
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We also find the four-note forms
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used equally deliberately and allusively.


The scores of motifs already listed show that for Schumann, beyond any reasonable doubt, music had symbolic meaning. So we can guess, for example, that theme P above with its falling inflexion and implied minor mode would express sadness. It is the main theme of music said by Schumann to be a lament for Clara.1 We can guess too that theme Q1 with its rising inflexion and implied major mode would express the contrary. It is a theme of music said by Schumann to express reconciliation with Clara.2


It is not easy however to see how any musical symbolism could make a theme mean Clara herself. Yet Schumann repeatedly suggests that he does use a theme with that meaning. Theme X above is the main thematic material of what he called his ‘Clara’ symphony, Op. 120. Given his known obsession with extra-musical symbolism, musical letters, ciphers, and the like, the answer is obvious enough
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To describe all that can be inferred and demonstrated from these simple premises about Schumann’s Clara-themes and the cipher system on which they are based would take another book as long as this one.


It must suffice here to say that these themes, whether heard or unheard, whether as melody or harmony, form the vital tones of Schumann’s expressive speech in his finest songs; so earnest an utterance that they deflect the music as it were by force of gravity. For example the B minor form of theme Y
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though unremarkable in songs which are themselves in B minor (Es treibt mich hin; Ich will meine Seele) loses its protective coloration in other tonalities. In D major, it tinges even joyous songs with the relative minor (Mit Myrthen und Rosen); in A major with the supertonic minor (Lied der Suleika); in G major with the mediant minor (Venezianisches Lied II; the Davidsbündler passim). Similarly the A minor forms occur as tonic in that key (Und wüssten’s die Blumen), as relative minor in C major (Nichts Schöneres), as supertonic minor in G major (Lied der Braut), or as mediant minor in F major (Im Westen), again in increasing order of clarity. These themes, as melody and harmony, are at the heart of the song-music. Their possibilites, though manifold, are not inexhaustible; and they occur mainly in orthodox diatonic harmony. So an ideally happy marriage eventually replaced them with its own music; and there was in any event little place for them within Schumann’s later chromatic style.


These ‘Clara’ themes may seem to be among the veriest commonplaces of music. In fact they are not, as comparison with other composers will show. For example, in Beethoven’s many piano sonatas we can hardly hear forms P or Q used thematically at all; while in Schumann’s (Opp. 11, 14 and 22) we can hardly hear anything else. Again, in Schubert’s best-known songs the X or Y forms are not common in the voice and rare in the piano; in Schumann’s they are ceaseless as song and undersong. Perhaps other composers found them too featureless to use as main thematic material. But for Schumann they wore Clara’s own features, and are hence recognizable in the music written for her. From 1833 (not earlier) to 1841 (rarely later) the music pours out into these moulds, although it takes many years’ listening to hear them for what they are: not just musical fingerprints but gestures, signs, symbols, of as profound a feeling as any ever experienced by a composer. So passionate an obsession is admittedly strange, even eccentric. But it is not sentimental, nor uncharacteristic; in every sense the mind of the man is manifest in these themes.


They lead on directly to another mode of expression which is still closer to the level of discursive intelligence, namely the conscious and deliberate use of cipher, or quotation, in order to express some special meaning. This too has its effect on the music. Thus where Schumann writes a prelude or postlude apparently unrelated to the rest of the song (Widmung; Ich wandelte unter den Bäumen), it is often a sign that the conscious mind is at work. With that idea in mind the hidden meaning may leap to our ears, as when the postlude to Der Himmel hat eine Träne is heard singing to itself ‘Caro mio ben’; or there may be another kind of meaning harder to detect, as in the postlude to Und wüssten’s die Blumen. Conformably with the hypothesis already advanced about the essential nature of Schumann’s song-writing, these procedures are exactly the same conceptually as in the piano-music, where ciphers (p. 7) and quotations3 are frequent and famous.


It is no disparagement of Schumann to point out the importance of such ideas in his work. On the contrary, we disparage him if we neglect the part played in his creative imagination by the conscious intellect. The prejudice against the idea is understandable. It does at first seem invidious to suggest that, for example, the left-hand motif of the universally admired Mondnacht is an encipherment of the word ‘Ehe’ (marriage). Yet this would be wholly consistent with Schumann’s known ideas and procedures, and his acknowledged stature as man and artist. If he was typically Romantic in being a dreamer and a visionary, he was no less so being a chess-player, mathematician4 and cryptographer (pp. xi,29). For Romantic art, good or bad, aims to deal with life in all aspects; the abstract as well as the vital, the brain as well as the heart.


So by means of the musical imagination, the mind’s eye, the mind’s ear; from wordless emotion, through vague key-association via musical effects to motifs and Clara-themes, and thence to quotation and cipher; from heart to brain, thalamus to cortex, Schumann’s music is heard to proceed from the whole of his personality in response to the whole of his experience, exactly as he said it did.


Thus conceived and born, the music itself has an organic structure. The external world impinges on the sensitive mind to produce a single living cell of music, the small-scale musical idea, whether as key, motif, theme, quotation or encipherment. These cells cohere and interact to form an expressive organic whole, which may in turn contain the gametes of new musical ideas (the process can be studied as it were in vitro in some songs, e.g. Mit Myrthen und Rosen). Then these organic wholes, piano works or songs, evolve into orders and sub-orders to symbolize a whole new creation of felt life. No less than this was Schumann’s declared mission as an artist; no less than this was his achievement and the measure of his greatness. So his theme was ever the mystery of all creation, the one and the infinite.






1 Op. 17: letter to Clara of March 1838.


2 Op. 6: letter to Clara of January 1838.







3 E.g. from his own Op. 1 in Op. 4, from Op. 9 in Op. 6, from Op. 6 in Op. 18; from Beethoven in Op. 17, Schubert in Op. 18, Chopin in Op. 26, Marschner in Op. 13, Giordani in Op. 37, to cite only the most evident.


4 See the chess problems and permutational calculations reproduced in his Tagebücher (ed. G. Eismann, 1971), pp. 434–5 and 240–1 respectively.

























The Songs

























1 . PRELUDE





On 8th June 1810, in Saxony; ‘to August Schumann, bookseller of Zwickau near Leipzig, a son’.


Nine years later there was born to Friedrich Wieck, pianist and pedagogue in Leipzig, a daughter, Clara.


When the two children met, another nine years later, it was the little girl, not the young man, who was the famous musician. All her life she was to be the greatest woman pianist in the world; and Schumann worshipped her from the first. He had himself shown great promise as a pianist (more indeed than as a composer) and Wieck was proud to have him as a pupil while still a law-student at Leipzig University. He had also shown immense aptitude for ideas; names, words, symbols, mathematics, chess, literature. But his hybrid genius for the ideas of music, the music of ideas, was unique and therefore slow to develop. A mind so unprecedented was not free to choose its influences, only to find them if it could. In the German-speaking world of the early nineteenth century there were just two creative minds that could be of service to Schumann’s; and at seventeen he found them both.


The novels of Jean-Paul (J. P. F. Richter) were popular for their effusive and exalted sentiment. But connoisseurs then and later admired his rhythmic, sonorous and formal uses of language, which are wholly analogous with music.1 For Schumann this was less an influence than a revelation. Jean-Paul became a second saint, and his home at Bayreuth a place of pilgrimage. From that moment his own writings also, in word or tone, teem with puns, quips, allusions, superscriptions, quotation and enigma (including code and cipher).2 ‘I learned more counterpoint from Jean-Paul than from my music master,’ he said in later years; and so, no doubt, he did. But words were never his true creative medium. It was even more important for him to learn that music could be quasi-verbal. Of all music ever written, Schubert’s songs speak that message most clearly and profoundly; and they were just then becoming known in Germany. ‘Letter to Franz Schubert in Vienna; not sent’, records the diary disconsolately; at the news of his death his young devotee was heard crying all night.


The boy’s mind was infinitely original and sensitive, receptive and suggestible; and it had waited many years for these twin signs. They fired him to speak music, and with tongues. His first use of this new language was to write songs3 in the style of Schubert and send them for comments to another song-writer, long forgotten,4 who had made some settings of Jean-Paul. His second was to write piano duets in the style of Schubert with fancy titles à la Jean-Paul.


Now these two names begin to resound together like a litany. ‘My own Schubert; my own Jean-Paul’ he calls them ecstatically; and ‘whenever I play Schubert, I feel as though I were reading a novel by Jean-Paul turned into music’. His next work, Papillons, was exactly that; in it Schumann enters his own new world. His music is electric with the excitement of that discovery, which lasted all his life. So did his gratitude to his two revered masters. We recall how he later wrote of the ‘heavenly length’ of Schubert’s great C major symphony; we may have forgotten how he added ‘like a novel in four volumes by Jean-Paul’. Towards the end of his life he was comparing Bach with Jean-Paul, without any sense of incongruity; it was his way of giving thanks for his own deliverance, and praise to a light in which his own way ahead lay clearly revealed. But on that way there already lay, in the broadest daylight, strange shadows. He knew early on that his temperament was chequered in gaiety and gravity, elation and depression; the outgoing and the inward moods that he symbolized as Florestan and Eusebius.5


In these early years, in one of the most mysterious events in all musical history,6 he injured his right hand. The layman may think of a self-inflicted injury in the depressive phase. Whatever the cause, the outcome was clear; he would never be called upon to be a concert virtuoso (for which he was by temperament wholly unfitted), nor to rival Clara as a pianist. Instead he became editor of the newly-founded Neue Zeitschrift für Musik in Leipzig; and before long he was beginning to make, as critic and composer, a name and fortune worthy to offer his Clara. But again the shadow fell, longer and darker than ever. Friedrich Wieck, to Schumann’s distraught amazement, opposed the marriage with bitter and protracted violence. The sixteen-year-old girl was coerced into renouncing Schumann and returning his letters. There was talk of her marriage to another. There followed a time of jealous and suffering estrangement which left Schumann near madness. His music was written in blood, as he said; many of the songs flow from this hurt. His consolation was in music; the Beethoven song-cycle An die ferne Geliebte (To the distant beloved) acquired a special significance for him at this time, and is often quoted in his work.


In 1837 Clara shook free of parental domination and the battle in the law courts began for her right to marry the man she loved and honoured.


At about this time Mendelssohn came to live in Leipzig, as director of the famous Gewandhaus concerts and the conservatoire. He was soon enrolled in the communion of saints. His St Paul had also greatly impressed Schumann, whose review praises in particular the union of word and tone.


In 1838–9 came a visit to Vienna, to see whether there was any possibility of publishing the Neue Zeitschrift there. There was none; but Schumann found ample compensation in the discovery (at the house of Schubert’s brother Ferdinand) of the score of the great C major symphony, which was sent back to Leipzig in triumph for a first performance under Mendelssohn. There was another exciting rediscovery, which we are not told about directly, but which can be clearly heard in the 1840 songs; the Schubert Nachlass or posthumous songs then being published in Vienna by Diabelli.


All the paths of Schumann’s life were again converging on the inspiration that had begun his music; the love-song. In 1840 Clara would be twenty-one and free to marry.


Love of Clara; the words-and-music of Jean-Paul and Schubert; a Beethoven love-song-cycle; a Mendelssohn oratorio; a rediscovery of Schubert; all the ferments of song were at work.


One thing only was lacking; poetry. About that subject, in all Schumann’s voluminous writings, in letters, diaries, critiques and notebooks, there is hardly a word. It was as though his verbal gifts and insights had all gone straight into his music, to give it a new strength and brightness and durability. It was perhaps for this reason that, as we have seen, he looked on poetry, and hence song, as an inferior art form; the addition of actual words would spoil music which had so many ideas of its own already. He needed to be shown that in fact the word was the best of catalysts for his art.


In late 1839 and early 1840 he was much in Mendelssohn’s company. ‘Scarcely a day passes on which he does not say something fit to be inscribed in gold’ said the impressionable Schumann; and perhaps his friend’s talk was, in a way, transmuted and put on permanent record. He revered Mendelssohn for his Shakespeare inspiration, his setting of themes from the Bible, and his current work on settings of Heine and Goethe (the Westöstlicher Diwan). Perhaps great poetry was the answer? Schumann’s first song was a Shakespeare setting; it was followed by a setting of a theme from the Bible, versified by Heine, and then songs to words by Heine and Goethe (the Westöstlicher Diwan). The friends parted for a time on 31st January 1840; Schumann’s first song as a mature composer is dated 1st February 1840. Even without the textual evidence of allusion in the music (see No. 1, note 2) it would be hard to resist the inference that Mendelssohn was the proximate cause of Schumann’s sudden resumption of song-writing,7 after ten years of piano works.






1 A modern stylistic parallel is James Joyce, himself a musician and with a special appeal to musicians.


2 All these are to be found in e.g. Schumann’s favourite novel Die Flegeljahre. Ciphers, etc., are found also in Johann Klüber’s Kryptographik, Schumann’s use of which is a separate study; see e.g. Musical Times November 1970.







3 See Appendix I.


4 Gottlob Wiedebein (1797–1854).


5 No doubt in homage to Clara; see Musical Times, February 1967.


6 The literature contains many accounts of this, some very vivid and detailed; but no one knows for sure what Schumann did, or how, or when. See Appendix II.







7 For more details see Musical Times, February 1965.

























2 . LEIPZIG 1840–41





1. (Op. 127, No. 5) Schlusslied des Narren (Feste’s closing song from Twelfth Night)


Shakespeare (trans. Schlegel and Tieck) – February 1840


A minor a–d”(f”)






When that I was and a little tiny boy,


    With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,


A foolish thing was but a toy,


    For the rain it raineth every day.







But when I came alas! to wive,


    With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,


By swaggering I could never thrive,


    For the rain it raineth every day.







A great while ago the world begun,


    With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,


But that’s all one, our play is done,


    And we’ll strive to please you every day.








A clown’s farewell seems an odd choice of serious début. This one though tentative is ingratiating. The opening figure presents Feste himself, mettlesome and coltish, yet wistful in A minor key and harmonies. There is resigned melancholy too in the dying fall at the end of each verse. But when Feste takes his bow with ‘our play is done’ the house lights go up in a bright A major.




NOTES. 1. Schumann omits the second and fourth verses, and repeats each ‘hopheisa’. His text ended ‘dass es euch künftig so gefallen mag’. ‘Nun’ for ‘nur’ in bar 7 may be a mistranscription of his manuscript (see also No. 53, note 1).


2. Can it be just coincidence that the opening figure and recurring melody echo Mendelssohn’s Midsummer Night’s Dream Overture, also about a Shakespeare clown, while the two composers had met the evening before this song was written?







[image: ]





3. The postlude sounds wrongly barred; it could have been brought in more effectively a half-bar earlier. The lesson was quickly learned (see No. 3, note 3).


4. The song was, no doubt rightly, withheld from publication by Schumann. Yet it is typically his; the motivic links with the words are in place from the very first. Thus, in the third verse the added bass notes (bars 21–22) must stand for the enduring earth (M 29), while the recurring motto-theme is laughter personified (M 14 and 15). This motivic sense as well as the piano part confirms that the higher octave in, e.g. bars 2 and 6, should be sung throughout.





2. (Op. 57) Belsatzar (Belshazzar)


Heine – February 1840


G minor c’–g”




It was nearly midnight; Babylon lay dumb and silent. But high in the king’s palace torches flare, the king’s followers are shouting. Up there in the high throne-room Belshazzar the king was holding a royal feast. His vassals sat in shimmering rows, emptying beakers of sparkling wine. The beakers clashed, the vassals shouted and sang; the headstrong king revelled in the sound.


The king’s cheeks glow; the wine has made him bold. And this boldness overmasters him and with wicked words he blasphemes the most high God. And he brags insolently and blasphemes wildly; his vassals roar and cheer him on.


Then with a proud look the king cried out. The servant runs out and returns, bearing on his head many a golden vessel plundered from out of the house of the temple of God. And with his sinful hands the king grasps a sacred vessel filled to the brim with wine. And he drains it at a gulp, and shouts aloud, through foaming lips ‘Jehovah! I offer you scorn and defiance for ever – I am the king of Babylon!’


Hardly had these fearful words died away than the king felt secretly troubled in his heart. The shrill laughter was suddenly silent; it was as still as death in the hall. And lo and behold on the white wall there came forth fingers as of a man’s hand, and wrote, and wrote on the white wall in letters of fire, and wrote and vanished.


The king sat there stunned, as pale as death, his knees knocking together. A cold shudder passed through the host of vassals; they sat quite still, making no sound. Then came in all the king’s wise men, but they could not read the fiery writing on the wall.


In that same night was Belshazzar the king slain by his vassals.





‘I am brimming with music, as always in February’, wrote Schumann to Clara. But in the heat of this first song-writing inspiration it all boils over and goes to waste. The fine poem (cf. Daniel, 5) is perhaps the best in all Schumann’s Heine settings; not so the song. The necessary objective treatment was not in Schumann’s nature. His music expresses, instead of the drama, the changing moods of an imagined onlooker.


Thus, the poem begins with a contrast; all Babylon in a solemn stillness save where the king holds revel. But the piano offers one continuous mood of tense and mysterious excitement; not the scene but the watcher in the shadow. This mood changes with each couplet, first to a more deliberate figuration, for the shouting and stamping revellers, then to a frank military march for the serried lords. Then there is a new theme for the king’s carousal, then a side-slipping sequence for the muzziness of the wine’s first effect, then a jerking and angular sequence for the mounting quarrelsomeness of its second. Then follows another idea for the king’s boasting and yet another for the roared applause of the retainers. The first theme is now recalled to make a brief interlude; after which the music is off again in a fresh series of convulsive reactions to the words. Delighted major harmonies greet the arrival of the golden vessels; new themes of eeriness, anxiety and impending doom dwindle into an awe-struck whisper of recitative.




NOTES. 1. The idea of responding to poetry in music was a new one to Schumann and inspired him to unprecedented invention. His setting is very respectful of the text, which was even printed separately in the first edition (1846). Heine has ‘Knechtenschar’ at bars 34 and 88, and only one ‘heimlich’ in bars 65–6.


2. The actual response however is mainly by proxy. Thus, the thunderous and doom-laden atmosphere of the poem puts Schumann in mind of middle-period Beethoven, just as Shakespeare made him think of Mendelssohn (song No. 1 above). The whole semiquaver impetus of this song is clearly indebted to the Appassionata (also an Op. 57), especially the last movement; the opening vocal melody is the motto-theme of the Pathétique; the ominous ascending semitones at 76 et seq. recall the first movement of Op. 31, No. 2. Then the thematic material of Beethoven is put through the ballad-writing techniques of Schubert (e.g. Die Bürgschaft and Der Taucher).
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