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The spells of the poet, the pleasures of singing,


They too will be gone, be they true as they may;


No longer will songs in our party be ringing,


For the singer too will be called away.


The waters from source to the sea must throng.


The singer at last will be lost in his song.


A poem by Eduard von Bauernfeld read by Schubert to his friends gathered at Schober’s house on New Year’s Day, 1828.




Introduction


The inscription on Schubert’s grave, written by Franz Grillparzer, has become an accepted summary of his achievement: ‘The art of music here entombed a rich possession but even far fairer hopes’ - suggesting, by implication, that his mortal point of departure left us deprived of music that would have been finer than anything he achieved in his brief lifetime. An idle speculation at the best of times, particularly for those who believe in the pre-destined callousness of fate.


It is arguable that, in modern times, Schubert would not have died of what would now be considered quite a minor illness. Certainly the works he achieved in his last years, notably the ineffable String Quintet in C, suggest that he was on the fringes of writing his truly ‘great’ symphonies and chamber-music, and, who knows, he might have found his way to writing an opera that would stand beside Mozart’s. It is almost impossible not to think of Mozart in connection with Schubert. Yet Mozart’s early death seems not to have deprived us so cruelly, for he had already achieved true greatness so many times in so many forms.


Such speculation with regard to Schubert is irresistible; perhaps because, however highly we rate him – and that is amongst the highest (‘the last of the great composers,’ wrote Alfred Einstein – a statement that needs qualifying) - there is always the feeling that he had still not got his house in order; that he was an ‘unfinished’ composer in many ways. Robert Schumann, however, one of the first to tell the world how great Schubert was, deplored the suggestion that Schubert was fairer in hope than achievement.


The academic world of music is unduly obsessed with the idea that maturity inevitably brings depth and richness and, as a rider to this, that the more profoundly intellectual a work is, the better it is. It is by no means a provable equation. Many who have the artistic misfortune to grow old may be found to have done all the exciting things in the years of their youth. It also depends on what we mean by and find exciting. It also depends on the point at which the individual grows old. Some do it at twenty, some at forty, some as late as sixty. Some grow old and see their youthful vigour disappear; some rediscover youth in old age and become joyfully childish again. Such phenomenon as the late Beethoven quartets are always used to back the maturity argument. Perhaps Beethoven was one of those who, in spite of physical deterioration, never got really old at heart. In any case, he was only fifty-seven when he died. Mozart, dead at thirty-five, on the other hand, attained undeniable maturity with such works as the late symphonies, The Magic Flute and the final Requiem. Yet The Magic Flute, for all its profundity and wisdom, is a young work in spirit and full of moments of youthful charm. It could also be said to offer a glimpse of some of the even weightier things that Mozart might have written had he lived to be eighty; by which time, as fate may have seen, he could conceivably have written too much.


This is, indeed, all fascinatingly fruitless. Perhaps the true charm of Schubert actually lies in the fact that he was always a relatively young composer. He left the world at thirty-one, already in a surrendering frame of mind. It is unbearable to think that he might have gone into a long decline with depression and frustration at last getting the upper hand and quelling the flame of optimism that faintly persisted. Schubert died young and never wrote any oppressively mature music. It has become common to try to prove otherwise. But why should we want to? There is excitement and zest enough in what he left behind.


The fascination of Schubert lies in many paradoxes but most strongly in the fact that we can observe and point to his failings without losing any of our love and high regard for his music. If we put his output beside the other-worldliness of Bach’s, the fatherly authority of Handel’s, the accumulative progression of Haydn’s, the sculptured beauty of Mozart’s, the powerful utterance of Beethoven’s – Schubert’s output can sometimes seem a bundle of rags and tatters. Yet this does not stop him from being one of the most fascinating, most lovable composers of all. It has become old-fashioned to say it, but perhaps it was his inspired amateurishness that makes him so endearing. He is the one composer who seems to be actually writing and exploring in front of us. If we can often see why he went wrong we are even more excited when he goes right. For then his music suddenly seems, as perhaps music ought more often, to be essentially magic. If Schubert, in solid analysable terms, was not the greatest of all composers, he was, surely, the great magician of them all in turning those black dots on five undeviating lines into a moving expression of the human spirit.


The ‘Unfinished’ Symphony of 1822 was some years away in time from his maturity, yet it is widely seen as one of his deepest journeys into the world of the unknown. So profound, in its utterance, they say, that Schubert simply gave up trying to finish it and ended in mid-bar. Did he run out of that elusive elixir called inspiration, or did he perhaps run out of youthfulness at that point? It has remained one of the great mysteries of music; yet, like the armless masterpieces of Greek statuary, we could hardly hope for it to be any better if the missing bits were restored. It is an unfinished symbol of an unfinished life – and that is where we might well begin.




I ‘Unfinished’ Symphony


Schubert wrote a symphony – Too bad he didn’t finish it!
from a popular song of the 1930s


In the autumn of 1822, in a Europe trying to regain some composure after the predatory ravages of Napoleon, but heading for an even more painful pageant of human disasters, Franz Schubert was a twenty-five-year-old freelance composer, probably instinctively aware of his potential and sure of his mission in life, but somewhat disheartened by the meagre results of his dedicated labours. Beyond the narrow limits of a part of Viennese society and a little of Austria nearby he was virtually unknown, though, to balance this to some extent, he was deeply loved and admired by a discerning circle of friends and intellectual compatriots. Pure ability, even amounting to genius, tends to come to nothing in the world if not helped either by good fortune or the irresistible self-confidence of the idiot. Schubert’s reticent and private personality had much to do with his commercial neglect. He could have cultivated the friendship of the rich and powerful, but it was never a part of his nature to do so. He lived for many years within calling distance of the man he most admired, Ludwig van Beethoven, but he never summoned up the courage to force a close acquaintanceship. The great man was probably hardly aware of his rival-to-be in the textbooks of the future. But when not afflicted by the regular doubts and depressions that assail the creative artist, Schubert was certain enough of his destiny to be totally absorbed in music-making during his days; recharging himself with the delights of wine and companionship in the evenings.


By this time he was, in fact, first realising himself as a published composer. His first songs had been printed in the spring of 1821 and from then on he enjoyed regular, if sparse, publication. April 1822 had seen the issue of his Eight Variations on a French Song and his eighth book of Lieder, and each month had seen some public or private performance of one of his works – mostly quartets and other small-scale efforts rather than the bigger things that he would have liked to have seen appreciated; but at least he now enjoyed some reasonable, if limited, acclaim. To balance the assets, he was already a continual martyr to ill-health and was suffering acutely from the physical and mental agony of the syphilis he had contracted through succumbing to the persuasions of his riotous friend Schober, with whom he was living in 1822. All such considerations have their importance as we try to decide upon the frame of mind in which Schubert embarked upon one of his potentially greatest works which later, very much later, was to become known as the ‘Unfinished’ Symphony.


The facts and theories surrounding this musical mystery are, in the end, completely baffling. No amount of supposition, however reasoned, can completely persuade us of the truth of the matter. Only the discovery of the rest of the work (which must now be assumed highly unlikely) can ever settle the argument. A mere state of incompletion can prove nothing. If we are to believe Schubert’s own dating of manuscripts, which was generally accurate and helpful (though not always), he began work on the B minor Symphony on 30 October 1822. At this time, greatly influenced by Beethoven whose symphonies were the great popular works of contemporary Vienna, he plunged into the one work that, of all his compositions, might be said to show the strongest influence of the revered master; influence by way of example, rather than method. Earlier in the year Schubert had completed his most substantial opera, Alfonso and Estrella, and his Mass in A flat. The former was promised a production by Weber but Schubert spoilt his chances there by speaking slightingly of the composer’s Euryanthe. He was never able to persuade anyone else to produce it, and it was not performed until 1882.


Judging from the results, in a strangely inspired mood and in emotional turbulence, but presumably in no great state of expectancy as to its outcome, Schubert worked on a piano sketch of the new symphony. He quickly produced the first two movements and, so far as is known, only the outline of a third movement, a scherzo. By 30 October he had started to score the work and sometime in November it is believed that the orchestral score of the first two movements was completed. In November he wrote the Wanderer Fantasia and in December a handful of songs including Der Musensohn. At this point the mystery begins, for we have no further definite clue from Schubert himself or from others as to whether he continued to work on the symphony or whether he simply discarded it. By his own standards of productivity he would have been comparatively idle during these months if he was, in fact, not working on the symphony.


At the beginning of 1823 he was still unwell and unable to leave the house. He turned down a request for a vocal quartet as he considered he had lately indulged in that form too much. An undated letter, placed by Deutsch at the beginning of 1823, states that he had ‘nothing for full orchestra which I could send out into the world with a clear conscience’ which, in view of later happenings, does not suggest a composer who would happily send out an incompleted work – a work which would have been lying on his desk at the time. In February the Wanderer Fantasia was published and he sent Alfonso and Estrella to Ignaz Mosel, a director of the Court Theatre, for his opinion. On 10 April 1823, the Styrian Musical Society in Graz had considered a proposition that ‘Herr Franz Schubert of Vienna be admitted a non-resident honorary member, the said composer, although still young, having already proved by his compositions that he will one day take a high rank as tone-poet and be sure to show gratitude to the Styrian Musical Society for having first made him an honorary member of a not unimportant association.’ In the middle of April they wrote to Schubert:


The services you have so far rendered to the art of music are too well known for the Committee of the Styrian Musical




Society to have remained unaware of them. The latter, being desirous of offering you proof of their esteem, have elected you as a non-resident honorary member of the Styrian Musical Society. A Diploma to that effect as well as a copy of the Society’s Statutes is enclosed herewith.





A similar diploma had been sent to Beethoven in January 1822, with the slight difference that Schubert was referred to as having ‘already generally acknowledged merits’ whereas Beethoven was referred to as ‘the greatest composer of this present century’.


The diploma was delivered to Schubert through Anselm Hüttenbrenner of Graz via his brother Josef who lived in Vienna. He did not receive the diploma until September, as he had been away from Vienna trying to get rid of his infection (and in the meantime had been given a diploma by the Linz Musical Society), and wrote his letter of thanks on 20 September 1823:




I am greatly obliged by the diploma of honorary membership you so kindly sent me, and which, owing to my prolonged absence from Vienna, I received only a few days ago. May it be the reward of my devotion to the art of music to become wholly worthy of such a distinction one day. In order to give musical expression to my sincere gratitude as well I shall take the liberty before long of presenting your honourable Society with one of my Symphonies in full score.





The chronology so far dispels the frequent suggestion that Schubert originally wrote his symphony for the Graz Styrian Society.


The first question that arises at this point is whether Schubert, during the course of almost a whole year, some of it spent at the Kremsmunster Monastery (which has presumably been well searched in the ensuing years), and in spite of his affliction, never felt the urge or inspiration necessary to complete the score of the B minor Symphony. There is also the added complication of an E major symphony, started in 1821 and left in an even greater state of incompletion (which rather throws the argument in the opposite direction). Some commentators (including that most assiduous Schubert documentor, Otto Erich Deutsch, to whom we owe the definitive Schubert catalogue*) feel compelled to remark that they find it incredible that Schubert should think of sending the Styrian Society just two movements of a symphony with one sheet of the scherzo. He could hardly have expected it to be performed in this state! He was far from being famous enough to expect his fragments to be considered holy relics, and was already in contention with the usual conservatism of the establishment. But then neither, perhaps, did he see it himself as the acknowledged masterpiece that it was to become: one of the most often played and most revered works of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There is a possibility that Schubert thought nothing of it at all, as he seems to have made no mention of the work again during his lifetime, despite his continued association with the Hüttenbrenner brothers. Schubert, as we know, was very much in the habit of leaving works incomplete or in the shape of isolated movements, so our emotional arguments to the contrary are tellingly counterbalanced in this respect. Even Schubert’s brother Ferdinand, with whom he was very close, and who catalogued his works after his death, was totally unaware of the existence of the B minor Symphony.


It is only from later vague memories and subsequent documentation that the history of the manuscript is pieced together; but with no explanations ever given as to what actually happened or why. Soon after writing his letter to the Styrian Society in September 1823, Schubert is said to have handed over the incomplete (or complete?) symphony to Josef Hüttenbrenner, in the street on his way to the General Hospital, so that he could pass it on to his brother Anselm in Graz, who could then hand it over to the Styrians. The whole episode now becomes a total mystery with no enlightenment being given by any of the participants. A brief explanation of the Hüttenbrenners’ involvement must be made here, though they will be more fully dealt with later. Anselm and Josef had been fellow students with Schubert under Salieri and remained his closest friends till his death; a fact which in no way helps us elucidate the mystery. Josef was a great admirer of Schubert and was continually making attempts to promote his music. It is doubly strange, therefore, that he should have done nothing about this work in the ensuing years.


It is authoritatively stated in some sources that Josef himself kept the manuscript for four years until 1827 before handing it over to his brother Anselm. Why should he do this? Did he, perhaps, advise Schubert that an incomplete symphony was not an acceptable offering to the Society, and held it back hoping for the rest to materialise? It is not until 1850 that he spoke about it to Kreissle von Hellborn, Schubert’s first biographer, who was then preparing the volume that was finally published in 1865. Kreissle makes the statement:




Of the more important works composed in this year [1822] we may cite: An orchestral symphony in B minor, which Schubert presented, in a half-finished state, to the Musikverein at Gratz, in return for the compliment paid to him of being elected an honorary member of that society. Josef Hüttenbrenner is my authority for saying that the first and second movements are entirely finished and the third (Scherzo) partly. The fragment in the possession of Herr Anselm Hüttenbrenner, of Gratz, is said, the first movement particularly, to be of great beauty.





By 1860 Josef Hüttenbrenner was giving a slightly different version of the circumstances to Johann Herbeck, at that time conductor of the Musikfreunde Society in Vienna and the symphony’s first promoter, telling him: ‘My brother [Anselm] possesses a treasure in Schubert’s B minor Symphony which we place on a level with any of Beethoven’s. But it isn’t finished, Schubert gave it to me for Anselm as thanks for having sent him, through me, the Diploma of Honour of the Graz Music Society.’ At least there is some consistency as to the state of incompleteness of the symphony.


Whether Josef kept it for four years, or immediately handed it over to his brother, as other historians say, is immaterial only in the absence of a general explanation of this mystery. Knowledge of what passed between him and Schubert would be very significant. Anyway, the manuscript, sooner or later, came into the possession of Anselm, who is generally painted as the real villain of the piece, a scheming, tenth-rate composer, only thinking of his own interests (aided and abetted by his brother Josef who switched his promotional efforts to him after Schubert’s death), who suppressed Schubert’s work for his own ends. It is hard to imagine what those ends could really have been. The performance of a superb symphony by Schubert, at his instigation, could hardly have hindered his own chances. Whatever the thinking of these two, who are on record elsewhere as actively trying to promote some of Schubert’s works (his operas, for example), the second astonishing fact seems to be beyond doubting: namely, that Anselm had the work in his possession until 1865 and said nothing further about it. Even Schubert’s brother remained unaware of its existence; and most inexplicably of all (unless we accept some later theories about his own actions) Schubert himself chose to make no further mention of the work. Here, of course, we are inclined to speculate to the limits of frustration. Were the Hüttenbrenners really villains? Did they keep as their own dark secret a work that was intended for the Music Society, or did they consider it a personal gift of friendship? Did they try to persuade Schubert to finish the work, without avail? Did they perhaps not have the acumen to consider it a great work until the world in general had affirmed its acceptance of Schubert’s genius? One wonders if the Styrian Society themselves ever made any enquiries, as Schubert’s reputation grew, about the symphony they had been promised.


But, again, most baffling of all is Schubert’s own acquiescent silence. Surely he must have wondered what had happened to it, unless we accept the widely-held opinion that he never felt able to progress beyond those first two supreme movements and remained unable to match them. The piano sketches for the scherzo might reasonably be considered not to have lived up to the rest (a matter of varied opinion), but during the six years that followed he would surely have found time and inspiration to write something better. There is one curious hint in a letter that he wrote in March 1824, in which he describes his later quartets and the octet as ‘paving the way for [another*] grand symphony’. We are left open to speculation as to whether he thought that he had already written a ‘grand’ symphony. None of the others, apart from the ‘Unfinished’, can really be considered ‘grand*. The assumption now is that it was the ‘Great’ C major Symphony which was, in fact, the one written at Gastein and previously presumed missing.


Leaving these realms of speculation, with Schubert’s manuscript gathering dust in a chest or drawer in Anselm’s lumber-room or even, melodramatically, being used as material to start the fire by his servants (as, apparently, happened to some other Schubert manuscripts in his possession, including some of the operas), we can return to the semifactual story. In 1865, Johann Herbeck (who waited yet another five years before acting on Josef’s information) went (on the authority of Johann’s son Ludwig) to visit the ageing, ‘crafty-eyed’ and still unsuccessful Anselm at Ober-Andritz, near Graz, and persuaded him to produce the Schubert manuscript. Even then, it was apparently difficult to persuade the old man that the treasure belonged to the world and not to him alone. But he saw it as a good bargaining point and, only after Herbeck had promised to perform some of his own orchestral works in Vienna, at the same time as the Schubert symphony, did he bring forth the score: two completed movements and one sheet, which gives the impression of a clear intention to continue, with the fragment of the scherzo. This was, of course, how the manuscript had long been described, so Herbeck had no reason to suspect that Anselm might have separated the rest of the symphony either then or previously. If, in fact, he had discovered his housemaids using the rest of it for kindling paper on some earlier occasion he would hardly have cared to admit to such carelessness. Speculation can only get wilder at this point: and the case is generally left to rest on the assumption that Schubert was not interested in completion, or was not able to match the first two movements (which, to most people, still seems nonsense in the light of what he later produced). Or, of course, that there was a complete symphony which was either partly suppressed or suffered some less dignified mishap. Did Anselm keep the rest and destroy the pages before he died in 1868? He remained artistic director of the Styrian Music Society until 1839 without ever revealing his secret and he had carefully burnt his own diaries in 1841. In 1853 he had produced a piano duet version of Schubert’s symphony which was never published. Josef Hüttenbrenner died in 1881, still proclaiming himself the ‘prophet, singer, friend and pupil’ of Schubert, and still keeping firmly to the ‘legend’ of the ‘Unfinished’ Symphony.


Johann Herbeck took the manuscript back to Vienna and had it copied ready for a memorable first performance at the Musik-vereinsaal on 17 December 1865, just over forty-three years after Schubert had first conceived it. Still feeling that ‘unfinished’ symphonies were not quite respectable, he added the finale of the D major Symphony (No. 3). For the next performance in 1866, it was assumed that such an addition was no longer necessary. An audience of distinguished musicians, who had travelled from all over the world for this great event, added to the packed and expectant house. Imagine hearing that soft unison opening for cello and basses for the first time! Then, at bar 42, the simple, unforgettable melody that the cellos introduce! At this point the audience could not restrain their delight; and there was such tumultuous applause at the end that the whole work was repeated.


Present at that famous first night was the critic Eduard Hanslick. After a firm condemnation of Anselm’s contempt for posterity and a quick dismissal of his own music, there followed a description of the ‘Schubert novelty’. Hanslick wrote:




When, after the few introductory bars, clarinet and oboe in unison began their gentle cantilena above the calm murmur of the violins, every child recognised the composer and a muffled ‘Schubert’ was whispered in the audience. He had hardly entered, but it seemed that one recognised him by his step, by way of opening the door. And when, after this nostalgic cantilena in the minor, there followed the contrasting G major theme of the violoncellos, a charming song of almost Landler-like intimacy, every heart rejoiced, as if, after a long separation, the composer himself were among us in person.





Hüttenbrenner’s music was completely ignored and, in fact, neither of the brothers even attended the concert.


So, whatever doubts Schubert himself may have had about the work, if any, they were well and truly contradicted within moments of the first bars being heard for the first time. Thereafter, the ‘Unfinished’ Symphony never looked back and remained firmly in the popular repertoire. It was published in December 1866 by Spina in Vienna. The first London performance was given at the Crystal Palace on 6 April 1867. With these two tantalising movements now in the world’s possession, a ceaseless barrage of theory and speculation ranged around the work. August Ludwig became the first person to supply it with two supplementary movements. In 1928, the centenary of Schubert’s death was celebrated with a competition, organised by the Columbia Graphophone Company, offering a prize for the best completion of the symphony. One of the winners was Frank Merrick who managed to produce a good Schubert pastiche.


There was obviously a limited future in providing extra movements that were not written by Schubert, and most effort was put into trying to solve the problem of the missing part and to surmising on the nature of Schubert’s intentions. There was no doubt about the intended scherzo, for the piano sketch existed as well as the orchestral fragment. A small but not conclusive point, noted in Grove and elsewhere, is that the final page of the full orchestral score of the scherzo has notes tied over to the next missing page - a curious way to end the venture, and a strong suggestion that Schubert either did, or intended to, continue. Since the reappearance of the ‘Unfinished’ several people have provided an orchestrated reconstruction of the scherzo, notably Gerald Abraham, who produced a convincing score, using the melody of Schubert’s song Der Leidende for the trio, which was a convincing substitute for the sort of thing that the composer might have provided. But what if the final movement could in fact be found amongst Schubert’s subsequent works, having been used, as composers so often did in those days, for another purpose? The first hint was found in an 1888 Crystal Palace performance which added the B minor entr’acte from Rosamunde as a substitute movement. Einstein, in his 1951 book on Schubert, also dropped hints in this direction, describing the entr’acte as ‘the symphonic link between the ‘Unfinished’ and the C major Symphony’.


The Rosamunde music was being composed in the autumn of 1823 at about the time when Schubert was due to hand over the symphony to the Hüttenbrenners. Hard-pressed to complete the task, it has been suggested that he might simply have removed the final movement from the symphony and added it to the incidental music for the play. There are other coincidental pointers: the fact that the music was in B minor to start with; that it was scored for identical instruments; and that he did make use of various other snippets of his music - the A minor Quartet for one, the song Der Leidende for another. So it is at the least a tenable proposition which works quite well in performance. The theory had a firm supporter in Arthur Hutchings, in his volume on Schubert in the Master Musicians series, who said:




Incontrovertible seems Professor Gerald Abraham’s evidence that the B minor entr’acte, stylistically incongruous with Rosamunde, was intended as the finale of this symphony, of which it is worthy. Even more difficult to deny is the musical evidence of one’s ears when this piece concludes the work.





He goes further to declare that ‘we should no longer present this work as a torso’.


But, however well Abraham’s re-creation falls on the ears, and adopting the assumption that Schubert would have ended the work in B minor after the E major of the slow movement and the intended scherzo in B minor, the completion must be accepted with reservation simply because we do not know that it is what he intended. Two more pages of the orchestrated scherzo came to light in 1969 which neither repudiated nor confirmed Schubert’s intentions. In fact, in a world where too much music tends to go on for too long, well beyond the listener’s satiation point, if not the composer’s or the academician’s, we are happy to have the ‘Unfinished’ Symphony as it is, with its two well-balanced and not dissimilar movements still offering, emotionally and musically, a consummate experience. Growing naturally from the world of Schubert’s unsurpassed Lieder, it may not have achieved Schubert’s aim of producing a completed ‘great’ symphony; a mantle and name which the more diffuse and conservative Symphony in C was to take on with justification. Had the B minor Symphony been heard in 1823 it might have seemed a difficult and over-ambitious work. By 1865, Wagner was well in his stride and Tristan was in existence. In this light the ‘Unfinished’ was heard in a natural context and as a delightful return to the unassuming world of song that Schubert had so effectively adorned with so little reward in his lifetime.


If the C major Symphony now seems a logical culmination of his symphonic efforts, the ‘Unfinished’, like some of his later quartets, was a remarkable sortie toward the romantic heights that he would have surely scaled had he lived longer. It is Schubert at his most profound and in the world of the C major Quintet. It is typical of him on several levels: melodically sublime, emotionally disturbing, and, even in the very fact of it being ‘unfinished’, it is a meaningful symbol of his career as a composer, his inhibitions as a person; the encapsulation of a life and creativity that ended sadly and certainly remained ‘unfinished’.





_______________


* Please see the Appendix for information about Deutsch catalogue numbers which have been used to date Schubert’s works in this book and appear thus: (D331).


* The word ‘another’ is omitted from some translations; its addition or omission certainly gives the whole statement a different weight.




II Background


1 HISTORY AND POLITICS


The German Emperor Franz II of Hapsburg-Lorraine succeeded to the Austrian throne in 1792 to be immediately thrust into a bitter war with the revolutionary forces of France. The struggle, with all the turbulence and unrest that it caused, was to continue until the important Congress of Vienna in 1814. Thereafter Viennese life assumed a superficial appearance of settled, middle-class-dominated conservative life; its respectable calm, however, only achieved by oppressive policing and the activities of informers that forced Austrian intellectual life into a private sort of culture that fostered what is now labelled the Biedermeier* period. So Schubert’s life (1797-1828) had a continuous background of political and intellectual upheaval and covered a vital period of Austrian history, dominated by important artistic figures. While there is no doubt that he was acutely aware of this background, and was intimately acquainted with many of its leading lights and held beliefs strong enough to occasionally add his own utterances to the general clamour, his nature mainly led him to withdraw into a private musical world and an unobtrusive existence in drawing-rooms and coffeehouses. Indeed, it was probably the disturbed quality of life at the time and the overwhelming rivalry of so many dominating personalities that were partly responsible for the submergence of his creations both from a personal and public aspect.


Prior to the succession of Franz II, Vienna had gone through a fruitful period of rebuilding in the typical baroque style of the city. Its cultural life was flourishing with a plethora of theatres and opera-houses; music was particularly alive, with such figures as Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven in full spate. Franz IPs succession was backed by a justified wave of optimism. The clouds, however, had already begun to gather over distant Paris where, in 1793, Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette (the aunt of Franz II) had been executed in the cause of the French Revolution. The crowned heads of Europe could hardly regard their own positions as sacrosanct and the family web of Hapsburgs tried to wage an establishment coalition war against the revolutionary forces from 1792 onwards. Revolutionary sympathisers within Austria were savagely and to some extent needlessly suppressed, culminating in the Jacobite trials of 1794, when harsh sentences were passed on many whose guilt was scarcely proven. It was simply an intimidating warning which Austrian revolutionaries had to accept. The retribution was to come from elsewhere.


In the spring of 1796 Austrian forces were attacked on the Rhine and, in the beginning of 1797, attempting to save Mantua on their Italian border, were defeated at Areola and Rivoli. The French armies, led by the young Napoleon Bonaparte, took control of Lombardy and Upper Italy, and started to advance through Styria and Carinthia with obvious intent to march on Vienna. Vienna was only lightly prepared, with an inefficient army bolstered by the calling-up of a volunteer corps in the autumn of 1796, one division of which went off to support the Italian Army, without success. Beethoven wrote a ‘Song of Farewell to the Citizens of Vienna’ and Haydn was commissioned to write a ‘People’s Hymn’ which was sung in the Viennese theatres in February 1797, neither of which did much to stave off the impending disasters. In the midst of all this Schubert was born in an impoverished kitchen in the suburb of Liechtental.


Soon after his capture of Mantua, Napoleon crossed the Alps and occupied Graz, the main city of Styria. In Vienna panic and despair were widespread. The well-to-do got out of the city as quickly as they could and made for their country retreats; the inhabitants of outlying villages and towns hastened to Vienna to take refuge behind its ancient and inadequate fortifications, thus causing confusion on the roads, and finding a serious shortage of food and accommodation in the city. In April 1797 there was a general mobilisation of all troops and available manpower. The troops set out singing a new ‘War Song of the Austrians’ contributed by Beethoven, which no doubt stirred the young Schubert in his cot, as they marched down the Nussdorferstrasse to take up defensive positions in the outlying rural districts of Vienna and along the Danube. For the moment the comic-opera show of forces achieved its purpose. Napoleon, taking calm stock of the position, considered that his scattered forces might well get their lines of communication cut and on 18 April, only one day after Austria had sworn in her new ‘volunteer’ army, he signed the preliminary Treaty of Leoben with the Austrian government and returned to North Italy in possession of the provinces of Lombardy and Flanders, leaving Venetia to the Austrians.
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