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to the First Edition (1961)





This is the most important book in the English language on the songs of Hugo Wolf since Ernest Newman proclaimed the composer’s genius in 1907. It is the first time, so far as I am aware, that every single song (except the posthumous which the author has rightly omitted) has been translated, examined and elucidated between the covers of one single volume.


To the English-speaking student this work is a treasure to which he will find himself returning again and again: it is indispensable to those of us anxious to gain a deeper knowledge of Wolf.


Through the author’s penetration into and intimacy with this composer’s style he is enabled to make clear to us how Wolf perceived the communicating function of music and its analogies with language. Yet it is this unique quality of inter-relationship of his muse with that of the poet for which Wolf is condemned in some quarters. Schubert, it is true, sang his songs to all the poetry he could lay hands on; he transfigured an unworthy poem by putting the most glorious music to it. To Wolf, the seed was the word; words inspired him. The finer the lyric, the finer his conception in terms of music. He was generally more discriminating in his choice of poet than any composer before him: his failures, and they undeniably exist, can often be traced to poems that were not worthy of his attention, of the labour – resulting in a ‘contrived’ composition – that they caused. But the greatness of some of his settings cannot be questioned.


An ardent Wolfian finds himself turning again and again to the Attic type of song, chaste in conception, simple in construction, and holding it in ever-increasing affection. He is seared by the sheer beauty of Herr, was trägt der Boden hier; Grenzen der Menscheit; Sankt Nepomuks Vorabend; Anakreons Grab; Im Frühling; Um Mitternacht; Auf ein altes Bild, which Sams in moving language sums up as ‘eternal grief in an eternal summer.’ He is charmed by the discreet wit and compactness of Der Musikant; Das Ständchen; Begegnung; and marvels at some of the miracles he finds in the Italienisches Liederbuch. To have written these songs alone was to have lived to some purpose; one senses their greatness instinctively and finds with pleasure this feeling endorsed by so eminent an authority as the author. Eric Sams, however, is no euphemist; he does not overstate his case. Thus he tells us that one may prefer the strong sweetness of Schubert’s Ganymed to the blissful masochism of Wolf’s, that the latter’s Philine loses by comparison with Schumann’s, that the popular In dem Schatten meiner Locken by no means eclipses that of Brahms (a statement which must surely make Hugo turn in his grave). These are suggestions, however, not edicts and the reader will draw from them his own conclusions and, more often than not, find himself in complete agreement.


Our guide will not lead us astray for he is not blinded by his hero and claims for him, in Frank Walker’s words, ‘a modest place among the immortals’. His judgement is fair, unclouded but not arbitrary. He induces us to think for ourselves.


The fruit of deep study and sympathy with his subject, this book should be on the shelf of every man who professes or calls himself musical.


It is a masterpiece.



















Preface
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to the First Edition (1961)





This book discusses all the 242 songs written for voice and piano published in the composer’s lifetime, i.e. the contents of the invaluable Peters Edition in twenty-one octavo volumes.


In writing about each song I have tried to translate the German words, to comment on the music in general terms, and to add notes on points of detail. A word or two of explanation may be needed on each of these aims.


Some of the German texts are great poetry, some have no particular merit; some are long, others only a few lines. In some, individual words or phrases are important; in others, only the general mood matters. Accordingly the method of treatment varies. Sometimes it is a literal translation, sometimes a summary, sometimes a paraphrase; sometimes a mixture of all or some of these things. But the aim is always the same – to render in English prose the essence of the words as they appear in Wolf’s music.


In the commentaries I try to describe each song, and, so far as possible in so brief a compass, to show the interconnection between the music and the poem. Inevitably, in so doing, I have also become involved in some attempt at evaluating the intentions and achievements of the songs. To describe music in words is already a difficult task, and the procedure adopted may well also involve a lack of proportion. For instance, there is little to say about some of the finest songs except that they are admirable, while others, less fine, may contain many points that can more helpfully be dealt with by verbal comment. In the last resort these commentaries are simply personal impressions of the songs, evaluated from their effect on one listener who has known them all, and loved most of them, for a long time.


The notes are mainly intended to illuminate various aspects of Wolf’s ‘musical language’ (to use his own phrase). This topic sometimes raises technical points, and here textual references are included.


In the main, then, what follows is a series of separate discussions of particular songs. But one cannot altogether avoid generalization. So the opening chapter attempts a general account of Wolf’s song-writing.


I have made no attempt at any serious consideration of Wolf’s own personality and the tragic story of his life, important though these matters are to a proper understanding of his music. They have been definitively dealt with in Frank Walker’s masterly biography Hugo Wolf*, which should be read by everyone who is interested in Wolf’s life and work.


Lastly, I would express my gratitude to all those who have helped me.


I am indebted to Max Hinrichsen for permission to quote and refer to the Peters Edition of Wolf’s songs, and for his personal kindness to me.


To Robert Moberly I am grateful not only for the help he gave me by reading and commenting on the text in detail, but for his unfailing understanding and encouragement; and to David Mowatt also for his valuable assistance in critical comment.






* Dent, 1951 [revised and enlarged 2nd ed., 1968]
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The aims of this book remain unchanged; but the text has been very substantially revised and enlarged. For practical reasons the main sequence of subject matter remains centred on those 242 songs for voice and piano, in the same chronological order and numbering as before, that Wolf himself adjudged worthy of publication. For this new edition, however, I have added the three Ibsen songs composed by Wolf for voice and orchestra and published by him in his own piano arrangement.


The introductory essay on Wolf as a song-writer has been revised to include much new material; here I have drawn (by kind permission of Macmillan) on my articles ‘Hugo Wolf’ and ‘The Romantic Lied’ in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians*. In the section on musical motifs, the original numbering has again been retained as the basic framework of reference, but fifteen more motifs, and many further examples, are now included. Factual information new in this edition includes the key and written compass† of each song, and the date of any orchestral version made by Wolf. The English translations have been completely revised so as to bring out, if possible without inversion or paraphrase, the literal meaning of the original German text. Square brackets now mark Wolf’s repetitions of that text, while indentations denote a substantive piano prelude or interlude (in general, at least three bars) The revised commentaries assume no knowledge of German, and all their quotations from the original poem are duly translated. The detailed notes however, like the introductory essay, are intended for singers and students, and here some knowledge of German is assumed. As a general rule, the notes begin with any textual points (including variant readings in current editions) and end with a reference to other major settings of the same words: here the many amplifications include some fifty further musical parallels between Wolf and his great predecessors and contemporaries, notably Schumann and Wagner. Finally the introductions to each of the major songbooks, together with the relevant commentaries and notes, have been expanded to include further background information about the poets and their sources. Here again I am obliged to Macmillan for permission to draw on my New Grove article on Mörike.


Since this book appeared in its first edition over twenty years ago, Wolf’s art has gradually gained a wider following. All his major songbooks and much of his other music have appeared in a new Kritische Gesamtausgabe, edited by Hans Jancik.‡ The recorded repertory has been very substantially extended by Lieder exponents of the stature of Gerald Moore, Elisabeth Schwarzkopf and Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau. In addition concert soloists such as Sviatoslav Richter and Daniel Barenboim have played a significant part in the interpretation of Wolf accompaniments. Further, outstanding pianists such as Graham Johnson, Geoffrey Parsons and David Willison in the English speaking world, in partnership with many gifted singers, have furthered the Wolfian cause by their advocacy as well as by their artistry. The greatness of Hugo Wolf as a song-writer is hence now more widely if not universally acknowledged. But the appreciation of his Lieder still remains a minority taste. This is no doubt largely due to the fact that his art is a hybrid between music and German, so that full appreciation demands some knowledge of that language.


But deep and detailed linguistic or literary competence is not essential; it may even prove something of a handicap, if familiarity detracts from the feeling that the German words are novel and exciting, with a meaning to be explored, a sound to be savoured, a poetry to be relished. It was exactly this alertness and receptivity of response, this sense of delight and discovery, which brought Wolf’s songs into being, and which they in their turn still contain and communicate. It may well be therefore that the teaching of European language and literature, as well as of music, would benefit from increased attention to song-writing; and it is certainly arguable that studies of the German lyric are incomplete without some knowledge of its embodiment in the music of Hugo Wolf and the other great masters of the Lied.


Eric Sams, 1982






* Macmillan, 1980


† in the so-called Helmholtz notation, i.e.
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‡ Hugo Wolf Sämtliche Werke, Musikwissenschaftlicher Verlag, Vienna, 1960—

























Wolf as a Song-writer
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Born 13 March 1860 in Windischgraz, Austria (now Slovenj Gradec, Yugoslavia); given violin and piano lessons at an early age; was a music critic in Vienna from 1884 to 1887; early in 1888 suddenly found himself as a composer; and composed in that year alone nearly one hundred songs in rapid succession. These are among the few biographical details that Wolf himself sanctioned, in a letter to a friend (2 May 1890, to Oskar Grohe), which he ended by saying ‘God grant me a long life and plenty of good ideas!’


This is tragic irony. To complete the summary biography:




1888–91: over 200 songs to words by Mörike, Eichendorff, Goethe, Geibel, Keller and Heyse.


1892–94: silence.


1895–97: an opera (Der Corregidor), another thirty or so songs, an unfinished opera (Manuel Venegas).


1897–1903: madness – death.





Wolf’s creative life was among the shortest and most sporadic known to musical history. He did not achieve mastery until he was twenty-eight. In the nine years left to him his songs were written in irregular outbursts, at the rate of one, two or even three a day. These days add up to less than six months; the main creative periods add up to less than eighteen months. On the achievement of this short span his name and fame rest secure. At the same time his reputation has outstripped his popularity, and his praises are still sung more than his songs. Critics agree that his work is admirable; music-lovers are less unanimous about whether it is also enjoyable. These two points may be related. The reasons for which Wolf’s songs are highly prized – their literary perception, their fastidious ‘declamation’ and so on – seem nicely calculated to put people off. It is human to ask what all this has to do with music.


The fact is no doubt that Wolf’s songs have lived, and will live, because of their musical excellence. It is also true that the music itself has a unique quality of intimate inter-relationship with words, with language, and with poetry. This introduction seeks to define and expound that quality. In brief, it is the compression of large-scale dramatic music within the miniature frame of German lyric verse, thus creating new springs of expressive power in the song form. Just as Schubert had distilled the essence of classical opera and oratorio (Mozart, Beethoven, Haydn) into the first Romantic Lieder, thus creating a new genre, so Wolf in his turn condensed the dramatic intensity of modern (i.e. Wagnerian) music-drama into voice and keyboard, lending fresh life and force to the Lied form and enhancing its expressive vocabulary to a pitch never since surpassed.


At first, however, his genius was neither foreseen nor foreseeable; so it could hardly benefit from tuition, let alone search for influences. As he later insisted, he was an independent and essentially self-taught composer speaking a new musico-poetic language of his own devising. He was also ready to acknowledge that these original ideas were deep-rooted in national tradition as well as personal temperament. But before they could flower and flourish they had to assimilate many different nutritive elements. Naturally the final harvest was agonizingly delayed; hence Wolf’s doubt and despair. Naturally, too, when it at last arrived in 1888 it was commensurately rich and profuse; hence his astonishment and delight. Somehow, by instinct and sheer application, he had by his twenty-eighth year assembled the varied expressive components of a new musical style, and had also acquired the necessary wide range of artistic and human experience. Thus equipped, he could become almost overnight the final master of one of the most highly-developed and complex of all art-forms.


But most of his steps to that end seem to have been taken in the dark. To borrow, from the letter cited above, his own homely metaphor for his sudden spate of Mörike masterpieces in 1888, ‘Eventually, after a lot of groping around, the button came undone’ – a saying which agreeably defines the Wolfian blend of endeavour and change, simplicity and irony, earnestness and humour, bad fortune and good. His long and circuitous journey towards mastery began at fifteen, in 1875, when he first heard a Wagner opera. We know from his letters what a revelation that was; from his later music we can hear why. Orchestra and soloists sang aloud the secret that music could express not just the conceptual life of language but the enactment of drama. Thus Wolf’s mind was early concentrated on musical techniques of characterization and atmosphere as well as expression. But his creativity was also deeply divided between the large-scale forms such as opera, tone-poem and symphony (in contemporary practice, Wagner, Liszt and Bruckner) and the smaller song-forms perfected by his great predecessors (notably Schubert, Loewe and Schumann). Again, he was hampered by his own refractory temperament, with its innate defiance of authority, mistrust of instruction, and irregular mood-swings ranging from exaltation to despair. Upon all this were superimposed, from his eighteenth year, the severe physical and mental stress and trauma of serious illness (acquired syphilis) and the concomitant feelings of emotional frustration coupled with a sense of personal and artistic failure.


But there were corresponding compensations. The range of Wolf’s experience and imagination, in dark or bright moods and moments, in sickness or remission, commanded a commensurately wide and contrasting range of musical expressiveness. His articulateness in verse and prose helped him in his work as a music-critic (1884–7), which in turn gave him some much-needed discipline, greatly enhanced his familiarity with the verbal medium, and afforded him unrivalled insights into the nature of operatic and other music. All these strains blended in the masterly Italian Serenade of 1887, the first of his major works to be wholly characteristic and successful. Here is opera without words; scene and character, dialogue and gesture, crystallized in one single sparkling movement for string quartet. Something of the same genius for musical compression and verbal expression had already been heard in the earlier D-minor Quartet (1878–84), with its overt homage to Goethe’s Faust and unacknowledged indebtedness to Beethoven, Schubert and Wagner, and in the grand orchestral Penthesilea, directly inspired by Kleist’s drama of that name and indirectly by the Lisztian symphonic poem in general. But those works and others were still in varying degrees diffuse and derivative. Only when form as well as content could be directly derived from a poetic source, without subjective intervention, could Wolf’s genius shine out at its resplendent best. Then his musical sensitivity to poetic meaning and value was embodied in each separate aspect of song; form, rhythm, declamation, melody, counterpoint, harmony, tonality, modulation, key, programme music, piano texture and function, and motivic equivalents for verbal concepts and ideas.


In general, Wolf’s songs contain a musical equivalent for the prevailing mood of a poem, or more than one if that mood changes. This concept governs and defines the whole Lied art-form; musical ideas suggested by words are embodied in a setting of those words for voice and piano, both to provide overall unity and to enhance details, e.g. when particular words or phrases are thrown into relief by musical means for particular effect. The total impression is thus one of diversity within unity. This, admittedly, is the essence of all musical form, and need not have any real connection with the poem set. But Wolf (unlike his predecessors) rarely seeks to impose external musical form on the poem by restructuring the given text. He does so exceptionally, and the exceptions may be masterpieces. Thus the first verse of Benedeit die sel’ge Mutter is repeated without poetic warranty just to make a compelling peroration, and an indifferent stanza in Geh’ Geliebter is omitted to make a viable song. In other ways too we may occasionally feel that the typical perfection of form has been arbitrarily contrived. But such instances are mainly confined to early or unpublished songs, e.g. the 1880 Erwartung or the 1882 Andenken. Elsewhere the form derives directly and objectively from the text Wolf found on the printed page of the source-book before him.


This does not necessarily argue a complete formal correspondence. Even where the poem is divided into regular stanzas, the music must feel free to develop and change if the verbal theme does. Again, the song-writer may choose to set the scene with a piano prelude, comment in an interlude, or have the last word through a postlude. But taken together the piano solo passages will be found to furnish a matching frame for the poem, both containing it and displaying it to the fullest advantage. Thus Wolf treats his lyrics as spirit, not letter; life and growth, not set pattern. He sees his task as the recreation of that life in musical terms. In the Mörike songs for example a strong central poetic image or idea evokes an iron logic of musical construction (Auf eine Christblume II, Seufzer, Erstes Liebeslied eines Mädchens) while a more diffuse poem, whether reflective or narrative, is transcribed into a more flexible and developing formal scheme (Auf eine Christblume I, Auf einer Wanderung). The structure of the setting thus reflects that of the poem; and within this general correspondence there is much subtle variation of each separate aspect of the music to re-create the finer details of the text.


Rhythm, in particular, can be expected to have a central part to play, since it is a factor common to poetry and music. It therefore includes an element of direct transference from one mode to the other; thus the basic compound time of Der Soldat II or Liebesglück is an involuntary response to Eichendorff’s insistent dactylic or anapaestic beat, while the statelier measures of Anakreons Grab are closely calibrated to Goethe’s classical metre. More typically still, rhythm is designed to provide formal shape and continuity throughout a song, as the effectively unobtrusive and unchanging background to explicit emotional colour and contrast, as in In der Frühe etc. In many songs it can yield additional meaning. Sometimes this is illustrative, as in the crisp elated rhythm of a song about the exhilaration of a morning walk (Fussreise) or the slow throbbing rhythm of a song about a beating heart (Alle gingen, Herz, zur Ruh’). A persistent figure can also be used evocatively to convey for example the idea of single-minded preoccupation (Nun bin ich dein, Mühvoll komm’ ich und beladen). There is an even more intimate link with the moods and meanings of the poem in the rhythmic changes of such songs as Auf eine Christblume I, Agnes or Grenzen der Menschheit. The possibilities are endless, and Wolf exploits them without ever repeating them; each song creates and sustains rhythmically its own mood and its own world.


It is true that most are in duple or quadruple time, set out in regular two-bar phrases and four-bar sentences, and that this (just as in Wagner’s music-dramas) can sometimes lead to squareness and monotony when the musical material is not of the finest. This very regularity however is one of the factors that enables Wolf to achieve his superlative perfection of formal construction; and as a technique of setting words to music it is not only defensible but almost inevitable. In German as in English, scansion is commonly by stress rather than by length of syllable; so the trochaic foot for example is most directly translated into equal pulses, thus [image: ] rather than [image: ] Because the whole of Wolf’s music responds to poetry, this rhythmic translation will pervade the piano part as well as the voice. Not that Wolf’s vocal lines are monotonous; on the contrary, they are capable of the most delicate and subtle inflexions. But it is precisely the steady rhythmic feeling that makes this possible. Like a danseur noble it supports the voice part, which is then left free for rhythmic digression without sounding over-elaborate or impeding the forward movement of the song as a whole. This is one aspect of Wolf’s declamation.


It has sometimes been supposed that Wolf takes great pains to match the actual speech-stress of the words he is setting to music, and that this practice is an essential part of his art. Such a view is wrong and misleading. The rhythm of spoken verse is so complex, and so individually variable, that it cannot be precisely transcribed in the more basic terms of musical notation. Even if it could, the feat would not after all be very musicianly. In fact, Wolf’s melodic lines are rarely complex. Certainly he is often at pains to remove undue stress from inessential words, and in general to free the text from what has been called the tyranny of the bar-line. Very often indeed however his accentuation is obviously faulty from the point of view of prosody, just as it often is in Schubert, Schumann and Brahms. A glance through the vocal lines of the Mörike songbook for example discloses many a preposition set on a strong down-beat. Such anomalies are likely to happen to any song-writer who is doing something different from merely holding a mirror up to a poem. Wolf, in his declamatory as in his other procedures, aims far beyond this. From his first adolescent attempts at vocal writing, his word-setting has recitative inflexions with touches of cadential pointing and plainsong repetition perhaps influenced by his background of church school and choir. This thrust towards verbal expressiveness led him to explore choral composition at the same time (c. 1876) as the earliest songs. In both genres he strives for linear independence and significance; the vocal melodies are keenly expressive of poetic stress, cadence and meaning. In his mature song-writing, whenever his voice part hesitates over certain words, or prolongs others, its purpose is to enhance them musically and thus to add expressive effect or even new ideas. On occasion Wolf uses sustained high notes as Wagner does, e.g. in Tristan und Isolde, to signify wild and passionate outcries. The vocal line of Erstes Liebeslied eines Mädchens for example gasps and clamours most realistically and effectively in this way. But such vocal climaxes as those on the word ‘Sieg’ (victory) in Der Genesene an die Hoffnung or Morgenstimmung often have as much lyric as dramatic significance and owe more to Schubert than to Wagner. Like the former’s ‘ewig’ (eternal) sustained for ten bars’ duration in his Elysium, they embody poetic expression. Their model is not so much the pitch or duration of emotive cries as the cadence and significance of spoken verse; they are essentially declamation rather than exclamation. In such typically Wolfian utterances as the prolonged ‘geflügelt’ (winged) towards the end of Die ihr schwebet, the lift to ‘geträumt’ (dreamed) in Das verlassene Mägdlein or the heightened curve of ‘süsser noch’ (sweeter still) in Um Mitternacht, the melodic line draws our attention to the beauty of the lyric verse in a wholly un-Wagnerian way. This tender solicitude for the expressiveness of poetic vocabulary appears very early in Wolf’s vocal writing, e.g. in the 1881 Sechs Geistliche Lieder for unaccompanied chorus, where the word ‘ruht’ (rests) relaxes on to a sustained note held over a bar-line. No doubt this sensitivity of response was an inborn trait; but such effects could have been heard in both middle-period Schubert (‘Düfte’, scents, slowly diffused through three bars in Dass sie hier gewesen) and late Schumann (‘hingst’, hung, suspended over a bar-line in Der leidige Frieden).


When in moments of especial poetic intensity two or three words are expressively stressed thus within the same phrase, the result is the wholly Wolfian fluid melodic line, e.g.




 





An die Geliebte 
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Wenn du zu den Blumen gehst
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Such effects re-create a mood which Wolf has either read in the poetry (as in the first example above) or has read into the poetry (as in the second). They are rarely complex, and never merely artificial; nor are they at all obtrusive or even prevalent. They offer a special case of the declamation that is at the heart of all Wolf’s song-writing – the flexible vocal line which is, in Byrd’s majestic phrase, ‘fram’d to the life of the words’. Even in a strophic song the melody does not necessarily follow set patterns of repetition but is sensitively deployed to match a changing mood (as in Der Rattenfänger) or a new poetic image (as in Um Mitternacht).


Declamation of this kind, part recitative and part cantilena, had already been adumbrated by Schubert, e.g. in Die schöne Müllerin. Wolf’s further refinements exemplified above are quite new in the Lied. But of course he would have heard the similarly fluid melodic lines that drift and eddy through the violin parts of Wagner’s operas and Schumann’s later chamber music. In his own work they are first heard in the youthful D-minor Quartet, begun in 1878. The early songs serve to confirm that the concept is instrumental in origin. It first appears in the piano part, not the voice – tentatively and discreetly in the 1881 In der Fremde I, more robustly in the dance measures of Wohin mit der Freud’ and with increasing assurance in Wiegenlied im Sommer (both 1882), where it emerges as a fully-fledged expressive device. In this latter lullaby the melodic line leans over a rocking and weaving movement in the piano part, making a music of song and cradle together; and we hear that the keyboard image contains a small separate melodic life of its own which dreamily stretches and relaxes with each repetition of the refrain ‘Gut’ Nacht’. Thus a melodic line can be used for figure-or character-drawing.


Naturally there is no question of deliberate musical imagery here. Wolf’s counterpoints like his other procedures are drawn intuitively from the poetry; they colour the music with the varied shades of meaning inherent in each strand of melody. The function of two melodic lines as a basic image of duality yields a wide range of musical metaphor, from close proximity to complete separation. Not only do parallel thirds brought together in the right hand make a lively image of travelling companionship (described later as motif 16); at the other extreme a single left-hand melody offers a vivid equivalent to the idea of loneliness or isolation, as in the prelude to Lied eines Verliebten. Similarly the voice may be divided from the piano, and one played off against the other, for expressive purposes. Thus an independent vocal counterpoint to an instrumental melody further distanced by being set in a separate conceptual frame of its own (e.g. in the style of a Chopin mazurka or ballade) conveys the idea of two different worlds and hence of total and irretrievable separation, whether of lover from lover (as in Mein Liebster singt) or of the singer from the world (Tief im Herzen) or both (Bedeckt mich mit Blumen). The two voices may also suggest an imagined dialogue or colloquy, as in Seltsam ist Juanas Weise, where the vocal and keyboard melodies are put out of step and out of joint, like the two lovers in the poem. Conversely, two melodies though ostensibly quite separate may be audibly made for each other, thus implying that a reconciliation between the two voices or characters is either imminent (Auf dem grünen Balkon) or at least negotiable (O wüsstest du wieviel, and perhaps Tretet ein, hoher Krieger).


It may be observed that in adopting and perfecting these melodic styles Wolf could be said to be making a virtue out of necessity. He is not among the world’s most popular melodists. But he could of course write broad swinging tunes whenever his text required them (Fussreise is a peerless example). Furthermore, the melodic language of French and Italian opera, as of Austrian, Italian and Slovene popular song, had been familiar to him since childhood; and these influences remained strong and vital throughout his creative life. At eight years old he had been entranced by a Donizetti opera; at eleven, his staple piano repertory was French and Italian opera overtures and selections. Even in middle life he doted on the homely tunes and verses of the Austrian folk-singer and song-writer Johann Kain; later he became obsessed with the swinging strains of Funiculi, funicula. All those melodic styles were ready to be adapted at need, as in the long quasi-operatic cantilena of Ach im Maien war’s or the rollicking student song (Wolf’s own description) that breaks out at the end of Nimmersatte Liebe. His real genius however lay in the creation of melodic ideas, whether in transient intervals or long lines, that are not only appealing or beautiful in themselves but serve to match and enhance the meaning and emotive power of words, to conduct a current of poetic feeling. In this respect there is hardly his equal in the whole world of music. Sometimes the voice may leap or drop in wide intervals for special effects, whether serious, e.g. the grandiloquent tenths at the final climax of Grenzen der Menschheit, or comic, as in the graphic illustrations of braying (Lied des transferierten Zettel) or snoring (Der Tambour). More typically, the melodic lines are tranquilly drawn and spun out in long curves to match the movement and sense of the verse. Perhaps the finest examples are in the Italian Songbook (e.g. Der Mond hat eine schwere Klag’ erhoben, or Wenn du mich mit den Augen streifst); but almost every song of Wolf’s maturity has some such delight to offer. For these reasons the vocal compass of a Wolf song, the melody’s general pattern of movement, whether by step or by leap, and the words to which its highest and lowest notes are sung, are all worth close study as guides to the mood and meaning of the music as a whole. It will not be by mere coincidence for example that the assured peace and quietude of Anakreons Grab and Nun lass uns Frieden schliessen are both mirrored in a confined compass of one octave from tonic to tonic in a major key.


The memorably penetrating quality of Wolf’s melody must have owed much to the intense acuity of his own aural perceptions. He had absolute pitch, and was a skilled and enthusiastic piano-tuner. He expects from his listeners a sense of tonal values as exact and exacting as his own, in which the slightest inflexions can be charged with significance. But all his melody, whether in the vocal line or the piano themes that are often extended and developed quasi-independently throughout a song (Auf einer Wanderung, Alles endet, was entstehet), is inseparable from its harmonic context; so harmony is all-important in Wolf’s work.


In his own lifetime he was, like many another composer, attacked for his ‘dissonance’. His own comment on this (in a letter of 21 May 1890 to Emil Kauffmann) was ‘The fact that I have been reproached for perpetrating chains of unresolved discords leaves me wholly unmoved, for I am in a position to demonstrate how each of my discords, however bold, can be justified by the most severe criteria of the theory of harmony’. In case this sounds alarming it should be said that Wolf’s music is notable for its concord, and that its occasional dissonances rarely sound especially daring nowadays. But his proposed rejoinder to his critics shows how deeply he felt himself rooted in the classical tradition; as indeed he was, though no composer of his time could have failed to take advantage of the extended harmonic possibilities so richly exploited by Wagner. Wolf could have replied instead that all his harmonic resources – and they are always lavish, and often original – are invariably deployed to match the mood of the poem; and this is not only true but vital to his artistic integrity. Of course he has mannerisms and ‘fingerprints’; not everyone will share for example his predilection for augmented fifths and cadential second inversions within the framework of academic four-part harmony, which was the basis of such training as he had. Nevertheless the abiding impression left by Wolf’s harmony is not one of mannered novelty, still less of mere scholastic conformity, but of deep and original intuitive response. Even the identifiable fingerprints can be traced to the effect of recurrent and definable poetic ideas. Thus the basic four-part accompaniment style is mainly manifest in settings of poems on religious or devotional themes, such as Gebet. The gifted song-writer Robert Franz explicitly acknowledged his personal indebtedness to the Protestant chorale; Wolf’s own musical background was dominated by early experience as an organist and chorister. Within the accustomed four-part frame, altered chords such as the augmented fifth signify increased intensity of feeling or vision, whether wholly serious (Das verlassene Mägdlein) or quasi-parodistic (Nimmersatte Liebe), while the six-four chord indicates an approaching peroration or climax point (as at ‘da bin’ in Wohl denk’ ich oft).


This intuitive use of harmony stems from two related sources. First, it clearly corresponds to a musical translation of language, a mode in which any skilled song-writer in most epochs would perforce be innately proficient. Secondly, it could also have been heard in, and absorbed from, vocal music in the German tradition, such as Bach’s church cantatas, Mozart’s Singspiels, Schubert’s and Schumann’s songs. Thus Wolf’s separate major and minor glosses on the words ‘froh und traurig’ (glad and sorry) in Alles endet, was entstehet were foreshadowed by Schubert in his Wehmut at the words ‘wohl und weh’ (happy and sad). Similarly Wolf is harmonically indebted to Schumann, not merely in such youthful acts of frank homage as the questioning final dominant seventh of Die Spinnerin, with its audible echo of Im wunderschönen Monat Mai, but also in more subtle ways. For example, Wolf’s use of modal harmonies to evoke the mood of a remote past in Auf ein altes Bild offers a parallel to Schumann’s Auf einer Burg, while the tierce de Picardie predicting peace and repose in Nun wandre, Maria was anticipated in Schumann’s Mein Herz ist schwer, Op. 25 no. 15. In such instances the concept of influence may be misleading; each composer translates his chosen poem, and a fortuitous similarity of poetic theme may suffice of itself to account for a certain musical kinship.


Much the same may apply to Wolf’s much-discussed and well-documented harmonic affinity with Wagner. But even without Wagner, a German song-writer of the later nineteenth century would inevitably have evolved such a style for his own purposes, just as Liszt and Schumann had. It is related to word-setting. Wolf’s expressive independent melodic lines with their ubiquitous falling tones and semitones in appoggiaturas adapted to the normal disyllables and feminine rhymes of German words and lyrics would inevitably have led, in contrapuntal combination, to chromatic clashes and recoils, tensions and resolutions; and the resulting idiom would be the natural medium for expressing complex poetry, such as Mörike’s. The unity of the small-scale Wolfian song-form however requires that all such effects are recognizably related (whether by affinity or contrast) to some definable tonal centre; hence no doubt Wolf’s already-quoted insistence on the essentially traditional nature of his harmonic language. This is used to translate poetic meaning in two main contrasting ways. Either there is a definite well-established home key or keys from which the tonality diverges at moments of stress or tension; or else, conversely, there is a fluctuating tonality, corresponding to a basic poetic mood of complexity or stress, from which a definite tonality emerges as the tension is resolved. Der Mond hat eine schwere Klag’ erhoben is a good example of the former, Mir ward gesagt of the latter. Each type is of course only one particular aspect of a general procedure, an instinctive response in harmonic terms to the emotional tensions and relaxations of poetic language and structure.


Again, such effects are not new; they can readily be exemplified in Schubert, as in Wehmut and Dass sie hier gewesen respectively. But in Wolf they are all-pervasive; and they are among the most subtle and evocative of all his many correspondences between music and words. They have perhaps particular relevance for interpretative purposes; the harmony is often more helpful than the marked dynamics in determining the emotionally climactic moment of a song. There is for example a whole category of songs in which the introduction or reintroduction of the major tonic chord is delayed, so that its eventual appearance or reappearance will convey an ineffable sense of coming home, of peace and repose (Verborgenheit, Wir haben beide). Similarly in several songs the later introduction of the major form of a minor tonic suddenly lights up the music, throwing a word or idea into bright relief (Wie sollt’ ich heiter bleiben, Ob der Koran von Ewigkeit sei, Mignon III). Examples of Wolf’s evocative uses of harmony and tonality are endless. They may pervade a whole song, as in the major-minor contrasts of Wohl denk’ ich oft, and more delicately in Zitronenfalter im April, and more subtly still in Heut’ Nacht erhob ich mich, or in the moving contrast between chromatic richness and diatonic simplicity in Anakreons Grab. They may be reserved for special moments within a song, as in the harmonic play at the refrain ‘Ach nein’ of In dem Schatten meiner Locken, the musical pun that illustrates the verbal pun at the beginning of Elfenlied, or the single poignant dissonance for the sudden shadow that falls in the last line of Auf ein altes Bild. They can also be used quasi-pictorially for effects of chiaroscuro (e.g. Verschwiegene Liebe, but very many songs have something of this quality) and of colour (Auf einer Wanderung). Similarly, chromatic harmonies are deployed to symbolize e.g. the changing hues of the rainbow in Phänomen, or the blurred thought-processes of dreamy reverie on the last page of Der Tambour.


That latter passage can also serve to exemplify Wolf’s modulatory procedures, which create musical form by re-creating poetic form. Mörike’s wish-fulfilment fantasy, confronted by reality, cries to dream again: we hear this as clearly in the final piano interlude as in the poem. Similarly towards the end of Fussreise the modulatory interlude rejoins the original tonic just as a winding road leads back home, which is exactly the sense of the verses. Again, in Komm, Liebchen, komm the successive key-changes serve to symbolize the winding of material into a turban, a service which in both setting and poem is meant to have its own further symbolic overtones of devotion and love. In studying a Wolf song it is always rewarding to speculate on ways, however subtle or recondite they may appear, in which his harmony and tonality are moulded and shaped by the significance of the words.


So it is not surprising that Wolf, just like Schubert and Schumann in their song-writing, seems to have definite verbal associations with certain keys, key-signatures, or even accidentals. Many people imagine, or even actually hear, sharps as relatively brighter or more colourful than flats. Wolf, with his sense of perfect pitch, certainly had such associations. Sometimes his musical notation itself takes on an almost visual quality, as if extreme flat keys written in sharps, or conversely, were not just a matter of convenience but corresponded to some notion of dark or bright sonorities, as in Komm, o Tod or Deine Mutter, süsses Kind. Again, his favourite mediant key-sequences for brightening effect add four sharps to (or take four flats from) the key-signature with each change. Many examples are far more specific. Thus Wolf tended to use A major for spring songs (e.g. Frühling übers Jahr, Wandl’ ich in dem Morgentau, Gesegnet sei das Grün as well as the spring choruses in Das Fest auf Solhaug and Manuel Venegas). Perhaps he heard this as a bright tonality; that would explain e.g. his sudden brief excursion into A major on entering the shining candlelit room of Peregrina II. Then A minor, conversely, would have a veiled or wistful quality; and this often seemed apt for women’s songs in various moods of distress or bereavement (Mignon III, Die Bekehrte, Das verlassene Mägdlein). E[image: ] or A[image: ] major on the other hand embody moods of serene assurance, especially in love-songs (An die Geliebte, Sterb’ ich, so hüllt in Blumen). Wolf often chose C major for plainness and directness of character or expression (Der Soldat I, Gesellenlied, Königlich Gebet), D major for moods of blissful contentment or elation, such as the euphoria induced by the freshness of a dewy morning (Fussreise, Ganymed, Morgentau), D minor for discontent or anger (Das Köhlerweib ist trunken, Prometheus) and D[image: ] (or C#) major or minor, depending on mood, for music of night and dream, or death (Um Mitternacht, Alles endet, Komm, o Tod). The B-minor songs, especially those ending on the dominant, have a lingering indefinable bittersweet (Lied eines Verliebten, Sagt ihm, dass er er zu mir komme), while the tonality (not, strictly speaking, the key) of F sharp major is felt to be appropriate to a certain rollicking or boisterous mood (Erschaffen und Beleben, Nein, junger Herr, Gudmunds zweiter Gesang). That last correlation is so often and so clearly in evidence as to qualify it for motivic status. Even so, there are of course apparent exceptions to it, as to all these generalizations. Nevertheless a study of key-associations in Wolf will prove helpful for interpretative purposes, for example in considering the question of transposition. Wolf, like most other song-writers, sanctioned transposed versions of his songs, whether to suit particular singers or more generally to facilitate performance. Yet his sense of pitch and tonality was so finely-tempered, and so closely integrated with verbal connotation, that any departure from his original keys will fall short of the ideal or even falsify the composer’s intentions.


Thus far the evidence suggests that Wolf’s musical language, as he called it, has a vocabulary which is both deeper and more precise than ordinary tonal illustration or depiction. These are of course also found in abundance. Thus there are many, often brilliant, keyboard evocations of other instruments, whether singly (e.g. guitar in Ein Ständchen euch zu bringen, lute in Das Ständchen, violin in Wie lange schon, harp in Gesang Weylas, bagpipe in Storchenbotschaft, tambourine in Klinge, klinge mein Pandero) or in combinations (flute and drum in Was in der Schenke, fife and drum in Der Schreckenberger), culminating in complete military bands (Der Glücksritter, Sie blasen zum Abmarsch). There are several equally frank examples of the sonorous re-creation of movement. In addition to soldiers marching, and travellers walking, passim, there are people running (Unfall), writhing (Wo find ich Trost), sidling (Harfenspieler II), tiptoeing (O wär’ dein Haus), whirling (Was in der Schenke), and thronging (Der Feuerreiter). Cats leap (Die Zigeunerin), rats scamper (Der Rattenfänger), deer step delicately (Auf eine Christblume I), butterflies, birds and bees fly (Zitronenfalter im April, Die Spinnerin, Der Knabe und das Immlein). Horses trot and canter (Der Soldat I, Der Gärtner, perhaps Auf einer Wanderung), gallop and race (Der Feuerreiter, Der Soldat II). Sound itself is freely translated. Donkeys bray (Lied des transferierten Zettel, Schweig einmal still), bells peal (Zum neuen Jahr, St. Nepomuks Vorabend), bees buzz (Der Knabe und das Immlein), guns fire (Unfall, Der Jäger), cocks crow (Nixe Binsefuss), nightingales trill (Philine, Singt mein Schatz), winds blow (Begegnung, Lied vom Winde), treadles whirr (Die Spinnerin), sleepyheads yawn (Der Schäfer), thunder resounds (Der Jäger) and there is even the swishing of whips (Gesellenlied, Selbstgeständnis). All this, and much more, belongs to the song-writer’s stock-in-trade, and Wolf sets it out very attractively and entertainingly. Such overtly onomatopoeic effects, though not always very subtle, are undeniably very close to language. But this is only the beginning; there are many deeper interconnections between sound and sense, such as the widely-spaced chords that suggest heights, depths and echoes, and hence hollowness and reverberation (Cophtisches Lied I, Der Feuerreiter), the processional exits that fade away in the distance (Epiphanias, Nun wandre Maria) or the analogous disappearing trick which makes the music vanish upwards into thin air (Waldmädchen, Lied vom Winde).


All these effects belong to a grand theatrical design of three-dimensional symbolism in several different modes. Just as differences of pitch convey ideas of height or depth in the vertical plane, so dynamics and texture add a further dimension of near or far, large or small, while rhythm and tempo suggest movement in the lateral plane, as it were across the field of vision. Elfenlied is a good example of such components and their possible permutations. Similarly the notion of ‘vanishing into thin air’ is made audible by a combination of musical metaphors. Movement is conveyed by upward runs, disappearance by diminuendo, thinness by bare fifths, airiness by a high register. Here Nixe Binsefuss offers a graphic illustration. Each of these spatial dimensions has a quasi-visual equivalent, with its own special feeling-tone. Thus if high staccato notes can signify an intermittently bright or twinkling effect, then low sustained notes may be expected to evoke darkness and depth whether as it were literally in the music of underground springs (Frage und Antwort) or night-time (Um Mitternacht), or figuratively for the depths of despair (Alles endet) or perhaps of the subconscious mind (Fühlt meine Seele). Similarly the upper reaches of the keyboard symbolize lofty thoughts, spiritual aspirations, the starry sky (An die Geliebte), while the left hand has rather more worldly gestures (Geselle, woll’n wir uns). In all these various modes and dimensions, repetition acts as an intensifier, creating a mood of trance or dream by the hypnotic effect of iteration, whether of phrases (Im Frühling) or notes (Auf eine Christblume I) or chords (Gesang Weylas). Again, the piano accompaniment can be quasi-vocal, as if it were singing or speaking the words already sung, in a reprise of their melody, with greatly heightened effect; as in Ganymed or Komm, Liebchen, komm. Keyboard autonomy also permits a quasi-symphonic motivic development reflecting the changing moods of a poem (Auf einer Wanderung, Im Frühling). Piano interludes can link contrasting sections of a song and so suggest continuous action, whether in narrative or ballad forms (Ritter Kurts Brautfahrt) or more rarely in the lyric mode (Fussreise). Often, as in both those examples, the postlude is akin to a stage exit, usually with a touch of character-study in the music. Not only do piano preludes set the scene, but their absence or curtailment can imply a breathless impatience, an eagerness to begin (Die Spinnerin, Peregrina I). Similarly, accompaniment structure not only provides a satisfying formal framework but enables significant inferences to be drawn from audible variations and departures from the expected design. Thus phrase-lengths may be interrupted or interchanged to suggest confusion (Was in der Schenke), or extended to make more room for expressive words (Treibe nur mit Lieben, Auf dem grünen Balkon); other such changes can symbolize different rates of passing time, e.g. by suggesting mental lethargy (Im Frühling) or eager anticipation (Mein Liebster singt). Again, these are dramatic or theatrical images of action and character. Keyboard marches or dances tell us what steps were taken, and with what air. Because of their individual independence, Wolf’s piano parts can create not only décor and perspective (by distinguishing foreground from background, as in Mein Liebster singt) but also dramatic irony (by presenting two different levels of involvement simultaneously, as in Bei einer Trauung). It is not surprising then that the independent keyboard writing so often seems to have been the composer’s primary inspiration, sometimes even taking precedence over the verbal stress, as exemplified in Tretet ein, hoher Krieger (181, note 2). This degree of independence or primacy recalls the orchestral writing in Wagner. In Wolf’s own operas, the piano reduction often sounds more compelling than the orchestral version; and the same applies with even greater force to his scoring of his own songs (twenty of which were arranged for solo performance, two for incorporation into Der Corregidor, and two into Manuel Venegas). The resulting genre is intermediate between what might be called the compressed opera of his songbooks and the expanded songbooks of his operas. This hybrid has not proved fertile, and the works are rarely performed. Yet Wolf himself thought highly of them, and most of them date from 1890, one of his most prolific song-writing years. Their purpose was not only to reach a wider public but also to deploy even greater expressive power and device than the solo song-form could contain, whether by broadening the scene-painting (e.g. the thunder and lightning effects in Prometheus) or brightening the sound-painting (e.g. the added chromatic runs in Der Rattenfänger). But Wolf also invoked the orchestra for further depths of feeling (e.g. the horn counterpoints in Gesang Weylas). In general his aim was to convert his miniatures into oil paintings suitable for wider exhibition, whether in the concert hall or better still, the opera house. In his own creative imagination, his songs belonged not only in an auditorium but behind a proscenium arch.


In all this a major share of the musical expression inevitably falls to the pianist, not only in the ballad tradition of pictorial interludes, in which Wolf was no doubt influenced by Loewe, but also in the newer vein of grandiloquent quasi-orchestral device found in Wagner transcriptions. That in turn led Wolf to the direct exploration of quasi-Wagnerian resonance and reminiscence, in quest of his own new concept of the Lied as a multi-dimensional singing theatre of the imagination, where everything is made of music – construction, action, character, plot and sub-plot, irony, narrative, gesture, mime, dance and song, costume, scenery and even stage properties and effects, including lighting. From all these copious solutions to the problem of sonorous equivalence, certain clear-cut musical ideas are heard crystallizing out, just as analogous ideas occur in Wagner, in the form of specially significant motifs.


But Wolf remains within the song tradition; the keyboard was always the foundation of the Lied form. Before Schubert could write his first great songs, it was first necessary for the piano to evolve so that it could render orchestral sound-effects, and thus enable Lied composers to compress the intensity of large-scale musical expression within the more personal and intimate frame of voice and keyboard, household and drawing-room, friends and lovers. That task of compression was dramatically eased for Wolf by the techniques of piano reduction used by Karl Klindworth and other fine pianists, including Liszt, in their vocal scores of Wagner operas. Wolf’s own Wagner paraphrases (c. 1882) often presage the piano parts of his later songs, both in their part-writing and in their transcription of orchestral effects such as string runs or tremolandos. Thus the flashing brilliance of massed strings is metamorphosed into the wildly ebullient (and difficult) postlude to Ich hab’ in Penna. The vibrating or pulsating effects of tremolandos express a powerful intensity of emotion, whether directly personal as in the postludes to Wenn du mein Liebster and Wohl denk’ ich oft or mediated through such nature-symbols as the thunder in Prometheus and Der jäger. In Wolf’s earlier songs the independent piano part is sometimes derivative; thus a Heine setting Wenn ich in deine Augen seh’ of 1876 has an accompaniment in the style of a Schubert impromptu. Again, Wolf soon adopted the Schumann style of a lyric piano solo, the melody of which also serves as vocal line; Morgentau of 1877, the earliest song Wolf adjudged worthy of publication, is a very successful example. But far more important was his timely discovery that real keyboard independence can confer a new dimension of meaning. For example the piano may depict a convivial scene, the singer’s sad exclusion from which is expressed in the voice part, as in Sie haben heut’ Abend Gesellschaft of 1878. This example too was obviously derivative (from Schumann’s Das ist ein Flöten und Geigen) and not wholly successful. But it led to such supreme evocations of mood and character as Mein Liebster singt, where the independence of the piano part embodies the excluded lover and his haunting serenade, while the vocal melody is the sad song of the lonely listener. Such works are tableaux vivants on which an imagined curtain rises. As Wolf told his friend Emil Kauffmann, he always imagined a background to each of his songs; and examples he gave (the goddess sitting on a reef in the moonlight, playing her harp, in Gesang Weylas; a chorus of wise men joining in the refrain of Cophtisches Lied I, to the sound of clinking glasses) go well beyond anything described in the text. It is this dramatic embodiment of the lyric moment that creates Wagnerian resonances in Wolf’s mind, especially when the words of the poem he is setting run parallel with passages or phrases in Wagner’s libretti. In Die Geister am Mummelsee for example, where the poem speaks of a funeral procession (‘Totengeleit’) the piano part is reminiscent of the cortège of Titurel (‘Geleiten wir’) in Parsifal. Again, the opening of Auf eine Christblume I has a certain kinship with the appearance of Erda in Siegfried, e.g. at ‘kräftig reizt der Zauber’; Mörike’s poem too describes a magic flower-like apparition and speaks of a ‘Zauberreich’. Not only are the verbal and visual links with Wagner always vividly present to Wolf’s creative imagination; Wolf himself, as the most complete and perfect Wagnerite of his time, was always ready to introduce deliberate Wagnerian allusions (for example to Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg in Gesellenlied) in accordance with contemporary ironic or parodistic convention. Furthermore, as we have seen, his own essential medium of keyboard style and texture had been strongly influenced by the piano reductions of Wagner’s operas. Unsurprisingly, then, the resemblances between Wolf and Wagner are sometimes strong. But they are usually general, not specific. Wolf’s detailed knowledge of Wagner’s scores and stage action, which so strikingly informs his critical writings, helps to protect him against involuntary allusion and unconscious plagiarism. The affinity goes far deeper, down to the very roots that both music and language have in common. It is the same kinship that Schubert shared with Mozart. The masters of song learn from the masters of opera; the motive power of music-drama is converted into the lyric mode.


In this way the expressive elements of music, described above, had already been taken very close to language in the earliest songs of the nineteenth century, notably those of Schubert and Loewe. The latter’s work is mainly illustrative and depictive; his ballads with their characteristic piano interludes are the sonorous equivalent of a storybook with pictures. Schubert’s verbo-musical ideas are much deeper; they are more lyric than narrative, more poetry than painting, and include clear musical equivalents for the inner life of feeling. Wagner’s motifs combine and expand ideas from both those sources. Wolf shared this common ancestry of a musical idiom already saturated with language. From this matrix, when poetry is added, the Wolfian song-motif crystallizes out. It has two main functions; to symbolize feeling, and to create structure. But it may take many different forms. Some of Wolf’s musical equivalents have a clear verbal counterpart; others are more puzzling. Some have a long tradition; others are more personal. Many are difficult to define. But each is open to verification by direct experience of the music; and all are worth close attention for whatever they can tell us about the meaning or interpretation of a particular song.


They are also relevant to a closer study of the expressive or communicative powers of music and its analogies with language in those respects. But that would go beyond the present purpose. The following list, in no special order, is intended only to exemplify. Many further instances of these and other such 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.


Motifs


1. Worship, submission, self-surrender



A syncopated rhythm e.g. [image: ] often appears, usually in open fifths in the left-hand piano part, in songs of which the words express the idea of worship, whether of God (Zum neuen Jahre, middle section) or of the loved one (Wenn du mich mit den Augen streifst). The reason for this correspondence is not readily apparent. Yet these persistent figures somehow seem to convey the impression of submission or self-surrender; it is as if the tonic stress had taken refuge by hiding away within the barline. Certainly this effect is elusive, and is likely to be lost if there is any suspicion of overt syncopation, thus [image: ] or too strong an accent on the main beats. But the resemblances among songs otherwise as diverse as An die Geliebte and Und willst du deinen Liebsten seem directly attributable to this rhythmic consanguinity. A more complex and very compelling example of this motivic syncopation is heard throughout the bass part of Sterb’ ich, so hüllt in Blumen, where the effect of rapt self-surrender is unmistakable. In that context, and no doubt in others, the idea has Wagnerian parallels: cf. the ‘Liebestod’ syncopations of Tristan und Isolde.


2. Childishness, weakness



An analogous rhythm, thus [image: ] or [image: ] etc is frequently found in association with the idea of childish helplessness or weakness. The reason behind this equivalence is much clearer. These are the weak beats of the bar, and the allusive use made of them is very striking. Thus on the last page of Der Genesene an die Hoffnung, at the mention of the word ‘child’ (‘wie ein Kind’ etc) the piano rhythm is displaced by a semiquaver, and hence weakened, solely for the one bar in which that word occurs. Similarly in Peregrina II the off-beat accompaniment seems to respond to the word ‘Kindersaal’. Other examples of this verbal association are in the opening bars of Der Freund (‘ein sanftgewiegtes Kind’) and again in Nimmersatte Liebe (at the word ‘Mädchen’, where the symbolism of emotional helplessness is particularly close and apt). More subtle, and movingly, the off-beat rhythm is heard all through the Harper’s song An die Türen; the poem depicts a frail old man who has become ‘still und sittsam’, quiet and docile. Again there are Wagnerian analogues, as for example when the dead swan’s wings hang limp (‘matt hängen die Flügel’) in Parsifal.


3. Smallness



This idea is conveyed by the repeated interval of the minor second, with the two notes played either together or consecutively, usually high in the right hand with small note-values, and often staccato or pp. The idea of the smallest possible interval lasting the shortest possible time is sufficiently clear. The motif in its basic form is used to illustrate an elf both in Elfenlied:




[image: ]





and in Auf eine Christblume I:




[image: ]





and is of course heard throughout Mein Liebster ist so klein.


4. Laughter, mockery, criticism



Another related effect, this time frankly burlesque, is that of the sharply rising or falling semitone, often in the form of an acciaccatura; and sometimes a mordent. This stands for the idea of laughter not wholly free from malice, as throughout Rat einer Alten. In that song and others such as Abschied it is also used to suggest the notion of criticism. Its elaborations include downward chromatic runs, whether in chords as at ‘er aber lacht’ in Unfall or in single notes as in the postlude to Das  Köhlerweib ist trunken, depending on the quality of laughter depicted. Even at its most mirthful it has a characteristically Wolfian bite and snap from its earliest appearance (in the 1878 piano piece Scherz und Spiel, evocative of children’s games).


5. Unrest, unease



In other contexts, the inclusion of a sharply rising semitone conveys an entirely different idea. A repeated piano figuration of this kind




[image: ]





often corresponds to a mood of unrest, whether physical (Genialisch Treiben, piano prelude etc) or mental (Storchenbotschaft, piano, bar 34) or both (Der Jäger, left hand passim).


6. Manliness



That previous motif in turn is related to what seems to be an equivalent for the idea of manliness or virile force. Here the basic concept is a strongly ascending bass line, sometimes chromatic and sometimes diatonic, usually in a jerking dotted rhythm and almost always rising by step rather than by leap. Its simplest form could be exemplified thus:
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It is perhaps revealing that Wolf sounds ill at ease with this motif in the 1888 songs. There its use is mainly light-hearted or mock-heroic, as in many of the Eichendorff songs; and when it is intended seriously, its effect can be bombastic and unconvincing, as in Der Freund. But in 1889 an analogous idea achieves a true and powerful expression. In the climbing octaves of Prometheus
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Wolf conveys a supremely impressive effect of manly pride and determination. With this he said almost his final word on the subject; the motif is never heard again in the solo songs, and recurs only as the orchestral prelude to a rousing patriotic chorus, Dem Vaterland. No doubt it tended to sound too obviously representational for regular or extended use. The idea is a commonplace in Wagner; both he and Wolf could have heard it in Schubert (e.g. in Lied eines Kriegers) and earlier sources, where dotted rhythms in two-or four-time commonly imply military marches and hence doughty deeds.


7. Gaiety, élan



In Wolf’s many songs in light-hearted vein there is an irresistible sweeping vitality and exultation. Among his most typical musical equivalents is the simple idea of a scale-passage rising to an accented tonic, usually in the piano treble, thus:
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This is put to many fresh and pleasant uses, even expressing various shades of meaning, from swaggering, as in Der Glücksritter, to suavity, as in Spottlied. Its appearance is often significant. In Gutmann und Gutweib and Ritter Kurts Brautfahrt, for example, it tells us quite plainly early in the song that the high-flown style is burlesque or mock-heroic. In all contexts it is an indication that the composer is in high spirits, enjoying the humour of the verses and his music-making.


8. Freedom, release



The use of the rising horn passage, thus:
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is almost a history, in itself, of musical equivalence in Wolf’s songs. There is an immediate association with the chase, the huntsman, the open air; and sure enough the first extended deployment of this motif occurs in the Jägerlied of 1888. Towards the end of Wolf’s creative life, the same quasiliteral association figures in Gesegnet sei das Grün. In between, the idea takes on a variety of illustrative meanings with the same verbal concepts of freedom, or release from constraint, underlying them. A clear example is found in Verschwiegene Liebe, where the brief appearance of this motif at the word ‘frei’ in the first verse serves to underline the poetic concept of thoughts flying free. In two songs in which a shot is fired (Die Zigeunerin, Unfall) the trigger is released to the sound of this motif, in an unmistakably significant metaphor, also no doubt related to the same basic concepts of hunting and the open air (‘im Freien’, in German). In Wagner, analogous motifs take on powerful overtones of nature-myth, as in the prelude to Das Rheingold; Wolf’s influences were no doubt more firmly rooted in the field of Lied-composition, notably Schumann, Schubert, and their own earlier German-speaking folk-tradition.


9. Contentment, the open air



The ebullience of motif 7 above is an evident feature of Wolf’s song-writing. Less apparent but no less real is his series of vocal melodic counterparts for the idea of serenity or happiness which, like motif 8 above, is usually found in association with the idea of the open air. It is perhaps relevant that Wolf himself was never happier than when out walking in the countryside; his typical outdoor tunes are readily harmonizable in the horn passages of motif 8. The following examples (among others) occur in verbal contexts of open-air elation. All are transposed for ease of comparison. 




[image: ]





10. Singing



When Wolf has in mind the idea of singing as such, a different equivalent appears, a chain of rising and falling sixths in the voice part, thus:
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This pattern, or a melodic line based upon it, occurs typically in songs within songs; whether those that have the word ‘song’ in the title (Jägerlied, Spottlied), or those that are about someone singing (Der Musikant) or even about birds singing (Der Scholar, at the words ‘singen alle Vögelein’). The melodic curves of Lied eines Verliebten and of Das Ständchen also have something of this quality. We may think perhaps of the typical waltz or ländler, with which Wolf was wholly familiar. It is clear from the final section of Abschied how easily and pleasantly this motif, with its hint of yodelling, can be turned into a popular song and dance refrain. Again it embodies a feeling or frame of mind, rather than the actual sounds of singing. These have a related equivalent, treated with more bravura and breadth, as in the far-flung phrases of ‘sing, sing’ in St Nepomuks Vorabend. The notion of a rising vocal sixth as a symbol of an inward singing may perhaps have been absorbed by Wolf from such Schumann Lieder as Wehmut, Op. 39 no. 9.


11. Adoration



A close analogue of this ‘singing’ motif – basically thus:
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is put to different though related uses. The sixths, in either the voice or the piano part, rise and fall more quiescently, more acquiescently; the singing is transfixed. The contexts in which this motif occurs show its meaning; all are songs of adoring love. Its significance is perhaps plainest in the postludes of Frage und Antwort and Und willst du deinen Liebsten sterben sehen. The latter song is built up from this idea in masterly fashion.


12. Longing, yearning



This feeling-tone is suggested by a recurring snatch of melody in the right-hand piano part, thus:
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It is first heard in the ecstatic culmination of Auf einer Wanderung. This last page, beginning ‘Ach, hier’ cost Wolf much effort and revision. The motif he eventually devised to match Mörike’s intensely yearning lines is not an independent construction. It is derived from previous material, as described in the notes to that song (27). But it evidently seemed so right for the trance-like mood it depicts that it was used again throughout the later Mörike song Im Frühling with transcending effect. The feeling of both these songs is one of rapt absorption; and the motif recurs in two Spanish songs of similar stamp, Bedeckt mich mit Blumen and Nun bin ich dein.


13. Love I



This is a direct musical metaphor. In Wolf’s love-music, two strands of melody (often in the piano right hand) converge, moving in two-part harmony towards unison. A simple example
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occurs in the early and rather trifling little allegory of love Das Vöglein of 1878. Its later uses however are far more finely wrought, and highly charged with meaning. Their Wolfian source may well be the postlude of Lebe Wohl, in which the sad theme of farewell (cf. motif 22) sounds downward in the treble while the tenor voice strives upward to meet it. In the Peregrina songs this idea is extended into the passionate music that links the two as the postlude to the first song and the prelude and main thematic material of the second.
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In this more complex form it recurs in the last song of all, Fühlt meine Seele.
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In one guise or another it is a marked feature of many a fine love-song, as of the passionate duetting music in Der Corregidor. So manifest a metaphor needs no antecedents; but Wolf was no doubt familiar with, and may have been influenced by, the converging lines of Schumann’s love-song Nichts Schöneres, Op. 36 no. 3.


14. Love II



The evidence for a second related love theme is offered with more diffidence. But there is a recurrent strain of quasi-inversion of the idea of motif 13, so that two melodic lines diverge, e.g. in the simplest form
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It happens that, musically speaking at least, inversion gives like results. If these ideas are in fact used thematically, we would expect them to mean another kind of love. There is some ground for conjecturing that such expressions may be an equivalent for what the Greeks called ‘storge’, the love between parent and child, as distinct from ‘eros’. For example, these diverging but euphonious melodic lines occur in Selbstgeständnis (e.g. piano postlude), a song about a parent-child relationship, and in Der Genesene an die Hoffnung (piano at the last words ‘in deinem Arm’) where Hope is personified as a maternal and comforting figure. The motif also pervades the music of Und steht ihr früh, a song of ineffable physical tenderness but far removed from Wolf’s typical passionate love-music. It might also be hazarded, for what it is worth, that the piano part of In dem Schatten meiner Locken is saying in Wofian terms that the singer feels towards her sleeping lover as tenderly as a mother towards her sleeping child.


15. Isolation, separation, loneliness



This is another example of primary musical metaphor. Again it is a piano figuration. The right hand has repeated chords, from which the left hand moves away downwards, usually in single notes. It is difficult to find a precisely apt verbal equivalent for this motif; yet the passages in which it occurs are clearly related in meaning. To mention first a generalized example—the descending bass of Im Frühling seems unlikely to bear any particular thematic significance, though the song is in fact about isolation. This is followed by some interesting, if vague, associations in the Goethe songs. Little is heard of this motif for over a year (no song that might have been felt to demand it was written during the interval). Then in Schmerzliche Wonnen it falls pat on the words ‘when the soul is separated from the body’.


Perhaps Wolf’s associations were becoming more definite from this moment on. At any rate there is no mistaking the meaning of the motif that goes grieving through the piano part of Mir ward gesagt, a song on the sole theme of the sorrow of parting. This is deeply felt music; and so we may feel justified in ascribing the same mood to Auch kleine Dinge and, even after an interval of another five years, to Wohl kenn’ ich Euren  Stand. As with motif 13, the musical metaphor is manifest enough to need no model; but Wolf was certainly familiar with Schumann’s Ich grolle nicht, Op. 48 no. 7 which conforms passim to the basic tonal pattern described above, and is also designed to express cognate verbal ideas.


16. Companionship



In songs expressing the idea of companionship, togetherness, Wolf sometimes makes effective use of chains of parallel thirds in the piano right hand. This motif is mainly concentrated in the one supreme example Nun wandre Maria. But it has a wider range; thus two songs about young soldiers marching off to the wars – Sie blasen zum Abmarsch and Ihr jungen Leute– have the piano’s consecutive thirds in common while remaining in other respects musically dissimilar. The basic motivic metaphor of close harmony moving in step is clear enough, though rare in other Lied sources. Perhaps Wagner had an analogous imagery of parallelism in mind, though in a very different context, for the consecutive thirds of his ‘Ring’ motif, which as it were describe the segment of a circle.


17. Night and wakefulness



This motif occurs infrequently but so characteristically as perhaps to exemplify a deep interconnection between Wolf’s creative inspiration and his personal experience. For many years he suffered from insomnia; and poetry about solitary wakefulness and movement at night evoked a definable though varied musical response. Repeated notes or octaves in the piano right hand are underlined by a wandering left-hand theme, also in single notes or octaves, as in the following three examples:
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The first is from Auf eine Christblume I and the words are about movement in a nocturnal scene, as the deer graze in the twilight; the same music is later used to accompany the activities of an elf at midnight. The second is from Gutmann und Gutweib and the words are about the old folk lying in bed, deliberately keeping awake. The third is from Alle gingen, Herz, zur Ruh and the words are about the beating heart of a sleepless lover in the night. In Lied eines Verliebten the whole song is about being awake at night; much of the piano part assumes the basic pattern described. This motif first appears in embryo in the Körner Ständchen of 1877, the opening words of which describe the silence of the night; lovers’ thoughts alone are awake. At the following idea of being surrounded by nocturnal phantoms (‘mich umschleichen … nächtliche Gespenster’) the left-hand single notes surround the repeated right-hand chords, on both sides. The same association persists in Wolf’s mind as late as 1895 when in Act II of Der Corregidor Frasquita keeps her nocturnal vigil (scene 3) or Manuela gropes her way in the dark (scene 10). The same Gestalt clearly informs each example.


18. Night and sleep



This is another manifest metaphor. A rocking, lulling movement (not unrelated to motif 12 above) usually a shifting semitone in cross-rhythm,
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in the middle register of the piano, regularly occurs in songs about night, sleep, dream, nocturnal reverie. We glimpse this movement in the early song Die Nacht (1880). But it is already fully-fledged by 1887 in Nachtzauber; and in its simplest and most basic form quoted above it evokes the idea of Night herself dreaming in Um Mitternacht. In Der Freund only the opening words are about sleeping – and only the opening bars contain this motif. Its use is evident in Verschwiegene Liebe, about night-time, and St Nepomuks Vorabend, a nocturnal scene. It requires no very lively sense of metaphor, whether in words or music, to pass from the idea of sleep and night to that of the serenity of death; an analogous motif is heard throughout Komm, o Tod. Unproblematical though this metaphor is, it has few clear antecedents. But similar cross-rhythms occur in related contexts by Schumann (e.g. Nachtlied, Op. 96 no. 1, Abendlied, Op. 107 no. 6) and Wolf may have heard them there.


19. Mystery, magic



This is essentially a chordal progression, often dominant sevenths, in slow time, involving a chromatic shift in which two unrelated tonalities are juxtaposed. The corresponding voice part often moves up and down by octaves or fifths. There are also many instances of a change of keyboard register to point the contrast between the two tonalities. The effect is basically thus:
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This idea is given a bewildering variety of treatment in contexts of which the common factor is musically apparent enough but impossible to define precisely in verbal terms, e.g. the music that greets the mysterious apparition of the storks in Storchenbotschaft (bar 16) and of the mermaid in Seemanns Abschied (bars 13–16). The mystic refrain of Cophtisches Lied I is also analogous. Among many related examples, one of the clearest occurs at the word ‘magisch’ in Act 1 of Der Corregidor. In addition to its textual correspondence with the poems, the motif is also found in association with the composer’s own directions ‘heimlich’ in Heimweh and ‘geheimnisvoll’ in Der Feuerreiter, as if this were indeed his way of saying ‘misterioso’ in music. Schumann uses a similar chord-progression in the same sense, with impressively mysterious effect, in his song Auf das Trinkglas eines verstorbenen Freundes, Op. 35 no. 6, which Wolf greatly admired. A similar idea is conspicuous in Wagner’s Ring. The juxtaposition of unrelated tonalities characterizes both the ‘Tarnhelm’ motif and that of Loge, god of fire and lies, all flickering flame and forked tongue. This in turn may have influenced the connection in Wolf’s mind between this motif and the next.


20. Deception



A semitonal shift akin to the ‘mysterious’ motif 19 above, but less solemn and lighter in texture, may suggest the idea of deception or falsity. A good example occurs in Geselle, woll’n wir uns:
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The point is not well documented, but for what it is worth similar chromatics are also heard in other songs, e.g. Lass sie nur gehn (bars 2–4) in passages where ‘pretence’ or ‘deceit’ is the idea behind the words.


21. Narration, reflection



A harmonic progression on these lines
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although perhaps more of a mannerism than a motif properly so called, offers a revealing comparison with the ‘singing’ motif (10 above). Instead of lilting sixths in the voice part we have a rather ordinary formula consisting of a gradual shift in four-part harmony. The contrast is complete; nothing could be less like ‘singing’. This piano motif shows a general correspondence in certain of its uses to the idea of ‘thinking’. It occurs in particular where the voice part is about to introduce a new thought – Der Knabe und das Immlein (bars 20–1) – and in general in the opening bars of many songs in reflective mood, e.g. Gebet. For reasons already given (p. 10) the basic concept of four-part harmony in Wolf tends to reflect a meditative or overtly devotional mood, no doubt because of its association with the church music of hymn or chorale.


22. Sorrow



As with all these motifs, in particular 15 above, to which it is closely akin, this is not precisely definable in words despite the similarity of musical effect common to all the contexts in which it occurs. The basic idea is sorrow or despair induced by loss or deprivation; its musical expression is a recurring downward-tending melodic line, usually in the piano right hand, moving by step, in tones or semitones (mainly the latter), rarely more than three or four notes, rarely traversing more than a major third, thus:
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This motif is present throughout Wolf’s creative life and is heard in all four major songbooks. One of the first and finest examples is the deeply-felt Lebe wohl. Here the falling phrase
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echoes the sound and sense of this sad word of farewell. In the Goethe volume this motif is prominent in the three Harper songs; despair is the theme of them all. It resounds throughout the only Mignon song which is specifically about deprivation – Nur wer die Sehnsucht kennt. In its later uses this motif has great simplicity and effect, as in the sad slow crotchet octaves that begin Wir haben beide. In the 1896 masterpiece Wie viele Zeit it is introduced, again in a simple form, at the end of the song (in the postlude) as a new idea. The unmistakable sadness of its presentation there may help with the interpretation of the song as a whole. There are also many examples of its use in a lighter vein; thus it is parodied in the opening section, where despairing love is derided, of Freeh und Froh II. Of course this motif has obvious onomatopoeic overtones. Among Wolf’s immediate precursors, both Schumann and Wagner use a falling semitone to convey the sound of a groan and hence the sense of affliction – Schumann in e.g. Warte, warte, wilder Schiffmann, Op. 24 no. 6, to illustrate the exclamation ‘Oh!’, which he has himself added to Heine’s text for extra expressive effect, and Wagner in his so-called ‘Wehe-motiv’ in Das Rheingold and throughout the Ring. But the extension of this idea into (so to speak) meaningful phrases rather than exclamatory sounds is characteristically Wolfian.


23. Pathos, bathos



‘Übermässig’, the German technical term for ‘augmented’, also means both ‘extreme’ and ‘extravagant’ in common parlance; and chords of the augmented fifth, e.g.
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are frequently heard in songs of powerful feeling. Like the previous motif its use may be serious or parodied; it illustrates both tense emotion and maudlin sentiment. Two examples of its serious application are Grenzen der Menschheit (bar 44 et seq.) and Das verlassene Mägdlein (e.g. bars 23–6); and two of its burlesque function: Zur Warnung (bars 1–2) and Bei einer Trauung (passim). Again the wide-ranging allusiveness of this particular chord is typically Wolfian; but the basic feeling-tone may well be related to the augmented fifth of Wagner’s ‘Nothung’ motif expressing a concentrated longing for the liberating sword.


24. Light I



This idea is motif 23 writ large. Instead of (say) the notes C, E, G# together, passages in the tonalities of C major, E major, G# (= A[image: ]) major are heard consecutively in ascending order. This effect is clearly associated in Wolf’s mind with the idea of increasing brightness, as in In der Frühe and Morgenstimmung. The culminating vision of Auf einer Wanderung and the transfiguration of Ganymed are also stated in these terms. This association of ideas perhaps lends added significance to other examples, e.g. Die ihr schwebet, Das Ständchen, and Schon streckt’ ich aus.


25. Light II



The idea of light emitted at the same level of intensity, whether steady or discontinuous, shining or twinkling, is conveyed by sounds at the same level, whether sustained or staccato. Thus the high E on the third syllable of ‘Mondenschein’ in Mausfallen-Sprüchlein measures out two full minims of bright moonlight. In the piano right hand, high chord-clusters evoke the night sky graced by moon (Wie glänzt der helle Mond) or stars (An die Geliebte) beaming or sparkling respectively in slower or quicker repetitions, with lesser or greater staccato (cf. the equally nocturnal motif 17). The same musical imagery lights up the lamps in Philine, the candles in Peregrina II, the torches in Die Geister am Mummelsee. The equivalence of staccato notes or chords with points of light can be traced back to Haydn’s Creation (e.g. at the moment when stars are created) and thence no doubt to earlier sources. This motif was thus well-established in the Lied from its inception, e.g. in Schubert’s Adelaide (at ‘im Gefilde der Sterne’).


26. Detachment



Staccato notes can have further extended significance. Sometimes this is as it were literal, as when five separate notes symbolize five crimson drops in Auf eine Christblume I. Such equivalence is found copiously illustrated elsewhere in the Lied, notably by Brahms, who seems habitually to have imagined falling tear-drops as separate descending notes, usually in the right hand of the piano part. But Wolf’s staccato can also be much more metaphorical; thus the light touch of the accompaniment in Der Scholar, and perhaps also in O wüsstest du, signifies ironic detachment.


27. Accusation, insistence, defiance



A different set of physical equivalents, perhaps related to notional gestures of hand or foot, arm or finger, is also conveyed by separate repeated notes or chords, this time strongly underlined or heavily accented. Into this category fall the four emphatically accusing crotchets in the piano part of Sagt, seid Ihr es, or the vocal phrase ‘du falsche Renegatin’, as if italicized by repetition, in O wüsstest du. Most characteristic is the two-fisted hammering and pounding in e.g. Cophtisches Lied II. But these ideas are powerfully combined in the punitive self-accusations of Mühvoll komm’ ich. 


28. Soothing, stroking



The converse of motif 27 is the gentle arpeggio idea of hands used in calm or serene gestures, whether of fingers straying upon an instrument as in Gesang Weylas and An eine Äolsharfe or in a symbolized combing of hair, as in Und willst du deinen Liebsten sterben sehen and In dent Schatten meiner Locken. These latter applications may well have been influenced by Schubert’s Versunken, where also the hand on the keyboard offers an image, again directly derived from the verses, of a ‘five-pronged comb’.


29. Wielding, carrying



Assured gestures of command are conveyed by falling left-hand octaves as in the kingly bidding of Der Sänger, or the creating power of Gesegnet sei, durch den die Welt entstund. By extension, octaves and chords in contrary motion can illustrate e.g. how it feels to have the width and weight of the world within one’s hands, like the king in Königlich Gebet.


30. Simplicity, directness



When piano octaves are in unison with the voice, the effect is of naive or unfeigned utterance, whether of statement (Der Schäfer) or question (Ob der Koran von Ewigkeit sei?). It makes a typical narrative beginning in folk-tale or fairy-story vein, as in Epiphanias or Elfenlied respectively. There are some Lied precedents, notably the outset of Schumann’s Frühlingsfahrt, Op. 45 no. 2, and also in the ballad style of Loewe and Schubert.


31. Questioning I



The opening phrase (motif 30) of Ob der Koran ends on the fifth note of the scale, which the textual question-mark invests with implied dominant harmony. Elsewhere in Wolf, and very frequently (just as in Schubert and Schumann), a poetic question evokes a musical dominant, and conversely. This tonal association begins early, e.g. at and after ‘was soll ich tun?’ in Die Spinnerin of 1878. It is so clear and strong that a well-defined transition to dominant harmony, e.g. at the last chord of a piano postlude, can as it were leave a question-mark hanging over the music, to show that the tone is enquiring or the outcome uncertain.


32. Questioning II



An added seventh serves to increase the intensity of interrogation, by seeming to insist on the need for an answering and resolving tonic chord. The dominant seventh (again as so often in Schumann) implies an enhanced sense of questioning, sharpened to the point of pleading or yearning, as repeatedly in Wo wird einst. As that example also shows, further nuances of meaning are achieved by the relation of those dominant sevenths to the home tonic key of the song.





33. Frustration, discomfort



The harmonic tensions of motif 31 and 32 can be tightened another notch into feelings of unassuaged frustration expressed (again in a highly Schumannian way) by dominant sevenths in third inversion, or by diminished sevenths. Here the unresolved questioning becomes so intense as to sound not only unanswered but unanswerable. Sometimes the result is just puzzlement or bewilderment, whether deliberately ironical (as at ‘aber keine Ochse’ etc in Epiphanias) or frankly comic (as at the impact chord in the last page of Elfenlied, which conveys the concussed effect of running one’s head into a brick wall). But the feeling can also be one of self-inflicted punishment, as in Mühvoll komm’ ich und beladen; and there the diminished seventh chords are memorably meted out in the two-handed hammering style of motif 27, as also in the postlude to Blindes Schauen.


34. Pain, torment



Motif 33 is only metaphorically painful, in its serious use. Literal pain, or spiritual anguish, are expressed by the active dissonance of semitonal clash. Sometimes this remains unresolved for extra effect, as at ‘O weh,’ with the direction ‘schmerzlich’, in Ein Stündlein wohl vor Tag. More generally, as at the last word of Auf ein altes Bild, the dissonance occurs within a diminished or dominant seventh chord and is closely resolved downward, i.e. the essential component of the sorrow motif 22 is built into the tension of motif 32 or 33.


35. Emptiness, transparency



Motifs 31–34 derive from various ways of filling up or completing a given chord. When the harmony remains unfilled, and only the so-called bare octave or bare fifth is employed, usually in the upper right-hand register of the piano, the effect is one of emptiness or transparency whether metaphorical or literal. To these strains the diaphanous water-nymph dances in Nixe Binsefuss; they express the essential vacuousness of the vapid verses inset in Zur Warnung. And the unfilled sound of this chord has its own way of expressing an unfulfilled feeling or question, as at ‘warum schreibt Er aber nicht?’ in Auftrag.


36. Enhanced awareness, awakening



Of course all musical tensions, including those described in motifs 31–35 above, are relaxed or resolved by a movement towards tonic or other consonance. But there are several especially Wolfian aspects of this general procedure which seem to have quasi-verbal equivalents. Thus a movement from a chromatically inflected chord via a tonic six-four and added dominants towards a full close, as at the last three bars for voice and piano in Wenn du mich mit den Augen streifst, conveys in its context a clear impression of outward or upward movement. The words at that point are about a metaphorical expansion or breaking-out of the heart in love, ‘wenn es ausbrechen will’. It will not be mere coincidence that the same music in the same key recurred to Wolf’s mind as a suitable setting for the end of Wohl denk’ ich oft, where the same idea is presented in a more literal form as the singer’s fame and stature grow and are recognized. The analogous idea of awakening is treated in the same basic progression each time the soul awakens, at the words ‘Zeit ist’s, dass sie sich ermuntre’ in Ach wie long die Seele schlummert. The moment of recall from sleep in Schon streckt’ ich aus occurs on a six-four chord (‘dein Bildniss’).


37. Diminished awareness, falling asleep



The converse idea is audibly related by Wolf to the flattened sixth or seventh of the major scale. Thus, again in Schon streckt’ ich aus, the F flats in the opening A[image: ] major bars lend added drowsiness to the verbal idea of relaxing tired limbs; the same harmonic inflexion has a similar function in An den Schlaf.


38. Unsteadiness, fluctuation



The waking sensation of losing control, or being overcome, whether by waves of bliss as in Ganymed or by surges of drunkenness as in the Westöstlicher Divan songs, has a rhythmic rather than a harmonic equivalent. Spiritual exaltation tends to divide common time into 3 + 3 + 2 quavers; mundane intoxication results in an even more syncopated movement.


39. Serenity, assurance



Rhythmic continuity and steadiness on the other hand conveys the contrary of motif 38. In particular the quiet sustained note is eloquent of peacefulness, whether in the voice (‘still’ at the end of Morgentau, ‘stille ruh’n’ in Um Mitternacht) or in the piano accompaniment, usually low in the left hand (the repeated semibreves that appear at the words ‘süsser Friede’ in Wanderers Nachtlied, or at the equally tranquil close of Frage und Antwort). This idea, like 37, is occasionally heard in Schumann; but such metaphors, in these instances as in others, belong to the general musical language of European tradition.


40. Euphoria



An expression that seems wholly personal and peculiar to Wolf however is so striking and pervasive as to qualify for motivic status despite its difficulties of precise musical definition; this is the persistent association of F# major (rarely G[image: ] major) with moods and feelings of ebullient excitement, euphoric elation. Examples abound.


So do many other kinds of musico-verbal equivalence or congruence; the canonic movements of following or overtaking, the contrary motion of opposing ideas or forces, the chromatically drooping chords of diffidence or shyness, the harmonic or rhythmic expansion symbolising growth and development, and many another such tonal analogue. Some wholly defy verbal description; others, such as the rising-octave figure that graces the words ‘Scherz und Liebe’ in Philine, or the elongated nose-motif in Abschied, are clearly word-related but are confined to the one song in which they occur. The fertility and freedom of their invention, the concision and integrity with which they are subjugated to the Lied form; these are among Wolf’s supreme strengths as a song-writer.


*


Thus far we have considered particular aspects of Wolf’s idiom as they appear throughout the songs. The characteristic quality of his song-writing however lies in the way in which certain of these several aspects are combined in the music of each particular song. The Mörike Jägerlied setting is a clear and typical example of one possible result. Its date, early in 1888, shows that all the elements of Wolf’s style were present from the very beginning of his maturity as a composer. That style impressed critics and connoisseurs, as well as ordinary music-lovers, by its originality. All the contemporary essays had the word ‘new’ in their titles. Heinrich Rauchberg’s ‘Neue Lieder und Gesänge’ in the Österreichisch-Ungarische Revue of late 1889 was followed by Joseph Schalk’s equally laudatory and far more influential ‘Neue Lieder, neues Leben’ in the Münchener Allgemeine Zeitung of 22 January 1890. Others refer to a new springtime, a new renaissance. These were no mere journalistic clichés. Nor were such reactions confined to musicians; the poet Detlev von Liliencron hailed Wolf as ‘a king of the new art’. Wolf himself wrote, more modestly, of the novel aspects of his musical language. Yet he nowhere defined them; and the evidence of contemporary comment taken as a whole suggests that their essential originality was not wholly grasped, perhaps not even by their creator, much of whose song-writing is manifestly and avowedly in the main Lied tradition. He and his audiences felt that he was continuing the line of Schubert and Schumann, without radical departure; and indeed there are obvious similarities, including the notable intensity and spontaneity of composition that characterized Wolf’s spate of song-writing in 1888 no less clearly than Schumann’s in 1840 and Schubert’s in 1815. Basically similar too, despite the superficial differences much exaggerated by later commentary, are his choice and treatment of words. Well over half his texts have no pretension to poetic supremacy or even excellence. Even the great poets can be treated cavalierly; not only can the accentuation go astray, as so often in the Mörike volume, but the subtler declamatory effects are quite often second thoughts inserted at proof stage. Again in the Mörike volume, Er ist’s has repeated phrases and Das verlassene Mägdlein uses an unauthentic text, no doubt under the influence of Schumann in both instances. On occasion Wolf could repeat a whole strophe (Benedeit die sel’ge Mutter) or tacitly omit one (Geh,’ Geliebter), without any textual justification. He could embellish poems with his own insertions or inventions (Die Zigeunerin) or simply mistranscribe them (there are several textual errors in the manuscripts and first editions). He could deliberately add a new meaning unintended by the poet or translator (Wer rief dich denn?). Even his much-discussed practice of calling his songbooks ‘Gedichte von’ (poems by) Mörike, Goethe or Eichendorff was anticipated and perhaps prompted by Schumann. The same applies to his choice of translations, for example from the Spanish.


Nevertheless Wolf was indeed original, and in four main ways. First, he seems to have planned in advance the contents of each volume (e.g. the Spanish Songbook, as described in a letter of 12 November 1889 to his sister Käthe) rather as if the artistic unit is not only the chosen poem but the songbook considered as representative of the poet or source. Secondly, it was his practice to preface a performance of each song by a recital of the text; thus the words were separately acknowledged as a vital part of the artwork’s content, as well as of its form. Thirdly, Wolf was reluctant to set a poem which he considered had already been successfully composed – a view which (like the title ‘Gedichte’) presupposes that a musical setting is more like a translation or objective critique than a purely personal commentary. His songbooks are thus perhaps designed as anthologies, as homage, and also as critiques or translations. They make no sense, have no being, apart from the words which have breathed their life and essence into the music. Fourthly, this essence is dramatic. Wolf’s art is a means of framing, embodying, presenting, enacting, the life of words. Hence no doubt his lifelong obsession with the search for suitable opera libretti, his constant preoccupation with Wagner, his feeling that he was after all ‘only a song-writer’. At the very moment when his true genius was first becoming manifest to himself and the world, he could still write ‘For the moment they are admittedly only songs’.* On the very day when his inspired Mörike outburst began, he could still be busying himself with the task of extemporizing a whole comic opera at the keyboard.† Even with three great song-books completed he could still lament ‘I’m beginning to think I have reached the end of my life. I can’t go on writing songs for another 30 years’.‡ And in a further letter to Grohe comes the astoundingly anguished cry ‘I really and truly shudder at the thought of my songs. The flattering recognition as “song-writer” disturbs me down to the very depths of my soul. What does it signify but the reproach that songs are all I ever write, that I am master of what is only a small-scale genre?’.§ Six years later, Wolf’s eventual madness took the form of, and was probably precipitated by, a megalomaniac obsession with operatic composition and performance.


There were perhaps three main reasons for this fixation. Songs were still generally held to be an inferior art-form, a belief that had earlier inhibited Schumann. Secondly, Wolf as an expressive and communicative composer craved the maximal audiences attainable only through opera and symphony. Lastly, and most significantly, his genius was in fact for drama in music, though in a condensed form. No wonder he arranged his songs into composite volumes comprehensive enough to yield extended recitals and programmes of planned contrasts, with at least a potential appeal to a mass audience. Further, each major songbook contains linking motifs designed to integrate the single songs into a larger conceptual scheme (as with Eichendorff songs 9–10, Mörike 2–3, Goethe 39–40, Spanish sacred songs 8–10, Italian 42–3). The songbook is thus itself the large-scale dramatic form; and in consequence the musical style changes with each songbook.


In the majority of the Mörike songs for example it is the verbal music of the words that seems to be the essential inspiration, and the vocal and instrumental melodic lines that carry the primary musical current, in response to the poetry. In the Goethe volume the proportion of such songs is significantly less; and with the Spanish songs the trend away from verbal music is even more marked. Rhythmic ideas, accompaniment figures, formal constructions, begin to dominate the musical expression. It seems that this aspect of Wolf’s art, like all the others so far considered, is directly related to the texts he selected for setting.


A hypothetical example may make this clearer. Let us imagine some Wolf settings, for voice and piano, of English poetry; say Shakespeare’s sonnets. Some of these have a verbal melody to which Wolf would surely have responded in terms of musical melody as the basic inspiration.






Shall I compare thee to a Summers day?


Thou art more lovely and more temperate:








Those lines might have begun to sing in his mind, taking shape as a melodic line following the questioning and answering inflexions of the words and bringing out their emotive content – perhaps by prolonging each ‘more’ on a higher note so that the melody can curve down and hesitate gently before ‘lovely’ and ‘temperate’. The idea of a tenderly lulling accompaniment, say in the worshipping rhythm of motif 1 above, might then have presented itself. The noble serenity of the sonnet could have suggested a primary tonality of E[image: ] or A[image: ] major, perhaps with a brightening allusion to a sharp-sounding tonality (say C[image: ] or Fb major) at the word ‘Summers’. Against this background we can imagine an endearingly evocative musical treatment of the next line:






Rough windes do shake the darling buds of May,








and so on to a fine ringing conclusion at






So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.








This would be Wolf in the Mörike songbook.


Other sonnets however might have been translated in terms of a rhythmic idea in the first instance.






Alas ’tis true, I have gone here and there,


And made my selfe a motley to the view,








We can imagine how those lines might have suggested a glumly clownish piano figuration. Its interest would of course be partly melodic, since it would have to leap up and down, here and there, and generally make itself a motley to the ear. But the primary idea would have come in the shape of a repeated rhythmic piano figuration, quite independent of the stress of the words, which could be left to make their own way along a melodic line following their spoken inflexions. The piano part might easily be a self-contained solo, of great formal perfection. The bittersweet mood of the sonnet could have suggested the key of B minor, with harmonic tensions moving towards a hopefully inquiring dominant in the piano postlude after the last line:






Even to thy pure and most most loving breast.








This would be Wolf in the Spanish Songbook.


The first example assumes a melodic response, the second a rhythmic response, to a poetic idea. Each was imagined as being direct and immediate. In the second example however the music might easily sound less emotionally involved, more deliberately concerned with creating a mood of its own to match the poem, and so more dominant in the partnership with words.


With these points in mind we can trace a development in Wolf’s song-writing. What may be called the primary melodic impulse is a striking feature of most of the Eichendorff and Mörike songs and many of the Goethe songs. In the mature Eichendorff-Lieder it is as if the characters bring their own melodies with them; they begin with the soldiers’ songs of Der Soldat and continue with a seaman’s chanty, a students’ chorus, the serenades and minstrelsy of assorted musicians. People and places are conceived as actors and scenes in the Mörike volume also; but there the characters and landscapes are drawn with far more depth and definition, often with an added narrative element in such extended ballads as Der Feuerreiter. The music is correspondingly more intense and diversified, and the evocations of folk-song (Das verlassene Mägdlein) and other simple and popular strains (e.g. student song in Nimmersatte Liebe, Viennese waltz in Abschied) are used, not as ends in themselves, but as a means of adding new dimensions and perspectives. The resemblances among songs of this first mature period however are mainly melodic; even the favoured four-part harmony is quasi-vocal in character, as in Gebet. The songs are almost invariably in two-or four-time, in direct correspondence with the prevailing metres. The music is thus a continuous response to the verbal music and emotion of the words; in particular there are identifiable musical equivalents for poetic concepts. To match Mörike, Wolf had not only to become motivically more inventive but also to devise larger-scale themes and structures designed to convey a sense of panorama and movement both spatial (Auf einer Wanderung) and temporal (In der Frühe). In consequence, some of the piano accompaniments seem orchestral in range and scope (Neue Liebe, Der Feuerreiter). This sense of extended musical frontiers and horizons, almost entirely absent from the Eichendorff songs of later 1888, becomes even more manifest in the Goethe settings of 1888–9.


Here the lyric style is just as intense, just as motivic, even within the one-page miniature frame (Blumengruss, Gleich und Gleich). But the ballad style, conversely, has become more extended and diffuse (Ritter Kurts Brautfahrt, Gutmann und Gutweib) and the piano writing even grander in conception (Prometheus, Mignon ‘Kennst du das Land’). Further, Goethe’s poetry offers a new rich source of quasi-dramatic background and effect. Both Eichendorff and Mörike had incorporated their lyrics into their Novellen or prose tales. Wolf set several such examples. But these poems are separable entities, whereas the interspersed lyrics in Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister are integrally related to plot and character, so that Wolf’s music designedly sets context as well as text. Much the same is true of the Westöstlicher Divan poems. The characters of Hatem and Suleika are not merely costume parts assumed by the poet and his mistress; they also inhabit a whole secondary world, a notional Orient peopled with other characters from cup-bearers to sultans. Thus Goethe’s poetry in Wolf’s representative selection has a greater range of ideas and thought than Mörike’s, and far greater than Eichendorff’s. The musical style undergoes a corresponding transition. This collection is both musically and poetically the least homogeneous of all. There is no clearly definable Goethe style, as there is a Mörike or a Spanish style; the music inclines to one or the other. For example, the late Goethe song Die Spröde, which dates from the same period as the first Spanish songs, is like them in style. Similarly from the Persian and Mohammedan world of the Westöstlicher Divan, with its strong sense of external influence enriching the German poetic tradition, there is no great journey to the Spanish songbook, which not only contains fine verse by great foreign poets (e.g. Cervantes, Lope da Vega, Camoens) in skilled translation (by Heyse and Geibel) but also offers the elements of national character and local colour that Wolf increasingly needed for his musico-dramatic projections.


At the same time his stylistic development undergoes a further change. He had now exhausted German poetry of the necessary quality and quantity. But the translations to which he turned were no longer, despite their technical excellence, so fertile a source of direct verbal inspiration. In the Spanish songs Wolf is confronted with a series of rather flat lyrics, each mainly on one invariant theme or idea, each in its way formally perfect, often with a cunningly intricate rhyme scheme. Thus it is less the lyric as such than the substructure of ideas and concepts that serves as the foundation for musical setting. The result (already foreshadowed by some of the Westöstlicher Divan songs, such as Was in der Schenke waren heute) was a new autonomy for the composer, who now became less dependent on an intuitive response to poetry. Wolf the partial poet was gradually supplanted by Wolf the complete musician. Rhythmical motifs, dance patterns, accompaniment figures, recurrent refrains, formal structures, begin to dominate the musical expression. The piano parts of some of the songs (including some of the very finest, e.g. Auf dem grünen Balkon) stand up as self-contained instrumental solos. Sometimes, as in that song, the vocal melody is a brilliant embroidery on the piano part; sometimes it is tacked on less dexterously. The similarities among the songs are harmonic rather than melodic. Musical equivalents for poetic ideas are fewer and less conspicuous. Triple time makes its first large-scale appearance, showing that the metre of the words is (rightly) regarded as of secondary importance. Folk music, nature studies, broadly humorous songs, ballads, all gradually disappear. The themes and styles that persist in the Spanish volume are the religious (the first ten songs) and the erotic (almost all the rest); and these two strands become more personal, more intense, and more closely interwoven.


The six Keller songs that followed in May and June 1890 reverted to the previous themes of character study and psychology, with occasional symbolic allusions to nature (as in Wandl’ ich in dem Morgentau). Here, as before, poetry is the main source of inspiration. But in these songs Wolf was working against the grain of his own development, which may help to account for the sometimes perceptible effort entailed in their composition. Six months later we come to the first Italian songs. Here, in what may be called Wolf’s third and last creative period, the two previous styles achieve an unexpected and resplendent synthesis. Most of the verses are insubstantial, and again the instrumental character of the music is unmistakable; indeed in the later Italian songs the texture suggests string quartet writing. But the affinities among the songs of this volume are now again melodic as well as harmonic and, in the later works, rhythmic. What seems to have happened is that Wolf is once again emotionally involved in the words as such, especially in the love songs. All the lyrics are anonymous; all have the same translator, Paul Heyse (as compared with only about two-thirds of the Spanish Songbook, in each respect). They thus present the composer, by his own instinctive choice, with a polished and uniform poetic style that has no strong creative personality of its own. The verses are a smooth blank page on which to inscribe Wolf’s knowledge of human feeling. There are no religious themes; all the poems are in some sense love songs. In consequence the style becomes unified and integral. The music in overwhelming the words raises them to its own level of exaltation. They then demand and receive a treatment in terms of primary melodic impulse, much as in the Mörike songs. At the same time the musical technique has become refined. The keyboard is far less dominant. The piano interlude disappears; motifs are unobtrusively scaled down to fit the miniature frame. In general, the simplest of means are used; melodies moving by step or in repeated notes, a basic four-part style with plain harmonies and restrained dynamics, often culminating in a few murmured words and a quiet postlude. The emotive force of the Mörike style is here allied to the formal perfection of the Spanish style; and the result, in the brief compass of the short Italian lyrics, is often transcending.


Thus Wolf’s development, in his tragically short creative life, traversed a world of the imagination so wide that two great poets once divided it between them. In their Lyrical Ballads, Coleridge wrote of ‘persons and characters supernatural or at least romantic’ and Wordsworth of ‘such feelings as will be found in every village and its vicinity’. Those contrasts might very well serve to define Wolf’s range from the Mörike volume to the Italian Songbook; and at all stages he is capable of a truly Wordsworthian sense of ‘the loveliness and wonders of the world before us’.


*


This introduction has sought to give some general account of the innumerable and complex ways in which Wolf’s music responds to different aspects of a poem and to different kinds of poetry.


This is a rare phenomenon, and one that may still present difficulties of appreciation from the purely musical point of view, just as it did in Wolf’s own day. Yet it is also real and rewarding, as anyone who has felt the force of its twofold impact can testify. Wolf’s music at its best has a quality of bright wounding beauty, better felt than described. This quality is no doubt derived from the way in which the songs came into being – the intuitive precise penetration that reaches the heart of a poem and absorbs and re-creates its essence in an illumination of music. Compared with the whole range and resource of all that music has to offer, this may be a limited gift. Yet it is surely precious and enduring. Wolf expressed the truth about the human condition as he apprehended it, as keenly and as stringently as he could. It was his assigned task, he thought, to cultivate that gift to the furthest limit of his powers.** When he could no longer compose, as he told Rosa Mayreder, he was fit only to be thrown on the dung-heap.


It was his sense of purpose and mission that gave Wolf’s life and art their fierce concentration, their characteristic burning intensity of expression. His vision was limited by its close focus on those points where words and music intersect or coincide. But within that specialized lyric field he has claims not only to greatness but supremacy. Thus Hugo Wolf has attained, in Frank Walker’s words, ‘a modest place among the immortals, in the hierarchy of musicians, and the grateful love of inarticulate humanity, for whom he sang of truth and beauty’.††






* letter to Josef Strasser, 28 March 1888


† letter to Edmund Lang, 22 February 1888







‡ letter to Oskar Grohe, 1 June 1891


§ 12 October 1891







** letter to Wilhelm Schmid, 14 June 1891


†† Frank Walker, Hugo Wolf (Dent, 1951)
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I. The first published songs
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