
CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

A composer who has an appreciation of the beauty of great 

poetry can bring out its meaning much more effectively than any amount 

of commentary simply by setting it to music. When words and music are 

placed together in some propitious combination there occurs an intensi

fication of meaning and of pleasurable experience. Therefore, when a 

composer takes up a poem he knows that he has a good chance of succeed

ing in his design, but if he is alive to all the possibilities of words 

and music he knows also that there are definite devices of expression 

which limit his efforts and beyond which he may not reach. He may carry 

a word up the scale to excite or he may carry it down to relax his lis

teners. He can choose a fast tempo or a slow one and alter it when he 

sees fit. He can sing loudly and softly, and he can make expressive 

use of harmonies. Moreover, he can disperse the syllables of the poem 

as cunningly as possible and employ all manner of contrasts. All of 

the composers whose work has been included in this paper have made use 

of many of these devices and some have used them all. Zelter, having 

lived and worked in the least favored musical age represented here, pre

sents the least resourceful of the settings. He presents a simple tune 

accompanied by limited chordal harmonies. His work follows the pre

scriptions of the Berlin School of which he was a member. He begins 
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and ends his vocal line on the tonic note and in between the melody 

rises to the dominant above and descends to the dominant below. He 

makes use of a minimum of motion and contrast, and his major climax is 

signaled modestly by a rising gesture to the sixth degree of the key on 

the only motion on a syllable in the entire setting. 

Beethoven's third setting also tends to the greatest simplicity, 

but its lovely melody and graceful balance make it attractive The 

fourth setting displays a greater range of the composer's resources. 

The German songmakers who did not feel bound by the strictures of the 

Berlin School were free to take advantage of the many new techniques 

that were being evolved out of past practices Beethoven's first two 

settings being quite plain were probably a deep bow to the traditional

ists and to Goethe in particular whose tastes in song were notably 

simple. In his third setting he might have thought still of catching 

the ear of the establishment, but in his fourth he expanded his form 

quite freely. He used alternation of conjunct and disjunct motion in 

his melody line, alternations in chordal texture and he even borrowed a 

decorative device from the Italian virtuoso aria, the descending half 

steps which follow the climactic note: 

The full flowering of the nineteenth century song-writer's 

craft is seen in the work of Franz Schubert Although it is not dis-

played fully in this present selection there is much to admire in Schu

bert's Lied der Mignon. He employs most of the techniques which 
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Beethoven used in his fourth setting, adds some and utilizes them all 

just a little more effectively. The contrasts are more sharply drawn 

in both melody and accompaniment and the growing sophistication of both 

the composer and the public toward which the music was directed is evi

denced in the way in which the accompaniment subtly suggests but does 

not double the melody line as the piano part does in both Zelter and 

Beethoven. 

That which comes after Schubert must not be thought of as anti

climactic in any sense. Schubert did not exhaust all of the possibili

ties of song. The importance which he gave to the piano accompaniment 

was added to in the work of Schumann. Schumann's melodies may seem con

trived.at times, this present melody does not suffer in this respect, 

but his accompaniments are almost universally admired. In his larger 

works he may be credited with a significant expansion in the techniques 

of harmonic motion, and a portion of this achievement is apparent in 

his vocal accompaniments. The accompaniment which he created for 

Mignon's ·Lied takes another step from the position of Schubert toward 

greater tonal sophistication. There is a lack of conventional key 

development and reinforcement, and at the same time one hears the mel

ody in shadowx form appearing suddenly and then dissolving once more in 

shifting harmonies. 

Wolf carries the growing importance of the piano in song liter

ature to almost complete independence and the expression of keyboard 

harmony to the ultimate in non-directional subjectivity. Tchaikovsky's 

setting is less sophisticated in harmonic organization than Schumann's 

even though it appeared some twenty years later, and is more attuned to 
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the present day tastes of the average .American than Wolf's setting which 

appeared twenty years closer to the present day. Tchaikovsky's piece is 

more popular because the average .American still likes the songs best 

which have a strong key feeling and which have a good, easily remembered 

tune. The Mignon of both Schumann and Wolf have become items of educa

tional music which are seldom heard. This is true of Schumann s song 

because it is a worthy example of the mature Lied, a type of song which 

is too little recognized or appreciated. Wolf's song bears it company 

because it represents an even less prominent type, that of the late 

Romantic Lied. Moreover Mignon's state of being which Wolf's setting 

projects is beyond love or sorrow; it hovers close to illness--hardly a 

favorable subject for song. Tchaikovsky, on the other hand, sings of a 

sorrow which is not complete in a manner which makes commiseration a 

pleasure. One does not hesitate to embrace the creation of Tchaikovsky 

because it can be done without discomfort or any great effort He makes 

no intellectual demands with obscure tonal organization nor does he con

versely threaten the listener through the repeated use of common caden

tial formulae. The work of Schumann, as evidenced, has been of greater 

importance to the development of Western music. Wolf also more clearly 

expresses a stage of musical development which soon issued in the arid 

compositions of Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) and ultimately in the 

Sprechstimme, or "speech song,n of early twentieth century Germany .. 

The intervalic material used in the vocal lines of the chosen 

selections alters significantly from the beginning of the represented 

period to the end. This is true of both the intervals used and their 

arrangement on the staff There is also a difference in the number of 
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phrases, their pairing, and the degree of connection between them. In 

Zelter minor seconds, two thirds of them concentrated in the second sec

tion of the song, and major seconds make up the bulk of the intervalic 

material in the vocal line Thirds and fourths and one minor sixth com-

plete the count. There are six matched phrases, one for each couplet 

in the poem-one phrase of music for each line of verse Beethoven's 

third setting, like Zelter's runs mostly to intervals of the second in 

the vocal line Setting IV. expands to include a fifth, the same inter-

val appears three times, and both settings have one each of the minor 

sixth. Again there are the six matched phrases, but a single phrase 

which is not paired with another is added in the final measures of 

setting IV. 

In Schubert's setting the prevalent use of the minor and major 

second produces an extremely conjunct vocal line which is interrupted 

frequently by rests. This places it in contrast with the smooth reach 

of the vocal lines of both Zelter and Beethoven. In addition there are, 

because of the repetition of certain lines, three extra sets of matched 

phrases. Both Schumann and Tchaikovsky continue this license and Schu

mann extends the practice seen in Beethoven's fourth setting by placing 

an unprepared phrase in the opening measures of his second section. 

The vocal line becomes increasingly disjunct as the settings 

move closer to the twentieth century Schumann, Tchaikovsky, and Wolf 

continue the majority use of minor and major seconds, but their use of 

intervals larger than a third increases more than twenty times over the 

work of Zelter, Beethoven, and especially of Schubert whose intervalic 

material up to the interval of a third makes up some 93% of the total. 

' .. ·.·I· 
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This results in a strikingly less conjunct line, and there is a greater 

variety of intervals. 

There is a rather curious recurence of the minor sixth in all 

of the settings which are most closely allied to the classical era. In 

those of Zelter, Beethoven and Schubert, it appears once in each setting 

as if this were a recognized artistic standard. This is true of both of 

Zelter's settings, three out of Beethoven's four settings (the excep

tion is II. which has too narrow a range to accommodate an interval of 

the sixth), and all three of the six Schubert settings which are avail

able for examination. Because the melody lines employed in the Lieder 

of that period were largely conjunct in nature the minor sixth is usu

ally approached in the available examples by a series of close inter

vals which afford the maximum contrast. The interval is usually 

reserved for the portrayal of some strong or poignant emotion. Later 

in the century when the use of wider intervals became more common the 

use of the minor sixth apparently lost its significance. 

The provision of balance is one of the primary reasons for repe

tition in all art, and this is especially true of music. 1 Balanced 

phrases and periods form the natural divisions and articulations of 

music, and the major divisions of a song should balance also. 2 

Returning once again to Zelter's piece, each of its two sections 

has the same number of beats set in the same number of balanced phrases. 

There is no contrasting material within the sections. The construction 

le. A. Harris, "The Element of Repetition in the Nature of the 
Arts," Music Quarterly, XVII, July, 1931. 

2Hubert H. Perry, The Evolution of the Art of Music (New York: 
D. Appleton-Century, 1935), p. 123. 
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of the song being very simple and straightforward its balance may be 

plainly seen. Beethoven's third setting is in two-reprise form and 

thus has a middle section flanked by two statements of the same melody. 

The opening and the closing sections for each strophe are made up of 

balanced phrases of a lyric nature. The middle section is stronger thus 

providing a suitable contrast and creating a perfectly balanced setting. 

Beethoven's fourth setting is similar but is slightly more complicated 

The opening phrase is extended when it returns, and the middle section 

is divided into two parts. These parts stand in contrast to the open

ing and closing sections and in contrast to one another. 

Four 
Measures 

A Section 

Eight 
Measures 

X Section 

Four 
Measures 

Four 
Measures 

A Section 

Eight 
Measures 

Schubert's setting is ternary and shares some of the peculiari

ties of form of Beethoven's fourth setting, but its opening and closing 

sections are perfectly balanced not only in length but in dramatic 

appeal. In the Schubert setting the middle section is also divided 

into avo parts of different length and intensity. The first part of 

the middle section beginning in measure fifteen is longer, but the sec

ond part beginning in measure twenty-seven is more intense. One part, 
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therefore, might be considered the equal of the other. In this way the 

balance of the piece is maintained. 

Schumann's setting is the most involved in terms of proportional 

complication. If the fi~st portion were left to stand alone the major 

climax would be too powerful and the resolution too abrupt, but with 

the addition of the second portion, where the tension is maintained and 

the general proportions are so refined and perfectly balanced, the bal

ance and proper proportion of the whole is assured. 

Balance is effected in the settings of both Tchaikovsky and Wolf 

through the repetition of phrases which appear first in the piano part. 

These phrases are heard alone, in unison with the voice, and in counter

point with the voice line. In Wolf's setting, which stands the closest 

to us in terms of time, the piano is most prominent and is the instru

ment which puts the final ballast stone in place. Increasingly from the 

time of Schubert there is a sense of balance being worked out between 

the voice and its accompaniment. This trend continues until in Wolf 

there arrives a condition in which the piano seems dominant. 

The use of tempo and dynamics altered greatly during the period 

covered by the settings. Zelter thought the proper tempo to be self 

evident and refused to indicate his choice. Dynamic levels were also 

left to the discretion of the performer, and one gets the impression 

from examining the literature of this period, and the Zelter settings in 

particular, that no wide contrasts in either tempo or dynamic level were 

intended by the composer. Schubert introduces the first really striking 

expressive contrasts, and Schumann makes the most extensive use of the 

various expressive devices available to the vocal solo art. Wolf makes 
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the greatest use of the various gradations of tempo, while Tchaikovsky 

produces the finest major climax of all by combining, as Schumann did, 

the elements of increased tempo and rising dynamic level. 

Mignon's Lied survived nearly a century of changing musical 

practices and made its appeal felt to profoundly different men of music 

in each succeeding generation; and each composer left the imprint of 

his own time and of his own personal resources upon it. 



APPENDIX A 

TRANSLATIONS OF MIGNON'S LIED 

A good deal of the worth of any written work of art is lost in 

the translation from one language to another. Mignon's Lied is no 

exception to the rule, and there have been innumerable attempts to cor

rect the deficiencies which inevitably appear in even the best of trans

lations. The translations which are presented here were selected on a 

random basis and are not intended to represent any particular strengths 

or weaknesses. 

The author's translation is offered as an indication of his 

understanding of the poem. No attempt is made in the translation to 

reproduce the metric scheme of the original poem nor is there any 

attempt at rhyming. These very important aspects of the poem are set 

aside in favor of a literal rendering of the words in what appear to be 

their closest English equivalents. 

I 

Only one who knows what longing is 
Knows what I suffer! 
Alone and driven off 
From all joy, 
I look at the sky 
On every side. 
Ah! all that I know and love 
Is far away. 
It makes me dizzy, 
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It burns my insides.* 
Only one who knows what longing is 
Knows what I suffer! 

Translated by the author. 

*A colloquialism seems preferable at this point where the proper 
literal translation of "Eingeweide" would be "viscera," or "entrails." 

II 

Who knows what I suffer, 
That has never never known the pangs of love-longing? 
I look round on an empty earth, up to an empty heaven. 
The beloved is far away. 
My brain swims, my whole being quakes. 
Who that has never loved and longed can know what 

suffering is? 

This rather free translation by Richard Capell may be seen in 
context in his Schubert Songs, op. cit., p. 219. 

III 

You never long'd and lov'd 
You know not grief like mine: 
Alone and far remov'd 
From joys and hopes I pine: 
A foreign sky above, 
And a foreign earth below me, 
To the south I look all day; 
For the hearts that love and know me 
Are far, are far away. 
I burn, I faint, I languish, 
My heart is waste, and sick, and sore; 
Who has not longed in baffled anguish 
Cannot know what I deplore. 

This translation by Thomas Carlyle which is made less accurate 
by its rhyme scheme and the added line may be found in volume fourteen 
of The Harvard Classics Shelf of Fiction (New York: P. F. Collier & 
Son, 1917), p. 243. 

IV 

One who has yearn'd alone 
Can know my anguish 
Where ev'ry joy is flown 
Forlorn I languish! 



'Tis only yon I see 
The skies above me; 
Ah! far away is he 
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Who knows and loves me! 
One who has yearned alone 
Can know my anguish! 
Where ev'ry joy is flown 
Forlorn I languish! 
With heart on fire 
I swoon in endless anguish! 
One who has yearn'd alone 
Knows how I languish! 

Translation by Dr. Th. Baker. 

V 

Only those who have known hopeless love can fathom 
grief like mine. Alone and sundered from all joy I scan 
the skies to the south, for he who loves and knows me 
is far away. My senses reel, my whole being burns. 

Only those who have known hopeless love can fathom 
grief like mine. 

Translation by Eric Sams. 

This translation may be found in context in Sams' Hugo Wolf, 
op. cit., p. 121. 
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APPENDIX B 

A TRANSLATION OF POEMS BY MATTHESON 

Nature that not only time 
And eternity fulfills; 
You, out of the great Perfection 
From that sea that knows no time 
Like a tiny brooklet swelling; 
You the great and only Good: 
Bring your reverence to my soul. 

You bright mirror of my suff'ring 
Take you my warm tears as well. 
Let the whispering crystal droplets 
Soft, Oh soft descending fall! 
You whose little silver wavelets 
Comfort to my tears might me, 
Turn them into pearls for me 

LOHENSTEIN 

Narcissus who had thought his thirst hereby 
to slake, 

Fell, when he saw himself from this bright stream 
in love, 

Thence cold and hot to grave. And then alone this 
laughing creek, 

Which had done him to death, wept freely for the 
dead; 

Declared how much she prized him while he lived, 
and 

So to flowers her waters gave, in which he would 
return. 

EBERT 

Under this rich shadowed Linden, 
Where my father has slept and sung, 
In whose rough and brownish rind 
Newly Phyllis' name I've flung, 
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In this clover, and by this stream, 
Where my sheep have drink and shade, 
Here I lie, play, sing, and dream, 
And sleep when to content I've played 

I look upon my sheep a-grazing 
And graze with them the meadow over. 
I graze among a thousand joys, 
And them amongst the juicy clover. 
Oft let I voice and lyre ring, 
Then slow they in their quiet eating, 
And listen to the songs I sing, 
And ask for more with plaintive bleating. 



APPENDIX C 

A PARTIAL LIST OF MUSICAL SETTINGS 
OF MIGNON'S LIED 

Johann Friedrich Reichardt. In Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahren, 1795. 
Solo 2. Lieder der Liebe und der Einsamkeit, Berlin, 1798, 
No. 40. Duet. 

Karl Friedrich Zelter. Zwolf Lieder am Clavier zu singen, Berlin und 
Leipzig, 1796, No. 5 coll. 2. Neue Liedersammlung, Zurich, 
1821, No. 8 Reprinted in Zelter's Sechs Deutschen Liedern, 
Berlin (no date). 

Franz Danzi. 6 Lieder, Op. 14, Munchen, 1803. 

Ludwig van Beethoven. Die Sehnsucht von Goethe mit vier Melodien nebst 
Clavierbegleitung, Vienna and Pesth, (No date, probably 1810) 
4 settings for solo voice. 

Franz Schubert Nachlasse veroffentlicht, Leipzig, 1895. 2. Nachgelas
sene 40 Lieder, No. 13, Vienna, 1872. 3. Op. 62, No. 4, Peters 
Ed., New York, current. 4. Op. 62, No. 1, Peters Ed., New York, 
current. 5. Sehnsucht, Nachlasse, 1867. 6. Nachlasse verof
fentlich, Leipzig, 1895. There were two settings written in 
1815, one of which is not listed, because to our knowledge it 
has never been published. The settings listed as No's 1, 2, 3, 
and 6 are for solo voice. No. 4 is a duet for tenor and 
soprano, and No. 5 is a setting for two tenors and three basses. 

Bernhard Klein. Gesange, Leipzig, (no date, probably 1819) No. 16. 

Conradin Kreutzer. Op. 75. (no date or publication data) 

Carl Loewe. Op. 9, 3. Heft, No. 5, 1819, pub 1828. 

Johann Christian Kienlen. Zwolf Lieder von Gothe, Leipzig, (no date) 
p. 6. Duet. 

W. J. Tomaschek. Op. 54, No. 1. (no date or publication data) 

Josephine Lang. Op. 10, No. 2, 1836 

Robert Schumann. Op. 89, No. 3, 1849. 
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Ferdinand Hiller. Op. 129, No. 3. (no date or publication data) 

Peter Tschaikovsky. Op. 6, No. 6, G. Schirmer Inc., New York. 

Hugo Wolf. Gedichte von Goethe, Peters Ed. current, New York. 
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