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Introduction

			When considering the music of Franz Schubert, one must almost immediately take into account the striking contrasts that are made within his compositions. In fact, in most of his compositions Schubert relied on a certain duality of sorts. Whether it be a duality of texture, key, meter, or tempo, Schubert was a master at manipulating these media into impressive works of art. Even Schubert’s life explores these realms of polarities. Schubert’s most impressive use of juxtapositions is best expressed when he set music to text in the form of Lieder. Moreover, Schubert’s setting of Wilhelm Müller’s Winterreise is a remarkably outstanding example of the genius and depth of his compositional abilities. Winterreise is arguably the most well-known and certainly the most complex and extensive out of the entire song-cycle genre. The level of mystery, musical and textual depth, and breadth is uncontestable in comparison with other cyclic works of this period, or any period for that matter. Although the poet has been criticized by some, his poetry is well suited to be set to music—in fact, it almost begs to be sung. The poet himself in many accounts wrote that he was dissatisfied in some respect in the writing of his poetry because he could not set it to music. In fact, he wrote in his diary in 1815 the following words:

			I can neither play nor sing, yet when I write verses, I sing and play after all. If I could produce the melodies, my songs would be more pleasing than they are now. But courage! Perhaps there is a kindred spirit somewhere who will hear the tunes behind the words and give them back to me.1

			That kindred spirit proved to be Franz Schubert, who set not only Winterreise (he removed the article from the title) but also the earlier cycle, Die schöne Müllerin.

			It seems that especially in this particular cycle, Winterreise, Schubert and Müller reached beyond dualities and strived to create a different world of polar opposites. This idea of polarities was not an uncommon one, however. Polarities in literature can be traced back as far as Dante, Petrarch, or even in biblical accounts. According to the biblical narrative, Peter and the disciples were “baptized by fire” during the first Pentecost. Petrarch often used polarities in his poetry. For instance, he was particularly fond of the polar opposites of hot and cold, or fire and ice. The following sonnet is a classic example of Petrarchian polarity.

			Sonnet 132

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							S’amor non è, che dunque è quel ch’io sento?

						
							
							What do I feel if this is not love?

						
					

					
							
							Ma s’egli è amor, perdio, che cosa et quale?

						
							
							 But if it is love, God, what thing is this?

						
					

					
							
							Se bona, onde l’effecto aspro mortale?

						
							
							If good, why this effect: bitter, mortal?

						
					

					
							
							Se ria, onde sí dolce ogni tormento?

						
							
							If bad, then why is every suffering sweet?

						
					

					
							
							

						
							
							

						
					

					
							
							S’a mia voglia ardo, onde ‘l pianto e lamento?

						
							
							If I desire to burn, why tears and grief?

						
					

					
							
							S’a mal mio grado, il lamentar che vale?

						
							
							If my state’s evil, what’s the use of grieving?

						
					

					
							
							O viva morte, o dilectoso male,

						
							
							O living death, O delightful evil,

						
					

					
							
							come puoi tanto in me, s’io no ‘l consento?

						
							
							 how can you be in me so, if I do not consent?

						
					

					
							
							

						
							
							

						
					

					
							
							Et s’io ‘l consento, a gran torto mi doglio.

						
							
							And if I consent, I am greatly wrong in sorrowing

						
					

					
							
							Fra sí contrari vènti in frale barca

						
							
							Among conflicting winds in a frail boat

						
					

					
							
							mi trovo in alto mar senza governo,

						
							
							I find myself on the deep sea without a helm,

						
					

					
							
							

						
							
							

						
					

					
							
							sí lieve di saver, d’error sí carca

						
							
							so light in knowledge, so laden with error,

						
					

					
							
							ch’i’ medesmo non so quel ch’io mi voglio,

						
							
							that I do not know what I wish myself,

						
					

					
							
							et tremo a mezza state, ardendo il verno.2

						
							
							and tremble in midsummer, burn in winter.

						
					

				
			

			

			Similar polarities exist throughout the sonnets of Petrarch to his beloved Laura. It is possible that this Laura never existed. There is no written record of this Laura, nor any historical mention of the possibility of the two lovers ever meeting. Even to this day, one can find polarities saturated in more contemporary poetry. Robert Frost’s poem Fire and Ice reads:

			Some say the world will end in fire,

			Some say in ice.

			From what I’ve tasted of desire

			I hold with those who favour fire.

			But if it had to perish twice,

			I think I know enough of hate

			To say that for destruction ice

			Is also great.3

			Müller and Schubert seem to rely heavily on this idea of a dual existence of antagonistic relationships to bring power and depth to the work in large. This can be seen both at a musical and textual level throughout the work. I will delve into some of the most striking examples to bring light to the significance of these different polarities within the songs of Schubert. I will pay close attention to the character of Mignon from Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister and Schubert’s settings of her songs, along with a musicopoetical study of Winterreise. Before I delve into analysis, it is best to first understand Schubert’s state of being during the time he composed the Lieder pertinent to this discussion. The following chapter will show the first and most important polarity—Schubert’s struggle between life and death.

			


	

Chapter One

			In a letter of March 31, 1824, Franz Schubert wrote the following to Leopold

			Kupelweiser:

			Stellen Sie sich einen Mann, dessen Gesundheit nie wieder gut werden, und wer in schiere Verzweiflung über dies jemals macht alles nur schlimmer und schlimmer noch, statt besser, sich vorstellen einen Mann, sage ich, dessen glänzendste Hoffnungen umkamen, an wen umgekommen, denen die Glückseligkeit der Liebe und Freundschaft haben nichts zu bieten, aber Schmerzen am besten, den Begeisterung (zumindest der stimulierenden Art) für alle schönen Dinge droht verlassen, und ich bitte Sie, er ist nicht ein elender, unglücklicher Seins? - „Meine Ruh ‚ist hin, mein Herz ist wund, werde ich finde sie nimmer und nimmermehr „Ich kann gut singen jetzt jeden Tag, für jede Nacht, auf Zubettgehen, ich hoffe, ich kann nicht wieder aufwachen, und jeden Morgen, aber erinnert gestrigen Trauer.

			(Imagine a man whose health will never be right again, and who  in sheer despair over this ever makes things worse and worse, instead of better; imagine a man, I say, whose most brilliant hopes have perished, to whom have perished, to whom the felicity of love and friendship have nothing to offer but pain at best, whom enthusiasm (at least of the stimulating kind) for all things beautiful threatens to forsake, and I ask you, is he not a miserable, unhappy being? – “My peace is gone, my heart is sore, I shall find it never and nevermore,” I may well sing every day now, for each night, on retiring to bed, I hope I may not wake again, and each morning but recalls yesterday’s grief.)4

			In assuming the text of Gretchen’s semi-delirious song from Goethe’s Faust, Schubert evokes the same helpless agony felt by the Wanderer in Winterreise in 1827, the agony that had already prompted the Miller to succumb to the Bächlein’s temptation in Die schöne Müllerin. Schubert’s venereal disease diagnosis in 1823 resulted in the necessity of coming to terms with mortality, and it is incomprehensible that this revelation would not invade the musical drama of his two major song-cycles.

			In both Die schöne Müllerin and Winterreise, death is the desired ultimate journey for the protagonists. Yet only the Miller achieves “kühle Ruh:” the Wanderer cannot, or will not, acquiesce to the comfort of death. In many ways, the outpouring of grief to Kupelweiser and desire for death apparent in the above-quoted letter suggests Schubert’s willingness to end his own life, yet Schubert lived with his illness for five years.

			Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that a great number of Schubert’s songs engage with aspects of death. As many Schubert scholars have illuminated, a substantial number of his approximately 600 Lieder draw their subject matter “auf das Ende menschlichen Lebens (about the end of human life).”5 This group of Lieder includes some of his most famous, including Erlkönig, Der Tod und das Mädchen, and of course the two Müller cycles, Die schöne Müllerin and Winterreise.

			Schubert’s own perception of death was certainly shaded by the circumstances of his ill-health and cognizance of his own mortality. By 1823, he was experiencing the onset of syphilis, and would have been immediately aware of its ultimate consequences.6 To Franz von Schober he wrote, in August 1823, that “Whether I shall ever quite recover I am inclined to doubt.”7 In November of 1823, a friend wrote to Schober that upon visiting Schubert “I found him seriously ill at the time, but you know that anyhow.”8

			Die schöne Müllerin came into existence against the “new and terrible realization” of his condition.9 This is a fact that writers on Schubert have often failed to explore. Early Schubert biographers, including von Hellborn and Reissmann, inaccurately placed Schubert’s first syphilis-related illness at the beginning of 1824, after the cycle’s completion. Other biographers correctly label Schubert’s illness but treat it as a condition separate from his compositional activity.10 Even Schubert authority Richard Capell, writing in the first half of the twentieth century, refuses to synthesize illness and composition: while discussing Schubert’s dejected state in 1823, he finds Schubert conquered his dejection and bequeathed “to charmed posterity the May-time music of the sun and showers, the brook and watermill, and the fine and fickle hearts of Die schöne Müllerin.”11

			The Miller’s heart loved passionately, yet it is this passion that causes his ultimate despair.
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