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Schlafes Bruder: Schubert’s image of Death

Why do you lure my brood with human guile and human wiles up to the deadly light? If you only knew how happy these little fish are down below you would climb down, just as you are, and at last be made whole. Do not the sun and the moon themselves bathe in the sea? Are they not twice as beautiful reflected in the waves? Does not the heavenly depth tempt you with its watery blue? Does not your own face draw you down here into the dewy depth of eternity?
 

The questioning, seductive words of the water-nymph in Goethe’s Der Fischer serve here as a perfect preface to a subject that has long been overlooked in favor of aspects of form, poetic choices, or incongruities between music and text in the lieder repertory of Franz Schubert. This subject, the startlingly friendly and sometimes seductive nature of death, which is highlighted in a number of the songs, including the famous Gretchen am Spinnrade, Erlkönig, and Der Tod und Das Mädchen. While this characterization of death seems most native to the writings of  Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, it is also present in the works of Matthias Claudius, Wilhelm Müller, and numerous other poets, beginning around the Sturm and Drang period. It can however, be isolated in earlier works such as Dido’s famous lament, “When I am laid in earth” by Henry Purcell. Yet the level of expressiveness reached in that particular aria is atypical prior to Romanticism taking hold, and therefore it will be within the work of Schubert, who laid the groundwork for songwriters after him that this theme will be explored.  Previous probes into Schubert’s songs typically focus heavily on one of three things: how the song fits into his work overall, the literary merit (or lack thereof) in his poetic choices, and whether such a poem should even be set to music. Due to the extremely volatile nature of the debate surrounding the poetry itself, this paper will consider the text’s appropriateness to be a given factor rather than spill any more ink on the subject. 

I. Der Tod und Das Mädchen


Among the more famous lieder which exemplify seductive death, Der Tod und Das Mädchen is the only song not using words provided by Goethe. Instead, this song, set in February of 1817, has a text by Matthias Claudius.


The song has two clearly delineated sections -- the first presenting the plea of the Maiden, the second presenting Death’s response -- was originally written for the solo voice, as it is most often performed.
 The overall effect of the work is one of inevitability, of death being a chance to rest rather than to experience the harsh judgment of God.
 It also has an inner feeling of remorse, as though Death carries all the sorrow of the world with him, and is pleased to see the Maiden let go of her pain in leaving this life. Another interesting note is the composer’s choice of the key D minor. In Heinrich Weikert’s Kunstwöterbuch of 1827, one of many publications in Germany which discuss the emotional content of different keys, it says, “D minor sounds melancholy, gently sorrowing.”
 Half of Weikert’s description
 comes from a list made by earlier German poet/musician/linguist Daniel Christian Schubart. Because of Schubart’s time frame it can be inferred that his description of the key would likely have had the same connotation as when Schubert set his piece.


The song begins in a dirge-like tread, as though what is happening cannot be escaped. The character of the music undergoes a change when the maiden makes her entrance, becoming considerably more active rhythmically, and the tempo quickens. While such a tempo shift is not actually indicated in the music, which is marked simply mäßig
, it can be implied from Schubert’s setting of the maiden theme in his later “Death and the Maiden” String Quartet, in which “alla breve is marked for the strings as well. Schubert calls here in fact for andante con moto.”
 This slight quickening is also indicated in the Peters score as Etwas geschwinder (somewhat quicker). Further, this increase in pace has ever been the common practice among vocalists as well. This slight increase in pace allows the audience to sense the Maiden’s feeling of panic as Death approaches her. Tempo notwithstanding, the song remains entirely comprised of minor and half-diminished chords until measure fourteen, where it begins a transition into the temporarily tonicized key of C major as the maiden pleads earnestly for her life. Weikert says that C major sounds “cheerful and pure, its character is innocence and simplicity.”
 The use of the key area seems moderately jarring compared to the persistence of the tonic which precedes it, until the simple and innocent nature of the Maiden’s cry is taken into account: “I am but young, go on then, and touch me not!” The essence of both the Maiden and her plea bring the C major area into focus as a musical reaction to the emotions within the text.


In the second section, Schubert puts Death over the original theme from the beginning of the piece. In addition Death also sings on a D pedal for the first five and three-quarter bars that he is responding, showing Death’s attempt to placate the hysterical Maiden, and serving the dual purpose of heavily reinforcing the metaphor of inevitability implied by the slow methodical tread of the chord progression. 


The music changes to a lighter feel in measure twenty-eight, just as death is finishing the phrase “I do not come to punish.” Then, in a firmly major mode, Death makes his own entreaty to the Maiden: “Be of good cheer. I am not wild, in my arms you will sleep sweetly.” At the point that Death begins the word “sleep” (schlafen) the accompaniment after having flirted with the idea for several bars, finally arrives on a stable voicing of the new tonic chord in D Major. The death rhythm which Schubert has maintained then continues in the newly arrived key until the song’s conclusion on the tonic major chord -- ironically, in the parallel of the key in which he began. Weikert’s key description of D minor is wildly different than D Major, which is described as follows: “D Major is the key of triumph, of Hallelujahs, of war-cries and victory-rejoicing. This key is used for marches, holiday songs, choruses of joy and indeed for all pompous and noisy pieces.”
 While Weikert’s description is not accurate in this instance, since the music here is neither pompous nor noisy, the arrival of the major key very likely is meant to indicate the success of Death wooing the Maiden into his restful arms. Fischer-Dieskau notes that:


This final section of the song cements Schubert’s intended picture of death as 

a friend and comforter who opens the gates to another world. The skeleton which gramaces through the medieval Dance of Death, and again in those pre-Enlightenment poems which Schubert knew so well in his early early years, gives way to the figure of Death from Greek cults, from the Eleusinian religion or that of Pythagoras. The beautiful youth of the Greeks, holding a downturned torch in his hand, is the Doppelgänger of that ‘brother of sleep’ who whispers his wordes of comfort into the young girl’s ear.

This idea of Death as Schlafes Bruder is the characterization of choice for making death seductive. Few mortal souls, when offered the opportunity to find true peace and rest for eternity would fail to run into the arms of the person making the offer, even if the offer comes from Death personified.

II. Der Jüngling und der Tod


The text to this lied is a poem written in commemoration of Der Tod und Das Mädchen by Schubert’s close friend Josef von Spaun as a sort of sequel, and the song was penned only one month after its predecessor. This song is of a distinctly different chracter than Der Tod, focusing mostly on the pain of the Youth (Jüngling), who is actively seeking to die. In short, the Youth has a Grablust -- desire to die or deathwish, --and is actively seeking to die, whereas the Maiden was actively seeking to keep death at bay. Where the Maiden’s cry was “Go wild, man of bone!” the Youth says, “I smile on you spectre of death; lead me gently away to the land of dreams.” The role of Death is also quite short in this song; he comes in only briefly to assure the Youth that the destination will be reached now that he has been summoned.


The changing of the character dynamics in the text, both in the distribution of time in the text and song, and in the actions of individuals as compared to Der Tod -- serves to help this song feel like its own composition, rather than a weak continuation of a masterful piece. The song begins away from D minor and starts in the closely related key of C-sharp minor. Other differences include a more subdivided rhythmic motion, and a tempo marking of sehr langsam (very slow) instead of the moderate of Der Tod. This motion causes Der Jungling to be felt in a much more complicated pulse of eight, rather then the simple four feel present throughout Der Tod. 


The changing of the starting key has a further relevance as it portrays a difference in mood. While D minor was described as “melancholy” and “sorrowing,” C-sharp minor “expresses despair,”
 an emotion certainly contained within the first few bars as the minor chords set the youth’s plaintive cry: “The sunk sinks: O that I too might take my leave, and depart with it’s dying rays.”


After the Youth has plead his case, assisted by a doleful chord progression, a variation occurs. The song switches to the familiar D minor as Death appears and promises, “You will rest cool and gentle in my arms. You call--I will have compassion on you in your agony.”


While Schubert again ends on a major chord, it is not the parallel major of where he began, as the device was used in Der Tod. Instead the piece works slowly from the arrival of the D minor section into the relative key of F Major. Schubert transitions easily and gracefully from “gentle sorrow” into a feeling of gentleness and peace as Death promises the youth both peace and rest.


Rather than being a seducer, in this instance, Death serves as a comforting friend, removing the Youth from the agony of life. The Youth has a deep longing to die brought on by the harsh cruelty of the world he lives in, his Grablust. This feeling overpowers him to the degree that during his entreaty to Death, he refers to the great beyond as “the land of dreams.” Such a lack of contentment with life on this earth is not only common, but fashionable in Schubert’s time, and can quite likely be traced back to Goethe’s Die Leiden des Jungen Werther; in which the young Werther ends his sorrows in suicide, much as the Youth of this song appears to do.

III. Gretchen am Spinnrade

The lack of contentment with life, particularly after having lost the love of one’s life, is a common theme to Goethe as well as other poets. After Werther, which sparked a series of young noblemens’ suicides in Germany, Goethe took the concept of Grablust to the next level in his novel/drama Faust.

Once again, Schubert selects as his overall key the “gentle sorrow” that is D minor, with an added sense of tension provided by the “spinning wheel” sixteenth note motif which, like the “death rhythm” of Der Tod represents both fate and inevitability.


Gretchen’s Grablust is made prevalent from the very beginning of the ballad with her declaration, “My heart is heavy, my peace is gone; never, never shall I find it again.” Schubert alters the poem slightly repeating this declaration at the end of each verse and putting a tension behind all of Gretchen’s subsequent words. She continues, admitting herself at her wit’s end always accompanied by the spinning of her wheel. The only time that the spinning wheel stops, other than the final measure of the piece, is when Gretchen pauses to remember Faust’s kiss. This is the only section of the piece to employ a major mode, and ironically this section ends on a half-diminished leading tone chord on the fermata. The sustaining of this pull toward tonic leads the listener to believe that even while remembering the sweetness of the kiss, Gretchen is haunted by her desire to die. The transition back into the original tonal area is facilitated by that same chord. After this lingering moment of remembering sweetness, the furiously spinning whell begins again back on its original tonic minor motive, and Gretchen once again declares that she will never find peace. Her final verse exposes her Grablust to its fullest degree as Gretchen declares her one remaining desire -- that she die under Faust’s kisses. Schubert found this climax intense enough to repeat it twice more, always over a chord that could be construed as either a tonic or a leading tone seven, depending on the examiner’s criteria, but including elements of both chords. The final repetition of Gretchen’s opening statement has the force of nails in a long-closed coffin as the spinning wheel comes to a halt for the last time.

IV. Wer sich der Einsamkeit ergibt(Gesang des Harfners I) 
Despite having already laid bare the essence of Grablust in Gretchen am Spinnrade Schubert revisits this topic two years later in a trio of songs from Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Lehrjahre. The songs are all sung by the old, blind Harper, who is later revealed as the absentee father of the heroine Mignon. Schubert changes the order of the songs from Goethe’s original texts, but keeps the music similar many of Goethe’s ideas with the slight addition of turning them into a mini-song cycle rather than the stand-alone pieces within a larger Singspiel. 

In Goethe’s text, “Wilhelm went to seek him[the blind Harper] out in a lowly 

inn on the outskirts of town and, mounting the stairs to the attic, overhears the old man 

singing ‘a few stanzas, partly singing and partly reciting them.’”
 In the Singspiel the song that Wilhelm hears is Wer nie sein brot mit Traenen ass(“who never ate his bread with tears”), the song which Schubert chooses to put after Wer sich in his own settings. After listening to the sorrows and anguish of the young Wilhelm’s life, the Harper offers up this mournful ballad to him. By removing the context of the Singspiel, Schubert intensifies the meaning of the entire song by making the Harper’s emotions his own rather than reactionary.
Further, all three of the songs are set in the key of A minor. Weikert describes A minor as indicative of “sorrow … and tenderness.”
 This is also a key Schubert often 

uses to represent “deprivation and alienation.”
 Not only does this setting effectively 

convey the loneliness of the text, it also is one of the more revolutionary works within 

Schubert’s lieder. As the spinning wheel motif from Gretchen set a strong motivic idea under the music of that song, the accompaniment takes an incredibly active role in Wer sich as well. In the very beginning, the first chords are rolled, giving a “harp” feel to the entire venture. In measure nine Schubert uses very short chords to intimate the plucking of the harp. Then come the broken triplets with a bass pedal, and the treble completing the chord and the rhythmic figure found in the second stanza, which begins in measure fifteen. The final texture shift occurs in measure twenty-two when the accompaniment becomes a static right hand with triplets in the treble. While complicated, this piece still sounds very much like a piece written for harp and voice adapted to the piano. 

The peculiar musical feeling of this song is particularly showcased in its first few chords which are quite different from the typical way in which one would begin a song. Rather than start on a dominant to tonic relationship, Schubert opens on a two half-diminished seven in first inversion and uses a chromatic passing chord in the second half of the measure to reach a five seven in third inversion in the key of the dominant; then he moves to a minor five, a major five-seven chord, and finally a tonic arrives in measure four. Though this introduction effectively grabs the attention of even the most jaded listener, Schubert tosses another surprise into the equation by having the vocal line start at a pianissimo. The entire song in fact, includes more expressive markings than is common with Schubert. When he does not give specific dynamic markings, his phrase shapes are expressed through ideas such as mit leiserer Stimme (with lighter voice), so that the interpreter knows where to soften and add contrast. 


Wer sich der Einsamkeit ergibt is also another case of Grablust, fairly simple in its message but nevertheless effective and of a different slant than its predecessors. In this song, the sole character of the Harper seems to be seeking escape from life because circumstances isolate him, rather than the Harper choosing to be alone. After announcing that solitude leads to loneliness, the Harper then contemplates that “even if I can once be in solitude, I shall not be entirely alone.” The song turns curiously major at this point, and in fact seems to be functioning in D Major, as though in order to triumph over his loneliness the Harper need only to retreat into his solitude. The Harper then compares misery to a lover creeping upon his beloved; throughout this section Schubert’s key is very difficult to discern, and may not actually be limited to one possibility. It does, however, lead to the strong arrival of the tonic at the end of the section. The final section has two distinct devices, the first of which is the forward driving motion of the harp giving the feeling of the inevitability of death, and the second being the stepwise motion of the bass line as though the Harper is descending into the grave while singing his final words, “Ah, when once I am in the solitude of the grave, then they will leave me alone!”

V. Erlkönig
Perhaps the most familiar lied of those so far discussed is Schubert’s setting of Erlkönig. Tradition holds that Schubert was so inspired by this poem, that he set the song in the space of a single afternoon.
 As he has done in every lied examined thus far, Schubert again creates an accompaniment that is representative of something related to the story -- in this instance the piano part becomes the father’s galloping horse.

This harrowing account of a father’s nocturnal race to get his sick son home and to bed has four first-person characters: the narrator, the father, the young boy, and the Erlkönig(Death). Each character has his own mood in the text and in the horse motif. The narrator makes two appearances in the prologue and epilogue, and as such sings primarily over the opening horse theme until the very end of the piece when the father’s horse(and the accompaniment) come to a dramatic halt as he announces that the child is dead. The father appears over a calmer motive with triplets in the right hand, and either a stationary note in the left hand or nothing at all. The boy’s entrances are marked by tempestuous scales in the left hand which run in time with the triplets. Each entrance of the Erlkönig is marked by the only major disruption of the rhythmic motive of the piece -- the triplet is shared between the left and right hands with the initial pulse of each triplet in the left hand, and the remainder in the right. The effect of this motivic change creates the feeling of distance so that the listener might perceive that the Erlkönig is chasing after the characters that are riding on the horse. The Erlkönig also sings in a tonicized key area of C major(IV), putting more musical distance between himself and the father and son, both of whom remain deeply rooted in the tonic.  
Each of the characters make three appearances. The three entrances of the Erlkönig show his three different attempts to seduce the boy. First he calls out, “You, lovely child, come go with me! I’ll play lovely games with you, there are lots of brightly colored flowers on the banks. My mother has lots of golden clothes.” Despite the sweetness of Erlkönig’s call the boy cries out in panic to his father, who soothingly tells him that he is only hearing the wind. The Erlkönig again tries seduction: “My fine, little lad, will you come with me? My daughters will wait on you, my daughters will dance at night, and cradle and dance and sing you to sleep.” When the boy panics this time it is in a higher register as he becomes more frantic, yet still his father tells him that he is seeing shapes from the trees in the moonlight. In the Erlkönig’s third entrance, Schubert tonicizes the key of E-flat major(VI).  This key according to Weikert is “the key of devotion and love”
 and is used here to highlight the irony of the situation. Certainly in his own way, the Erlkönig indeed loves the boy and is very devoted to the cause of bringing him to the afterlife as is seen by his final words: “I love you, your lovely body tempts me; and, if you’re not willing, then I’ll use force!” This time when the boy calls out to his father “Erlkönig has hurt me!” the narrator returns to tell the listener that that father kicks the horse into a headlong gallop, but when he arrives, the child is dead.

That Goethe intended for his Erlkönig to be a figure of seducing death is beyond question. Fischer-Dieskau notes that an eight year-old boy told Goethe he was not fond of Reichardt or Klein’s setting because “If the Erl-King had gone on like that … the boy in the poem would have been afraid. The Erl-King had to try to seduce the boy with his singing.”
 The same text cites Goethe as responding: “We have to agree the lad is right … After all, you must know best how a little chap riding through the night in his father’s arms feels when the Erl-King tempts him.”

Contrary to the vision of Claudius’ vision in Der Tod, Goethe’s seductive Death is one that will use force when the sweet words fail. This slightly darker image of Death seems somewhat more appropriate, giving credence to the fact that death is the end of life, and as such will not be pleasant for all. From this perspective there are those (such as the very young) who would fail to respond to even the sweetest words when Death comes knocking, forcing an ordinarily calm and friendly specter such as Schlafes Bruder to become angry and forceful.

VI. Der Fischer

Like Schubert, Goethe also acknowledges the power of seduction --  using yet another fantastical character Goethe again creates a successfully seductive figure of Death. Creating in the poem Der Fischer the Water Nymph as is shown at the introduction Schubert writes this piece in the bright sounding but appropriate B Major which Weikert describes as the  key of “Wild passions: anger, rage, jealousy, fury, etc.”
 The passions within this piece are those of the Fisher (who is seeking the simple pleasure of nature), and the primeval Water Nymph (who seeks to preserve the natural setting the Fisher is attempting to enjoy.) 


This piece is divided into two identical strophic sections, avoiding the listing of later verses beneath the score, a technique common to many strophic lieder. The strophic form of this piece shows Schubert’s sense of irony, as it moves continuously forward in a theme that one cannot help comparing to moving water. This moving water theme both sets the initial scene and reinforces the later words of the Nymph as she discourses on the beauty of the river. It is also ironic that Schubert, who took such painstaking care in highlighting single moments within Der Tod  and Wer sich; chose to set this particular writing which changes mood so many times. Beginning with a happy outing, moving to the irateness of the Water-nymph, to seductive Death as the nymph discusses the beauty of the river -- has chosen to write this song in a strophic fashion which really never deviates from its original key. In yet another example of the inevitability of death, Schubert does not indicate any change in the tempo for the final stroph as the Fisher is “Half dragged, half willing, down he sank, and nevermore was seen.”

VII. In der Mitternacht

Despite its strophic form Schubert’s setting of Johann Georg Jacobi’s In der Mitternacht is another piece which showcases the composer’s sensitivity to text. Choosing to highlight the “love and devotion”
 that is E-flat Major, Schubert starts the piece as he so often does by beginning in the relative minor, and broadening into the tonic.
 The music itself lends a mystical air to a text which discusses death in terms of night, and as though it is a great secret. That a lesser known poet such as Jacobi was also writing poems of Grablust suggests that it was extremely fashionable during the time period of his writing. The text, which comprises the largest portion of the song, translates as follows:


Deathly silence shrouds the valley by the half-light of the moon. Winds whisper,


dull and fearful, as the night watchman calls.


Here in my anxious heart it sounds softer and duller, dimming the gleam of


hope, as the clouds veil the moon.


Clouds, obscure the light more fully! I want to hide the deep, deep pain


of my heart from him.


My lips must not speak his name, nor tears make him known; one day he will


lie beside me in the cold grave.


O for the long, lovely night, when early love never charms, when faith


betrayed never plaits its crown of thorns.


The gentle hand of death will lead the way home; there love is free from pain,


and happy I shall be.

Certain sentiments within this text are reminiscent of Der Jüngling, such as the suggestion that what lies beyond this life is peace and infinite rest. This is also the only of the seductive lieder analyzed thus far to deal with religion. While present in other works such as Bach’s Komm, süsser Tod, Schubert most often limits his religious lieder to those which are happy and convey peace. Yet, the image of a crown of thorns followed by the concept of a love that is pure are undeniable indicators of the Christian longing for God that is so present in all branches of that church’s early music.


With all of the possibilities opened by this text, it is rather confusing that Schubert chose to set in strophes, rather than use that exemplary sensitivity we see in other songs. Yet the setting is undeniably effective, and the strophes themselves create a feeling of connection and forward motion that is indeed powerful.

VIII. Conclusion

While only seven songs are analyzed here of the many Schubert songs on the subject of death, it becomes clear that Schubert’s preferred image, espeically in his younger years was that of Schlafes Bruder. A gentler and more soothing spectre of  Death than so often appears before his time. Even Schubert has some traditional images of Death as can be seen in songs such as Der Doppelgänger, but such songs make up the vast minority of his output of songs dealing with death. 

While prior to Schubert Death is often portrayed as some wrathful avenging agent of an angry God, Schubert creates a softer and gentler image. That of Schlafes Bruder --and of a lonely lover who seeks to take his beloved home.  
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