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chapter 1

Schubert the Singer

The representation � of performance within a musical narrative such 
as opera or song is a compelling phenomenon whose study clearly has an 

important role to play in any understanding of the complicated nature of voice 
in music. Temporarily, music ceases to act as a narrative or expressive tool, 
and instead becomes a sonorous image recognized and perceived by those 
within that narrative. Rather than thinking or directly expressing themselves 
through song, characters quote song, as if hearing it in the same way that the 
audience does. Not surprisingly, such a phenomenon has proved the starting-
point for critical studies of voice and narrative; in just such a study, Carolyn 
Abbate begins with an examination of the ‘Bell song’ from Delibes’s Lakmé, a 
narration by the opera’s title character, whose ‘fetishization of voice as pure 
sound’ creates a ‘phenomenal performance, which might be loosely defined 
as a musical or vocal performance that declares itself openly, singing that is 
heard by its singer, the auditors on stage, and understood as “music that they 
(too) hear” by us, the theater audience’.1

	 In another study of performance within opera, however, Edward Cone ques-
tions the distinction between what he describes as ‘realistic’ song (understood 
to be heard by the other characters within the drama) and ‘expressive’ song 
(portraying the character’s thoughts or emotional state) by citing instances in 
the first act of Verdi’s La Traviata in which music that initially works as the 
former subsequently returns as the latter.2 For Cone, such ambiguity is natu-
ral to opera, for its characters ‘live in a world of music, and they express them-
selves and communicate with one another in song. If it is often impossible to 
demarcate expressive from realistic song, that is because they interpenetrate 
each other.’ 3

	 Yet such ‘interpenetration’ raises important questions about the manner 
in which these characters speak, questions which apply with equal urgency 
to the world of accompanied song. The characters that inhabit this world, in 
singing ‘expressively’, may be understood to speak in their own voice, whereas 
when they sing ‘realistically’, they perform, temporarily adopting an artificial 
posture, perhaps even usurping the role of narrator in the act of quoting a 
voice that does not belong to them. However, if the difference between these 
modes of utterance is not always finely drawn, it is often because performance 
may occupy a more metaphorical role, in which characters disguise their own 
voice in such an act of ‘artificial posture’ which may not be explicitly intended 
to be perceived as such by the other characters within the drama.4

	 In an earlier study, Cone considers issues of voice as they apply to song in 
particular, and questions the manner in which characters speak by considering 
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Schubert the Singer 17

possible readings of Goethe’s Erlkönig either as a tale recounted in its entirety 
by a narrator who quotes the words of the various characters (and thereby tem-
porarily assumes foreign voices), or alternatively as uttered by a multiplicity of 
personae – a narrator and several characters who speak their own lines inde-
pendently (each, therefore, in his own voice). For Cone, a musical setting may 
suggest either of these possibilities, and Schubert’s setting invites a reading of 
the poem according to the former (a single narrator), for he ‘imposed his own 
unity on the vocal line, binding each part to the next in a continuous melodic 
thread, and he confirmed this unity by the rhythmic ostinato of the accompa-
niment’.5 Certainly, the present song under discussion in this chapter could 
not be said to share these particular attributes, and indeed in this case the rela-
tionship between a narrator or chief protagonist and other characters, as either 
independent or subsidiary ‘quoted’ voices, is by no means straightforward. Yet 
the manner in which those characters are made to be understood to perform, 
both literally and metaphorically, ultimately affects the degree to which they 
are accordingly perceived to exist within the respective songs as autonomous 
and independent personae.

*  *  *

This brief introductory chapter therefore considers Schubert’s setting of the 
ballad sung by the Harper early on in Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehr
jahre, known within anthologies of Goethe’s poetry as Der Sänger (The singer) 
and titled that way by Schubert for his song. The poem is very much con-
cerned with the notion of performance, and this chapter examines the degree 
to which Schubert’s setting and his revision of it affect the way in which such 
performance may be understood as either metaphorical or literal. It is in 
some ways a lengthy and ambitious poem, describing a performance within 
an elaborate surrounding context, by means of a narrator and a whole cast of 
different characters, and Schubert’s revision of the song causes the perform-
ance to be viewed in a fundamentally different manner from before. Music 
that initially appears to suggest the general idea or memory of performance is 
subsequently modified in order to create a more convincing impression of a 
real and perceived event as it unfolds in time.
	 The ballad occurs near the start of the novel, in which it is sung by the old 
Harper to Wilhelm and his friends at an inn, shortly after he initially meets and 
befriends them. In this context, the ballad goes some way toward blurring the 
distinction between narrator and subject, for here the old man sings directly 
about another bard just like himself, in somewhat similar circumstances. 
These circumstances are made clear in the immediate aftermath to the ballad, 
when the harper immediately apes that which he has just recounted: ‘When 
the singer, having finished, grasped a glass of wine that had been poured 
for him and drank it down with a grateful glance at his benefactors, general 
delight spread throughout the company.’ 6
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Was hör’ ich draußen vor dem Tor,	 What do I hear outside the door,
Was auf der Brücke schallen?	 What is resounding on the bridge?
Laß den Gesang vor unserm Ohr	 Let the song echo in our ears
Im Saale wiederhallen!	 Within the hall!
Der König sprach’s, der Page lief;	 The king spoke, the page ran;
Der Page kam, der König rief:	 The page came back, and the king called out:
Laßt mir herein den Alten!	 Let the old man inside!

Gegrüßet seid mir, edle Herrn,	 Greetings, noble gentlemen,
Gegrüßt ihr, schöne Damen!	 Greetings, fair ladies!
Welch reicher Himmel! Stern bei Stern!	 What a rich firmament! So many stars!
Wer kennet ihre Namen?	 Who can name them all?
Im Saal voll Pracht und Herrlichkeit	 In a hall full of richness and nobility
Schließt Augen euch; hier ist nicht Zeit,	 Close your eyes: here is not the time
Sich staunend zu ergetzen.	 To stand staring.

Der Sänger drückt’ die Augen ein,	 The singer closed his eyes,
Und schlug in vollen Tönen;	 And sung in full voice;
Die Ritter schauten mutig drein,	 The knights looked on boldly,
Und in den Schooß die Schönen.	 The ladies gazed into their laps.
Der König, dem es wohlgefiel,	 The king, who was very pleased,
Ließ, ihn zu ehren für sein Spiel,	 In order to honour him for his performance,
Eine goldne Kette holen.	 Gave him a golden necklace.

Die goldne Kette gib mir nicht,	 Don’t give me this golden necklace,
Die Kette gib den Rittern,	 But give it to the knights instead,
Vor deren kühnen Angesicht	 In front of whose faces
Der Feinde Lanzen splittern;	 The enemies’ lances splinter;
Gib sie dem Kanzler, den du hast,	 Give it to your chancellor,
Und laß ihn noch die goldne Last	 And let him add this golden load
Zu andern Lasten tragen.	 To his others.

Ich singe, wie der Vogel singt,	 I sing like the bird
Der in den Zweigen wohnet;	 Who lives in the branches;
Das Lied, das aus der Kehle dringt,	 The song that issues from my throat
Ist Lohn, der reichlich lohnet.	 Is reward enough.
Doch darf ich bitten, bitt’ich eins:	 But if I were to ask for one thing, it is this:
Laß mir den besten Becher Weins	 Give me a drink of the best wine
In purem Golde reichen.	 In a chalice of pure gold.

Er setzt’ ihn an, er trank ihn aus:	 He put it to his lips, and drank it:
O, Trank voll süßer Labe!	 O sweet thirst-quenching drink!
O, wohl dem hochbeglückten Haus,	 O what a blessed house,
Wo das ist kleine gabe!	 Where such a thing is a small gift!
Ergeht’s euch wohl, so denkt an mich,	 If things go well for you, think of me,
Und danket Gott so warm, als ich	 And thank God warmly, just as I
Für diesen Trunk euch danke.	 Thank you for this drink.
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Schubert the Singer 19

	 One of the central challenges to any representation of musical performance 
within either opera or song lies in the need for music to be both ‘realistic’ and 
‘expressive’. In the world of opera, dramatic techniques such as the use of on-
stage instruments are available to establish such a distinction. In a work for 
single voice and piano such as Schubert’s setting of this ballad d149 (February 
1815), such techniques are not available, and so the distinction must come 
from within the fabric of the music itself. In this particular case, however, the 
problem is alleviated by the fact that the singer’s performance is not quoted, 
but instead is merely described ( ‘Der Sänger drückt’ die Augen ein, / Und 
schlug in vollen Tönen;’ ); although this leaves no opportunity for the literal 
representation of the fully texted song that the poem suggests, it does allow 
the minstrel’s performance to be distinguished by the prominent use of lyri-
cal – and textless – music.
	 Schubert takes advantage of this possibility at the opening of his setting 
with music that is set apart by what might be described as its stylistic dis-
tance, for the first twelve bars clearly owe much to the language of Mozart and 
Haydn (see ex. 2). Thus it is that when the opening words of the poem allude 
to a performance taking place outside the gates of the castle, the preceding 
music invites recognition as the image of that performance. The pp indica-
tion and the ‘in der Ferne’ direction of the first version in particular seems 
designed to encourage a sense of this performance being ‘draußen vor dem 
Tor’.7

	 With the king’s opening words, every gesture seems to reinforce the sense 
of the opening music as distant performance; indeed, the very way in which 
these words follow from a half cadence (bar 12) suggests that this performance 
is interrupted in mid-stream, and a further statement of this half-cadential 
gesture after these words (bars 15–17) gives the impression that the performer 
is in fact unaware of the interruption, and has simply continued perform-
ing. The identity of this music as performance is further put into perspective 
by the almost comic literalness with which musical gestures in the recitative 
represent decidedly non-musical events, as the page-boy running to fetch the 
singer and then returning is depicted by ascending and descending scales 
(bars 19 and 21–3).
	 When the singer introduces himself to the court, however, the narrative 
mode changes sharply with the onset of an aria-like passage that makes its 
presence felt both through radical tonal disjunction with the previous music, 
and through much the same sort of distinct stylistic pastiche that character-
ized the opening music (see ex. 3). As the singer makes this conventional (and 
clearly well-rehearsed) speech, he engages in metaphorical performance, prac-
tised yet ultimately artificial, even if this not necessarily apparent to those to 
whom the speech is addressed.
	 When it comes time to prepare the way for the real performance, however, 
the singer drops his mask and turns from his audience to address himself 
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Ex. 2  Der Sänger d149 (February 1815), Version A, bars 1–26
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12, 156, 192–3, 196, 211–22, 231–2, 
240, 248, 253–6

Wer nie sein Brot mit Tränen aß 
d480 / 1–3  7, 12, 156, 175–89

Wer sich der Einsamkeit ergibt d325 & 
D 478  12, 156, 163–78, 182–9

Willkommen und Abschied d767  68

Winterreise d911  143, 152, 256
Auf dem Flusse  67–8
Der Leiermann  161

Der Zwerg d771  115
Schumann, Robert  3

Wilhelm Meister settings  14 n.7, 155
Schwarmath, Erdmute  96, 112 n.9, 

147 n.6
Scott, Sir Walter: The Lady of the Lake  152
Sehnsucht  155, 195, 224–50
Seidl, Johann Gabriel

Grab und Mond  146
Nachthelle  143

setting / version distinction   
See version / setting distinction 

Sicily  37
Snyder, Lawrence  158 n.6
Solomon, Maynard  76 n.5
Sonnleithner, Leopold  142–3
Spaun, Josef von  15 n.26, 109, 190 n.15
Steblin, Rita  76 n.5
Stein, Charlotte von: An den Mond  82–7, 

103
Stein, Jack  158 n.8, 233, 249
Sternfeld, Frederick  111 n.2
Stolberg, Friedrich Leopold Graf zu 

Stolberg- : Auf dem Wasser zu 
singen  119

Stravinsky, Igor: The Rite of Spring  1
Styx (river)  113
syphilis, Schubert’s contraction of  253–6

Titanic (ship)  38
Tomášek, Václav: Meerestille  41
tuberculosis, Goethe’s contraction of  61

Umlauf, Victor von  142
Urmoneit, Sebastian  234

Venice
Grand Canal  113
St. Mark’s Cathedral  114, 118

Verdi, Giuseppe: La Traviata  16
version / setting distinction  7
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Vienna  41, 254
Court Chapel 250 n.1
International Schubert Congress, 

1928  5
Vogl, Johann Michael  1
Vogl, Kunigunde  1

Wagner, Heinrich Leopold: An den 
Mond  81–3

Wartensee, Xaver Schnyder von  13
water-imagery in Schubert’s songs   

46–7, 63, 70, 77 n.19, 99, 115, 137–41, 
145, 151 

Weimar  82, 103
Werner, Theodor  251 n.18
Westminster Abbey  224
Wolf, Hugo  3

Wilhelm Meister settings  14 n.7, 155

Youens, Susan  7, 115
Young, Edward: Night Thoughts  36

Zelter, Carl Friedrich  250 n.6
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