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The Quarterly Song

[Editor note: Sadly, the final instalment of the “Celebrating

Die schone Miillerin” series fell through at the last minute.

My sincere thanks go to Nigel Nettheim for his contribution
of a Quarterly Song in its stead.]

Varying the Strophic Song: “In der Mitternacht” D464

The Quarterly Song series began in Schubertian #102 with a request
to introduce little-known songs. The present one (“At Midnight™)
qualifies as it is seldom heard, apart from the three projects aiming
for complete coverage: Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau; Graham Johnson;
and Ulrich Eisenlohr. Few have discussed this song in print: Capell
(1928) in a single sentence; Fischer-Dieskau (1976) virtually
reproducing Capell’s sentence; Reed (1985) relating the song to the
“Wandrers Nachtlied” songs (D224, D768); and Johnson, focussing
on the secrecy mentioned in verses 3 and 4, to the “Lied der Mignon
II” (“Heiss mich nicht reden”) D877/2.

The song may best be introduced by referring to “Litanei” D343.
The two songs are settings of the same minor poet (Joseph Jacobi),
composed in the same month (August 1816), in the same key
(E-flat), with the same harmonic shape, and having a fairly similar
textual mood (welcoming death). Yet one (D343) is famous, and the
other (D464) little-known. Both are intensely felt but D464 is
restricted to shades of grey, as is appropriate to its poem; the vocal
range of D464 is narrower too, D343 having an effective high E-flat.
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Here is a synopsis of the present poem, in pairs of verses:

1-2. The silence of the night is deathly — it reflects my
troubled soul.

3—4. Just as the clouds conceal the moon, so I must conceal
my heartache — I will not even mention my betrayer’s name.

5-6. Heaven will provide comfort — when I have died, my
pain will end.

A synopsis of the poem as a whole could then be: I have been
betrayed, and death is welcome.

This is the shortest of all the Schubert songs, having only nine bars.
They are, however, “large bars” (as is readily confirmed from the
final cadence) so eighteen half-bars are heard and felt, the effective
metre therefore being 2/4 rather than the written 4/4. The same
metrical and barring scheme is used in the comparable songs
mentioned earlier.

The simplest compositional resources were all that were needed to
create the mood convincingly. The first (large) bar establishes the
eerie stillness with hollow octaves and also establishes the E-flat key
and the tonic note, approaching it from above and then from below;
bar 2 completes the phrase (see Example 1).

The beams of moonlight descend in the melody of bars 3-4, and the
wind whispers in the piano accompaniment of bars 5-6. The night-
watchman’s song is given a strumming accompaniment in bars 7-8,
and a codetta continues the mood in the last bar. Thus Schubert has
set the first verse of the poem in specific terms, whereas the music
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Example 1: Schubert D464 bars 1-2.

reflects the other verses only in their general mood, not in their
details, as is (with few exceptions) inevitable in a strophic song.

I will comment on the only four recordings I have heard. Fischer-
Dieskau with Gerald Moore (DGG, 1970) sings only verses 1 and 2,
as is quite reasonable. Peter Schone with Ralph Neubert (at the
website schubertiade.de, 2011), sings all six verses very slowly.

Sarah Walker with Graham Johnson (Hyperion, 1990), omits verse 5,
conceivably because the mood of its text does not suit the setting
quite so well. There may be a curious misunderstanding of the
notation in bar 4, where the piano has a dot before a slur (see
Example 2(a)).
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Example 2: D.464 bar 4 piano RH only (a) Schubert’s notation (b) an
alternative notation to be avoided, where a slur covers some repeated notes.

This could have been notated as in Example 2(b), but Schubert
apparently wanted to avoid giving any impression of tied notes, so he
assisted the player by indicating that the first note is to be restruck.
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In similar situations a dot was not always shown, but care was
always taken in the phrasing to avoid the appearance of tied notes.
That notational concept is seen many times throughout his works,
from as early as “Der Jingling am Bache” D30 (1812) bar 55 after
a long series of 4-note slurs, and for instance in “Delphine” D857
(1825) bars 1-13 etc. Other composers adopted the same policy.
The “rules” of musical notation could never be perfect, and Schubert
evidently means “such dotted notes are not tied but they proceed
normally without staccato or noticeable separation, in accordance
with the following slur to which they are intended to belong in their
character”. Johnson’s break or comma after playing the first note of
Example 2(a) differs from the playing of the other accompanists
mentioned here.

The recording by Konstantin Wolff with Ulrich Eisenlohr (Naxos,
2009), was released in a volume entitled “Sturm und Drang” Poets,
Jacobi belonging to the lyrical side of that movement. This recording
is particularly interesting for, instead of presenting a series of verses
set identically, the performers vary them in a number of
compositional ways, all so unobtrusive and well-fitting that an
unaware listener might not even notice them. The differences thus
introduced not only avoid literal repetition, but also reflect the text’s
meaning and the strength of the syllables. Examples 3 and 4 show -
excerpts from the original version and the modified version which

[ have transcribed from the audio.

In Example 3 (verse 2), we may look first at the word “der” (the) in
bar 5. In the unchanged strophic version (top staff) it has to be sung
on a relatively long note, although it does not call for accentuation
and so could not be rendered in a natural manner. In Eisenlohr’s
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nimmt den Strahl___ der Hoff -nung fort, wie den Mond  die Wol -~ ke dort.

Example 3: D464 verse 2 bars 5-8.
Top: original strophic score; bottom: Eisenlohr’s version.

version (bottom staff) it has been given a short note on a weak part
of the bar, while the word “Strahl” (ray) has been correspondingly
lengthened, as is quite appropriate to its meaning.

Let us look next at bar 7 where the word “Mond” (moon) has been
provided with an appoggiatura; that helps to avoid too many
repetitions of the three bland crotchets which, although they suit

the general mood and representation of midnight, may occasionally
be varied to the benefit of the song as a whole. Further, the word
“die” (the) has been set in the original on a suddenly high note (C5),
whereas Eisenlohr has fitted it in with more melodic smoothness

as an F-sharp and with a shorter duration — in both respects
appropriately.

Turning now to bar 8 we find the word “Wolke” (clouds) set with
equally long syllables and thus with unwanted strength on the weak
syllable “-ke”). Eisenlohr has fixed that problem.

In Example 4 (verse 6), we find the descent in bar 6 filled in with a
descending scale which conveys the meaning of pain being removed,
better than does the original high and sustained pitch. In bar 7 the
rising interval for the second “selig” (blissfully) is now filled in,
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Dort ist Lieb-e son - der Pein: Se-lig se - lig werd'. ichsein!
Example 4: D464 verse 6 bars 5-8.
Top: original strophic score; bottom: Eisenlohr’s version.

allowing a savouring of the text’s meaning. Finally, in bar 8 the
original three notes of equal duration are provided with a nuance that

>

allows an intensification of the word “werd™ (would become) and an

appropriately shorter and weaker syllable “ich” (I).

Many other examples could be provided but the idea has by now
been shown. Modifications of dynamics and tempo, on the other
hand, played only a small part here. This approach to performing a
strophic song seems to me commendable, as does the close attention
thus paid to this little-known song. Although modifying the
performance details of strophes is standard practice, I had not
previously come across the modification of compositional details;
reviews, and even Eisenlohr’s album notes, do not mention it, and

I would be glad to hear of other cases.

Nigel Nettheim
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