The Quarterly Song

Schubert’s First Setting of Klopstock’s “Battle Song”

Schubert set a number of works by the highly respected poet
Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724-1803), including the ode
“Schlachtgesang” or “Schlachtlied” (Battle Song) in two settings:
D.443 (1816), and again D.912 (1827).! This was not a surprising
choice, for it had already been set for solo voice and piano by
Christian Gottlob Neefe (1776) and by Christoph Willibald Gluck
(1785/86), and for two choirs and orchestra by Christian Gottfried
Thomas (1795); it would later be set for male choir by Schumann as
Op.62 No.3 (1847/48). The ode had a vogue at the time and certainly
called forth rousing music, although its poetical virtues beyond that
seem to me unexceptional.

The text combines two elements: a call for God’s help in a war
(religiosity was a prime interest of Klopstock’s) and, on the basis of

I [ hope to discuss Schubert’s second setting in a future article.
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that help, bravado for the fighting. The short verses may be grouped
as follows:

Verses 1-5:  We soldiers cannot win without the help of the Almighty.
Verses 6-12: Let us go into battle, sneering at death and at you, our enemy!
Verse 13:  We again call for the help of the Almighty.

Verse 14:  We will strike now, sneering at death and at you, our enemy!

This first setting has a piano accompaniment but its forces are
otherwise unspecified; it is usually taken to be for a 4-voiced male
choir, although it has occasionally been sung by a soloist.? The
beginning 1s shown in Example 1.
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Example 1: “Schlachtgesang”, D.443, bars 1-3.

The setting of the whole song is war-like. Its form is double-strophic,
reflecting the fact that verses 1-5 have quite similar texts, all
emphasising the power of the Almighty in a similar manner, while
verses 6-12 instead emphasise the fighting. The change in mood is
signified by verse 6 starting with “Auf! in den Flammendampf
hinein!” (Onward into the flames and smoke!; see Example 2).
There, for two bars, the piano represents the drums and trumpets
which will be referred to in verses 7, 8 and 9 of the poem, with a

2 Graham Johnson’s suggestion of five voices, in his notes for the
Hyperion edition, might be questioned; in any case, a male choir with so
many voices does not perhaps appear elsewhere in Schubert, whereas he
often wrote for one with four voices. Some justification for performance
by a soloist may be found in the settings by Neefe and Gluck, although the
plural is used throughout the text (“unserm” = “our” etc.).
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threatening minor harmony (chord vi). It is typical of Schubert to
seize upon references to any musical instruments that may appear in
his texts. After that, the music resembles what had appeared in the

first strophe.
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Example 2: “Schlachtgesang”, D.443, bb.18-19. Schubert instils fear and
tremolando in the enemy.

A rounding effect is then provided as the poem returns to the
religious motive for verse 13 and finally again to the fighting in the
last verse. Schubert followed suit by bringing back the first strophe
for verse 13 and then the second to finish. The musical form is thus:
AAAAA BBBBBBB AB |

Schubert’s piece was successful in its context, being written not long
after the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815. It is still very enjoyable
today, with its mood of cheerful camaraderie inspired by the battle;
Schubert has not emphasised the religious side.*

I do not know of a complete recording for choir, and indeed there 1s
no good reason to include all the poem’s near-repetitions; what
works as words on paper does not always work in a musical setting.
The Camerata Musica Limburg (2016), on YouTube, sing the
representative verses 1, 2,6,9, 13, 14: two from each strophe and the
concluding pair. For BR Klassik (Naxos), Detlef Roth with Ulrich

3 The first five A sections themselves contain reproductions as A = A1A2.
4 §chumann’s setting is much more sophisticated.
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Eisenlohr (2010) recorded a solo version, unavoidably losing the
effect of camaraderie; it includes verses 1, 3,6, 7, 11, 13, 14,

Nigel Nettheim
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