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Editorial

Happy 2026, and I hope you have all had a joyful holiday season.

[ am pleased to report that over the past three months I have
received a higher-than-usual number of submissions. Some of this
material will appear in the April issue. The present issue begins
with Joe Davies’ review of our committee member John Uff’s new
book Schubert Lives—which 1 warmly encourage you all to read.
This 1s followed by Ivor Ellis’ report on the Oxford International
Song Festival and Schubertiade 2025, and Seonhwa Lee’s account
of the 2025 summer school, ‘The New Schubert Edition — From
Source to Edition’, organised by the Austrian Academy of Sciences.

Nigel Nettheim contributes a translation of selected passages from a
little-known book on Schubert published in 1928, which compares
the musical styles and creative personalities of Schubert and
Beethoven. While some of the views expressed are more revealing
of personal taste and the persistence of certain historical clichés, the
text nonetheless offers a fascinating glimpse into perceptions of
Schubert prior to the emergence of modern scholarship.

Finally, I draw your attention to the /n Brief section, which includes
the Schubert Research Center’s announcement of its 2026
conference and summer school, as well as details of SIUK’s
undergraduate essay prize on Schubert.

Best wishes,
April Wu



Articles

Schubert & Beethoven: a Comparison from 1928 France
Nigel Nettheim

La Vie de Schubert (The Life of Schubert) by Paul Landormy was published
by Librairie Gallimard, Paris, in 1928. It is apparently little-known today. In
addition to a biography, the book featured a comparison between Schubert
and Beethoven. Here I have translated the book’s preliminary remarks, the
chapter titles (I have also translated the chapter contents and will make them
available if a demand exists), and the postscript with its more detailed
comparison. The postscript may be found convincing as well as deeply felt;
the author benefitted from his background in philosophy.

Preliminary remarks:

{p. 7} Two parallel lives:
The great Beethoven and the humble Schubert, the proud and the modest.

One, the conqueror before whom all bow down, the common people and the
great, the other, the intimate and familiar friend of bourgeois society, who
slips furtively to the piano and apologises for being heard, resigns himself to
the role of dance accompanist if necessary, and ultimately finds pleasure in it,
producing delightful improvisations that enchant himself.

Beethoven was no stranger to Schubert, and he uttered the famous words: ‘In
Schubert there is truly a divine spark’.

But Schubert did not dare approach Beethoven, whom he nevertheless
admired to the point of veneration.

A life of average length and a short life, both ending at about the same time,
one year apart.

Their works are from the same period. They do not proceed from the same

soul. Beethoven was constantly consumed by terribly passionate and
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disappointing loves. Schubert, lost in dreams, remained far from any human
passion.

{p. 8} But both, in different ways, were to reach the same tragic depths, in
their lives as in their art.

Two parallel lives: two lives that invite all kinds of comparisons.

Chapter titles:

1 The family home 1797-1808 15

2 The “Convict” 1808-1813 23

3 The return home; first masterpieces 1813-1814 41
4 The assistant teacher 1814-1817 53

5 The joyful city 75

6 Freedom 1817-1822 93

7 Bad year 1823 139

8 The dark years 1824-1827 163

9 The end 1828 201

Postscript:

{p. 213} France was one of the first countries to welcome Schubert's works
and admire them. As early as 1829, the singer [Francois] Wartel was receiving
applause for his lieder in Parisian salons. ‘Never’, said a German a little later
— and this testimony is important —‘never will 1 forget the way [Adolphe]
Nourrit sings the Erlkonig’. Between 1830 and 1850, Schubert was very
much in vogue in our country.

Since then, we have somewhat forgotten him, and when we return to him, it is
not always with the necessary effort to understand and feel, along with the
particular charm of his music, all the tragedy that emanates from it.

We must penetrate beneath the simple forms of his art. We must lift the

graceful veil that envelops impressions that are sometimes extremely
profound. We must lean over the abyss.
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This childlike soul has frightening undertones, terrible fantastical visions,
immense sadness, and prodigious heartbreak.

{p. 214} We must delve into the innermost depths of this great romantic,
relive for ourselves his concentrated dream, where pleasant and tender images
mingle with so many dark ghosts.

*

Schubert is first and foremost the cheerful, inspirited and sentimental
Viennese.

But he is not just that.

Tender and affectionate, but shy, even defiant, Schubert does not reveal
himself easily. In his cheerfulness and wit, he always reserves a part of
himself, the part of his inner dream that he pursues ceaselessly and which he
does not readily confide, except through his music.

However, he needed activity, external joy and the warm contact of loyal
friendships.

Deep down, he had dark thoughts, melancholy, even despair and something
tragic. This lofty, pure, idealistic soul could not be satisfied with the goods of
this world. So we find a kind of nostalgia for the hereafter that gives a
particular hue to all his feelings.

If there is something tragic in this detached attitude towards all human
happiness, it is not Beethovenian tragedy. Beethoven sought happiness first
and foremost on earth, {p. 215} and he sought it only there. It is on earth that
he believes happiness will one day be achieved through universal
brotherhood.

Schubert, on the contrary, began by having a premonition of another
homeland; and, immediately, this mystical vision prevented him from
believing that he would ever find satisfaction for his deepest needs in this first
life. He is only a passer-by: he knows full well that he cannot seriously attach
himself to any of the objects that come his way.
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Hence, no doubt, the absence of any great passion in Schubert's life.

But this is precisely where he differs from Beethoven. Because Beethoven
lived this earthly existence with a thirst to fill it with all human joys, because
he truly loved several women and suffered cruelly from not being loved in
return, he found in his inner life sufficient nourishment for all his inspirations.
He did not need poetic texts to compose. The psychological material for his
sonatas and symphonies was carried within him.

Schubert's own human life, which was so unfulfilled, did not always offer
him the necessary opportunity for his musical emotion. He had to borrow
from poets the images intended to give his insatiable need to dream a more

precise form. Schubert was not made for pure music. He was born for the
lied.

{p. 216} He wrote more than 600 of them — consider that figure — including
around sixty based on poems by Goethe, and the rest based on poems by
Schiller, Heine, Uhland, Riickert, his friends von Schober and Mayrhofer,
MacPherson, Walter Scott, Shakespeare, Dante, Petrarch, etc.

Like Beethoven, Schubert shows himself to be powerful and great.
But let us look at the differences.

Schubert's soul is more nuanced, because it is more poetic or better disposed
to grasp the thoughts of poets. From a piece of verse, Beethoven will translate
above all the main feeling.

Schubert, without failing to meet this first condition of a fair and complete
interpretation, will associate all kinds of diverse impressions with a central
emotion. His more flexible mind will attach greater importance to detail and
point up the value of each image. In this respect, Schubert is better suited to

the lied.

On the other hand, we know from his sketchbooks how Beethoven worked.
He achieved nothing without relentless hard work, constantly returning to his
initial inventions, revisiting them, correcting them, modifying them,
sacrificing them if necessary to replace them with others, which he sometimes
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dismissed in turn, in essence lacking the highest degree of what is called
‘fluency’.

Schubert, on the contrary, excels at improvisation. He never makes an effort.
He never corrects himself, {p. 217} or almost never. He always improvises, —
and sometimes produces wonders of absolute perfection. This prodigious
ability marked his destiny: it is indeed in short pieces such as lieder that
improvisation comes into its own. One does not improvise a sonata or a
symphony.

Schubert often wrote his chamber or orchestral music in the flow of
inspiration. As a result, whatever its merit, it is full of lengthening, repetitions
and redundant passages. The insignificant rubs shoulders with the sublime.
There are two or three exceptions, [large] works that fortune, or extraordinary
chance, has made almost flawless.

But it is in his lieder that we must in the first place seek Schubert.

Beethoven's life is a perpetual effort to renew himself. As soon as a work is
completed, he seems to try to free himself from a kind of constraint that it
might exert on him. He shakes off the yoke . He does not want to repeat
himself, to lock himself into the processes he has conquered the first time
around; he must escape the grip of habit. He sets out in search of new paths to
follow, a new technique to forge, a new ideal to achieve.

With Schubert, there is no renewal, no evolution. He is entirely himself from
day one, and he will remain what he was at 17 until his last hour. Gretchen
am Spinnrade and the Erlkonig already reveal his full measure. We can barely
sense {p. 218} a more continuous experience of pain in his later works. But
what suffering already in Gretchen!

In his short life, Schubert did not have the time to exhaust the rich content of
his persistent spontaneity, nor to tire us by resembling himself too often.
Furthermore, in cultivating this very particular genre of the lied, he ran even
less risk of doing so. The poets who inspired him took it upon themselves, so
to speak, to provide him with material diverse enough to break the monotony
of expression in music that benefitted greatly from not drawing solely from
his own resources. In cases when it belonged only to him and came only from
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him, he at least modelled its outline on texts that imposed on him a certain
appropriate way of proceeding.

*

Schubert is as romantic as Beethoven, if not more so, but not quite in the
same way.

Beethoven's romanticism is more of the heart than of the imagination,
whereas images have as much place in Schubert's soul as emotions.

As a result, Schubert is a thousand times more of a painter than Beethoven.
We could cite the Pastoral Symphony, but we will perhaps limit ourselves to
that one example.

{p. 219} Certainly, it is clear that Beethoven possesses a feeling for nature,
without which he would not be truly romantic. But if he loves the
countryside, it is above all to be alone there and also to experience a kind of
physical well-being: he is free and he breathes better.

There is something a little general about this love of physical things. He does
not seek to distinguish what makes each place charming in its own right.

Schubert has a more subtle sensibility. The sea, the river, the mountains
express themselves differently in his work and, even better, this calm or
raging sea, this roaring river or murmuring stream, this imposing mountain or
gentle hill. Under the melody of his lieder, a picturesque accompaniment
often provides a setting or envelops them in a subtle atmosphere.Beethoven
does not go beyond nature; his vast domain is enough for him. It seems too
narrow for Schubert. He escapes into fantastical realms: he possesses the
highest degree of supernatural sense.

Beethoven left us a sketch of an Erlkonig [elsewhere completed as WoO 131].
It is extremely interesting to compare it to Schubert's lied.

Beethoven focuses only on the drama, which he renders admirably. But all the
poetry of the visions that Goethe depicts escapes him.
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Schubert is no less dramatic than Beethoven. He is even more concerned with
the details of the {p. 220} staging: the galloping of the horse, the wind in the
trees, the storm, the entire setting and all the action are wonderfully evoked
by his music.

But added to all this is a certain mysterious character, a presence from the
beyond in the vocal accent and instrumental colouring, of which Beethoven
gives us no hint. We are truly transported into the world of hallucinatory
apparitions, fairies or evil genies, amidst nightmarish visions created by the
fever of a sick child.

This 1s what remains completely foreign to the art of Beethoven, however
moving it may be.

*

If we now consider just the music itself, in its purely technical aspects, what
differences remain between Beethoven and Schubert, despite the similarities!
The same effects of power and emotion, the same tragic splendour, but
achieved by means that are sometimes almost the opposite.

In Beethoven, what is extraordinary, exceptional, unique, is the dynamic
power and rhythm. The melody itself often lacks interest; the harmony, most
of the time, is poor, — or rather, the harmony is {p. 221} not considered to
have any expressive value in itself.

Harmony is merely the support for the melody, and the perpetual movement
from the tonic to the dominant has mainly rhythmic value.

In Schubert's work, the rhythm is often tame, the melody abundant and
generous, and the harmony takes on an expressive meaning that heralds
Schumann, Liszt, Wagner and Franck.

The chord is sought for its own sake, not yet for its flavour, as in Debussy, but
for its emotional content, independently of the melody. And with that, what
boldness of modulations, what dissonances already! What contrasts between
these lights and shadows!

In Beethoven, we still find only the romanticism of a classicist.
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Pure romanticism begins with Schubert, and above all, this need to dream, to
escape from the real world, to take flight to an ‘elsewhere’ that consoles and
saves us, this need that was felt by all the great romantics, but not by
Beethoven. Beethoven is firmly rooted in reality and never strays from it. He
draws all his suffering from it and builds all his joys upon it. But Beethoven
could also never have written Der Doppelgdnger, IThr Bild, Nachtstiick, or the
Wanderer. Dare we say once again that Beethoven is lacking something, a
certain poetry, a certain restlessness, a certain nostalgia? Beethoven has all
the emotional splendour one could wish for. But there is a splendour {p. 222}
of imagination, or rather a quality of fantasy, in which Schubert surpasses
him.

*

In Schubert, understanding is almost entirely imagination. Without being a
philosopher, Beethoven has something of the thinker about him. He loves
ideas. He has strong opinions and firm convictions. He debates with himself
the lofty questions of morality and politics. He believes in virtue. He is
convinced that the Republic is the purest form of government and that it can
ensure the happiness of the human race. He hopes that the reign of Peace will
be established once and for all in this world. Even metaphysical problems
attract him. He approaches them with a somewhat simple mind and without
sufficient practice. He would notbe far from understanding them with a little
help, which he lacks. Schubert is more cultured, but less open-minded. He
does not judge as the other one does. He lacks a taste for speculation. He will
interpret poets better, but through feeling and imagination. Pure ideas frighten
him. And what does he care about universal peace and the happiness of
humanity?

What does he care about politics? He cares little about virtue. Life is for him
nothing but a series of emotions, a parade of images that he wishes to be as
pleasant as possible. All his {p.223} merit lies in the goodness of a loving
heart, a deeply affectionate heart, and in the richness of his imagination.

What Beethoven possesses to the highest degree and what Schubert lacks is

willpower. A magnificent champion of heroism, he was himself a hero in his
struggle against Fate.

19



There is nothing heroic in Schubert's nature. It is essentially feminine.
Character is lacking; sensitivity dominates. There is nothing deliberate in
him. Instinct is enough for everything. He succeeds only by chance. He does
not conduct himself; he is led. His music reveals little thought, or only those
inferior thoughts that are sentiment and imagination and in which the body
plays such a large part. In his life, as in his art, he abandons himself. That is,
to joy as to suffering — suffering endured, not mastered, not tamed. He is not
one who stands up proudly under the blows of fate, who forges, through the
sovereignty of will, a blessedness of spirit on the ruins of his happiness. But
he has an immense capacity for suffering. He understands all pain, he shares
it. He has experienced it all from a very young age, from that admirable
Gretchen am Spinnrade. He pours himself out; he sympathises, he
communicates with everything. His need for {p. 224} dissemination is
boundless. His soul is in some way connected to all souls. There is no
significance for society. He is the opposite of the great recluse Beethoven,
who looks only within himself and, so as not to allow himself to be enchained
there, shakes off the bonds of the body, of suffering and of the individual, and
rises up in reflection, in the universal and in freedom. Schubert constantly
surrenders himself to nature, instead of constructing the Idea that saves. His
sacrifice has its splendour, — the splendour of flesh that touches us to the core,
not the splendour of spirit that exalts courage and faith, the splendour of
poverty, the splendour of remission, the splendour of pity. He is the wretched
Atlas condemned to infinite suffering:

I am the unfortunate Atlas.

I carry a world, the whole world of pain.
I bear the unbearable;

and my heart is breaking in my body.

Atlas is the vanquished, — the vanquished who laments without rebelling, who
does not shake off the burden, who accepts punishment, — the punishment of
his own weakness. We may blame him for not being stronger, for only being
strong enough to bear the world but not to cast it away from him. We are no
less filled with compassion for his misfortune and admiration for his vain
energy.

So it is with the unfortunate Schubert. We pity him with all the weakness of
our bodies and our hearts; {p 225} with him we respond with our bitterest
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tears; for, having touched the depths of human suffering, he did not recover
from this terrible fall.
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