
The Early Romantics

Week One 
Schubert, the Pathfinder



What makes a composer an “early Romantic”?

1 - Born in the first 15 years of the 19th century 
(more or less)



2 - Tends to be independent, rather than working 
for somebody.



3 - Less concerned with established 18th century 
forms, more interested in personal expression.



4 - More of a specialist in just a few genres (or 
one), rather than having a wide range.



Franz Schubert fulfills most of these important criteria.

1 - Born 1797, close enough

2 - Short career, but was independent throughout

3 - Notably creative and free with his use of Classical forms

4 - Although he was comfortable in almost all genres, he tended to 
specialize in smaller, domestic genres such as piano music, lied, and 
chamber music



“Often it seems to me as if I did not belong in this world at all.”

—attributed to Franz Schubert







Schubert lived the life of a musical Bohemian, before the term had 
become current; he lived only for his divine urge to create, without any 
middle-class support. He considered middle-class support only a means 
whereby he might be able to satisfy his creative urge.

—Alfred Einstein



Franz Schubert was born in Vienna on January 31, 1797.

His father was a schoolteacher, and originally it was planned for Franz 
that he would become a schoolteacher as well.

However, it was common for kids in Vienna to have a thoroughgoing 
musical training. In Schubert’s case, his talent was such that he began 
studying with no less than Antonio Salieri, imperial kapellmeister, in 1804 
at the age of 7.

He was educated at the Imperial and Royal City College (Kaiserlich-
königliches Stadtkonvikt), a leading boarding school for non-aristocratic 
students.



He began composing in his early teens.

Among his first compositions is a lied, or art song, called Hagars Klage 
(Hagar’s Lament), dated March 30, 1811 when Schubert was 14 and still 
a student in the Stadtkonvikt.

The lied was to play a critical role throughout Schubert’s (short) career.



This early lied bears witness to a preoccupation common to most of the 
early Romantics: the union of literature and music.

The lied, which is a “miniature” intended to be performed in an intimate 
setting such as one’s music room, exemplifies that junction between 
music and literature.



The text, by Clemens August Schücking — almost an unknown — is the 
biblical story of Hagar and her dying child. The image of ailing and 
dying children was a common trope in the early 19th century, when 
childhood mortality was high.



What songs were about mattered to Schubert from the very beginning. 
Time and again we find him engaged on a text because he is able to 
empathize with situations and live through them using music as a 
connecting medium. The drama of his own life is often at one with the 
drama which he encounters in the pages of the poetry books. It is surely 
the immediacy of this reaction which makes him, at certain times of his 
life, select certain texts before others, because he is able to give himself 
to them without reserve, and with a knowledge that the feelings are as 
real for him as for the poet.

— Graham Johnson



In its entirety Hagars Klage runs almost 16 minutes.

The entire song is almost like an operatic scene, with numerous stylistic 
and tempo changes. It’s not a disciplined piece by any means, but rather 
the energetic effusion of a deeply talented teenager with more ideas 
than he can control.

We’ll hear just the piano introduction and the opening stanza, to give a 
sense of the overall flavor of the piece.



Hagars Klage, D. 5 Caroline Melzer, soprano
Ulrich Eisenlohr, Piano



Hier am Hügel heißen Sandes
Sitz' ich, und mir gegenüber
Liegt mein sterbend Kind,
Lechzt nach einem Tropfen Wasser
Lechzt und ringt schon mit dem Tode,
Weint und blickt mit stieren Augen
Mich bedrängte Mutter an.

Here on a hill of hot sand
I sit, and near me 
Lies my dying child,
Yearns for a drop of water,
Yearns and struggles with death,
Cries and looks with staring eyes
At me, his distressed mother.



Fantasy in G Minor, D. 9 Jenó Jandó and Zsuzsa Kollár, piano



Another early composition, a Fantasy in G Minor for Piano Four Hands, 
also prefigures another genre in which Schubert would make his mark.

Never a virtuoso pianist, Schubert had a particular affinity for the four-
hand piano work, in which the technical challenges are split between the 
two players at the single instrument.



This early Fantasy appears to be strongly influenced by the Sturm und 
Drang movement of the Classical Era — at its peak in the late 1760s and 
early 1770s — that is nowadays considered to prefigure the Romantic 
movement to come.

Certain melodramatic elements mark it as early Romantic, including its 
emphasis on diminished-seventh chords (typical of monster movies and 
the like) as well as its heightened emotional states.



It’s written in an “arch” form:

Section 1
Largo

Section 5
Largo

Section 2
Allegro

Section 4
Allegro

Section 3
March





Erlkönig, D. 328 Thomas Quasthoff, baritone
Charles Spencer, piano



The Erlkönig (Elf-King) is a musical setting of Goethe’s darkly Gothic 
1782 poem.

Schubert wrote the lied in 1815, but revised it three times before finally 
publishing it as his Opus 1 in 1821.

He performed it first in a private gathering in 1820; it was given its 
premiere at the Kartnertor Theater in 1821. It is that performance that 
marks the beginning of Schubert’s public career as a composer.



Erlkönig is a “through-composed” song, meaning that instead of 
repeating a melody throughout multiple stanzas, the music follows the 
dramatic exegencies of the text.

The vocalist must take on four personalities:

1. A narrator
2. A father concerned about his ailing child
3. The child
4. The Elf-King (essentially, the bogeyman) who speaks to the child



The lied is also notorious for its phenomenally difficult piano part — but 
the difficulty is more in physical awkwardness than traditional virtuoso 
challenges.



Trivia: Carl Loewe, a German contemporary of Schubert’s, also wrote a 
setting of Erlkönig around this same time. Although it has been 
overshadowed by Schubert’s masterpiece, it is a highly effective lied in 
its own right.

Erlkönig has been set by many other composers, including Beethoven 
(whose version was left incomplete), and Louis Spohr.





Stabat mater, D. 175
John Eliot Gardiner / Orchestre Revolutionnaire et Romantique



The average music lover doesn’t associate 
Schubert with choral music.

But 30% of his vocal output is for chorus—for a wide 
variety of voices, with an emphasis on men’s groups.

His output of choral sacred music is only slightly less 
than Mozart’s, and a great deal more than 
Beethoven’s.



It is with faith that man first enters the world. It comes 
long before reason and knowledge, for to understand 
something one must first believe something … Reason 
is nothing other than analysed faith.

—Franz Schubert, 1824 diary entry



Schubert’s 1815 setting of the Stabat 
mater dolorosa, not a text usually 
associated with Viennese composers, is 
intimate, devotional, and probably 
intended for use in the parish church in 
Lichtental, a.k.a. the Schubertkirche.



Stabat mater dolorosa
Juxta crucem lacrymosa,
Dum pendebat Filius.

Cujus animam gementem,
Contristatam et dolentem
Pertransivit gladius.

O quam tristis et afflicta
Fuit illa benedicta
mater unigeniti.

Quae moerebat et dolebat,
Pia mater dum videbat
Nati poenas inclyti.

The sorrowing mother stood
and wept by the cross
as her son hung there.

Her grieving heart,
saddened and sorrowful,
was pierced by a sword.

Oh how sad and afflicted
was that blessed woman,
the mother of the only begotten son.

How she grieved and sorrowed,
the pioius mother, when she saw
the pains of her glorious son.





Symphony No. 5 in B-flat 
Major: I

Herbert Blomstedt
San Francisco Symphony



Schubert completed his Fifth Symphony, another product of his late 
teens, when he was just 19 years old.

It is strongly based on Mozartean models, in particular Mozart’s 
Symphony No. 40 in G Minor, with which it shares a number of 
characteristics—despite being in major mode instead of minor.

One particularly Mozartean touch is the way he begins his Development 
section with the material that closed the Exposition.



However, in its sweet lyricism and fascinating harmonic journeys to 
remote keys, the symphony is pure Schubert from beginning to end.





As Schubert moved into early adulthood, he abandoned his teaching 
career and moved into the carefree (and risky) life of a bohemian artist 
in Vienna.

By age 23 he was actually doing better than most young composers at 
that age, but his lifestyle was sure to catch up with him.



He drank too much, smoked too much, and partied too much.

He also seems to have been promiscuous, not a wise choice in a time 
and place in which venereal disease was rampant and uncurable.



He developed a serious disease, almost certainly syphilis, and from then 
on his days were numbered.

The disease progressed in stages. Some times he was better, some times 
worse.



Inwardly a poet and outwardly a kind of hedonist.

— Eduard von Bauernfeld (1857)



[Schubert's] body, strong as it was, succumbed to the cleavage in his – 
souls, I would put it, of which one pressed heavenwards
and the other bathed in slime.

— Josef Kenner (1858)



Excessively indulgent sensual living and its consequences.

— Johann von Schober



For the record: Schubert’s sexual orientation is not known.

Speculations as to that aspect of his life are without concrete evidence.



Piano Trio No. 1 in B-flat 
Major: II

Jacques Thibaud, violin / Pablo Casals, 
cello / Alfred Cortot, piano



Vienna was growing rapidly, but sanitation and other services weren’t 
keeping up. During Schubert’s career years, 1815–1828, Vienna saw 
declining living standards, deteriorating sanitary conditions, 
overcrowding, increased poverty, and public begging. 

When Schubert died in 1828 Vienna still didn’t have a public sewage 
system. No new hospital had been built since 1784. 

Food conditions in the city were appalling—food poisoning was an 
commonplace occurrence.



Despite all of the economic worries, a middle class was rapidly arising, 
thanks in part to the growing urbanization of the era, fueled in part by the 
early Industrial Revolution, which was providing new jobs and careers. 

The overriding ethos of the era was the family, secure at home. A 
decorative style known as Biedermeier came to characterize the era 
between the Congress of Vienna (1815) and the Revolutions of 1848. 

Comfortable cozy family life was the ideal, rather than the publically-
spirited orientation of the previous generation.



Many of Austria’s noble families were impoverished by the 1820s. 

A combination of bad management, heedlessly extravagant lifestyles, the 
Napoleonic Wars, and silly get-rich-quick schemes had sent many of them 
into exile or into near-poverty, such as Prince Lobkowitz and Prince 
Lichnowsky, both important figures in Beethoven’s life and formerly 
major contributors to the arts in Vienna.



It was the private palace orchestras that fed into the ad-hoc orchestras that 
played most of the public concerts of Beethoven and Schubert’s era.  

Once those palace orchestras were disbanded, the musicians left for other 
cities where work was to be had. Thus orchestras were increasingly rare in 
Vienna of the 1820s. 

It wasn’t until mid-century, with the foundation of the Vienna 
Philharmonic, that a true orchestra culture was finally established in 
Vienna.



Put it all together: public health problems, government censorship, 
impoverished aristocracy, few orchestras. 

It means that music needed to move into the home parlor. 

Schubert’s career was largely dominated by just this home-oriented 
market. Compare that to Mozart, who just a few decades earlier had 
written concertos, symphonies, operas, and serenades mostly for 
aristocratic or large public events. 



Consider Schubert’s output: 

Piano pieces (waltzes, dances, 4-hand works) 
Lieder (art songs for solo voice and piano) 
Piano sonatas 
Small chamber works (trios, quartets) 
Works for small and amateur choirs 

The symphonies had to wait until later generations, and his operas never 
got much of anywhere. It was the “house” music that provided him with 
his bread-and-butter income, such as it was.



Schubert’s venereal disease worsened rapidly starting around 1826-7. He 
composed feverishly, incessantly, always trying to interest publishers in 
his works (mostly unsuccessfully) and pitching his operas to Viennese 
impresarios (always unsuccessfully.) 

Among his final works we find a magnificent Trio for violin, cello, and 
piano. Even if his heart was heavy, this work is noted for its generally 
sunny mood and radiant lyricism. 

The slow movement stands among Schubert’s most noble inspirations.



In this movement, the outer sections are in E-flat Major and are supreme 
examples of Schubert’s ineffable lyricism at its most magical. 

The middle section is in C Minor (the “relative” minor key) and has a 
certain Gypsy-like spirit about it. A long transition takes us back to the 
major-key section, which (typical of Schubert) actually begins a half-step 
high, in E Major, then slowly settles into its proper key of E-flat Major.



This performance, captured by HMV 
in 1926 at the dawn of electrical 
recording technology, is surely the 
most bewitching ever recorded. 

Jacques Thibaud, Pablo Casals, and 
Alfred Cortot were each artists of 
strong individuality, but together they 
forged a new musical personality that 
played with one voice. 

Nota bene: Casals’s exquisite 
performance of the opening cello 
solo.



I accompany the performance with 19th century landscape paintings, 
mostly from the Hudson River School (Thomas Cole, Frederic Church) 
with some Bierstadts thrown in for a bit of added drama.





Schubert died on November 19, 1828 at the age of 31. 

Whether his death was actually due to the syphilis is not certain. The 
official cause of death was typhoid—Vienna was in the grips of an 
epidemic at the time. 

He was also suffering from mercury poisoning, from the treatments he 
had been receiving for the syphilis.



Even if the notion of an artist toiling away in obscurity, only to be 
recognized after his death, is mostly a Hollywood invention, it’s actually 
true in Schubert’s case. 

Later artists and musicians—Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms 
amongst them—rediscovered and championed his music.



The reason why Schubert is celebrated so much today, lies rather in the 
fact that there has been nobody else like him - not before him, not after 
him. 

—Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau




