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PREFACE

To someone who has heard music from his childhood and made music for much of his life, the 

decision to study musicology after ending a (non-musical) career is quite logical. Music, like other art 

forms, is related to its surroundings, both in its creation and in its reception. What is the context of 

music, and what does it have to say within this context, if anything at all? This question has held 

special interest for me since the very beginning of my music studies. It is against this background that 

this dissertation came into being. It also gave this dissertation its title. The subtitle Four Case Studies

reflects my awareness of the limited length of my vaulting pole. 

I am exceptionally indebted to my supervisor, Prof. Dr. Albert Clement, under whose critical 

and inspiring guidance this dissertation came into being and whose enthusiasm about my approach to 

the subject matters was immediate. Teaching is not only a matter of transferring knowledge, but also 

of training the student to independently obtain knowledge through research, as he has done during my 

studies in musicology. The present dissertation is the ultimate result of this. 

I also want to express deep gratitude to my co-supervisor Dr. Paul van Emmerik for his critical 

and enthusiastic support as I wrote this dissertation. He introduced me during my studies to music 

outside the tradition in which I grew up, namely music in which tonality was finally abandoned and 

the music of the post-war avant-garde. The chapter on Pierre Boulez’s Structures I is a direct result of 

this introduction. 

Without rejecting tradition, I found that the most important learning experience of my second 

course of study was the abandonment of preconception. The formative influences of studying with my 

later supervisor and co-supervisor were essential to this process. 

Furthermore, I thank Peter Nilsson for his painstaking translation of the original Dutch text to 

English, a task for which his background as a native English speaker and musician proved to be of 

great importance. To Eileen Heetveld-Keiller and Arthur Moore I am also indebted for proofreading 

the English text. Tiffany Ng, Eastman School of Music (and graduate of Yale University), edited the 

English translation of my dissertation for final publication. I am very grateful for what she has done. I 

thank also Norbert Bartelsman for his careful preparation of the music examples. 

Finally, I am very grateful for what Babeth, my wife for more than forty-five years, has done for 

me and our family during our life together, and for all her patience during my years of work on this 

dissertation. No chapter left home without her final approval. 





 

 

INTRODUCTION  
 

 
Listening is henceforth linked (in a thousand varied, indirect forms) to a hermeneutics: to listen is to adopt an 
attitude of decoding what is obscure, blurred, or mute, in order to make available to consciousness the 
“underside” of meaning (what is experienced, postulated, intentionalized as hidden). 

           
         Roland Barthes1 

 

Music and context 

 

General 

 

“Hearing is a physiological phenomenon; listening is a psychological act.” With this pronouncement, 

Roland Barthes opens his article “Listening,” which deals with listening to music.2 As the heading 

indicates, listening is related to hermeneutics, to the decoding of what is cryptic, hidden and 

ambiguous. Listening to music is neither independent from the context in which the music is made, 

nor from the context wherein it is heard. Both are related to and interwoven with each other. 

Composition and deciphering are both time-related. What is the context in which music was created? 

Can such knowledge help us in listening? The title Music in Context. Four Case Studies marks my 

subject of investigation and study.  

Is not every art form, including music, related to some form of exegesis, to the search for the 

meaning thereof, to the search for “the ‘underside’ of meaning,” as Barthes calls it? The painter Paul 

Klee (1879-1940) wrote the following about painting: “Kunst gibt nicht das Sichtbare wieder, sondern 

macht sichtbar” [Art does not reproduce the visible; rather, it makes visible].3 His painting below 

illustrates this, because it does not present reality precisely, but instead makes it visible.4  

 

 

                                                 
1 Barthes 1985, p. 249. Roland Barthes (1915-1980), extremely prominent French critic and essayist, professor 
of literary semiotics at the Collège de France. His Le degré zéro de l’écriture (1953) is renowned. 
2 Ibid., p. 245. 
3 Klee 1990, p. 76.  
4 Illustration taken from Düchting, p. 74. The father of Paul Klee was a music teacher in Bern. From early 
childhood, Klee was an excellent violinist. At the same time he began to paint. He was long unsure about 
whether he should continue as a violinist or painter. After his final examination in 1898, he began his study of 
painting in Munich, contrary his parents’s wishes. In 1906 he married the pianist Lily Stumpf. From 1921 until 
1930, Klee taught at the Bauhaus in Weimar. In the 1930s the Nazis considered his art “entartete Kunst.” Klee, a 
German national like his father (his mother was Swiss), returned thereafter to Bern with his family, where he 
became a naturalized Swiss citizen five years later. Music and his views on it played a substantial role in Klee’s 
entire oeuvre. Many of his works are “depicted” music. 
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Fig. Intr. 1: Paul Klee, Polyphonie (1932)  

 

 
 

Klee produced several works on the theme of “polyphony.” To make clear what this painting “makes 

visible” about polyphony, it is perhaps best to let Klee speak for himself:  
 

Es gibt doch in der Musik eine Polyphonie. Der Versuch einer Übertragung dieser Wesenheit ins 
Bildnerische wäre an sich noch nichts Besonderes. Aber bei der Musik durch die Besonderheit 
polyphoner Kunstwerke Erkenntnisse schöpfen, in diese kosmische Sphäre tief eindringen, um als 
gewandelter Kunstbetrachter daraus hervorzugehen und dann im Bild diesen Dingen 
nachzuwarten, das ist schon besser. Denn die Gleichzeitigkeit mehrerer selbständiger Themen ist 
eine Sache, die nicht nur in der Musik sein kann, wie alle typschen Dinge nicht nur an einem Ort 
gelten, sondern irgendwo und überall verwurzelt sind, organisch verankert.5 
 
[There is after all a polyphony in music. An attempt at a translation of this essence to the visual 
arts were in itself not anything special yet. But in music, to gather insight through the peculiarity 
of polyphonic art works, to delve deep in these cosmic spheres then to emerge from this as 
metamorphosed observer of art and then to wait on these things in the image, that is already better. 
For the simultaneity of multiple independent themes is a thing which can be present in not only 
music, as all typical things are valid not only in one place, but are deep-rooted anywhere and 
everywhere, organically anchored.] 
 

 
This fits closely with Klee’s opinion of the term “abstract.” 
 

Als Maler abstrakt sein heißt nicht etwa Abstrahieren von natürlichen gegenständlichen 
Vergleichsmöglichkeiten, sondern beruht, von diesen Vergleichsmöglichkeiten unabhängig, auf 
dem Herauslösen bildnerisch reiner Beziehungen.6 
 

                                                 
5 Klee 1990, p. 296. 
6 Ibid., p. 72. 
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[To be an abstract painter is not to abstract something from natural concrete comparative 
possibilities, but is based, independent of these comparative possibilities, on dissolving purely 
expressive connections.] 
 

Music, and especially instrumental music, contains a high degree of abstraction. Music becomes music 

in the first place through its presentation in sound and not through the score, indispensable as the score 

may be in Western tradition for presentation and study. As soon as tones have sounded, they are past. 

Klee has translated this notion into images: the simultaneous presentation of fleeting, transitory and 

mutually subsequent polyphonic sounds. With this method, he wished to make polyphony visible. The 

painting, in its abstraction, rests on “dissolving purely expressive connections.” What does Klee’s 

observation teach us? The process of “making visible” is not present in music. “Making 

comprehensible” and “dissolving … expressive  connections,” is. The image Klee evokes teaches us 

that mathematical exactitude, which is a part of the timeless pattern of nature (and the natural 

sciences), is not applicable to art, but the exegesis of this painting has to do with an “understanding” of 

it, with a form of emotional resonance which the cultural reality instinctively attempts to understand in 

the sense that Anton Zijderveld describes the term verstehen [to understand].7 Klee, besides going 

through life as artist, was also an outstanding violinist. His work as painter is saturated in music. In his 

case, painting and music are extensions of each other. This gives his cited remarks an applicability 

beyond painting. Hajo Düchting titled his book on Klee Paul Klee. Painting Music with good reason.   

Music is not a true reproduction of reality but rather an abstraction to reality, grafted though it 

usually is. Music is not a language with defined terms and a defined use thereof. This characteristic 

relates not only to its abstraction, but also to its transience and invisibility. Music presents itself, in 

contrast to the visual arts, not as totality at once but sequentially. Forming a total picture of a musical 

work and gaining insight into it involve some form of musical memory. Insight and overview are 

therefore difficult. Music is often to be understood only after a thorough study of the score, and 

generally not by ear. Just as with other art forms, in music there is much to be interpreted. Verstehen is 

something quite different from erklären: understanding versus explanation.8 In music it is also a 

question of making “visible” the “underside of meaning,” if meaning is present beyond aesthetics, and 

if one wishes it to be present. 

 

Historicity and synchronicity  

 

If this verstehen in the music is to help us further, then this understanding must be based on more than 

simple intuition. Conclusions will need to be testable and verifiable, and will need to conform to 

objective criteria. We shall need to realize that verstehen entails steering a course between rationality 

                                                 
7 Zijderveld 1990, p. 18. On the term verstehen as method in the humanities. 
8 See also in this context Dahlhaus 1983a, p. 73. 
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and irrationality, between reason and intuition.9 The following discussion will focus on several facets 

of this course: synchronicity, causality and reception. We shall travel between present and past, 

between modern verstehen and the verstehen of times past, between the context of music then and the 

hearing of it now. And why should it not be sufficient to listen to music for its aesthetic qualities? I 

shall focus on each, in the search for music and its context. 

When we accept that music is not only an autonomous art form, but is also embedded (just as 

composer and reception are) in the culture of which it is a part and to which it contributes, then the 

following question arises for our notion of verstehen: can it be concluded that patterns and structures 

in music are a reflection of its historicism, its historic being in a broader sense?10 Is a historic 

understanding of music possible, and if so, what does it entail? Is a historic understanding of music 

dependent on non-musical factors? These are questions that Leo Treitler justifiably poses.11 Among 

the examples he names is Lawrence Kramer’s interpretation of Chiarina and Estrella, two movements 

from Robert Schumann’s Carnaval (1834-1835). On the basis of his analyses, Kramer concludes that 

the movements are a musical likeness of the atmosphere of the private domain of a woman viewing 

herself in a mirror. These conclusions are consistent with the nineteenth-century view of the mirror as 

feminine privilege.   

 
Culturally, the proliferating network of images [in the mirrors] serves to release and empower 
feminine energies, in keeping with nineteenth-century representations of the mirror as the sphere 
of feminine privilege. Before the mirror, women may do for themselves affirmatively what men do 
to women appropriatively: they may gaze with a pleasure that constructs the thing it sees.12  
 

Regardless of whether I share his view, it is part of understanding music in its historicism: the study 

and comprehension of music in a certain period of its existence (the synchronic, horizontal approach), 

without taking into account its historic development (the diachronic, vertical approach).13 In chapter 

three of this study, I will examine Kramer’s views in greater depth. 

As another example, the six Brandenburg concerti of Bach and the concertinos therein exhibit an 

unusual composition. In part, Bach uses unusual solo instruments, such as the two horns in the first, 

the clarino (piccolo trumpet) in the second, and in part makes use of instruments in a manner 

exceptional for the time, such as the harpsichord with its long cadenza in the fifth movement, which is 

almost one third of the first movement in length. In the sixth movement, Bach also omits the violin, an 

important instrument.14 The third and sixth movements have no concertino-ripieno, but rather solos 

                                                 
9 In a comparable sense, also 1983a p. 78. He speaks of “ … a course between the Scylla of rational norms … 
and the Charybdis of intangible irrationality.” 
10 See also in this context Treitler, p. 357 and Zijderveld 1990, p. 77f., and particularly p. 87. 
11 Treitler, p. 366. 
12 Ibid., p. 367f. and Kramer/Solie, p. 306. 
13 Treitler, p. 370. 
14 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 2, p. 289f. on the Brandenburg concerti. Instrumentation of the first movement: two corni 
da caccia, three oboes, bassoon, violino piccolo; the second: violin, oboe, recorder, clarino; the third: three 
violins, three violas, three celli and continuo; the fourth: violin, two recorders (flauti d’echo); the fifth: violin, 
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with continuo. Richard Taruskin wonders whether these characteristics have meaning and “more 

basically, to whom did it mean whatever it meant?” [Taruskin’s italics].15 According to Taruskin, 

answers can only be speculative. Thus, the orchestra can be seen from the beginning of its 

development as a social microcosm, a mirror of society and its hierarchy.  Witness the subordinate 

position of the second violins and the violas in contrast with the dominant position of the first violins, 

of which the principal (to this day still called the concertmaster) is highest in the hierarchy and is often 

conductor as well.16 It is nearly an inescapable impression that Bach, in eliminating the violins 

completely from the sixth Brandenburg concerto and giving their place to the violas, wished to turn a 

social convention upside down.17  

The corni da caccia of the first Brandenburg concerto most certainly were not, at the beginning 

of the eighteenth century, a permanent component of an ensemble with strings.18 The horn, used for 

signalling during the hunt, was the instrument of the nobility and aristocracy. The horn was his status 

symbol. The range and cost of the instrument determined its prestige. The hunt was a symbol of virtue 

and chivalry in all its facets.19 Seen in this light, it is certainly not without reason that a corno da caccia 

is included in the orchestra in the Quoniam tu solus sanctus, tu solus Dominus, tu solus altissimus Jesu 

Christe from Bach’s B minor Mass (BWV 232; 1733). There is consequently a certain social distance 

between the horn and the ripieno for the eighteenth century listener and connoisseur.20  

Moreover, the horn was primarily an instrument for the outdoors, and certainly not meant for 

use indoors. According to Marissen, oboes can be associated with military bands or village musicians. 

These facts suggest that Bach brings together a number of instruments of differing social status and 

with widely differing functions in the first Brandenburg concerto. He did not choose the instruments 

solely for their coloristic effect, but consciously wrote a concerto with social implications by 

combining, and thereby linking instruments of differing social status. Bach neutralized social 

distinction, which at that time was viewed as self-evident. He thus created in music that which was 

__________________________ 
flauto traverso, harpsichord; the sixth: (no violins) two violas, two viole da gamba, cello and continuo. 
Movements three and six without concertino-ripieno. 
15 Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 290. 
16 It is not for nothing that we speak today of “playing second fiddle.” 
17 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 2, p. 291. 
18 Marissen, p. 22. 
19 The carrying of the horn, often called the olifant, and of the trumpet were also viewed in the Middle Ages as a 
privilege of the highest classes, just as the wearing of a sword. There were strict ordinances with the threat of 
punishment for the unauthorized blowing of trumpets. Nonetheless, farmers, players and comedians were 
constantly being caught and punished for playing the trombone or horn, because these were played in a trumpet-
like fashion (Janetzky/Brüchle, p. 25f.). The difference between trumpet and horn was ambiguous. In any case, 
the trumpet enjoyed a higher status than the horn. A famous example of the horn and its use by the highest 
estates is to be found in La chanson de Roland from the twelfth century. The story takes place in the eighth 
century. Roland, a commander-in-chief to Charlemagne, and placed by Charlemagne in the rearguard in the 
battle against the heathens, blows on his olifant as the prearranged signal that they were under attack at the rear. 
Charlemagne, partly at the instigation of the traitor Ganelon, underestimates the seriousness of the situation. 
Roland is mortally wounded, feels his end drawing nigh and “Desuz lui met s’espee e l’olifan” [he lay down 
beneath him his sword and his olifant], (in modern French: “Sous lui il met son épée et l’olifant”) (Bédier, page 
196f., line 2359). Roland expires after having blown on his “olifant.” 
20 Marissen, p. 25f. 
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impossible in reality.21 For the same reason, Bach chose an identical instrumentation the first 

movement of the Sinfonia of the cantata Falsche Welt, dir trau ich nicht (BWV 52; 1726). In this way 

Bach contrasted “the world’s speciousness with God’s loyalty […]: the aristocratic elements become 

the world’s vainglory.”22 It is highly probable that there was an ulterior motive to Bach’s choice of 

instruments for the first concerto, but I have my doubts as to whether this intention fits Marissen’s 

analysis, considering that Bach’s interest in ‘political’ matters is not outspoken.  

The harpsichord part in the fifth Brandenburg concerto also raises questions about Bach’s 

possible intentions.23 Susan McClary argues that the harpsichord part is an expression of political 

subversion. In Bach’s time, the harpsichord had a supporting function as part of the continuo group. 

The composer often took the harpsichord part himself. From this position, the harpsichordist often led 

the entire ensemble. The harpsichord fulfils its role as member of the continuo group in the beginning 

of the fifth concerto. From bar 47 the harpsichord presents itself as the soloist. From bar 151 it 

“overthrows the other forces in a kind of hijacking of the piece.”24 McClary uses the word 

“overthrow” consciously because Bach wished to make clear in the violin and flute parts that “their 

[McClary’s italics] piece has been violently derailed”: flute and violin disappear from the scene one 

after the other from bar 151, remain silent, and make way for the harpsichord’s extended soloistic 

cadenza.25 This cadenza is exceptional through the choice of instrument and its length. McClary 

speaks in this context of the “subversive elements of the piece.”26 The social norms as well as the 

usual concerto form become “highly problematized” here. She continues as follows:27 

 
Certainly social order and individual freedom are possible, but apparently only so long as the 
individuals in question – like the sweet-tempered flute and violin – abide by the rules and permit 
themselves to be appropriated. What happens when a genuine deviant (and one from the 
ensemble’s service staff yet!) declares itself a genius, unconstrained by convention, and takes 
over? We readily identify with this self-appointed protagonist’s adventure (its storming of the 
Bastille, if you will) and at the same time fear for what might happen as a result of the suspension 
of traditional authority.  

Bach thus articulates very powerfully precisely the dilemma of an ideology that wants to 
encourage freedom of expression while preserving social harmony. The possibility of virtual 
social overthrow, and the violence implied by such overthrow, is suggested in the movement, and 
the reconciliation of individual and social hierarchy at the end – while welcome – may seem 
largely motivated by convention.   
 

 

McClary translates the role of the harpsichord as a form of protest. Social harmony and hierarchy 

eventually return after the cadenza. She concludes that “Bach is here enacting the exhilaration as well 

as the risks of upward mobility, the simultaneous desire for and resistance of concession to social 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid., p. 26. 
23 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 2, p. 301. 
24 McClary in Leppert, p. 28. 
25 Ibid., p. 28 en 32. 
26 Ibid., p. 40. 
27 Ibid., p. 40f. 



 7

harmony.”28 Such ideas would have been current in the eighteenth century, the Age of Enlightenment. 

For McClary, the exposed harpsichord part is a sort of symbolic storming of the Bastille, albeit several 

decades ahead of the actual event.  

In my judgment, McClary’s interpretation of the harpsichord’s role in the fifth Brandenburg 

concerto goes too far. While its part was indeed exceptional for the time, Bach did not necessarily 

intend it to communicate a message with social content and import. And if Bach did indeed have a 

message to communicate, it remains to be seen if such a message was subversive. Was Bach 

acquainted with and interested in the political ideas of the Enlightenment? Although McClary’s 

analysis and conclusions go too far for me, they are nevertheless a good example of the interpretation 

of music with its synchronous historicity as starting point. Her views have not remained unchallenged. 

Taruskin notes that Marissen, always sympathetic to analyses such as McClary’s in which musical 

phenomena are interpreted from a historic way of thinking, points to an alternative. Lutheran 

theologians in Bach’s day supported the necessity of a social hierarchy on earth, but reminded the 

faithful constantly that this hierarchy does not exist in the next world. Bach always took the position 

that the hierarchy in music also represented “the God-ordained order of things in this world.” Marissen 

therefore assumes, according to Taruskin, that if Bach wanted to violate this musical hierarchy, as with 

the harpsichord’s role in the fifth Brandenburg concerto, then the goal “is not to show that Bach 

advocated or foresaw revolutionary action against contemporary social hierarchies but rather to 

suggest that he may be telling or reminding his listeners of the significant Lutheran viewpoint that 

such figurations have only to do with the present world and therefore are without ultimate 

significance.”29 Both McClary’s and Marissen’s conclusions bring Taruskin quite justifiably to the 

judgment that these require a great “tour de force of historical imagination” from us.30 

According to Taruskin, McClary’s outlook has an outspoken resonance, certainly in the United 

States of America, a nation founded on the principles of the Enlightenment. Obviously there is a great 

deal more to be said about the Brandenburg concerti. In the aforementioned I commented on examples 

of a synchronous approach to music in order to be able to verstehen. This approach is of value because 

it is testable. This testing keeps the imagination under control. 

 

Causality, reception and aesthetics 

 

The danger of understanding music within its synchronous or diachronic context is not only the search 

and discovery of connections between music and context, but also the assumption of a causal 

connection between them and, once found, the conclusion that the connection is valid. As part of a 

causal chain in the explication of music, history is full of risks. Treitler describes history in a 

                                                 
28 Ibid., p. 41. 
29 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 2, p. 302. Taruskin quotes Marissen. 
30 Ibid., p. 302. 
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relativistic and sobering manner: “History is also the narrative of what happened in the past – it is, 

after all, a kind of story.”31 Along with this, historiography is a story about history, “with the 

expectation that it is true in a way in which narrative fiction is not . . . .”32 In other words, 

historiography assumes the expectation, suggesting that what is described is true, in contrast to 

narrative fiction, in which both the expectation and experience are truly fictitious.  

Hans Heinrich Eggebrecht writes of music historiography: “Music historiography…is the 

writing of music history, and its study reveals the changing attitudes to music of the past as shown in 

writings about music.”33 From the quotation given it is possible, according to Treitler, “to read in the 

opening of the New Grove article on music historiography the implication that what we call ‘music 

history’ is actually the product of the synthetic or creative activity of music historians who write 

[italics added], rather than some actual set or sequence of events, style conventions, works, 

performance practices, social conditions, and so on.”34 Traditional musicology professed to be “a kind 

of scientific knowledge – in particular, the ambition for scientific history with its confusing quest for 

causal knowledge based on a vain belief in the lawfulness of music-historical succession and a naïve 

cult of objectivity [italics added].”35 Here is a fully justified warning against presupposed regularities 

in music history, the drawing of causal relations and the appearance of objectivity in all of this. But 

there is more. 

Carl Dahlhaus is of the opinion that “music of the past belongs to the present as music, not as 

documentary evidence . . . . Music historiography has a different legitimation from political 

historiography. It differs from its political counterpart in that the essential relics that it investigates 

from the past – the musical works – are primarily aesthetic objects and as such also represent an 

element of the present; only secondarily do they cast light on events and circumstances of the past.”36 

As in political history, the “work” and not the event is the cornerstone of music history. Theodor W. 

Adorno says the same in as many words: “Das [Bild] der Kunst ist geschichtlich allein durch die 

einzelnen, in sich stillgestellten Werke hindurch, nicht durch deren auswendige Beziehung, gar den 

Einfluß, den sie aufeinander ausüben sollen” [The (image) of art is only historic through the particular, 

silently surrendered throughout the work, not through its memorised relation, let alone the influence, 

which they should practise on each other].37 There is consequently an essential difference between 

music history and political history, between the historic interpretation of an aesthetic object and the 

reconstruction of an event from the past, the implications of which are chiefly of importance.38 This 

means that the modern investigator, proceeding from his or her perspective, looks for answers to 

                                                 
31 Treitler, p. 361. 
32 Ibid., p. 360. 
33 Eggebrecht, p. 592f. 
34 Treitler, p. 359. 
35 Ibid., p. 364. 
36 Dahlhaus 1983a, p. 4. 
37 Adorno, p. 263 and  Dahlhaus 1983a, p. 29. 
38 Dahlhaus 1983a, p. 5. 
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questions about music, about a musical work that was already created previously, often long ago. How 

was that work received at the time? That is a question of reception history. On the other hand, this 

distinction between “work and “event” must not be pursued too radically. Aesthetics also have a 

historic element.39 German courts thus focused their attention on France and Italy during the 

restoration following the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) in an attempt to be counted amongst the 

important cultural centres of the time. French court dance and its aesthetic, symbols of French culture, 

were extremely fashionable in this,40 as the many suites by Bach attest.  

When music is viewed not as historic event, but as “work,” then it returns each time that it is 

performed as an aesthetic object and thus belongs to the present. We are, therefore, in answering this 

study’s principal question of music in its context, concerned with the modern judgment of that work. 

At the same time, we are concerned with the reception, with the hermeneutics of that work at that time. 

Dahlhaus formulates it very accurately and concisely: “The later history of a work – its 

Wirkungsgeschichte – is in turn the pre-history of its current reception.”41 This gives an extra 

complication in verstehen. The subject here is a question of aesthetics and not historical data. Briefly 

stated: does a twenty-first-century listener, with his or her own background, detect that which was 

detected in a musical work at the time of its composition? I use the word “detect” expressly because 

this word, just as the word “listening” in the sense in which Barthes uses it, is related to hermeneutics. 

The expectations concerning the knowledge of the reception of music must not, however, be 

exaggerated. Dahlhaus validly writes:  

 
The manner in which individuals or groups actually ‘receive’ music is seldom documented, so the 
historian of reception has no alternative but to describe general functional relationships between 
compositional models, conventional patterns of perception, aesthetic ideas, ethical norms, and the 
roles and institutions of society. The aesthetic premise behind the history of reception – the thesis 
as to what music ‘really’ is – does not make good historiographical tender.42 

 

Not only is reception seldom well documented, but moreover is quite obviously related to its time. 

This fact is its strength but also its weakness: strength because we want to know about a work’s 

contemporary reception in order to form our own judgment and weakness because a unanimous 

reception is very often lacking. Furthermore, the modern observer in turn judges that subjectivity from 

the past in a modern fashion and subjectively. The reception of music is influenced not only by 

particulars such as church, religious outlook and social structure in which the music was made and 

performed, but also by taste and the judgment of the critic and writer. I give an example for the 

purposes of clarification.  

In his article “Once More ‘Between Absolute and Program Music’: Schumann’s Second 

Symphony,” Anthony Newcomb examines the question of why the opinions regarding Robert 

                                                 
39 Ibid., p. 95. 
40 I will examine this in more detail in chapter I. 
41 Dahlhaus 1983a, p. 3. 
42 Ibid., p. 39. 
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Schumann’s Second Symphony (op. 61; 1846) have changed over the years. In general, the critics, 

with only a few exceptions, were extremely positive in their reaction to the work until about thirty 

years after Schumann’s death (1856).43 The symphony was commonly viewed in the nineteenth 

century as one of Schumann’s best works. It was compared to and appreciated as the equal of 

Beethoven’s Fifth and sometimes even Ninth Symphony. In the years following up to the turn of the 

twentieth century, opinions have varied. In the twentieth century, the symphony, especially the finale, 

has been very harshly criticized. Some critics even ignore the work.44 Newcomb ascribes this change 

to music-theoretical analysis of the work from more recent times. He believes that this shift of opinion 

is a mistake and wants to place the symphony again in the juncture of its creation (1845-1846). 

Schumann’s emotional state is determinative in this symphony. It is the struggle which leads to 

victory, to light. Schumann’s contemporaries recognized this immediately. The question is whether 

later music-theoretical analysis of the work is mistaken, as Newcomb holds, and whether Schumann’s 

symphony is not better served by the observance, in addition to the nineteenth century’s romantically 

colored view of the work, of a measure of twentieth-century sobriety, although this sobriety itself in 

turn is a child of its time. To ask the question is, for my part, to answer it. Bearing in mind the 

comments given above, the reception and the hermeneutics of a work in its day are important, if not 

indispensable. 

Independent of all these considerations, music can have its own autonomous, purely aesthetic 

value. Not every musical work has to have something to say. Aesthetics is a worthy enough goal in 

itself and has its own autonomous right to exist. Treitler comments rightly that if we do not accord 

music such an autonomous status, “…we risk reducing it to a sign and rendering it transparent to the 

(extra-musical) meaning whose explication will have become the ultimate aim of musical study; that 

is, for all practical purposes, we risk its disappearance as an aesthetic object once it has done its job of 

signifying.”45 Is the painting by Klee below not beautiful purely through its aesthetics, even if some 

might not recognize it as being “In Bach’s Style” (1919), as the painting is titled?46 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
43 Newcomb names among other August W. Ambros (1860), Wilhelm Joseph von Wasielewski (1858), August 
Reissmann  (1865). Johann Christian Lobe (1852) and  Hermann Kretzschmar (1887) were less positive. 
44 Newcomb names Donald Francis Tovey, who analyzes all of Schumann’s symphonies except the second in his 
“Essays in Musical Analysis” (1936). August Halm does not even mention the work in his “Von Form und Sinn 
der Musik” (1978). 
45 Treitler, p. 358. 
46 Illustration taken from Düchting, p. 29. 
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Fig. Intr. 2: Paul Klee, In Bach’s Style (1919) 

 

 
 

Surveying this painting, two views can be distinguished in the question of what music has to say: in 

the first, music can only be understood through the music itself, its elements, such as the (written) 

notes, their characteristics and patterns, contrasted with the second view that the significance of music 

stems from external circumstances in its broad historical context.47 Would not a middle course be 

better, whereby verstehen, that form of emotional sympathy which attempts to understand the cultural 

reality intuitively (Zijderveld), is dammed in by what the notes can offer to our sobriety? It is useful in 

this regard to examine for a moment the term “influence” in general. In chapter four of this study, I 

shall examine this subject further in discussing Pierre Boulez. 

 

Influence 

 

The term “influence” is used regularly in the literature on art: an artist or his work is subject to 

influences of external circumstance, such as location, time, or stylistic beliefs, or of other artists and 

their work. One proceeds from the supposition that this influence is present, recognizable and 

traceable. The supposed influence often does not remain within its own artistic field. Mention is often 

made of the influence of the various artistic fields on each other: the visual arts, literature and music. 

The painting “Polyphonie” by Paul Klee is an example.  

The term “influence” is not clearly and sharply defined. It can be described as the impact on a 

non-sensory level of a thing or circumstance upon another thing or a condition, also that of a person; 

as moral authority of one person on others and the ability to sway others, or a circle of people or 
                                                 
47 Treitler, p. 372-373. 
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society in general, especially in order to obtain something, ascendancy, authority. The phrases and 

words “on a non-sensory level,” “impact,” “moral” and “the ability to sway others” are important. 

They indicate the presence of influence if A “sways” B. The term “impact” is vague; it gives neither 

an indication of the degree to which the one has an impact upon the other nor of a causal connection in 

that process of impact. Impact is not perceptible; at most, the results of the process are perceptible. 

Moreover, impact is a process of “moral” transfer of norms and values of the one to the other, and 

therefore normative.  Finally, the term also implies a certain degree of authority, command, and 

hierarchy between guide and the follower. On one hand, it supposes the ability of the guide to inspire 

the follower to a measure of imitation, and on the other hand, it supposes the follower’s willingness 

and openness to being influenced. The guide must “have something to say” for the follower, and the 

follower must feel drawn to it, must wish to be swayed by it and must let this be clearly seen. The 

aforementioned can lead to the misunderstanding that the guide, the exerciser of influence, is the 

active party, and that the follower is the passive party who submits to this influence. The contrary is 

closer to the truth. The follower emulates the other by choice, consciously or otherwise. He is the 

agent who makes his choice, conscious or not, from among countless possibilities of influence. 

Influence is a “moral process” and may be found in many varieties. The exertion of influence is barely 

demonstrable, if distinguishable at all. The researcher must make plausible the influence and the 

degree of influence through the use of a sliding scale of wording from “presumably” to “very likely” 

to “as good as certain.” This scale need not be a drawback, because without such assumptions 

historiography is, after all, impossible.48  

Leonard B. Meyer examines influence in the chapter “Choice, influence and covert causalism” 

in his book Style and music: Theory, history and ideology.49 His point of departure is the description: 

“… the term influence is generally used to refer to relationships within the history of a particular art, 

anything that affects the choices made by an artist is an influence.” He continues, “To put the matter 

tersely: a pattern, concept, attitude, and so on, is not chosen because it is influential; rather it is 

influential because it is chosen.” He warns that the term influence can be transformed unconsciously 

into cause, as if the artist’s choice is the necessary consequence of the source of influence. According 

to Meyer, our thoughts on influence and the manner in which it works are “crippled” by what could be 

called “covert causalism.” The difference between influence and causality is that influence, in contrast 

to causality, not only allows for but assumes the possibility of choice. Meyer ends his argument by 

concluding that “it is not so much the past that shapes the present but the present which, by selecting 

                                                 
48 Dahlhaus 1983b, p. 32 – in a different context, to be sure –  (and van Emmerik, p. 176): “Denn daß von 
geschicht-licher Kontinuität oder Affinität auch dort, wo die Akteure der Ereignisse von ihr nichts wissen, die 
Rede sein darf, gehört zu den Maximen, ohne die keine Geschichtsschreibung möglich wäre, an denen also ein 
Historiker festhalten muß, wenn er nicht den Sinn seines Metiers preisgeben will” [Because that historical 
continuity or affinity would be  the point there also, when the participants of the event know nothing themselves, 
is one of the maxims without which no historiography would be possible, that a historian must hold on to if he 
does not wish to abandon the sense of his metier]. 
49 Meyer 1989, p. 142f. 
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from the possibilities provided by an existing abundance, shapes the kind of past that we construct. 

The present chooses what will influence it and, in so doing, ‘decides’ what its past will be.” He adds 

that “history is not the result of a causal past but of a selective present.”50 My earlier comment that this 

selection and choice are in turn products of their time fits well with this last remark. Influences can 

merely be coupled with choices people make in terms of hypotheses about human behavior. Meyer 

goes to this point. Göran Hermerén extensively discusses influence in his book Influence in Art and 

Literature. At the risk of diminishing Hermerén’s entire argument, I will limit myself to a few points 

relevant to the study at hand.  

 

Influence takes various forms. The difference between them is not always clear. It can be a matter of 

artistic and non-artistic influence, influence through “attraction” and influence through resistance, 

direct and indirect influence. The last becomes a more pronounced possibility when the relation 

between cause and effect becomes looser and more distant. In the following I will limit myself to 

influence through “attraction” and influence through resistance.  

One generally assumes the first form of influence in common usage: a work of art or an artist 

has a positive effect on the creation of another work of art or artist. This effect is comprised of the 

attraction one has for the other. It is also possible that a work of art came into being as resistance or 

reaction. History gives many examples of both. In the case of the first form one can think of the 

acquisition of an idea, the borrowing of an idea, of paraphrasing, of the use as model, or even of 

outright plagiarism. This has normative implications. There is a scale from pure influence to 

plagiarism and finally forgery.  

In music, one can point to the influence that Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck (1562-1621) had on his 

North German students. The virtue of Pieter Dirksen’s study of Sweelinck’s keyboard music lies not 

only in his detailed analysis of Sweelinck’s compositions, but also in his connections and comparisons 

to works by Sweelinck’s North German students and thereby proved relationships. Sweelinck’s 

influence on Samuel Scheidt (1587-1654) was especially pronounced. The same holds true, although 

to a lesser degree, for his influence on Paul Siefert (1586-1666). Approximately half of the secular 

melodies Sweelinck used for his variations also appear in Scheidt’s music.51 The resemblance between 

Sweelinck’s Engelsche Fortyn and Scheidt’s Cantilena Anglica de Fortuna is striking. Both works are 

in the same key and have identical melodic lines in the upper voice and identical bass lines, as can be 

seen in the examples below.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
50 Ibid., p. 148. 
51 Dirksen, p. 214. 



 14

Ex. Intr. 1: Beginning of Sweelinck’s Engelsche Fortyn: 

 

 
 

Ex. Intr. 2: Scheidt’s Cantilena Anglica de Fortuna: 

 

 
 
Beside the aforementioned form of influence there is also influence through resistance, possibly as 

reaction. Thus the Dadaist movement in the visual art, which emerged in 1916 in Zurich, can be seen 

as a form of resistance. It consisted of a rejection of the commonly accepted standards in art.52 The 

Dadaists fell back on individualistic art whereby they set themselves against the ruling values and 

norms: sound poems, noise concerts, texts created from the order in which letters fell by chance to the 

floor. The Dadaists often aimed for direct protest and parody.  

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) can be counted as one of the Dadaists, although this estimation is 

somewhat controversial. His work represents a radical break with traditional forms of artistic 

expression. He was previously a maker of so-called “readymades,” industrially produced everyday 

objects which he declared to be works of art, or was able to raise to this status partly through 

displaying them in a museum. His most famous readymades are a bicycle wheel on a kitchen stool 

(1913), a bottle rack on a base (1914) and a urinal set on its back (Fountain, 1917). Sometimes the 

objects received enigmatic, ironic titles like In advance of the broken arm for his snow shovel (1915). 

Duchamp’s conviction is that art is not so much made as discovered when and where the artist decides. 

It is a misunderstanding that readymades were created haphazardly. They were carefully designed 

objects, as is clear from the aforementioned combinations of a bicycle wheel on a kitchen stool and a 

bottle rack on a base. Everyday objects are thus aestheticized. They become objects of aesthetic 

consideration or appreciation in order to turn them into art. Duchamp’s work influenced other artists 

far into the twentieth century.  

It is probable that Andy Warhol (1928-1987), one of the best known artists of the American Pop 

Art movement, was influenced by Duchamp. It must be noted, as Hermerén so rightly points out, that 

this influence on others has more to do with Duchamp’s campaign against the traditional concepts of 
                                                 
52 For many the First World War signalled the unmasking of these social ideals. 
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art and with the introduction of a new manner of looking at art than with the works themselves.53  

Sometimes the action is more important than the work of art. It could be said of Duchamp’s that his 

aesthetic stems from negation of, from resistance to the art and artistic views of his time, while he in 

turn influenced many far into the twentieth century.  

The French poet Jean Cocteau (1889-1963) wrote his influential essay Le coq et l’arlequin 

(1918) in the same period after World War I. This essay functioned as an aesthetic manifesto for the 

composers of the group known as Les Six.54  Cocteau emphasises the necessity of new French art, 

freed from German predominance. “Depuis dix ans, Chardin, Ingres, Manet, Cézanne dirigent la 

peinture d’Europe et l’étranger vient mettre chez nous ses dons ethniques à leur école. Or, je vous 

l’annonce, la musique française va influencer le monde” [“For the last years Chardin, Ingres, Manet, 

and Cézanne have dominated European painting, and the foreigner comes to us to put his racial gifts to 

school with them. Now I declare that French music is going to influence the world”].55 Aside from the 

political context in which his resistance to Germany after World War I must be seen, Cocteau also 

takes a stand artistically, particularly against Wagner. Cocteau writes of him: “Il y a des œuvres 

longues qui sont courtes. L’œuvre de Wagner est une œuvre longue qui est longue, une œuvre en 

étendue, parce que l’ennui semble à ce vieux dieu une drogue utile pour obtenir l’hébétement des 

fidèles” [There are long œuvres which are short. Wagner’s is a long œuvre which is long, a vast œuvre 

[Cocteau’s italics], because boredom seemed to this old God a useful drug for obtaining the 

stupefaction of the faithful].56 He also opposes Debussy, albeit without mentioning him by name. The 

references to titles of his works clearly point to Debussy: “Assez de nuages, de vagues, d’aquariums, 

d’ondines et de parfums la nuit; il nous faut une musique sur la terre, UNE MUSIQUE DE TOUS LES 

JOURS” [“Enough of clouds, waves, aquariums, watersprites, and nocturnal scents; what we need is 

music of the earth, everyday music”].57 His aesthetic of simplicity, that music must be simple and 

readily comprehensible to all, flow from this resistance. “Assez de hamacs, de guirlandes, de 

gondoles; je veux qu’on me bâtisse une musique, où j’habite comme dans une maison” [“Enough of 

hammocks, garlands, and gondolas; I want someone to build me music I can live in, like a house”].58 

Music should sooner be the music of the circus, the café concert and jazz than the music of the concert 

hall.59 The music of Les Six bears that musical idiom. It is an idiom born of the influence of resistance, 

of reaction.  

A more recent example of such a musical influence is the composition In C (1964) by Terry 

Riley (1935). In Robert P. Morgan’s description, In C offered “a striking alternative to both the rigors 

                                                 
53 Hermerén, p. 20. 
54 The members of the group were Georges Auric, Louis Durey, Arthur Honegger, Darius Milhaud, Francis 
Poulenc and Germaine Tailleferre. 
55 Cocteau, p. 36. English translation Strunk/Treitler, p. 1293. 
56 Ibid., p. 22. 
57 Ibid., p. 31. English translation Strunk/Treitler, p. 1292. 
58 Ibid., p. 31f. English translation Strunk/Treitler, p. 1292. 
59 Ibid., p. 33f. 
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of serialism and the randomness of indeterminacy, as well as to the sonic density of textural music. To 

many, it arrived on the new-music scene like a breath of fresh air.”60 Moreover, the title of the work, 

In C, was in itself provocative, directed against a method of composition in which tonality was 

deemed to have no place, certainly when we take into account that the tonality of C, the purported 

tonality of the piece, is nowhere in evidence in a harmonically functional way.  

In his article Berlioz Studies, Ian Kemp arrives at a brief and usable, if not complete, definition 

of the phrase “to exert influence upon.” Kemp outlines this term: “The influence of one composer on 

another is to be measured in terms of idea rather than identity of syntax or procedure.”61 This 

description is useful in that the definition of “influencing” points primarily to “terms of idea.” On the 

other hand, it does not take into account the possibility that influence can also express itself in 

compositional techniques, or Verfahrensweisen as Dahlhaus calls it.62 The composer and aesthetically 

successful compositions alone did not determine music history in the 1950s, according to Dahlhaus.63 

The opposite is more likely true, namely that history to some extent dictated what was to be looked 

upon as aesthetically harmonious: works or also concept or processes.64 The idea ‘work’ lost, without 

having been abandoned completely, its central significance as one of the primary constituents of music 

history understood as compositional history.65 Dahlhaus refers here to the abolition of the 

contradiction which, as was believed, exists between the pitch and tone-length structures in the 

Schönberg’s dodecaphony,66 which after World War II was felt to be historically necessary. It is 

interesting that this case of a change in compositional technique, Verfahrensweisen or Konzept oder 

Prozeß, stems on the one side from a reaction to use of the tone series limited to pitch as used by 

Schönberg, and on the other from a form of initiative influence, namely the acceptance of the serial 

technique. The most important objection to Kemp’s description is that the definition limits itself to the 

first form of influence and that it omits any reactionary influence from the discussion. It must be said 

that influence is usually meant and described in the positive sense of the word. This does not alter the 

fact that influence as reaction not only exists, but is also very important.  

In chapter IV, I shall examine the exertion of influence in more detail, especially the exertion of 

influence between and among the various art forms, as this is to be seen in Boulez. I would however 

like to make a comment now. The expressive tools used in these art forms vary from form to form. 

Boulez says of this, “Je ne vois pas la relation d’une façon toujours très directe. Je pense qu’il est 

                                                 
60 Morgan, p. 426. 
61 Kemp, p. 49. 
62 Dahlhaus 1985, p. 20. 
63 Ibid., p. 10. 
64 Apparently with the intention of further explaining that this is a matter of a distinction of degree 
(gewissermaßen), Dahlhaus comments a little later (p. 19) that “nothing is unusual in compositional practice, that 
it is not works, but procedures which guarantee historical continuity, which endure from age to age: until the 18th 
century the connection between the past and the present was based not on a repertoire of classical compositions 
from earlier decades and centuries present in practice, but on traditional inventories of techniques and rule…”. 
65 Dahlhaus 1985, p. 10.   
66 Ibid., p. 12. 



 17

artificiel de vouloir absolument mettre en parallèle différents moyens d’expression” [I do not always 

see the relation of a manner very directly. I think it is artificial to wish to place in absolute parallel 

different means of expression].67 Boulez does see common relations. He thus sees a close relation in 

the development of Mondriaan and Webern. There are comparable features between Kandinsky and 

Schönberg, and between Picasso and Stravinsky. Boulez concludes however with the warning, “it 

would be wrong to wish to force the comparison to the extreme.” Kandinsky and Schönberg did 

actually meet. A certain interaction between them is understandable and probable. It is different in the 

case of Mondriaan and Webern, who never met. It may be assumed that Webern never saw a painting 

by Mondriaan. Mondriaan in turn was mainly interested in jazz. There is nevertheless an affinity. 

According to Boulez, it is therefore impossible to generalize. In researching the question of mutual 

influence outside their own art forms, dissimilar masters are compared to each other. The judgment of 

this mutual influence is therefore strongly subjective, both on the side of the creator of the art work, 

who himself claims to have been influenced by others, and on the side of the researcher. The opinion 

of the creator himself does not need to be absolutely indicative. I indicated previously that 

subjectivity, where hard evidence is often lacking, need not be an impediment to the formation of an 

objective judgment in wording with a sliding scale, providing that the material and arguments upon 

which it is based are convincing. 

In summary, I arrive in regards to the term influence, and by extension the term exerting 

influence, at the following outline. Influence is the moral effect, in the main not sensorially 

perceptible, of one person or his work on another person or his work. This effect can arise either “in 

imitation” or from resistance, and directly or indirectly. Thereby is a sliding scale from pure influence 

to plagiarism and finally to forgery. Where evidence of influence is lacking, formation of an objective 

judgment can find reverberation in terminological variation, providing the arguments are convincing. 

 

Music and meaning 

 

Does music have content and meaning; in short, does music have a message? If so, in what context 

does music contain a message? These questions have been and are posed continuously in musicology. 

Thus Rokus de Groot, in his oration ‘Oorspronkelijkheid’ in muziek (October 2001), examines a 

number of Western composers and their conception of reality in two spheres: the mental-physical 

reality of life in this world and a spiritual reality which is at work in that world and at the same time 

goes beyond that world. This leads to my question of whether music that aims at religious originality 

has certain tonal and structural characteristics.68 De Groot refers thereby to models which have long 

been used in Western European musical traditions to suggest the meeting of these two spheres of 

reality, namely the echo and resonance. The echo is a way to present the workings of a spiritual sphere 
                                                 
67 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 351. 
68 De Groot 2003, p. 12f. 
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in the earthly realm. He maintains that space and time become audible in the echo’s reverberation of 

sound.69 He names as an example Johann Sebastian Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in E flat (BWV 552) 

“pro Organo pleno” and Albert Clement’s examination of it in his book Der dritte Teil der 

Clavierübung von Johann Sebastian Bach. Contrary to what the naming of both pieces in the Bach-

Werke-Verzeichnis suggests, the Prelude and Fugue did not appear as a pair, but rather are to be seen 

as the beginning and end of the Clavierübung III. Bearing in mind the context and aim of the 

collection, Clement thinks that one must not avoid the question of Bach’s possible intentions with both 

pieces.70 The Prelude is based on a building plan of roughly three parts: A (bars 1-32), B (bars 32-51) 

and C (bars 71-98).71 Part A betrays French influence, as in the dotted rhythms which were used 

extensively by Lully in his overtures to praise the Sun King and which were imitated throughout 

Europe. This rhythm must have possessed a majestic sound for Bach as well.  

 

Part A is a reference to God the Father, according to – briefly summarized – Clement.72 

 

Ex. Intr. 3: Johann Sebastian Bach, from Prelude BWV 552, bars 1-6, texture of the “father”73 

 

 
 

Part B The beginning of part B is derived from the top of A. Part B refers, as argued more broadly and 

deeply (and thereby made transparent), to the Son: Christ as likeness of God.  

 

Ex. Intr. 4: J.S. Bach, from Prelude BWV 552, bars 30-36; from bar 33, last quarter: texture of the 

“son” 

 

 
 
                                                 
69 Ibid., p. 13. 
70 Clement 1999, p. 20. 
71 Ibid., p. 21. 
72 Ibid., p. 21f. and De Groot 2003, p. 13f. 
73 Both musical examples from De Groot 2003, p. 13f. 
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De Groot gives hereby the following explanation: S: signal; E: echo and within S and E again s, e1, 

e2: resp. signal, echo 1 and 2.74  

 

Part C refers, as A and B refer to God the Father and God the Sun, respectively, to the Holy Spirit. 

With this the Holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit are set musically in the Prelude.75  

This is a good example of an affirmative answer to the question of whether music can have a message. 

Eduard Hanslick’s answer to this question in his challenging and controversial book Vom 

Musikalisch-Schönen. Ein Beitrag zur Revision der Ästhetik der Tonkunst (1854) was brief and clear: 

“Tönend bewegte Formen sind einzig und allein Inhalt und Gegenstand der Musik” [Tonal forms in 

movement are the single and only content and object of music].76 A century and a half later the 

exchange of ideas between Lawrence Kramer and Rokus de Groot in the Tijdschrift voor 

Muziektheorie is actually about the same thing, namely music and ethics.77 It is a single facet of the 

general question of whether music has a message, but in the background it counts whether music has a 

message.   

Until recently, according to Kramer in his article “A Prelude to Musical Ethics,” musicology 

avoided questions of an ethical nature. The same is true of composition, performance and reception.78 

Can the performance of music bring social or moral damage? Can a performance do harm, and by 

extension can a performance be refused or prevented? This question arose after the terrorist attacks on 

the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 22, 2001 in the United States. When the 

Boston Symphony Orchestra dropped three choruses from John Adams’s opera The Death of 

Klinghoffer (1991) from its program, a heated debate resulted. By omitting these choruses, the 

orchestra wished to avoid potential emotional reactions to it by the public and by a chorus member 

whose husband died in the attacks. The opera tells the story of the hijacking of the cruise ship Achille 

Lauro in 1985, the murder of Jewish American tourist Leon Klinghoffer, and the throwing overboard 

of the victim from his wheelchair. Richard Taruskin acknowledged in this debate that censorship is a 

characteristic of totalitarian regimes. On the other hand, he commented: “Art is not blameless. Art can 

inflict harm.”79 The Death of Klinghoffer lacked no commitment to a point, because the opera was 

based on a story through which the significance of the opera was also determined. Yet how can one 

“locate the ethical dimension in music,” which has no text and is not programmatic? How can the 

ethical content of music be determined free from its semantic context? Kramer is of the opinion that 

the ethics of music are important in relation to society and not in relation to other music.80 He analyzes 

                                                 
74 De Groot 2003, p. 14. 
75 Clement 1999, p. 23f. De Groot, p. 13f. and p. 29 fn. 23. 
76 Hanslick, p. 32. Hanslick refined his original standpoint to some degree over time. For the course of my 
argumentation, however, this is irrelevant. 
77 Kramer 2002, p. 165-173 and De Groot 2002, p. 174-181. 
78 Kramer 2002, p. 165f. 
79 Ibid., p. 166. 
80 Ibid., p. 168. 
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in this light the basic structure A-B-A of Chopin’s Prelude in Bb major, op. 28, no. 21, one of the 

Twenty Four Preludes, op. 28 which Chopin wrote between 1836 and 1839. Kramer concludes that the 

melody from the first section of this prelude is not repeated in the third section, but that the harmonic 

rule V-I in the final section gives structure to that section.81 In his “ethical interpretation,” Kramer 

approaches Chopin’s Prelude as a description of subjectivity, as summed up in the introduction to 

Rokus de Groot’s article.82 This subjectivity in the Prelude at first dominates, but eventually becomes 

subordinate to the impersonal rules of current theory. These are crucial.83  

De Groot places his analysis of the Prelude in a broader historical context. In Chopin’s (1810-

1849) post-Enlightenment Europe, the individual as focus of subjectivity was the center of 

emancipation. The interior nature of emotions and impulses was coupled with the irrational, capricious 

and fanciful, with a highly ambiguous and indefinite atmosphere. At the same time, “God,” who in the 

eighteenth century was connected to impersonal order, did not depart the scene. De Groot feels that 

Chopin’s Prelude expresses something of the complexity and confusion surrounding this self-

emancipating subjectivity, and more specifically the interwovenness on both sides: on the one hand 

the irrational, capricious and fanciful, and on the other the presence of underlying rules. The Prelude 

balances between them.84  

The exchange of ideas between Kramer and De Groot, focused on Chopin’s Prelude, in fact 

comes down to the question of how this subjectivity, also called “an isolated dream world” in the 

composer’s summary, relates to the “(impersonal) harmonic law.”85 De Groot argues for a balance 

between subjectivity, context, and impersonal law. It is helpful to remark here that he seeks this 

“subjectivity” in the “melodic line” of the piece.86 For him, the Prelude is “an experiment in coping 

with ‘subjectivity’ in a disturbing context … and in relation to an ‘impersonal order’ which seems 

sometimes non-active … but after all remains strongly in operation.”87 To put it differently, the 

Prelude makes the tension audible between the melodic freedom which the composer permits himself 

and current rules. The dialectic sketched is also clearly discernible to the ear. Regarding the question 

of whether music has an ethical dimension, De Groot is clear when he comments that music88 does not 

speak directly in terms of ethics. Careful as one might be, music will never be in complete agreement 

with an ethical interpretation: “Not everything in music is translated when we make an ethical 

                                                 
81 Ibid., p. 171. 
82 De Groot 2002, p. 174. I would comment that Kramer (1984, p. 91-124) expressed himself earlier in a similar 
sense in the chapter “The Transit of Identity” in his book Music and Poetry. In it he discusses Chopin’s Preludes, 
op. 28. According to Kramer, the transition from the Classical era to the Romantic “renders the identity of both 
things and persons fundamentally insecure, and perhaps uncontrollable” (p. 92). In the preludes “yet Chopin 
does hold back at one point, does refuse to write in a language so volatile that it destroys itself in the process of 
utterance” (p. 117). 
83 De Groot 2002, p. 174. 
84 Ibid., p. 179. De Groot’s analysis in broader European context is to be found on this page. 
85 De Groot 2002, p. 174. See also p. 179 at the bottom with regard to the use of the word “dreamworld.” 
86 Ibid., p. 178. 
87 Ibid., p. 179. 
88 Ibid., p. 180. De Groot means instrument music, as one may assume from the context in which he writes this. 
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interpretation.”89 He adds immediately that this is only a problem when one expects “clear-cut 

statements” in ethical questions. A commonly accepted interpretation in music is less probable than in 

language.90 I agree with this judgment. 

De Groot views Chopin’s Prelude in the context of the Europe of the first half of the nineteenth 

century and interprets the Prelude on this basis. This idea deserves further elaboration. I therefore 

examine for a moment the Piano Sonata, op. 1 by Alban Berg (1885-1935) from the beginning of the 

twentieth century, specifically 1908. What was the state of Europe at the end of the nineteenth and 

beginning of the twentieth centuries, before World War I? Is it sound to use this question as a basis for 

drawing conclusions about this sonata, as De Groot does? At the time, Europe’s inhabitants saw it as 

the cultural center of the world. This was true in a sense. The nineteenth century was not only the age 

of the Romantics, but also the age of technical innovation. Telephone, automobile, railway, electric 

lighting and the first aircraft made their appearances. It was a period of colonial expansion and the 

emancipation of the middle classes, but also a period of the rise of the proletariat. After the Franco-

Prussian War of 1871, peace, stability, belief in wealth, unparalleled growth and prosperity and a 

general optimism for the future predominated. World War I (1914-1918) put an end to this. It was also 

the period in which Einstein discovered with his theory of relativity (1905) that the theory of a stable 

and mechanically ordered world was no longer valid. In his psychoanalytical theories, Freud 

emphasized the roles of the irrational and of sexuality in human behaviour. Painters like Wassily 

Kandinsky presented reality in strongly abstracted forms in their canvasses. Oskar Kokoschka and 

Edvard Munch offered a strongly personal, individualistic view of their subjects in their work.91 It 

comes as no surprise that unrest should make itself felt in music as well, ranging from the exploration 

of the oppressive limits of tonality, initiated by Richard Wagner in the opening chords of his opera 

Tristan und Isolde, to the eventual abandonment of tonality at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

The divergence just sketched between stability, improvement and optimism on the one hand and 

the exploration of boundaries on the other is clearly echoed in the sonata by Alban Berg cited 

previously. The sonata balances the established tonal tradition and efforts to break past it. In this 

sonata, which is largely tonal, Berg explores atonality. This is already discernible in the opening bars 

1-12. I will therefore limit myself to these bars.92 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
89 Ibid., p. 180. 
90 Ibid., p. 181. 
91 Also see Morgan (pp. 11-15) for this sketched picture. 
92 The chords referred to are indicated by circled numbers under the chords. 
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Ex. Intr. 5: Alban Berg, Piano Sonata op. 1, bars 1-12 

 

 
 
The two sharps in the key signature give a choice of D major or B minor as tonality for the piece. 
Based on the last chord it seems that the piece is in B minor. There is little of the tonic to be found 
in the first three bars. The work begins on a g without any clear relationship to the tonic. In the 
following bars 2 and 3 we see: c and b flat (chord 2),  e flat,  a sharp and g sharp (chord 4). 
The first four bars finally close tonally in the chord 5 and 6, namely V-I: an “old-fashioned” 
authentic cadence. In fact, the entire sonata ends tonally with V-I. It is true that a g is also present 
in chord 5, but the basic material of the chord is still f sharp - a - c. The g in this chord fits in the 
chromatic line of the alto, which I will discuss later. Moreover, this g can also be seen with the f 
sharp which follows it as a passing note, and as chromatic for the f sharp in the tonic chord 6. 
Before the “old-fashioned” authentic cadence in chords 5 and 6 Berg explores the boundaries of 
tonality in the four vertical structures which precede it, chords 1, 2, 3 and 4; each chord is 
independent, self-representative, without being a resolution, as in tonal harmony, of a previous or 
precursor of a subsequent chord.  
First there is the dissonant chord 1, of which the composition is far from clear. This chord appears 
to find its resolution in the remarkable chord 2: c7, a seventh chord on c. Wasn’t the piece in B 
minor? Also remarkable is that the “resolution” of chord 2 lasts only an 1/8th beat and sounds in a 
continuing descending melodic line (more or less casually) while the preparatory dissonant chord 
1 lasts 3x1/8th and was already emphasised through its placement at the beginning of the sonata. 

The notation of chord 1 is also remarkable, because, despite the sharps in the key signature, 
the notes f and c in the chord are provided with accidentals. 
The first beat of the first bar give the impression, aurally as well, of an upbeat; an upbeat, which in 
reality does not end in the first beat of the following bar, but in the second beat of the first bar.  
In the four chords the following chromaticism is to be found in the alto and bass:  
alto: b (1), b flat (2), a (3), g sharp (4), g, f sharp (5); 
bass: c sharp (1), c (2), b (3), a sharp (4), f sharp (5). 
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The chromaticism runs parallel at an interval of a major second between the two voices.  
It is noteworthy that in the first 4 bars and the first quarter of bar 5 all chromatic tones are used as 
is given in the overview below; the f sharp (as dominant?) even appears in every bar.  
 

 b a sharp a g sharp g f sharp f e d sharp d c sharp c 
Bar             
1 b    g f sharp     c sharp c 
2 b b flat a  g f sharp   e flat  c sharp c 
3  a sharp a g sharp g f sharp  e  d c sharp  
4 b b flat    f sharp    d  c 
5 b a sharp a   f sharp f e  d c sharp  

 
The basis of classical-romantic music was diatonicism; chromaticism played a secondary role in 
this. It served mainly as colouration of the diatonic basis. With the arrival of the atonality of 
Schönberg and the 2nd Viennese school in which tonal centre and tonality disappeared and every 
tone was equal, chromaticism gained its independence. The chromatic passage sketched above and 
the use of all tones in approximately four bars illustrate Berg’s explorations of the boundaries of 
tonality. 
To close, another comment about the course of the melody in the first four bars. There is 
something to be said for seeing bars 1-4 (first beat) as a continuous melody. These bars can also be 
seen as three (very short) motifs: one motif per bar. I have a preference for the latter, particularly 
in view of the differences in rhythm. All of these are also applicable to the following bars 5-12. 
 
Bars 5 - 12.  
 
Rhythmically these bars are a repetition/ development/ variation of each of the motifs in the first 4 
bars. The melodic tonal compass is gone in view of the many extra sharps, flats and naturals in 
these bars. It seems as if Berg wanted to give extra emphasis to this “confusion” through a 
rhythmic acceleration: the rhythm in these bars is considerably more complex than that in the first 
4 bars. This suspicion is strengthened by the expressive marking: “accel. e cresc.----- stringendo” 
in bars 5-8. In bars 8-11 the rhythm again comes to rest, as is clear not only from the notational 
image but also from the marking “molto rit.” in bar 8 and “espressivo” in bar 11. Bar 12 has the 
marking “Rascher als Tempo I”. 

 

The first twelve bars of this piano sonata, given above, show that they are composed against the grain 

of the tonal tradition. There is a very strong chromaticism and a constant ‘movement’ of non-scalar 

chords, practically without rest points in the form of diatonic chords, excepting chords 5 and 6. These 

chords are in the tonic, as are the final chords of this sonata. Although the piece contains almost no 

diatonic chords, it is still explicitly in B minor. It seems that Berg did not dare take his leave of 

tonality yet. In any case, it is clear from the very first bars that the two sharps in the initial key 

signature do not “set the tone.” On the basis of this sonata, the impression emerges that Berg, in 

expectation of a new compositional structure, uses the old tonal system as a framework on which he 

hangs his (already more or less) atonal sonata. Contemporaries like Mahler (floating tonality) and 

Debussy (extended tonality) also explored the boundaries of tonality. This idea fits with De Groot’s 

observations. 

I return now to the exchange of ideas between Kramer and De Groot on the subject “Music & 

Ethics,” on the question of whether music can have an ethical charge. Is this really the subject of their 

exchange? The question is accentuated by Kramer’s description of the refusal of the Boston 

Symphony Orchestra to play certain pieces. Consequently, both writers immerse themselves in an 

analysis of Chopin’s above-mentioned Prelude op. 28, no. 21 and attach musicologically interesting 
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conclusions to it, which amount to the tension between taking compositional license and feeling bound 

by accepted tradition and its applicable rules. Interesting as these conclusions may be, they skim over 

the heart of the problems raised. When we understand “ethics” to include a system of norms, ethic, 

moral philosophy, and behavioural norms, then that posits in any case an exchange of ideas between 

the two about whether music can have an ethical charge, and whether this is recognisable and not an 

exchange about Chopin’s Prelude. The question is thus not answered. Ethical standardization is 

different from the analytical placement of music in a juncture. Kramer does not sufficiently examine 

the former. De Groot does insofar as he comments: “Music does not speak directly in ethical terms.”93 

It is his (in my opinion correct) answer to the question. But his presupposed analysis of the Prelude 

seems unnecessary for this judgment. The analyses of the prelude and the sonata do admit sound 

conclusions about the structure of both pieces. Both analyses make credible that prelude and sonata fit 

in the juncture of their creation, but without talk of a causal connection. Both works fit within the 

character of their eras and the context of their creation with regards to structure, construction and 

design. But this is not to say that the two works each have a message. 

Music, and certainly textually supported music, can contain and propagate a message. In the 

case of purely instrumental music, where the absence of text gives little firm footing, the researcher 

will need to work out whether a piece has something to say and in what context it fits on the basis of 

the music itself. Multidisciplinary insight into the period in which the piece was written is thereby 

very important. In this context Treitler writes with good reason of “the need for contextual 

interpretation of all human behavior and its products as a basis for understanding ….”94 De Groot 

writes fittingly that a correct and generally accepted interpretation in music is less probable than in 

language.95 Susan McClary also writes in a comparable sense: “To be sure, with interpretation come 

values and the improbability of consensus,” which she precedes by admitting that whatever the 

opinion of professional musicologists, “audiences continue to attend concerts and to find themselves 

profoundly moved or deeply offended – in other words, to find ethically charged meanings in 

music.”96 People can also ascribe a meaning to music which has no intrinsic meaning. 

 

Context and music 

 

The term “context” deserves closer attention. “Context” appears in common usage when there is talk 

of a connection, a coherence between one thing and another, or of a connection, a coherence in which 

something arises. The context in which music is written is broad and varied. I name a few examples, 

with no pretensions of completeness: sacred-secular use, private or public use, the existence of an 

                                                 
93 De Groot 2002, p. 180. 
94 Treitler, p. 358. 
95 De Groot 2002, p. 181. 
96 McClary 2002, p. 182f. 
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appointment, a commission or an occasion such as coronation, wedding, birthday/name day and death. 

Thus Beethoven wrote his mass in C major (op. 86; 1807) to order for Prince Nicolaus Esterházy for 

the celebration of the name day of his wife. Personal affection, such as Berlioz’s for the actress Harriet 

Smithson which led to the composition of his Symphonie fantastique (op. 14; 1830) or marks of 

esteem, such as that of Mozart for Haydn, to whom he dedicated six string quartets (KV. 387, 421, 

428, 458, 464 and 465; 1782-1785) can determine the context. Nature, for example the Alps, was often 

determinative for the context in which music was written. I cite Richard Strauss’s Eine Alpensinfonie 

(op. 64; 1911-1915), a musical painting of the mountain landscape with a view of the Zugspitze and 

the Wettersteingebergte that surrounded his home in Garmisch, with echoes in the various sections of 

the orchestra.97 They are images of a hike from dawn to dusk, the climb up to and descent from a 

mountain and all the diversity of nature along the way.  

The origin of Mahler’s Third Symphony, written in the summers of 1895 and 1896 in his 

summer house in Steinbach am Attersee in the Austrian Alps near Salzburg, lies in the same line.  

Nature and Mahler’s passion for it lies at the root of this symphony, as is clear from the titles Mahler 

originally gave to the various movements: Symphony III ‘Ein Sommermittagstraum’ 1. Der Sommer 

marschiert ein; 2. Was mir die Blumen auf der Wiese erzählen; 3. Was mir die Tiere im Walder 

erzählen; 4. Was mir der Mensch erzählt; 5. Was mir die Engel erzählen; 6. Was mir die Liebe erzählt 

[‘A summer afternoon’s dream 1. Summer Marches In; 2. What the Flowers on the Meadow Tell Me; 

3. What the Animals in the Forest Tell Me (a long posthorn solo in this movement marks the passage 

of the post coach through a forest where birds sing); 4. What Man Tells Me; 5. What the Angels Tell 

Me; 6. What Love Tells Me]. Mahler replaced these original titles after the first performance of the 

symphony on June 9, 1902 in Krefeld. There was also rumoured to be a seventh title.  

A really remarkable form in which the Alps partially determine the context of the music can be 

found in Gruppen für drei Orchester by Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928-2007). At the beginning of 

1955, Stockhausen received a commission from the Westdeutscher Rundfunk Keulen for a work for 

orchestra and electronic music. In August and September of that year he retired to Paspels, a village in 

the Alps in the canton of Graubünden, in order to work on this commission. After a hiatus of more 

than a year, he took up his work on Gruppen again in 1957. The première took place on March 24, 

1958 with the participation of conductors Pierre Boulez, Bruno Maderna and Stockhausen himself. 

Each of them conducted one of the three independent orchestras. The orchestras in Gruppen are placed 

in a semi-circle around the audience. The following examines the compositional technique of the 

Gruppen.  

                                                 
97 The orchestra is large-scale and moreover requires a collection of instruments unusual in a symphony 
orchestra: heckelphone, four tenor tubas, cowbells, wind machine, thunder machine and backstage twelve horns, 
two trumpets and two trombones (from the orchestral score of Ernst Eulenburg Ltd. London etc.). 
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In the serial technique, the four known parameters – the characteristics of individual notes – are 

ordered in rows. It is also possible to apply this technique to other, more complex parameters as a 

group such as  

 

 the density, the number of notes per unit of time  

 formation into groups, the number of notes which together form a larger structure  

 tempo 

 meter 

 

One can speak of group technique if serial technique is applied to more inclusive parameters such as 

those above. Quite early, Stockhausen thought more in groups than in individual notes.98 He wanted 

thereby to establish relationships between the parameters based on actual similarities, such as 

similarities between pitch and rhythm. That means the following: if a tone is to be perceptible its 

frequency must lie between 16 Hz, the lower limit of human hearing, and 16,000 Hz, the upper limit of 

human hearing. Below 16 Hz, there is no frequency (tone) perceptible, but every vibration separately, 

and thus rhythm. Moreover, the frequency, the vibration, must be regular. A regular vibration (tone) 

corresponds with a regular pulse (tempo). And vice versa: if certain pulses of sounds at ever-

decreasing distance from each other are heard (for instance a bouncing marble) then at a given 

moment the tone-length perception will change to a tone-pitch perception.99 That which can be said 

about frequency ratios (i.e. an octave higher) can also be translated into rhythm. Thus a frequency of 1 

Hz, metronome marking 60, an octave higher becomes 2 Hz, metronome marking 120. In this way all 

metronome markings can be determined according to the frequency ratios of the chromatic scale. This 

results in a ‘chromatic’ scale of tempi. Very high and very low metronome markings can thus come 

into existence. Stockhausen introduces corrections in connection to this which will remain outside this 

discussion. With a chromatic tempo scale, which is analogous to the chromatic (tone) scale, it is 

possible to form a row and to apply this to a serial composition.100  

Every fundamental-tone (fundamental-duration) has its own overtone spectrum in durations. 

Overtones can also be classified under rhythm. Stockhausen does classify them, not by separate 

fundamental-duration, but applicable for an entire (fundamental-tone) fundamental-duration group, 

thus a group spectrum. Such a spectrum counts as a single large complex, which has a certain 

characteristic and can be serially determined in density, volume, colour etc...101 Gruppen is an 

                                                 
98 De Ruiter, Vol. 1, p. 134. 
99 De Leeuw, p. 175. 
100 The description of the techniques applied in Gruppen is a summary of De Ruiter, Vol. 1, p. 135f. 
101 De Leeuw, p. 177f. 
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illustration of this group technique.102 As interesting as Stockhausen’s train of thought is, it is a 

mistake to presume a direct correspondence between tone and duration as he does.  

It is important that Gruppen was written in large part in the Swiss Alps. The diagram below 

shows this. It is a blueprint of seven bars group spectrum of group 7, in which the silhouette of 

mountains is recognisable and through which the context is also clear. The holes in the center and to 

the right of center, like the “white” above the curved border, are rests. 

 

Fig. Intr. 3: Diagram from Gruppen 103 

 

 
 

The context of music is not only determined in the West. In his lecture, Rokus de Groot addresses this 

issue. He perceives a process of orientation to musical structural renewal in Western music after 

                                                 
102 Ibid., p. 178. I view Gruppen as an example of the term “influence” which I examined earlier, and particularly 
of “influence” stemming from a form of “resistance,” “wanting to do it differently,” or “the search for something 
different.” I shall explain. The consequent ordering of the four parameters (pitch, length, volume, timbre) in rows 
leads to such a great differentiation in the interchange of rows that overviews over the entire result is not or only 
barely possible. The various row segments are only perceptible under favorable circumstances (De Leeuw, p. 
171). Ton de Leeuw formulates it succinctly thus: The composer loses control of the musical structure. No one 
can oversee which resultant at a given moment will appear from the row permutations. The unrestricted 
intervention of the composer is still possible, but will seem like steering a rudderless ship. It shows more than 
ever how scarcely rational organisation in itself can lead to musical arrangement. It is a matter of a surplus of 
detail differentiation which leads to levelling out (p. 172f.). Morgan (p. 381) comments in this context that an 
“emphasis on individual elements blurred distinctions in the overall structure.” The entirety tends “toward an 
undifferentiated sameness.” Against this background, from 1950 European serialists sought possibilities to 
expand rows to larger formal categories such as temporary relations between sections, variations in “textural 
density, registral transformations, etc.” This development can be seen clearly in Stockhausen’s music from the 
1950s. Morgan calls Gruppen the most important example of this (p. 381) and therefore a good example of the 
term “influence” discussed earlier. 
103 Diagram taken from Harvey, p. 70. 
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1945,104 via societal engagement to the religious and spiritual.105 One could speak of a process of re-

sacralization.106 The religious foundation changes in content and orientation outside the Western 

traditions as well, like with the Sufis who aim at a mystic experience of their relation to God within 

Islam.107 De Groot’s argument teaches us that Western music also finds its context outside the Western 

world. This study limits itself to research in music and its context within the Western tradition. 

 

Four Case Studies 

 

My research focuses on the question of the context in which music was created. Can this knowledge 

aid us during listening? The four case studies in the following chapters are a search for this ‘underside 

meaning,’ in which works from different periods of music history from the early eighteenth to the 

mid-twentieth centuries occupy center stage: three purely instrumental works and two variants of a 

cantata. The choice was determined by the degree of abstraction of instrumental work in relation to 

text-bound music. In text-bound music, the context is generally made clear by the text, while in purely 

instrumental music it is not. One of the studies focuses on vocal music, for the following reason. 

Bach adapted many works, not only of other composers, but also his own. An example appears 

in the Cantatas BWV 34 and 34a. The context of the cantata O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe 

(BWV 34), written for Pentecost, was clearly determined by the liturgical calendar. Less clear was the 

context in which the Trauungskantate (BWV 34a) was written, besides that of a wedding. In chapter 

two, I will investigate to what extent this is a matter of adaptation and what connection there is 

between ‘model’ and adaptation.  

The last movement of Bach’s Partita no. 2 in D minor for solo violin, BWV 1004, the chaconne, 

is the subject of research in chapter one. The chapter examines the titling of ciaccona, which Bach 

chose over the usual “gigue,” as the conclusion to a series of dances. Was there a special reason for 

this heading? He did not use it further as title in his work, with very few exceptions. What would that 

reason have been?  A search for answers to these questions will be the subject of chapter one.  

Much is known about Robert Schumann from his writings and those of others. The question is 

whether the quantity of information leads to greater clarity about Schumann and the context of his 

Carnaval, one of his most famous piano works. Chapter three will examine what others have written 

about Schumann, and more particularly about Carnaval and its context, against the background of 

what is known about it. 

In the chaos after World War II, Boulez set the tone in the musical world in his articles 

“Schoenberg is dead” (1952) and “Éventuellement” (1952). In the first article, he attacked Schönberg 

                                                 
104 I refer to ch. IV on Pierre Boulez of my thesis . 
105 De Groot 2003, p. 5. 
106 Ibid., p. 9 
107 Ibid., p. 6. 



 29

(too) sharply and declared him, after his death, figuratively as well as literally dead. In the second, he 

announced that a new musical language had to be found. The subject of examination in chapter four is 

the process of music language-finding and the context in which Structures I was written.  

 

In his essays Symbolic scores. Studies in the Music of the Renaissance, Willem Elders enumerates the 

basic principles he employs in his research. Especially noteworthy is his first principle that one must 

always ask oneself if a symbol does not appear coincidentally.108 This principle holds as true mutatis 

mutandis for the research in my thesis Music in context. It keeps the imagination of the researcher in 

check.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
108 Elders, p. 15. 



 



 

 

 

 

I. JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH – CHACONNE BWV 1004 
 

 

I.1 Introduction  

 

A single movement of a composition usually receives little specific attention. There are, however, 

exceptional cases, and the chaconne from the partita no. 2 in d for solo violin, BWV 1004 of Johann 

Sebastian Bach is such a case.1 This second partita was originally presented within the collection “Sei 

Solo a Violino senza Basso accompagnato” BWV 1001-1006, which consists of three sonatas and 

three partitas. The following brief overview gives an impression of the range and diversity of interest 

in this chaconne. 

The website Bach Bibliography by Yo Tomita lists about fifty titles concerned specifically with 

this chaconne.2 Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy added a piano accompaniment to the piece. On February 

8, 1840 and February 21, 1841, he performed the chaconne, using this piano accompaniment, with 

violinist Ferdinand David.3  

A performance in 1853 of the chaconne with Mendelssohn’s piano accompaniment inspired 

Robert Schumann to compose piano accompaniments for Bach’s sonatas and partitas for solo violin, a 

                                                 
1 In the autograph, Bach titles this movement “ciaccona,” the Italian form of the French “chaconne” and the 
Spanish “chacona.” I will return to this later. In the course of this article I have used, depending on the context, 
both chaconne, the most commonly used form of the title of this movement of the second partita, and ciaccona.  
2 Website: www.mu.qub.ac.uk/tomita/bachbib (accessed February 26, 2008). 
3 Cooper, p. 157 and Hartinger, p. 35. According to some (Feder, p. 168), Mendelssohn accompanied 
“improvising at the piano.” Hartinger (p. 67f.) concludes that Mendelssohn had already written the 
accompaniment in 1840/41. The available manuscript is not, it is true, Mendelssohn’s autograph, but an 
“extremely reliable image of the ‘Ur-Chaconne’ of 1840/41.” This confirms, according to Hartinger, that the 
musical material of the accompaniment for the chaconne “was notated from the beginning” and also circulated in 
the circle of Mendelssohn, David, and their students. We can “now assume, with considerably greater certainty, 
that the posthumously expanded printed version in essence reproduces the tonal image of the pioneering 
performances of 1840 and 1841.” Mendelssohn’s arrangement first appeared in print in 1847. 

Less well known is that Mendelssohn, together with David, performed at least two other movements from the 
partitas for violin solo with his own piano accompaniment, namely the Preludio and Rondeau from BWV 1006 
(Hartinger, p.35). According to Hartinger (fn. 3), the Rondeau is most likely the Gavotte en Rondeau from BWV 
1006. Mendelssohn’s contemporaries, again according to Hartinger, made no distinction between sonatas and 
partitas. The pieces were without exception titled “Sonatas” or “Studies” and were assigned numbers from 1 to 6. 
The Preludio was apparently performed on February 8, 1840 and again on February 26, 1843. Both piano 
accompaniments remain, even posthumously, unpublished. As a result, attention has been focused exclusively on 
Mendelssohn’s piano accompaniment for the chaconne (p. 37). 
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project he called “Bachiana.”4 Johannes Brahms made a left-hand arrangement of the chaconne for 

piano in 1877.5  

Ferruccio Busoni, composer and pianist, transcribed the chaconne for piano à deux mains at the 

end of the nineteenth century. Besides these there exist at least forty other arrangements or 

transcriptions of the chaconne from the period 1840-1940, including an arrangement from 1885 for 

violin with orchestra by the violinist August Wilhelmj (1845-1908).6  

In 1944, Béla Bartók wrote a solo violin sonata for Yehudi Menuhin, the first movement of 

which is clearly inspired by Bach’s chaconne. Bartók’s sonata begins with the tempo marking “Tempo 

di ciaconna.” A comparison of a number of bars from the first movement of Bartók’s sonata and a 

number from Bach’s chaconne is as follows: 

 

Ex. I. 1: Béla Bartók, Sonata For Solo Violin, Sz117, bars 1-27 

 
 

Johann Sebastian Bach, chaconne from the partita no. 2 in d for solo violin, BWV 1004, bars 1-2 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Abraham, p. 848 and Daverio 2001, p. 787. 
5 Janetschek, p. 33: Brahms, incidentally, called this arrangement a “Study.” It is the last of the five “Studies” for 
piano which were written from 1869-1879 based on works of Chopin, C.M. von Weber and J.S. Bach. 
6 Cooper, p. 159; Feder, p. 174. The orchestral forces are strings, woodwinds and timpani! 
7 Extracts from Bartok’s “Sonata For Solo Violin, Sz117” ed. Menuhin. © Copyright 1947 by Hawkes & Son 
(London) Ltd. Reproduced by the kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
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Ex. I. 2: Bartók, bars 15-248 

 
 

Bach, bars 230-240 

 

 

                                                 
8 Extracts from Bartok’s “Sonata For Solo Violin, Sz117” ed. Menuhin. © Copyright 1947 by Hawkes & Son 
(London) Ltd. Reproduced by Kind Permission of Boosey & Hawkes Music Publishers Ltd. 
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The examples above evince a striking similarity: Bach’s chaconne is in d. Bartók opens his chaconne 

with two chords in d, after which he makes use of virtually the entire tonal spectrum. In the second 

example one notices the ostinato on a (actually a pedal point) in both chaconnes. 

 

Against the background sketched above, the question can be raised about whether room is left for 

further investigation. That room is certainly present. In studying the literature concerning the 

chaconne, it becomes clear that this literature concerns itself for the greatest part with the chaconne 

itself, for example its analysis and structure and its performance, and only sporadically with the 

question of whether the chaconne was composed within (the frame of) a specific context and if so, 

what that might be.9 There are exceptions, such is the work by Casper Honders and Helga Thoene.  

Honders’ opinion is that Bach’s chaconne for solo violin was intended “as the inscription reads” 

to be played “sub communione,” during the communion service.10 He substantiates this – as far as can 

be ascertained – with nothing more than the phrase “as the inscription reads.” This is not to say, of 

course, that his conclusion is therefore incorrect.  

Thoene studies the chaconne at hand as a dance form. The questions that arise from this 

approach are extremely relevant. I name a few. What is the general character of a chaconne 

(ciaccona)? Was it danced or played not only as a standard dance form but also in special 

circumstances? Did Bach intentionally choose the dance form ciaccona instead of the usual gigue as 

the final movement of this partita and, if so, why? This last question becomes even more interesting 

when one considers Bach’s own manipulations of the manner in which the word “ciaccona” is written. 

Thoene is outspoken in her opinion that there is hidden behind the ‘Dance’ a Funerary music, 

which is to be classified in the genre of Tombeau compositions.11 Thoene could be correct, but her 

opinion is not supported by her argumentation. She refers to a citation from Johann Gottfried 

Walther’s Musicalisches Lexicon of 1732, which simply gives a definition of the ciaccona without an 

association to funerary music.12  

In order to better understand her next argument, it is important to report that Bach stayed in 

Karlsbad from May to July 1720 in the company of Prince Leopold von Anhalt-Köthen. According to 

Thoene, he must have bought the paper necessary for the “Sei Solo” in Karlsbad and taken it back to 

Köthen. On his return to Köthen, he learned that his wife Maria Barbara had died and been buried 

before his return on July 7, 1720. Thoene supposes as follows: “Falls die endgültige Niederschrift der 

6 Violinkompositionen auf dem von Karlsbad mitgebrachten Notenpapier erfolgt is, kan dies erst in 

der Zeit nach der Rückkehr – ab Mitte Juli – geschehen sein” [If the definitive notation of the 6 Violin 

compositions was on the manuscript paper brought from Karlsbad, this could only have happened, at 

                                                 
9 And this question may concern the rest of the “Sei Solo” as well. 
10 Honders, p. 66. 
11 Thoene, p. 24. 
12 Walther, p. 163f. 
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the earliest, at the time after his return in the middle of July].13 She then observes that the sonatas, 

which were most likely already complete as a cycle, were filled out with the partitas and that the 

partitas could stand in close relation, in terms of the period of their composition, to the death of Maria 

Barbara. Her death is advanced as the actual catalyst for their composition.14  

It is not clear what gives Thoene the certainty to proceed from her supposition that, if the six 

violin compositions are written on paper from Karlsbad, Bach certainly wrote these in Köthen and that 

there is therefore a close connection with the death of his wife, and even more strongly, that her death 

was the actual reason for their creation. Assuming that Bach wrote the Sei solo on paper brought from 

Karlsbad – a  discussion concerning this seems pointless – still does not prove a close connection with 

the death of his wife, let alone that her death was the catalyst for their creation. And what if it should 

become apparent that Bach had already written the violin works in Karlsbad, and not after his return to 

Köthen? Then there is in any case no connection between the partitas and the death of Bach’s wife as 

reason for their composition, since Bach first heard of her death and burial upon his return to Köthen.  

Thoene briefly discusses the traditions surrounding death and especially the images and 

memorial inscriptions found on the gravestones of the deceased. Without hesitation she continues that 

Bach thus seems to have been inspired for his ‘resounding Epitaph’ for Maria Barbara Bach.15 The 

middle section, in major, must represent the “heavenly sphere,” while the outer minor sections 

represent the “earthly.”16 One seeks in vain for any sort of underpinning for this argument, wholly in 

contrast, for example, to Albert Clement’s meticulous analysis and conclusion regarding Bach’s minor 

- major - minor usage in four duets in the Clavier-Übung III.17 Her entire article, with the promising 

subtitle “Verborgene Sprache eines berühmten Werkes” [Hidden Language of a Famous Work,] is 

impenetrable and drowns in numerological constructions and conclusions regarding meanings and 

texts which the music allegedly contains. It is a construction built on unfounded principles, and as 

such is in itself a “Hidden Language of a Famous Work.” There is no bibliography, and – with one or 

two exceptions – no references to relevant literature. It would be going too far to analyze, discuss and 

deliver commentary on the article in its entirety, as it is too strongly based on speculation. Alexander 

Silbiger remarks about this article: “Helga Thoene has proposed on the basis of largely numerological 

speculations (ital. vR) that Bach’s violin chaconne was intended as …”, a view with which I heartily 

concur.18 

 
The context of the chaconne receives almost no further attention in the literature, with the exceptions  

of Honders and Thoene, as far as can be ascertained. It is precisely this context which is worthy of 

further investigation. I am supported in this by Clement’s remarks: It is not only the influence which 
                                                 
13 Thoene, p. 22. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., p. 24. 
16 Ibid. 
17 See below Clement in § I.3.2, Tonality. 
18 Silbiger 1999, p. 374 fn. 34. 
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certain musical schools had on Bach which can be traced in his works; these works are at the same 

time documentation and explanation of his own faith. Sometimes the intentions of the composer 

manifest themselves quite quickly. Whoever is well acquainted with his art knows that Bach’s 

musical-hermeneutical intentions, certainly for the 21st century listener, can only be exposed by way of 

(thorough) scholarly research. Clement points to Bach’s chorale-related organ works and observes that  

in contrast to, for example, the cantatas and passions, the texts whereon these instrumental works are 

built are never notated in the manuscripts.19 For Bach, there is no fundamental difference between 

sacred and secular style: music rests for him upon laws given by the Creation, according to Clement.20  

The question is whether, in the path Clement has set forth, the chaconne was composed in a 

certain context, and if so, which. This chapter concerns itself with that question. A complicating factor 

is that the chaconne is purely instrumental, without an underlying text as framework. It is already 

important here to point out that necessary caution must be taken in this investigation. The “furnishing 

of proof” for the interpretation of Bach’s intentions is sometimes confused with argument based purely 

on speculation. Conclusions issuing from the latter are in fact no more than unfounded suppositions. 

Thoene’s argument is an example of reasoning one’s way to foregone conclusions and thus falsely 

creating the appearance of objective correctness and accuracy. The investigator must constantly 

remind himself that Bach left no treatise or essay from which his views can be deduced.21 

 

I.2 General 

 

I.2.1 The dance in Bach 

 

Bach wrote much music based on the French dance.22 Dance music from the French court in the 

German-Lutheran world of Bach: this demands attention, if only briefly. Meredith Little and Natalie 

Jenne focus on this subject in their book Dance and the music of J.S. Bach.23 

The Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648), a war fought in the territories of the Holy Roman Empire, 

had, in addition to its domestic inter-religious disagreements between Catholics and Protestants, a 

political aspect as well.24 Primarily through the latter, it quickly escalated into an international conflict 

because both Catholics and Protestants received foreign support. French fears of a Habsburg 

dominance of Europe were such that French support for enemies of the Holy Roman Emperor was 

                                                 
19 Clement 2001, p. 101. See also below § I.3.2, Tonality. 
20 Ibid., p. 108. In a comparable sense Stiller 1970, p. 194. 
21 See also in this context Tatlow, p. 127; Schmitz, p. 37f. 
22 Such as the 6 English Suites (BWV 806-811), the 6 French Suites (BWV812-817) and the 6 Partitas (BWV 
825-830), all for keyboard, the 6 cello suites (BWV 1007-1012), the 2 suites for lute (BWV 995-996) and the 4 
orchestral suites (BWV 1066-1069). 
23 For this paragraph reference can be made to Little/Jenne p. 3-34. 
24 The economic aspect was mainly related to the hegemony over the Baltic Sea and thus clarifies the 
intervention of Denmark and Sweden. 
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readily given. In the last period of the war (1635-1648) France assumed an active military role herself. 

During this period, she occupied most of the Rhineland and devastated Bavaria. The war led to the 

decline of imperial power in the Holy Roman Empire and to an appreciable increase in the power of 

the German princes and Electors. In effect, it caused the fall of the Holy Roman Empire as an 

international political entity.  

The devastation and depopulation caused by this bloody war were great. Out of the debilitation 

of the Habsburgs rose a French hegemony in Europe. The period of reconstruction after the war 

stretches over more than a century, and thus covered Bach’s entire life. Many German courts and 

cities, in their aspiration to become cultural centres and centres of civilization, focused on France and 

Italy and their cultural inheritance. The French court dance, a symbol of French culture, was especially 

fashionable. In the great majority of the places where Bach lived and worked, the French influence 

was clear and very pronounced. For instance, the court in Celle, which Bach visited frequently, was a 

miniature Versailles of French culture. Many courts also had French, preferably Parisian, dancing 

masters in service. They taught French dance technique and its attendant rituals.  

Bach must have been acquainted with this through his frequent attendance at court and 

participation in its activities. Just as in France, French dancing masters in Germany functioned as 

masters of ceremonies on important occasions. In 1701, as is clear from information in Little/Jenne, 

there were three dancing masters registered in Leipzig, and in 1736, twelve for a total of 20.000 

registered inhabitants. The French dancing master stood on the second rung of the social ladder, the 

Lehrstand, together with doctors, lawyers and teachers, preceded only by the Regierstand (the 

government) on the first rung. He was highly respected and, at the end of the seventeenth century, held 

an important position in German culture. Bach was familiar with the work of the prominent French 

dancing masters and knew some of them personally. One of them, Jean-Baptiste Volumier (c.1670-

1728), was a friend of Bach’s.25 The French dance and dance music were consequently a part of 

Bach’s world.  

 

I.2.2 Suite, partita and chaconne 

 

The partita, the name given to a form of 17th/18th century composition, consists of a number of 

contrasting movements, comparable to the suite; these movements, in contrast to the suite, are not 

limited to dance forms, but may take the form of variations on a theme or melody. Bach himself called 

the partitas “partias.” A suite or partita usually closes with a gigue. The gigue – probably of English or 

Scottish origin – was one of the most popular instrumental dances of the Baroque and was a standard 

element of the suite, along with the allemande, courante and sarabande. The partitas for solo violin all 

consist of various dance forms. 

                                                 
25  Volumier, of Belgian origin, was raised at the French court. Besides being a dancing master, he was also 
violinist, concertmaster and composer of ballet and dance music (NGD 1980, Vol. 20, p. 75f.). 
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The chaconne (Sp. chacona; It. ciaccona) is a dance in slow tempo and triple meter comprising 

a (theoretically unlimited) number of variations over a basso ostinato. It probably originated in Latin 

America, and it became popular in Spain in the early seventeenth century. The chaconne was a dance 

song with a refrain based on a pattern of guitar chords. In Italian variations, this pattern was shifted to 

bass patterns, widely used in the European baroque. A form related to the chaconne, the passacaglia – 

originally used in Spain as a ritornello, music with a certain pattern of guitar chords played before and 

between verses of a song – developed into a collection of bass formulas suitable for the basis of 

instrumental and vocal variations. Characteristic of the chaconne and the passacaglia is the continual 

repetition of a pattern of four bars in triple meter and slow tempo. The terms chaconne and passacaglia 

were used interchangeably. The difference between the chaconne and passacaglia “tends to be 

contextual and relative,” according to Silbiger.26 Meredith Little and Natalie Jenne are also of the 

opinion that it is difficult “to list the identifying characteristics of chaconnes and passacaglias because 

there are so many exceptions.”27  

The second partita for solo violin ends not with a gigue, but with – as Bach himself called it – a 

ciaccona, preceded by a gigue. Aside from the chaconne at hand, Bach called a (movement from) a 

work a chaconne or passacaglia in only a few instances. He called the final chorus Meine Tage in dem 

Leide of the cantata Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich (BWV 150) a ciaccona, and he wrote – again so 

named by Bach himself – a passacaglia (BWV 582) for organ. Bach used the chaconne or passacaglia 

as form more often (see above). I mention two examples important to the continuation of my argument 

(see § I.4.3. below), namely the opening chorus from the cantata Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen 

(BWV 12) and the Crucifixus, based on this opening chorus, from the b minor Mass (BWV 232). Both 

take the form of a chaconne.  

The length of the chaconne for solo violin is considerable in relation to the other four 

movements of this partita. The chaconne is in fact longer than the four other movements combined.28 

Consequently, and because it is preceded by a gigue, it has more the character of an independent, 

freestanding piece than an integral movement of the partita. I share this viewpoint with Byron 

Cantrell.29 Philipp Spitta is also of the opinion that the chaconne should not be viewed as the last 

movement of the second partita because it is longer than all the other movements of the work taken 

together and cannot therefore be estimated the last movement of, but a piece appended to, the above 

mentioned work; the suite proper ends with the gigue. 30 Cooper says of the chaconne, in my opinion 

correctly: As the longest and quite clearly the most autonomous, musically speaking, movement of the 

                                                 
26 Silbiger 1999, p. 361f. in reference to the conclusion in his earlier article of 1996. 
27 Little/Jenne, p.199. 
28 The chaconne has 257 bars, the other movements together (not counting repeats) 135 bars. 
29 Cantrell, p. 64. 
30 Spitta I, p. 703. 
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sonatas and partitas, the chaconne is most suitable as an independent concert piece.31 The opinion of 

Martha Curti, in contrast, is that the chaconne is an integral part of the partita.32  

 

I.2.3 Dating 

 

There is no communis opinio over the dating of the original “Sei Solo a Violino senza Basso 

accompagnato.” This dating may be of importance because Bach worked at various courts and 

churches during his lifetime. Bach constantly addressed himself to the possibilities present, the 

expectations of those around him, or the duties accompanying his appointment.  

Regarding dating, Walter Emery and others are of the opinion: “During 1720 Bach made fair 

copies [ital. vR] of the works for unaccompanied violin …”33 There is no mention of their 

composition. The dating of these copies implies that Bach made them while he was in the service of 

Prince Leopold von Anhalt-Köthen. This engagement lasted from August 5, 1717 to April 13, 1723.  

In Christoph Wolff’s opinion, it is plausible that Bach had already begun the composition of the 

sonatas and partitas in Weimar (1708-1717), as suggested by earlier versions of these works.34 Wolff 

posits that the pieces were inspired by the partitas for solo violin (1696) by Johann Paul von Westhoff, 

whom Bach must have met and known. These partitas were the first examples of the genre.35 As in 

other courts, music was played at the court of Köthen, where Bach stayed after Weimar. Presumably, 

this music was predominantly instrumental. Bach’s instrumental works, such as the Brandenburg 

concerti as well as his sonatas and partitas for solo violin, were certainly performed there.36 

Heinrich Poos does not explicitly raise the question of dating. He does seem to assume that 

these works were created at Köthen.37 

As noted earlier, Helga Thoene posits that the three partitas were probably written in 1720, 

while the three sonatas were completed earlier as a cycle.  

Regardless of whate is stated above, it is sound to date the sonatas and partitas to 1720 and no 

later, despite the possible existence of earlier versions of these works. Bach placed the sonatas and 

partitas alternately and regarded them, apparently in 1720 and quite possibly only then, as suitable for 

publication. Which piece was written first, and which later, is unknown. It is of little importance. The 

autograph of 1720 gives the order of the pieces and the sequence of tonalities which Bach himself 
                                                 
31 Cooper, p. 163. 
32 Curti, p. 262. 
33 Emery/Wolff, p. 317. 
34 Wolff, p. 154. 
35 Furthermore, Heinrich Ignaz Franz von Biber (1644-1704) wrote circa 1680 a passacaglia – closely related to 
the chaconne – for solo violin, which was “prefixed by a picture of a guardian angel and child” (NGD 1980, 
volume 2, p. 679). Dieterich Buxtehude (1637-1707) also employed the genres of the passacaglia and chaconne, 
particularly  in his organ works. Bach visited Buxtehude in Lübeck during the winter of 1705 to 1706 for three to 
four months. His sojourn in Lübeck was considerably longer than the leave he had been granted by the church 
council of the Neue Kirche in Arnstadt. 
36 Wolff, p. 221. 
37 Poos 1993, p. 197. 
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wanted at that moment. That order and sequence were not, one can assume, arrived at by chance. In 

the following paragraph I will examine this in greater detail. 

 

I.3 The chaconne 

 

I.3.1 General 

 

Ex. I. 3: Overview of the tonalities of the “Sei Solo” 38 

 

 
 

The overview makes the following clear: 

1. See A. In the alternating order of pieces, the tonalities are G minor - B minor - A minor - D 

minor - C major - E major.  

The intervallic distance between pieces is arranged symmetrically: major third - major second 

- perfect fourth - major second - major third. Schematically presented: 3 - 2 - 4 - 2 -  3. 

The last three pitches are a retrograde inversion of the first three. 

2. See B. Grouped separately as sonatas and partitas.  

The order of keys of the three sonatas is G minor - A minor - C major: the key ascends by a 

major second and a minor third. Additionally: minor - minor - major. The order in the case of 

the partitas is B minor - D minor - E major: the key ascends by a minor third and a major 

second. And also, as with the sonatas, minor - minor - major. 

The last three pitches are a retrograde inversion of the first three, just as in sub 1. 

3. See C. A re-grouping shows the series G minor - A minor - B minor - C major - D minor - E 

major. 

4. The intervallic distance between the initial and ultimate pairs, namely sonata I and partita I (g 

- b) on the one hand, and sonata III and partita III (c - e) on the other, is a major third. 

                                                 
38 Taken from Curti, p. 263. 
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The intervallic distance between the middle pair, namely sonata II and partita II (a - d), is a 

perfect fourth. Schematically presented: major third (I - I) - perfect fourth (II - II) - major third 

(III - III).  

 

This overview reveals an ingenious systemology in the arrangement and sequence of tonalities in the 

“Sei solo” which cannot be viewed as coincidence, as Bach himself set the “Sei solo” out in this order 

(in copy) in 1720. This means, in my opinion, that one can speak of a sequencing of the various 

components according to a conscious plan of Bach’s, called a “Bauplan” (building plan) in another 

context by Clement.39 In his search for an ingenious compositional structure, Bach proved himself a 

true child of his time and environment. The creation of order and structure was a goal in itself, and 

inherent in German baroque musical theory. The ultimate goal of the composer was – much as God 

achieved in his creation of order out of chaos – to strive to create an order that would withstand the 

most critical demands. His composition would thus become an architectonic monument to the greater 

glory of God.40  

One cannot definitively establish the presence of any other intention than the glorificaiton of 

God in Bach’s use of the “Bauplan.” A complicating factor may be found in the autograph, where 

under the title “Sei Solo a Violino senza Basso accompagnato,” Bach added “Libro Primo” in his own 

hand as the picture below shows.41  

 
Fig. I. 1: Johann Sebastian Bach, autograph Sei Solo 

 

 
                                                 
39 Clement 1995, p. 288f. and Clement 1999, p. 10f. In his “Zum inneren Zusammenhang der Sechs Choräle 
BWV 645-650 von J.S. Bach und dessen Bedeutung” [Clement 2003, p. 12f.: “Musical plan.”] and in Der dritte 
Teil der Clavier-Übung von Johann Sebastian Bach Clement uses this illuminating expression.  
40 Clement 2005, p. 8f. 
41 Johann Sebastian Bach. Sonaten und Partiten für Violine allein. Wiedergabe der Handschrift. Wiesbaden: 
Insel Verlag, 1962. 
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It seems to have been his intention, after the “Sei solo,” to compose a comparable cycle of works – 

perhaps for other instruments – as a “Libro secundo” (possibly following with more). Another 

explanation for the subtitle “Libro Primo” has as yet to present itself. The absence of historical proof 

for any plans for a greater musical context for the “Sei solo” increases to a far from negligible degree 

the speculative character of the conclusions reached when this “Bauplan” is assigned deeper 

significance than that of a “building plan” as described.  

 

I.3.2 Schematic overview  

 

Number of bars  

 

There are differing ideas concerning the number of bars in the chaconne. Remarkably, the upbeat is 

not subtracted from the (full) final bar. If the bar of the pick-up – contrary to standard practice – is 

counted, then the chaconne consists of 257 bars; otherwise it consists of 256. This in itself is not note-

worthy, were it not that Martha Curti, Heinrich Poos and Rolf Dammann all draw conclusions from 

this fact.  

Martha Curti, working from the inclusive count of 257 bars, suspects that Bach has included his 

own signature.42 Her thinking is this: the sum of the individual numbers (2, 5, 7), is the number 14, a 

number equal to the sum of 2 + 1 + 3 + 8 = B + A + C + H. This supposition strikes me as unfounded. 

If such a hypothesis is to be tenable, it should not only support itself without the necessity of 

numerical manipulation, but also should be supported with further evidence. The assertion that the 

sum 2 + 5 + 7 is equal to the sum 2 + 1 + 3 + 8 is rather far-fetched, especially in light of the 

justifiable argument that the chaconne contains 256 bars, the pick-up bar – as is standard practice – 

being excluded from the total. If the discussion of the number of bars, and the significance thereof, is 

to be at all coherent, there must be no possible difference of opinion regarding what that number is. 

Poos for instance counts a total of 256 bars and uses this to anchor his argument regarding the 

importance of the number 4 in the chaconne.43 In summary, Poos writes: With our periodic division 

we have placed in relation the length of the monadic (unitary) foundation (of four bars) with the 

double period (of sixteen bars), the sum of all monads (units) [i.e. 43; vR] and the number of bars ( = 

256) [i.e. 44; vR] through the powers of the number 4. Without further elaboration, Poos proposes that 

Bach, through the use of the number 4, wanted to give expression to the musica mundana (the 4 

elements, the 4 seasons, the 4 winds, etc.), the musica humana (for instance the 4 ages of man) and the 

musica instrumentalis, as brought together here in the chaconne.  

                                                 
42 Curti, p. 262, fn. 14.  
43 Poos 1993, p. 167. 
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Rolf Dammann speaks of a four-bar theme and underlines its strong Affekt. He assumes a count 

of 256 bars and speaks of the construction number (4) [which] is raised to a higher power (44 = 256).44 

He ascribes no significance to this number, only venturing that the numbers can be decisive for the 

construction of the work. Logically enough, he concludes, who could actually hear that Bach's Violin 

Ciaccona measures 256 = 44 bars, even if the listener is theoretically aware of this figure? I heartily 

concur with his assertion. After all, the listener is not the beneficiary of these types of compositional 

foundations. They do not concern him. Their purpose is not abstract, but “soli deo gloria.” Dammann’s 

conclusion is that the number functions as an element of musical organization.45 I concur with 

Dammann’s conclusion and am of the opinion that the number of bars indicates the structural basis 

256 = 44 of the chaconne and nothing more.  

Curti also draws conclusions based on the number 4. She concentrates on the number 64, 

namely 43 = 64. She writes: “Bach should have added an extra measure in the last variation. To be 

sure, the prolongation [the final bar; vR] is effective musically, especially to end such a long piece; but 

a fermata could have served the same purpose.”46 This assertion gives the impression that Curti does 

not know what to make of the 257th bar. Aside from this, no evidence in the chaconne gives credence 

to the hypotheses of Curti en Poos. A number subject to discussion and disagreement is too fragile a 

foundation for a hypothesis of greater significance which rests exclusively on that same number. In a 

research context, there is still insufficient evidence for the importance of the number of bars as a 

relevant factor. The number 4 is at most important as a structural unit -- an element of musical 

organization -- as Dammann rightly concludes. 

 

Tonality 

 

The chaconne consists of three parts, namely I, bars 1-132 in D minor, II, bars 133-208 in D major, 

III, and bars 209-257 in D minor. The first and third parts are in D minor, the central in D major. The 

question is whether any specific significance can be assigned to both tonalities and both modalities, 

and especially to the alternation between the two. Caution is necessary, as I indicated at the end of § 

I.1 of this chapter.  

With this in mind, it does not seem impossible that Bach’s choice of tonalities had an 

underlying intention. This is more readily evident in vocal music because the content of the text aids in 

recognition. Wolfgang Auhagen, in his study of key characteristics, critically addresses Leopold 

                                                 
44 Dammann 1967, p. 88 and 91f.. 
45 See also  Dammann 1986, p. 67f. Dammann points out, in his “Goldberg Variations” – aside from the 
chaconne in question – the “constitutive meaning” of the number 4 in the Goldberg cycle. That cycle – aside 
from the mere 4 apparent exceptions – consists of 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 (16): � : 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 (16), according to 
Dammann. Bach’s thematic foundation (in the Goldberg variations) is rooted historically in the old dance bass 
practice. The smallest unit of this dance bass consists of four bars. I leave this aside. 
46 Curti, p.262, fn. 14. 
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Mayer’s dissertation on that topic in Bach’s sacred vocal works.47 One of Auhagen’s objections to 

Mayer’s analysis is that Mayer refrains from examining those movements within a given cantata that 

do not agree with his own conclusion, arguing that those exceptions are necessary for the buildup of 

the piece. Despite his reservations, Auhagen views Mayer’s research as a promising basis for further 

investigation. Mayer’s results should be adopted with certain reservations concerning the reliability of 

the frequency-data for particular symbols because, according to Auhagen, a degree of subjective 

appreciation cannot be avoided in analysis.48 Auhagen adds that the key characteristics established by 

Mayer cannot be applied to the instrumental works.49 

He does not clarify why this is not possible in an absolute sense. It is true that the establishment 

of key characteristics in purely instrumental works, in the absence of underlying text, is markedly 

more difficult and hazardous. In any case, caution is necessary when drawing conclusions about 

Bach’s intentions in choosing the keys of d minor and D major for the chaconne. It would be 

excessive, however, to adhere blindly to Auhagen’s conclusion that the key characteristics Mayer 

established in the vocal works cannot be applied to Bach’s instrumental music, especially in light of 

Clement’s assertion (see aforesaid § I.1) that there was no fundamental difference to Bach between the 

sacred and secular styles: music rested for Bach upon laws given by the Creation. The conclusions 

Mayer draws about key characteristics can certainly be of importance to Bach’s choice of both keys 

for the chaconne. These conclusions must be applied, however, with due caution. They cannot in and 

of themselves lead to, but can only support, final conclusions. Mayer characterises the key of D minor 

in Bach’s vocal music as doubtful, sorrowful, bleak, gloomy and the key of D major as the key of 

joy.50 Wheather these characteristics hold true for the chaconne is far from certain. 

The change in modality, minor - major - minor, also begs further attention. In Der dritte Teil der 

Clavierübung von Johann Sebastian Bach Clement examines the four keyboard duets (BWV 802-

805).51 The Clavierübung III consists of keyboard works (pedaliter and manualiter) assembled into 

three groups: Missa, Catechismus Sonorus and four duets. The first two groups are instrumental 

chorale-related works. The four duets are compositions without incipit from a chorale text. According 

to Clement, the first question that arises is whether there are, aside from vocal and instrumental 

chorale-related works, also purely instrumental works by Bach which may have a deeper meaning. 

This is the same question that occupies us in our examination of the chaconne. It is important to know 

first if the four purely instrumental duets are actually a part of Bach’s Clavierübung. Clement’s 

conclusion, despite the opinions of others, is that they certainly were not published ‘coincidentally’ in 

Bach’s Clavierübung III, but represent an independent part of the collection, just as the Missa and the 

                                                 
47 Auhagen, p. 236f. 
48 Ibid., p. 241. 
49 Ibid., p. 247. 
50 Ibid., p. 240. 
51 Clement 1999, p. 299f. 
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Catechismus chorales.52 Whereas the Missa, the first part of the Clavierübung III, is linked to church 

spaces, and the Catechismus Sonorus, the second part, indicates the church and domestic circle, it 

seems very likely that the third part, the four duets, was intended for music making in the home, 

according to Clement. Clement draws attention to the book Geistliche Erquick=Stunden/Oder 

Dreyhundert Haus=und Tisch=Andachten (1666)  [Spiritual Refreshment=Hours/Or Three-Hundred 

Home=and Table=Devotions] by Heinrich Müller (1631-1675), a well-known theologian at the time, 

several of whose books were in Bach’s possession.53 One of these “Devotions” is titled “Von vier 

süßen Dingen” [Of four sweet things54], which is to say 

- “das Wort Gottes” [the Word of God]. In particular the contrast “Seelen Speise – leibliche 

Speise” [Food for the soul – food for the body54] 

- “das Kreuz” [the Cross]. “Je länger ichs trage, je leichter wirds” [The longer I bear it, the 

lighter it becomes54] 

- “der Tod” [Death]. “In Christo ist der Tod kein Tod, sondern eine Thür zum Leben” [In 

Christ, Death is not Death, but a doorway to Life54]. 

- “der Himmel” [Heaven] and particularly the yearning for Heaven [“O that we were there!”54] . 

Clement thoroughly develops a possible connection between these four “sweet things” and the four 

duets. His conclusion is: “With Müller’s aforementioned Home=and Table=Devotions, the idealistic 

foundation of BWV 802-805 was allowed to develop and a broader example of mystic devotion was 

found in Bach’s work.”55 With that he affirmatively answers his earlier question, regarding the four 

duets, as to whether Bach’s purely instrumental compositions could have a deeper meaning.  

It is remarkable to note that “the Word of God” and “Heaven,” (duets 1 and 4) are in minor 

keys, namely E and A, while “the Cross” and “Death” (duets 2 and 3), terms which today would be 

characterised as negative, are by contrast in major keys, namely F and G.56 In the chaconne the 

modality also changes from minor to major and back to minor. As Clement establishes a relation 

between the four purely instrumental duets and the underlying “Devotions,” through which the duets 

acquire a deeper meaning, the same question could be raised about the purely instrumental chaconne. 

In any case, his research has also shown that changes of modality in the four duets always correspond 

to a change of one of the “Devotions” to which each duet is related as described above. It seems not 

implausible that likewise in the chaconne, the relationship between underlying intent and modality is 

                                                 
52 Ibid., p. 305f. 
53 Clement 2001, p. 96: The importance of this theologian in relation to the works of Bach is much greater than 
was long thought. After Luther and August Pfeiffer, Müller is the best represented theologian in Bach’s library.  
54 English translation: Clement 1994, p. 39. 
55 Clement 1999, p. 321. 
56 That death was experienced as joyful, and the absence of a negative, sombre connotation is made clear in the 
cantata Komm, du süße Todesstunde BWV 161 and most especially in the text of the recitative (no. 2) “Ich habe 
Lust, bei Christo bald zu weiden, Ich habe Lust, von dieser Welt zu scheiden” (“I long to graze soon in the fields 
of Christ the Shepherd, I long to depart from this world”). With death comes the union with Christ. See also in 
this context Clement 1995, p. 297. 
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important to fathoming the possible deeper meaning of the chaconne, especially in the presence of 

changing modalities.  

  

Analysis 

 

As I wrote earlier, a chaconne is a dance in a slow tempo and triple meter with a (theoretically 

unlimited) number of variations above a basso ostinato. Much has been written about whether the 

chaconne in question has a theme upon which the variations are based, and if so, what this theme is 

and how many variations the chaconne contains.  

In an article, Byron Cantrell points out differences in interpretation amongst various writers 

concerning the number and nature of the variations on a theme.57 This number, according to Cantrell, 

varies from thirty-three to sixty-five, mostly still related with some connections between the variations 

and extensions. Cantrell himself counts sixty-four variations on a theme of four bars, without 

connections or extensions. Poos counts differently and finds that the chaconne numbers in total 256 = 

44 three-quarter-time bars (there including the theme) and concludes that this total duration is divided 

by its smallest common denominator into 64 = 43 components.58 Poos arrives at 64 units, including the 

theme. Martha Curti also arrives at 64 four-bar phrases. 

In the discussion of the number of variations, the question arises with increasing urgency as to 

what the theme of the chaconne is and what the variations on that theme are. In her article, Curti 

briefly turns her attention to this diversity of interpretations. Hers is a discussion which, in my 

opinion, can never prove one side definitively “right” and the other equally “wrong.” A much more 

interesting question is whether there is a binding element in the chaconne, just as the theme is the 

binding factor for variations. That binding element could be the basso ostinato above which the 

chaconne unfolds. Meticulous analysis of the chaconne reveals a large number of tetrachords as basso 

ostinato. Curti raises the same question, the question of the “constant factor”,59 and after eliminating 

several prospects, suggests that the remaining possibility is that of a tetrachord, which leads her to 

conclude that  

 
… evidence points precisely to the humble tetrachord as Bach’s “theme.” The usual expectation 
that the theme of a set of variations will be stated at the outset is not fulfilled in this piece. Beneath 
the surface, at a level abstracted from the actual notes, lies the unifying factor of the Chaconne. 
Underlying the chord-progressions and the various bass melodies is a descending tetrachord, a 
traditional chaconne bass. This bass is not stated explicitly at the beginning of the piece, and for 
this reason we cannot properly speak of a “theme” and 63 variations but rather of 64 variations on 
the tetrachord.60 

 

                                                 
57 Cantrell, p. 64. 
58 Poos 1993, p. 166. 
59 Curti, p. 250. 
60 Ibid., p. 252. 
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I concur with her conclusion regarding the tetrachord as binding factor, but disagree about whether 

there is not in fact a theme upon which variations are based. In my opinion the first eight bars, split or 

not into two groups of four bars each, are clearly the theme of the chaconne. Whether this theme exists 

in the upper voice, as Albert Schweitzer believes, or elsewhere, the first eight bars in their entirety 

form the theme.61 

 

Ex. I. 4: J.S. Bach, Chaconne, bars 1-11 

 
A more detailed discussion of the theme is, in my opinion, only of theoretical interest. More important 

is the unifying factor of the descending tetrachord, which appears in a great number of variations 

throughout the chaconne in various – often highly concealed – forms.62 This descending tetrachord is 

not stated explicitly at the beginning of the piece, according to Curti.63 She concludes that for this 

reason we cannot properly speak of a ‘theme’ and 63 variations but rather of 64 variations on the 

tetrachord. 

The debate over what constitutes theme and variation is fraught with semantics, and moreover is 

irrelevant to my discussion. The most important conclusion is that the tetrachord is correctly viewed 

by Curti as the unifying factor. Setting the theme or variation debate aside, I am of the opinion that the 

chaconne consists of 64 variants, united by the tetrachord that is predominantly descending.64 

 

The tetrachord 

 

The tetrachord appears in the chaconne in various forms and is often concealed. It would be going too 

far to discuss these forms in 64 variations and variants.65 Most variants have a descending tetrachord 

as basso ostinato. A few locations and manifestations: 

                                                 
61 Schweitzer, p. 360. 
62 I name but a few examples: bars 57 - 60, 59 - 60, 69 - 73, 217 - 220 (ascending), 229 - 232, 233 - 236. 
63 Curti, p. 252. I do not share this view. See The tetrachord below. 
64 I expressly use the word “variant” and not “variation”. 
65 For the numbering of the variants, I began by calling the first four bars (including the upbeat) the first variant. 
The following groups of four bars each are then numbered each as variant to arrive in total at 64 variants. For 
example: variant 10 is bars 37-40, variant 20=77-80, 30=117-120, 40=157-160, 50=197-200, 60=237-240. 
64=253-end. 
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 Beginning as repeating note, as in var. 1 - 4, 7, 32, 51, 53, 63, 64 

 On the first note of each bar, as in var. 5 - 6, 9, 20, 24, 58 - 59, 62, 77 

 Beginning on the first beat and subsequently on the second/third beat, as in var.7 - 8  

 Repeatedly on the lowest notes as in var. 31, 39, 60 and var. 10, 61, but incomplete 

 ascending tetrachord, as in var. 49 and 55 

Some variants such as 40 - 44 contain no recognizable tetrachord.  

 

The descending tetrachord in the chaconne is, as I remarked earlier, the “constant factor,” the binding 

element and also the foundation or ground upon which the chaconne develops in 64 variants. What 

follows are comments regarding the descending tetrachord as basso ostinato. Over the course of the 

seventeenth century, the descending tetrachord as basso ostinato pattern acquired, beginning with 

Claudio Monteverdi’s Lamento d’Arianna66 and his Lamento della ninfa (1638), specific significance 

and functioned to indicate the presence of a plaint, lament or lamento.67  

 

Ex. I. 5: Claudio Monteverdi, autograph of Lamento d’Arianna (1608) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
66 The opera L’Arianna of Monteverdi (1567-1643), of which the Lamento d’Arianna (“Lasciatemi morire”) was 
part, dates from 1608. The music is lost in its entirety, save the lamento. Monteverdi reworked this lament later 
as a 5-voice madrigal. 
67 Rosand, p. 346. 
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Ex. I. 6: Claudio Monteverdi, fragment from Lamento della ninfa 

 
The descending tetrachord is clearly visible in both fragments. This same tetrachord is repeated 

throughout the entire 68 bars of the Lamento della ninfa. 

The descending tetrachord was the standard basso ostinato for laments in the 17th and 18th 

centuries in Western Europe, and many composers used it. The most familiar example today is 

probably Dido’s lament “When I am laid in earth” from Dido and Aeneas (1689) by Henry Purcell 

(1659-1695). Purcell followed the Italian opera tradition, approximately eighty years after 

Monteverdi’s Arianna, by placing the lament above a descending tetrachord as basso ostinato. This 

lament uses a chromatic form of the descending tetrachord. In secular music it became the ‘Lamento 

formula;’ the Christian denominations see it as symbol of the death on the Cross, of mortal dread, of 

horror, of sorrow, according to Siegfried Vogelsänger.68 

Can we now conclude that the descending tetrachord as the constant factor of the chaconne 

means that Bach intended the chaconne for solo violin as a lament or possibly as a “symbol of the 

Death on the Cross?” Here it is worth mentioning Yehudi Menuhin’s judgement of the chaconne: 

“Remember, too, that the chaconne is a very dramatic piece.”69 May we assume that the use of the 

descending tetrachord ostinato as an element of the lament is also applicable to the chaconne, the 

ciaccona, as dance form? Or is it precisely the reverse: did Bach wish to write a lament, and did he, as 

was customary, base it on the descending tetrachord ostinato, and did he then find the ciaccona, as 

dance form, suitable? Did Bach harbor a particular intention for this chaconne, or was it written for a 

specific purpose? Did Bach wish to refer to the death on the Cross, and did he use the descending 

tetrachord as “symbol” to this end, an assumption Vogelsänger raises? In the following paragraph I 

will examine these issues in more detail. 

 

                                                 
68 Vogelsänger, p. 17. 
69 Menuhin, p. 43. On February 1, 1928, Yehudi Menuhin gave a master class for string players in the Colden 
Auditorium, Colden Center for the Performing Arts at Queens College in Flushing, New York. The cited article 
deals with this master class, though it is not possible to identify the author. The article begins with an “Editor’s 
note,” which informs the reader that the article is a report of Menuhin’s comments to a participant in the master 
class regarding his (the participant’s) interpretation of the chaconne. Since the author is unknown, I have named 
Menuhin, even though we know that he is not the author, as the author in the bibliography.  
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Naming 

 

The manner in which Bach, in his own hand, wrote the title “ciaccona” is remarkable. 

 

Fig. I. 2: J.S. Bach’s own manipulations with the title “ciaccona” 

 

This notation departs from the usual manner of writing. Poos also remarks on this and compares the 

written word with that from the quill of Anna Magdalena Bach, 

 

Fig. I. 3: Anna Magdalena Bach’s way of writing the title “ciaccona” 

 

a comparison which at most says something about the usual manner of writing, but which otherwise is 

fairly pointless as the authors are different.70 On the other hand, it cannot be denied that Bach’s 

unusual manner of writing catches the eye. He must have had his reasons: the first “c” is grouped 

above the other two “c”s, apparently with the intention of presenting them as a single unit: c-c-c. This 

grouping can indicate the initial letters of three words belonging together, the sort of riddle which 

Bach employed on other occasions. Thereby Poos points out the autograph postscript of the double 

canon BWV 1077: Symbolum. Christus Coronabit Crucigeros, (Christ shall crown them who bear the 

cross) dated Lipsiae d . 15.  October 1747.71 On the right-hand side Bach wrote: Domino Possessori 

hisce notulis commendare se volebat J.S.Bach (J.S. Bach desired to commend himself to the Lord 

Possessor through these notes).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
70 Poos 1993, p. 194f. 
71 Ibid. and Poos 1987, p. 68f. 
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Fig. I. 4: J.S. Bach, autograph of the double canon BWV 1077 with postscript72 

 

 
 

Bach wrote this double canon on the front page of a dictation book belonging to Johann Gottlieb Fulda 

(1718-1796), a student of theology and a  musician in various orchestras in Leipzig. The canon, the 

strictest form of counterpoint, was frequently used in Bach’s day in compositional education. 

Musicians often wrote a canon in the form of a riddle on the front page of students’ dictation 

notebooks as an intellectual exercise.73 Bach did this as well; BWV 1077 is a surviving example.74  

We return now to the chaconne. In the grouping of the three c’s of the word ciaccona, Poos 

suspects the intention of the writer to form the image of an idea with the above-mentioned notation. 

This impression of Poos’ is correct in my estimation. It must be that Bach grouped the three c’s as an 

illustration of an underlying thought. Bach wanted, with his unusual notation, to express an idea, albeit 

in a rather enigmatic fashion. It can hardly be coincidental that these three c’s correspond to the initial 

letters of the Symbolum Christus Coronabit Crucigeros of BWV 1077. Relating the letters to each 

other via manipulation is therefore unnecessary.  

There is something else which catches the eye in the autograph of the ciaccona, namely the 

circled “i.” This encircling can only mean that Bach wished to accentuate the “i.” And for that reason, 

the “i” can be nothing other, to my mind, than an allusion to the initial letter of the word “Iesus” in its 

Latin spelling. By circling the “i,” Bach complemented the c’s and let his message in its entirety thus 

proclaim: Iesus Christus Coronabit Crucigeros.   

                                                 
72 The pictured autograph was downloaded from the internet. 
73 Emery/Wolff, p.344.  
74 BWV 1077 and BWV 1076, just as BWV 1077 examples of a comparable canon, are recorded in earlier 
versions in BWV 1087, 1087 “[14] Verschiedene Canones über die ersten acht Fundamentalnoten der Aria aus 
den Golberg-Variationen” [ [14] Various Canons on the first eight fundamental notes of the Aria from the 
Goldberg Variations] and also known under that catalogue. There is much more to be said concerning these [14] 
Various Canons, of which BWV 1077 is the eleventh canon, but that falls outside the sphere of this chapter.  
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 The conclusion cannot be any other to my mind than that Bach, with his grouping of the three 

c’s above the chaconne, had a specific intention and wished to give expression to a particular idea. 

What idea and in which context is still not clear. There is no discrepancy in the fact that this postscript 

to BWV 1077 dates from 1747, while the heading of the chaconne dates from 1720 (see § I.2.3). The 

late dating under BWV 1077 does not mean that the idea per se was not already part of Bach’s 

philosophy at an earlier date.  

The annotation Christus Coronabit Crucigeros refers to Matthew 16: 24-25. This could give an 

indication of Bach’s intentions. In the Lutheran Bible (1545)75 is written: 76 

 
DA sprach Jhesus zu seinen Jüngern / Wil mir jemand nachfolgen / der verleugne sich selbs / vnd 
neme sein Creutz auff sich vnd folge Mir. Denn wer sein Leben erhalten wil / Der wirds verlieren. 
Wer aber sein Leben verleuret / vmb meinen willen / Der wirds finden. 
 
[Then said Jesus unto his disciples, ‘If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take 
up his cross, and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose 
his life for my sake shall find it.]77 

 

Bach was a devout and moreover a theologically erudite Lutheran. It is extremely unlikely that, 

acquainted with this Bible text, he arrived so late in life at the idea expressed in the 1747 notation. A 

later dating of a notated idea does not preclude the earlier existence of that same idea. 

One more item merits our attention in the autograph of BWV 1077, namely the heading 

“Canone doppio sopr’il Soggetto.” The definition in Bach’s day of the word “soggetto” is: “1. eine 

Melodie, worüber oder worunter eine Composition verfertiget wird …” [1. a melody, on which [ital. 

vR] or under which a composition is made ….]78 The soggetto, as is clear from the autograph, is the 

descending tetrachord. In other words: Bach wrote the heading Christus Coronabit Crucigeros above 

the double canon of which the descending tetrachord as “soggetto” is part. We saw earlier that the 

chaconne also contains the descending tetrachord as constant factor. This concurrence reinforces my 

conclusion that the “mottos” of both pieces, Christus Coronabit Crucigeros, are in agreement, and 

moreover that Bach gave this motto intentionally to two pieces with a descending tetrachord as 

“soggetto.” 

 

I.4 Cross and Crown 

 

We can assume that Bach manipulated and grouped the heading “ciaccona” in such a way that the text 

(Iesus) Christus Coronabit Crucigeros, condensed to c-c-c, could be drawn from it. It may be that he 

                                                 
75 All subsequent Biblical citations are drawn from the Luther Bible Die gantze Heilige Schrifft Deudsch. 
Wittenberg 1545. 
76 See also Mark 8: 34-35 and Luke 9: 23-24. 
77 King James, p. 1569f. 
78 Walther, p. 514. I refer further to what I have written above concerning the term “theme” in the chaconne. 
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wished in this way to draw attention to the piece and place it in a specific context. Other reasons for 

this manipulation are inconcievable.  

A closer analysis seems necessary of the meaning of this heading and especially of the words 

“cross” and “crown” in their Biblical sense and mutual connections. 

 

I.4.1 Cross and Crown in the Biblical sense  

 

At least from 1716, Bach used the seal pictured below, which consists of his initials combined with a 

heraldic motif. 

 
Fig. I. 5: Seals of J.S. Bach 

 

 
 

From 1722 he used the monogram below, of his own design, as seal.79 

 

 
 

                                                 
79 From Neumann, p. 168 and 419. 



 54

This monogram, in a stylized form, looks like this:  

 

 
It is comprised of Bach’s initials J S B in standard and mirrored script. Above this combination is a 

crown. Separating the entwined initials gives the following image. 

 

 
 
When superimposed, the initials form an , which is the Greek chi, a symbol of Christ modeled after 

the initial letter of that word in the Greek spelling. The initials also form a cross. The superimposed 

initials in their double meaning of Christ and cross bear a crown (coronabit).  

This crown contains twelve jewels. One may assume that they are a direct reference to 

Revelations 12:1, where it is written:  

 
VND ES ERSCHEIN EIN GROS ZEICHEN IM HIMEL / Ein Weib mit der Sonnen bekleidet / 
vnd der Mond vnter jren Füssen / vnd auff jrem Heubt eine Krone von zwelff sternen. [ital. vR]. 
 
[And there appeared a great wonder in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under 
her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars.]80 

 

The twelve jewels are grouped as five stones in the edge of the crown and seven stones at the top of 

the crown. The number five, in Lutheran theology and for Bach, is a symbol of the death on the cross 

and the suffering of Christ.81 The number seven is the sum of the numbers three, symbolic of the Holy 

Trinity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and four, symbolic of the world, with its four 

seasons, four points of the compass, and four elements. The number seven indicates totality, 

perfection, fulfilment and completion. This number appears frequently in the Bible, for example in the 

                                                 
80 King James, p. 1858. 
81 Clement 1999, p. 166. 
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seven days of the Creation; God rested on the seventh day after the Creation. In John’s Book of 

Revelations, the number seven plays an important role.82  

The cross, already generally known as a symbol – usually sacred – before Christianity, acquired 

a Christian meaning through Christ’s crucifixion. Death on the cross was a method of execution 

practiced by the Romans on non-Romans. Viewed as humiliating, it was not inflicted upon Romans, 

and was moreover one of the cruellest punishments dealt by the Romans. In the Biblical story, this 

humiliation is intensified by the people’s preference for Christ’s crucifixion in return for the release of 

the murderer Barabbas. Crucifixion was usually a long and drawn out affair. In some cases the legs 

were broken to hasten death.83   

In the New Testament, the word “cross” is used in various ways. On the one hand, it is used to 

signify the suffering of Christ and his disciples – actual suffering in a more generalized sense – for 

example as written in Luke 9:23:  

 
DA sprach er zu jnen allen / Wer mir folgen wil / der verleugne sich selbs / vnd neme sein Creutz 
auff sich teglich / vnd folge mir nach [ital. vR].84  
 
[And he said to them all, ‘If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his 
cross daily, and follow me.’]85  
 

On the other hand, Paul, in his letter to the Romans, gives “the cross” the meaning of redemption, of 

salvation through Jesus’ humiliating death on the cross. Martin Luther developed his theologia crucis 

upon this concept.86 

It seems likely that Bach, through the choice of the word coronabit in the text Christus 

Coronabit Crucigeros, wished to refer to the significance of the crown as symbol in the Bible – the 

crown with twelve jewels, as portrayed in his monogram, grouped into five jewels symbolizing the 

crucifixion and the suffering of Christ and seven symbolizing perfection and completion.  

                                                 
82 The seven golden candlesticks, (Rev. 1:12), the seven stars (Rev. 1:16), the seven horns and seven eyes of the 
lamb, the seven spirits of God (Rev. 5:6), the seven seals of the Book (Rev. 6 jo 8), the seven angels with the 
seven trumpets (Rev. 8:2), the seven thunders (Rev. 10:4), the seven angels with the seven last plagues (Rev. 
15:1). 
83 I refer to John 19:31-34 :  
DJe Jüden aber / dieweil es der Rüstag war / das nicht die Leichnam am Creutze blieben den Sabbath vber (Denn 
desselbigen Sabbaths tag war gros) baten sie Pilatum / das jre Gebeine gebrochen vnd sie abgenomen würden. 
Da kamen die Kriegsknechte vnd brachen dem Ersten die Beine / vnd dem Andern / der mit jm gecreutziget war. 
Als sie aber zu Jhesu kamen / da sie || sahen / das er schon gestorben  war / brachen sie jm die Beine nicht / 
Sondern der Kriegsknechte einer öffenet seine Seite mit einem spehr / VND ALS BALD GIENG BLUT VND 
WASSER HER AUS. 
[The Jews therefore, because it was the preparation, that the bodies should not remain upon the cross on the 
sabbath day (for that sabbath day was a high day), besought Pilate that their legs might be broken, and that they 
might be taken away. Then came the soldiers, and broke the legs of the first, and of the other which was 
crucified with him. But when they came to Jesus, and saw that he was dead already, they broke not his legs. But 
one of the soldiers with a spear pierced his side, and forthwith came there out blood and water.] King James, p. 
1687. 
84 In addition, I name Matthew 10:38 and Luke 14:27. 
85 King James, p. 1632. 
86 See below § I.4.4. 
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A striking feature of Bach’s design for his seal is the shape of its frame, which is octagonal 

rather than square, rectangular or oval, for instance. Bach certainly did not choose this without reason. 

The number 8 in Christian numerology refers to completion and eternal life, to the life which begins in 

Christ. The number 8 is the number of fullness and eternity. After the seven days of Creation a new 

age begins. Sunday is, in Christian Symbolism, thus viewed as the eighth day. The number 8 is the 

number of rebirth through baptism, the number of the resurrection and eternal life. It is no coincidence 

that baptismal fonts in Bach’s day, for instance the font on the Georgenkirche in Eisenach where Bach 

was baptised on March 23, 1685, have eight sides.87  

 

Fig. I. 6: The font on the Georgenkirche in Eisenach where Bach was baptised  

 

 
 

The apostle Paul views baptism as the burial of the former self, after which the new self in Christ rises 

from the grave. He writes the following in his letter to the Romans (Rom. 6:3-7): 

 
Wisset jr nicht / Das alle / die wir in Jhesum Christ getaufft sind / die sind in seinen Tod getaufft? 
So sind wir je mit jm begraben durch die Tauffe in den Tod / Auff das / gleich wie Christus ist 
aufferweckt von den Todten / durch die Herrligkeit des Vaters / Also sollen auch wir in einem 
newen Leben wandeln. So wir aber sampt jm gepflantzet werden zu gleichem Tode / So werden 
wir auch der Aufferstehung gleich sein / Die weil wir wissen / Das vnser alter Mensch sampt jm 
gecreutziget ist / Auff das der sündliche Leib auffhöre / das wir hinfurt der sunde nicht dienen. 
Denn wer gestorben ist / der ist gerechtfertiget von der sunden. 
 
[Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into his death? 
Therefore we are buried with him by baptism into death, that like as Christ was raised up from the 
dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have 
been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in the likeness of his 
resurrection: knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of sin might be 
destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin. For he that is dead is freed from sin.]88 

 

It very likely that Bach, a devout Lutheran and outstanding Bible scholar, wished to reference Christ 

and the term cross, with the double significance described above, by fashioning the letter chi from his 

initials. Bach combined crown and cross in one monogram which he framed with an octagon. He thus 

                                                 
87 Clement, 1989, p. 178 and 199. The image is from Neumann, p. 49. See also Timmers, p. 220: Eight is 
according to St. Augustine the number of completion; indeed, when seven is the number of the Creation, then 
eight is the number of the re-Creation through Christ. This is then also the intention of the octagonal form, which 
the baptismal font so often has. Think also of the eight beatitudes. 
88 King James, p. 1738. 
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not only accentuated the ideas of crown and cross but also referred to the framework of resurrection, 

eternity and eternal life and the mutual relation between them all. Finally, he showed his kinship with 

them by designing and using this monogram for himself. The mutual relationship of cross and crown 

is a Biblical idea examined in the following paragraph.  

 

I.4.2 Mutual relation  

 

The relation between cross and crown is made clear in James 1:12 (and elsewhere), where it is written: 

 
SElig ist der Man / der die anfechtung erduldet / Denn nach dem er beweret ist / wird er die Krone 
des Lebens empfahen / welche Gott verheissen hat denen / die jn liebhaben. 
 
[Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of 
life, which the Lord hath promised to them that love him.]89 
 

 

Bach wrote the cantata Selig ist der Mann (BWV 57) to this text. This cantata was written in the third 

cycle of cantatas for Leipzig in the period 1725-1727. It is a dialogue between bass (Jesus) and 

soprano (the Soul). Its liturgical date is the second day of Christmas, and was first performed on 

December 26, 1725.90 The cantata, which begins immediately with a hymn to martyrdom as Alfred 

Dürr remarks, has no relation to the celebration of Christ’s birth, nor does it refer to it. It emphasizes 

martyrdom.91 The first recitative (no. 2) refers to Abel, who was killed by his brother Cain out of 

jealousy and anger that the Lord did not “favor” him (Cain) and his sacrifice as He did Abel – “Aber 

Kain vnd sein Opffer sahe er nicht gnediglich an” (Matthew 23:35 jo Genesis 4:4-11). The third 

recitative (no. 6) refers to St. Stephen, who was stoned (Acts 7:55-60). Abel is the first martyr of the 

Old Testament, Stephen the first of the New Testament. The final chorale ends with the words “…aus 

dem gemarterten Leibe” […out of this tortured [ital. vR] body]. Martyrdom in this cantata must be 

understood as “cross” in the sense of the actual suffering of man.  

The cantata and the martyrdom emphasized therein only come into relief against the background 

of the text of the opening aria (the Biblical text James 1: 12 as mentioned above). 

 

The text of the opening aria: 
Selig ist der Mann, der die Anfechtung erduldet; denn nachdem er bewähret ist, wird er die Krone 

des Lebens empfahen. 

 
[Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of 

life.] 

                                                 
89 Ibid., p. 1829. 
90 Wolff, p. 306f.  
91 Dürr, p. 145 below. 
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When man undergoes tribulation and endures it, he shall receive the crown of life. What must we make 

of this?  

The prospect of receiving the crown of life is described in the first soprano recitative, directly 

following this introductory Biblical text, as “dieser süße Trost” [this sweet comfort], a comfort which 

“erquickt auch mir mein Herz das sonst in Ach und Schmerz sein ewige Leiden findet …” [refreshes 

me also unto my heart, which only in pain and anguish its endless suffering finds…] The text 

continues with “Ich muß als wie ein Schaf bei tausend rauhen Wölfen leben; …” [I (the Soul, vR) 

must live as a sheep with a thousand coarse wolves; …] and speaks of what overcame Abel and gives 

her (the Soul) certainty that – in contrast to the Old Testament’s Abel – comfort is to be found in 

Christ.92 The New Testament’s Stephen receives this comfort before being stoned, as described in Acts 

7: 55-56:  

 
Als er aber vol heiliges Geistes war / sahe er auff gen Himel / vnd sahe die herrligkeit Gottes / vnd 
Jhesum stehen zur rechten Gottes / und sprach / Sihe / ich sehe den Himel offen vnd des menschen 
Son zur rechten Gottes stehen.  
 
[But he, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked up steadfastly into heaven, and saw the glory of God, 
and Jesus standing on the right hand of God, and said, ‘Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the 
Son of man standing on the right hand of God.’]93   
 

The recitative for bass and soprano (no. 6) and the soprano aria (no. 7) voice a longing for death and 

reunion with Christ. I cite, from the recitative, the words of the soprano “Mein Herz ist schon bereit, 

zu dir hinaufzusteigen” [My heart is already prepared to ascend unto you] and, from the soprano aria, 

“Ich ende behende mein irdisches Leben, Mit Freuden zu scheiden verlang ich itzt eben. Mein 

Heiland, ich sterbe met höchster Begier, Hier hast du die Seele, was schenkest du mir?” [I end eagerly 

my earthly life, with joy to depart I now long. My Saviour, I die with the greatest eagerness, here you 

have my soul, what do you give to me?]. Regarding this connection, I remind you of my earlier 

comment (see aforesaid § I.3.2. Tonality) that Clement’s research has shown that “the Cross” and 

“Death” (duets 2 and 3 from Third volume of the Clavier-Übung of Bach), terms which we would 

characterise as negative today, are in major keys. Death as the gathering to, the fellowship and the 

union with Christ had a positive connotation and thus can be interpreted as receiving the Crown of 

Life. 

This cantata, though it begins immediately with a hymn to martyrdom and though it is infused 

with martyrdom, cannot be viewed separately from the crown which the long suffering martyr at last 

receives, that is, the fellowship and union with Christ. This will prove important over the course of my 

argument. 

 

                                                 
92 The cantata text refers here to Matthew 10:16. 
93 King James, p. 1701. 
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I.4.3 Cantata BWV 12  

 

In the cantata Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen (BWV 12) the connection between cross and crown 

comes more explicitly to the fore. The cantata was written for Jubilate Sunday, the third Sunday after 

Easter in the Lutheran calendar, and is imbued with John 16:16-23 and most particularly verse 20:94  

 
Warlich / warlich / ich sage euch / Jr werdet weinen vnd heulen / Aber die welt wird sich frewen / 
Jr aber werdet trawrig sein / Doch ewer trawrigkeit sol in freude verkeret werden.  
 
[Verily, verily, I say unto you, that ye shall weep and lament, but the world shall rejoice: and ye 
shall be sorrowfull, but your sorrow shall be turned into joy.]95 
 
 

The path which the cantata follows is one of sorrow, anxiety, fear and need in the beginning to faith 

and joy at the conclusion. This holds true for the musical development as well. “The gradual inner 

change from torment to joy is made through the following sequence of keys, always rising a third und 

turning from minor to (relative) major,” according to Chafe, with reference to the development of the 

cantata and its related key usage.96 This development (with its related keys) is as follows:  

1. Sinfonia      F minor 

2. Chorus “Weinen, Klagen”:   F minor 

  “die das Zeichen Jesu tragen”  Ab major 

  “Weinen, Klagen” (d.c.)  F minor 

3. Recitativo “Wir müssen durch viel Trübsal 

 in das Reich Gottes eingehen”  C minor 

4. Aria (alto) “Kreuz und Kronen sind verbunden” C minor 

5. Aria (bass) “Ich folge Christo nach, 

 Von ihm will ich nicht lassen”  Eb major 

6. Aria (tenor) “Sei getreu, alle Pein 

 Wird doch nur ein Kleines sein” G minor 

 

7.Chorale “Was Gott tut, das ist wohlgetan 

 Dabei wil ich verbleiben”  Bb major 

 

Briefly stated: F minor - Ab major - C minor - Eb major - G minor - Bb major; the relationship in thirds: 

minor - major - minor - major - minor. And the changes in modality as well: minor - major - minor -

major - minor - major. One can speak here again of a “Bauplan.” 

                                                 
94 The cantata was first performed in Weimar on April 22, 1714.  It was performed in Leipzig on April 30, 1724. 
Jubilate Sunday can fall between April 12 and May 16. The immovable feasts and their set order are fixed, but 
the dates can vary. Wolff, p. 558 fn. 
95 King James, p. 1683. 
96 Chafe, p. 135. 
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The subject of the cantata is the connection between cross and crown in the imitation of Christ. This 

connection is voiced explicitly in the aria for alto (no. 4):  

 
Kreuz und Kronen sind verbunden, 

Kampf und Kleinod sind vereint. 

Christen haben alle Stunden 

Ihre Qual und ihren Feind, 

Doch ihr Trost sind Christi Wunden 

 

[Cross and crown are joined, 

Strife and jewel are united. 

Christians have at all times  

Their pain and their enemy, 

Yet the wounds of Christ are their comfort.] 

 

Expression is given not only to the connection between cross and crown but also to the comfort found 

in “the wounds of Christ,” a reference to Christ’s passion and crucifixion. The aria for bass (no. 5), 

which immediately follows the aria “Kreuz und Kronen sind verbunden,” expresses the connection 

between cross and crown in imitation of Christ thus:  

 
Ich folge Christo nach, 

Von ihm will ich nicht lassen 

Im Wohl und Ungemach, 

Im Leben und Erblassen. 

Ich küsse Christi Schmach, 

Ich will sein Kreuz umfassen. 

Ich folge Christo nach, 

Von ihm will ich nicht lassen. 

 

[I follow after Christ, 

From him I do not wish to part  

In weal and in trouble, 

In life and in death. 

I kiss the shame of Christ, 

I wish to embrace his cross. 

I follow after Christ, 

From him I do not wish to part.] 
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It is noteworthy that the opening chorus (no. 2), “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen,” rests on a 

descending tetrachord.  

 

Ex. I. 7: Beginning of the opening chorus “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen” (BWV 12):97 

 

 

                                                 
97 From: Neue Bach Ausgabe 1989. 
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This chromatic descending tetrachord appears twelve times in the same guise. The opening chorus is 

thus a chaconne.98 Both the slow tempo (lente) and the triple meter indicate this. Moreover, the 

descending tetrachord strengthens the characterisation of the accompanying text as a lamento.  

 

The Crucifixus from the B minor Mass (BWV 232) is based on this chorus “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, 

Zagen” from BWV 12. The Crucifixus rests on a descending tetrachord, which appears thirteen times 

in exactly the same form. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
98 See also Dürr, p. 350 and Wolff, p. 187. 
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Ex. I. 8: Beginning of the Crucifixus99 from the b minor Mass (BWV 232):100 

 

 
 

                                                 
99 Text: “Crucifixus etiam pro nobis sub Pontio Pilato, passus et sepultus est” [For our sake he was crucified 
under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried]. 
100 From: Neue Bach Ausgabe 1954. 



 64

 
 

The Crucifixus is a chaconne as well. This observation, as well as the connection between cross and 

crown in BWV 12 on the one hand and the Crucifixus (the crucifixion) from the b minor Mass on the 

other, will prove important to my argument later. 

 

*** 

 

The cross and the crown, according to general Christian interpretation, follow naturally from each 

other. William Penn, in his pamphlet No Cross, No Crown (1669), summarized it quite strikingly: “No 

pain, no palm; no thorns, no throne; no gall, no glory; no cross, no crown.”101  It may be objected that 

Penn wrote against a different religious background than that of Bach. In opposition to this is the fact 

that what Penn so aptly formulated was also a part of Bach’s philosophy. In spite of the large number 

of years between Penn’s document (1669) and Bach’s notation Christus Coronabit Crucigeros on the 

Fulda notebook (1747), it can be assumed that Bach would certainly have agreed with Penn’s 

words.102 Summarized briefly, this view teaches, from a theological standpoint, that the crown cannot 

be received before the cross has been borne. The crown is the reward for that which man has borne on 

earth in God’s name. The cantata BWV 186 Ärgre dich, o Seele, nicht says this in as many words 

                                                 
101 William Penn (1644-1718), English colonist, Quaker and founder of the North American colony of 
Pennsylvania. Penn’s evangelizing zeal landed him in jail on several occasions. His writings include No cross, 
no crown. The citation comes from website: www.qhpress.org/quakerpages: William Penn’s advice to his 
children, chapter three, p. 7 and www.quotationspage.com/quote/8559.html (accessed January 29, 2006). 
102 I refer to what I have written in § I.4. regarding cantata BWV 12. 
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when, in the recitative (no. 9), we find: “… Und nach vollbrachtem Lauf setzt er den Gläubigen die 

Krone auf” [… And after the completed course, he places the crown on the believer], and in the aria 

for soprano and alto (no. 10), where stands: “Dir bleibet die Krone aus Gnaden zu Lohne, Wenn du 

von Banden des Leibes nun frei.” [To you remains the crown, through grace your reward, when you 

are free of the bonds of the body.] 

 

I.4.4 The doctrine of the theologia crucis 

 

Previously, I discussed the relationship between cross and crown. This discussion, however, did not 

sufficiently emphasize the importance of the cross in the Lutheran theological sense. The subject here 

is the doctrine of the theologia crucis of Martin Luther (1483-1546), a doctrine that was also part of 

Bach’s philosophy. An essential part of it is the doctrine of iustificatio. I will elaborate. 

 

The central assumption in pre-Lutheran Christian faith was that, through original sin, the relation 

between God and man was disturbed and that man had to do something in order to regain his direct 

relationship with God before there could be any possibility of reconciliation. The great question was 

then what man had to undertake. In the Bible, the guard who is charged with watching over the 

prisoners Paul and Silas poses this question. Acts 16:30-31: 

 

… / vnd sprach / Lieben Herrn / was sol ich thun / das ich selig werde? [ital. vR] Sie sprachen / 
GLEUBE AN DEN HERRN || JHESUM / SO WIRSTU VND DEIN HAUS SELIG. 
 
[ … and said, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’ And they said, ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and thou shalt be saved, and thy house.’]103 
 

 

Alister McGrath once again comes to the point concisely and precisely: “The essence of the Christian 

faith is thus located in the saving action of God towards mankind in Jesus Christ. The Christian 

doctrine of justification is primarily concerned with the question of how this saving action may be 

appropriated by the individual – in other words, with the question of what man must do if he is to enter 

into fellowship with God. The hope of salvation in Christ is a leading characteristic of the faith of the 

Christian church throughout its entire history, which lends particular urgency to the question posed by 

the doctrine of justification: what man must do [ital. McGr.] if he is to be saved? If the hope of 

salvation is to be taken seriously, the question of how that salvation may be achieved must be taken 

with an equal seriousness.”104 And, as McGrath points out, there was already a “considerable 

                                                 
103 King James, p. 1714. 
104 McGrath, p. 8f. 
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confusion … on matters of doctrine, and the doctrine of justification in particular” in the Middle 

Ages.105   

McGrath’s next assumption is important to the development of the problem of “the doctrine of 

justification,” eventually resulting in Luther’s doctrine of the theologia crucis. The creative and 

innovative aspects of Luther’s final doctrine of the theologia crucis can, according to McGrath, “only 

be properly appreciated if Luther is regarded as having begun to teach theology at Wittenberg on 

October 22, 1512 as a typical theologian of the later Middle Ages [ital. McGr], and as having begun to 

break away from this theological matrix over a number of years.” Any other basic assumption, 

according to McGrath, “prevents a proper understanding of Luther’s own theological development, 

which can only be properly evaluated in the light of the theological currents prevalent in the later 

Middle Ages.”106  

In 1512 Luther was commissioned by his prior Johann von Staupitz to lecture in biblical 

theology at Wittenberg University.107  A crucial part of his preparation of these lectures was his study 

of Paul’s letter to the Romans, most particularly Rom. 1:16-17, wherein we read:  

 

DENN ICH SCHEME MICH DES EUANGELIJ VON CHRISTO NICHT / DENN ES IST 
EINE KRAFFT GOTTES / DIE DA SELIG MACHET / ALLE / DIE DARAN GLEUBEN / DIE 
JÜDEN FURNEMLICH VND AUCH DIE GRIECHEN. SINTEMAL DARINNEN 
OFFENBARET WIRD DIE GERECHTIGKEIT / DIE FUR GOTT GILT / WELCHE KOMPT 
AUS GLAUBEN IN GLAUBEN / WIE DENN GESCHRIEBEN STEHET / DER GERECHTE 
WIRD SEINES GLAUBENS LEBEN. [ital. vR] 
 
[For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every 
one that believeth, to the Jew first, and also to the Greek. For therein is the righteousness of God 
revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, ‘The just shall live by faith.’]108 
 

 

In medieval theological thinking, restoration of the disturbed relationship with God could be acquired, 

just as the prison guard thought when he asked Paul “what must I do, so that I may be saved?” Or, to 

put it differently: if sinful man wished to be justified, he had to fulfil certain requirements. In this view 

God was seen as a God who made conditions, a “demanding” God for those who wished to make 

matters right with Him and be justified. The gross abuse of indulgences in Luther’s day was a direct 

result.109 The breakthrough in Luther’s thinking was his rejection of this idea and his view of God as a 

“giving” God. Man cannot acquire justification. God can grant it to him. He did this through Christ’s 

incarnation, his crucifixion and resurrection. Man’s only task was to believe in this, and “that he [man, 

                                                 
105 Ibid., p. 8. 
106 Ibid., p. 25. 
107 In 1510, Luther was already teaching at this new university, founded by Elector Frederik the Wise in 1502. 
108 King James, p. 1733. 
109 To avoid misunderstanding, I wish to remark immediately that this abuse is to be attributed to the explanation 
which was, at that time, given of the Biblical view on this matter, and also to the supplying of the financial needs 
of the church.   
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vR] humbled himself before God, in order that he might receive the gift of grace which God would 

then bestow upon him.”110  

The question then arises, on what grounds God grants his grace to sinful man, and moreover 

“how the idea of a righteous God could conceivably be good news for sinful man,” as McGrath 

phrases it. Luther did not believe that it is in man’s nature to achieve sufficient humility to be pleasing 

to God. What must we then make of a just God, of divine justice, the iustitia Dei? For a long while, 

according to McGrath, the term “just” was colored by Roman notions.111 Luther hated (“Oderam”) the 

term “Iustitia Dei” in the sense that God is just and punishes iniquitous sinners: “Oderam enim 

vocabulum istud, Iustitia Dei, quod usu et consuetidine omnium Doctorum doctus eram philosophice 

intelligere, de iusticia (ut vocant) formali seu activa, qua Deus est iustus, et peccatores iniustosque 

punit.”112 The word “justice” in this sense does not fall into line with Rom. 4:5: 

 

DEM ABER / DER NICHT MIT WERCKEN VMBGEHET / GLEUBET ABER AN DEN / DER 
DIE GOTTLOSEN GERECHT MACHT / DEM WIRD SEIN GLAUBE GERECHNET ZUR 
GERECHTIGKEIT. 
 
[But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted 
for righteousness.]113 

 
 
What can one do with this form of humility, unnatural to man, who is always sinful by nature? Luther 

found the answer in Rom. 1:17: 

 

SINTEMAL DARINNEN OFFENBARET WIRD DIE GERECHTIGKEIT / DIE FUR GOTT 
GILT / WELCHE KOMPT AUS GLAUBEN IN GLAUBEN / WIE DENN GESCHRIEBEN 
STEHET / DER GERECHTE WIRD SEINES GLAUBENS LEBEN  [ital. vR]. 
 
[For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, ‘The just shall 
live by faith.’]114 

 
 

“… Iustus ex fide vivit …”. McGrath translates Luther’s Latin text thus: “… I [i.e. Luther; vR] began 

to understand that ‘righteousness of God’ as that by which the righteous lives by the gift [ital.vR] of 

God, namely by faith, and this sentence, ‘righteousness of God is revealed,’ to refer to a passive 

righteousness, by which the merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous lives by 

                                                 
110 McGrath, p. 92. 
111 Roman law and the consequent philosophy and conception of terms such as justice and just are the origin of 
law in many western European countries. Even today Dutch law makes use of words and terminology derived 
from Roman law. The concept of “justice” as rendering to each his own (punishment as well); the “suum cuique 
tribuere.” Roman legal philosophy regarding law and justice, which is very much our own, does not fit in the 
Biblical context of these words according to Luther’s exegesis.    
112 McGrath, p. 95f and Luther 1545, “Praefatio.” 
113 King James, p. 1736. 
114 Ibid., p. 1733. 
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faith.’”115 With this, the difference between justification as the result of the carrying out of good deeds 

and justification as gift is made clear. The first form is a projection of the human term justification 

onto God, the second a form a justification “sui generis,” divorced from any human definition. J.N. 

Bakhuizen van den Brink describe this reversal in Luther’s thinking – they speak in this context of 

Luther’s theological and religious discovery – thus that iustitia Dei must not be interpreted as the 

justification by virtue of which God punishes and rewards, but as the justification which God grants 

the sinner before judgment (absolutio) and that the justified therefore lives through faith, Rom. 1:17, 

Hab. 2:4. He [Luther, vR] experienced the gratia Dei therefore as the iustificatio, which God promises 

and grants through His Gospel and with which He frees and renews man.116   

Who is this God who so concerns himself with man? Luther’s answer, as it developed in the 

period from 1513 to 1519, “can be summarised in one of his most daring phrases: the God who deals 

with sinful man in this astonishing way is none other than the ‘crucified and hidden God’ (Deus 

crucifixus et absconditus) – the God of the theologia crucis.”117 Sinful man can only trust that God 

grants him the “iustificatio” for the sake of Christ. This is the basis upon which God grants man his 

mercy, the belief therein, as is shown in the text fragment above “the justified shall live through his 

faith.” The God described here is not the God of power, glory and domination, but the God of 

humility, mortification, servitude and intangibility, the God of the crucified Savior.  

 

I.5 The chaconne and its context  

 

As demonstrated above, there is evidence to the support the assertion that Bach wrote the chaconne 

with a specific, probably liturgical goal. The nature of that goal is still not clear. I summarize the main 

points of my argument. 

The chaconne is a lament, based on a descending tetrachord as “constant factor” or “soggetto.” 

Bach used the descending tetrachord elsewhere, for instance in the opening chorus “Weinen, Klagen, 

Sorgen, Zagen” (BWV 12) and in the Crucifixus, derived from this chorus, from the b minor Mass 

(BWV 232). The subject matter of BWV 12 is the connection between cross and crown in imitation of 

Christ, that of the Crucifixus, (quite obviously) the crucifixion and death of Christ. The character of a 

lament is strengthened by the key of d minor, characterised in Bach’s vocal works by Mayer as 

“doubtful, sorrowful, bleak, gloomy.” Nevertheless, this argument is not decisive. Also important are 

the modalities and the changes thereof: minor – major – minor.  

The characterisation “lament” or “lamento” is still too general for the definition of the context 

of the piece. The name “ciaccona”, which Bach himself gave to the piece, offers possibilities for 

greater specificity. Bach titled only one other (movement of a) work in his entire output a “ciaccona”. 

                                                 
115 McGrath, p. 96f. God as giving God (“gift of God”), as noted above. 
116 Bakhuizen van den Brink 1980, p. 29. The italics in the text are the author’s own. 
117 McGrath, p. 147. 
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As a form he used it more frequently. This exceptional usage of the word “ciaccona” as a title in 

Bach’s output raises the suspicion that he chose this name deliberately and not simply because it best 

fit the genre of the piece.118 The name also offered Bach the opportunity to include a message in 

cryptic form, Christus Coronabit Crucigeros. He delivered the same message in the double canon 

BWV 1077 as Symbolum. This canon also employs a descending tetrachord as “soggetto”. 

The Christus Coronabit Crucigeros refers to Matthew 16:24-25. This text is preceded and 

informed by Matthew 16:21, Christ’s announcement of his coming passion. It is important that the text 

of Matthew 16:24-25 and that of the Symbolum relate the terms cross and crown to each other: Christ 

shall crown those who bear the cross. The relation between cross to crown is a Biblical idea, which 

Bach expressed in as many words and set to music in the cantata Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen 

(BWV 12). Bach hereby follows Luther in his doctrine of the theologia crucis, which comes down to 

this: that God grants to man the restoration of his relationship, disrupted by the Fall, with God, or to 

put it differently, that God justifies man (the term “iustificatio”) through Christ’s incarnation, 

crucifixion and resurrection. The “cross” has the Pauline connotation of redemption, salvation through 

Jesus’ death on the Cross, as this was understood in Luther’s doctrine. The “crown,” a direct reference 

to Revelations 12:1, is the reward for the “crucigeros” and consists of the fellowship and union with 

Christ. It is significant that the future tense “coronabit” in the Symbolum not only indicates the future, 

but also contains a promise. The message of the chaconne is thus not only pointed as a part of the 

announcement of his coming passion, but also as His promise that whoever bears the cross and 

believes in Him shall take part in the fellowship and union with Him. In Lutheran theology, man need 

only believe this “in exchange,” and need not “do” anything in order to attain the promised fellowship 

and union with Christ. This idea reflects the Biblical concept of a “covenant” between God and man 

and the establishment thereof. The covenant and the establishment thereof are terms which we 

encounter elsewhere in the Bible, such as at the Last Supper.   

Concerning the preparations for the Last Supper (1 Corinthians 11:20 speaks of “the Lord’s 

supper”), we read in Matthew 26:17-19:119 

 

ABER AM ERSTEN TAGE DER SÜSSENBROT / TRATten die Jünger zu Jhesu / vnd sprachen 
zu jm / Wo wiltu / das wir dir bereiten das Osterlamb zu essen? Er sprach / Gehet hin in die Stad / 
zu einem / vnd sprecht zu jm / Der Meister lesst dir sagen / meine zeit ist hie / ich wil bey dir die 
Ostern halten / mit meinen Jüngern. Vnd die Jünger thaten / wie jnen Jhesus befohlen hatte / vnd 
bereiteten das Osterlamb. 
 
[Now the first day of the feast of unleavened bread, the disciples came to Jesus, saying unto hem, 
‘Where wilt thou that we prepare for thee to eat the passover?’ And he said, ‘Go into the city to 
such a man, and say unto him, “The Master saith, ‘My time is at hand, I will keep the passover at 

                                                 
118 In this sense Silbiger 1999, p. 373. I disagree with him when he comments on the title: “Most likely Bach 
picked the ‘ciaccona’ title simply because [ital. vR] it was the most common one for this kind of piece.” 
119 Matthew. 26:17-19. In the same sense the other Synoptic Gospels Mark 14:12-16 and Luke 22:7-13. 
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thy house with my disciples’ ” ’. And the disciples did as Jesus had appointed them, and they made 
ready the passover.]120 

 
 
There are two elements in this text which require our brief attention. The Passover was the Jewish 

feast in remembrance of the Exodus of the Jews from Egypt, of God’s liberation of Israel from her 

bondage there. The second element is the announcement that Jesus lets his disciples make, saying “my 

time is at hand” while they search for a suitable place to celebrate Passover. An element of Passover 

celebrations was the sacrifice of a paschal lamb. In Christian tradition, Christ is the new paschal Lamb.  

The Last Supper itself is described in Matthew 26:26-28:121 

 

DA SIE ABER ASSEN / NAM JHESUS DAS BROT / DANCKET / VND BRACHS VND 
GABS DEN JÜNGERN / VND SPRACH / NEMET / ESSET / DAS IST MEIN LEIB. VND ER 
NAM DEN KELCH / VND DANCKET / GAB JNEN DEN / VND SPRACH / TRINCKET 
ALLE DRAUS / DAS IST MEIN BLUT DES NEWEN TESTAMENTS [ital. vR] / WELCHS 
VERGOSSEN WIRD FÜR VIEL / ZUR VERGEBUNG DER SÜNDEN. 
 
[And as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed it, and broke it, and gave it to the 
disciples, and said ‘Take, eat, this is my body’. And he took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it 
to them, saying, ‘Drink ye all of it: for this is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for 
many for the remission of sins.]122 

 

Whereas this text speaks “… des newen Testaments” (of the new testament), some translations use the 

term “… of the new covenant.” These wordings are interchangeable and deal with God’s liberating 

actions: that of the Old Testament’s Exodus story, and the New Testament’s iustificatio, the 

restoration of the disturbed relationship with God.123 In both cases there is talk of a covenant between 

God and man, the old and new covenants. Essential to the cited text is the conclusion, namely the 

blood which is shed “for many for the remission of sins” [ital. vR], that is to say for the restoration of 

the relationship between God and man disturbed in the Fall.  

And thus there is a connection with and relation between my earlier observations concerning the 

theologia crucis, the doctrine with respect to the iustificatio, the relation between cross and crown, the 

“coronabit” and the establishment of the new covenant, which is the essence of the Last Supper, and 

the relation between the Last Supper and the enigmatically cast Symbolum above the chaconne. 

 

That the Communion is still celebrated to this day imitates what Christ himself said. Paul writes in his 

first letter to the Corinthians, as a “report” of the Last Supper, that Christ, after breaking the bread, 

says to his disciples (1 Cor. 11:24-25):  

 

                                                 
120 King James, p. 1583. 
121 In the same sense Mark 14:22-26 and Luke 22:14-23. 
122 King James, p. 1583f. 
123 I refer for example to Luke 1:72. 
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NEMET / ESSET / DAS IST MEIN LEIB / DER FUR EUCH GEBROCHEN WIRD / SOLCHS 
THUT ZU MEINEM GEDECHTNIS  DESSELBIGEN GLEICHEN AUCH DEN KELCH / 
NACH DEM ABENDMAL / VND SPRACH / DIESER KELCH IST DAS NEWE 
TESTAMENT IN MEINEM BLUT / SOLCHS THUT / SO OFFT JRS TRINCKET / ZU MEINEM 
GEDECHTNIS  [2xital. vR].  
 
[‘Take, eat, this is my body, which is broken for you: this do in remembrance of me.’ After the 
same manner also he took the cup, when he had supped, saying, ‘This cup is the new testament in 
my blood: this do ye, as oft as ye drink it, in remembrance of me.’]124 

 
 

The same is found in Luke 22:19:  

 

VND ER NAM DAS BROT / DANCKET VND BRACHS / VND GABS JNEN / VND 
SPRACH / DAS IST MEIN LEIB / DER FUR EUCH GEGEBEN WIRD / DAS THUT ZU 
MEINEM GEDECHTNIS [ital. vR].  
 
[And he took bread, and gave thanks, and broke it, and gave unto them, saying, ‘This is my body 
which is given for you, this do in remembrance of me.’]125 

 

The question remains of whether there was a place for purely instrumental music, such as the violin 

(solo) here, in the Lutheran liturgy of Bach’s day and particularly at the communion service. 

Regarding the musical design of the communion, Stiller refers to the Leipziger Kirchen=Andachten 

(Leipzig 1694)126, where we read: “Unter der Communion wird erstlich musiciret / oder Moteten / 

hernach Lieder gesungen” [During the communion first music was made / or motets / thereafter hymns 

were sung] and later on “Unter der Communion / (ehe die teutschen Lieder angefangen werden) wird 

ein Stück musiciret oder eine Motete gesungen” [During the communion / (before the German hymns 

are begun) a piece of music is played or a motet is sung]. Stiller continues, referring to Christoph Ernst 

Sicul’s Neo annalium Lipsiensium Continuatio II (1717, p. 571), that during the communion ‘a concert 

or motet’ was performed.127 Gerhard Kappner writes in a much broader sense than Leipzig alone in 

connection with this, that in Germany solo music-making during the Elevation (of the Host, vR) took 

place mainly on Feast Days.128 He limits the occasions on which this took place particularly to feast 

days. This occurred as well if there were secular or clerical dignitaries present at the service. One thing 

and another signify that instrumental music was performed during the communion service (sub 

communione) in Bach’s day.129 

 

                                                 
124 King James, p. 1758. 
125 Ibid., p. 1652f. 
126 The Leipziger Kirchen= Andachten contain the order of service for the entire year in both of Leipzig’s main 
churches, the Churches of St. Nicholas and St. Thomas. 
127 Stiller 1970, p. 70f. 
128 Kappner, p. 70.  
129 Stiller 1970, p. 129: In contrast to Calvin, who resisted polyphonic singing and the use of instrumental music 
during church services. 
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*** 

 

None of the considerations named in the this chapter can, in and of themselves, lead to a sound 

conclusion concerning the context of the chaconne. These considerations complement and fortify each 

other. Only together and in mutual relation and cohesion can they justify the conclusion that 

everything seems to indicate that the chaconne in D minor for solo violin BWV 1004 of Johann 

Sebastian Bach was a part of the musica sub communione. Honders argued this earlier, without – as far 

as can be ascertained – further reasoning and foundation, except for his remark “as the heading says.” I 

believe that I have provided evidence for this conclusion. The chaconne is thus on one hand “a very 

dramatic piece,” as Menuhin remarked in 1982. This characterization is certainly true of the minor-key 

outer sections. On the other hand, his description leaves the joyful “coronabit,” the fellowship and 

union with Christ, as expressed in the major-key middle section, unilluminated.  

 



 

 

 

II. JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH – CANTATAS BWV 34A & 34  
 

 
II.1 Introduction 

 

II.1.1 The term parody 

 

Johann Sebastian Bach often transcribed works of his own as well as others. In doing so he followed a 

common working method that arose long before his time and was used most frequently in the 

Renaissance. In musicology, this compositional technique is called “parody,” a word derived from the 

Greek , meaning literally, “next to song” (  = song;  = next to).1 The various 

meanings given to this word and the verb  are interesting. I name several: 

- Parody. (Aristotle). To change or send up a song, to imitate a song in a comic manner.2 

- ‘Song next’, parody. 1. ‘To sing next’, to sing besides, to quote. 2. To sing a song in a changed, 

parodied way, to immitate a song in a comical way (Aristoteles). 3 

- A comic imitation of a poetic piece, parody (Aristoteles). To sing a tune while making it 

ridiculous, to parody.4 

These definitions are interesting because they all indicate that a song is changed such that it 

becomes comic or even ludicrous when compared to the original. However, in music it is notable that 

the term “parody” did not acquire this meaning until Bach’s time. Parody was a compositional 

technique in which a new work was arranged based upon existing musical material, but without any 

intent of mocking the original.5 On the contrary, the parodying composer judged the existing material 

to be of such quality that it warranted reuse. After Bach’s time, however, parody in the ancient Greek 

sense of ridicule became frequent. I cite Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Musikalischer Spaß, KV 522 

(1787), a late work for strings and two horns, in which Mozart ridicules the mediocrity of his 

contemporaries though horns repeatedly playing the wrong notes. Nineteenth-century France gave rise 

to vaudevilles-opérettes and parodies-opérettes, in which satire targeted operatic institutions, 

particularly their ever-increasing scale and extravagance. Examples of parodied operas include 

Giuseppe Verdi’s Don Carlos and Aïda, and Richard Wagner’s Götterdämmerung. Jacques Offenbach 

                                                 
1 Von Dadelsen, p. 1394. 
2 After Grieksch Woordenboek. A.H.G.P. van den Es. Groningen: J.B. Wolters 1908. 
3 After Griechisch-deutsches Handwörterbuch. J. Pape. Braunschweig: Friedrich Bieweg und Sohn 1888. 
4 After Dictionnaire Grec-Français. A. Bailly. Paris: Librairie Hachette 1950. 
5 Tilmouth/Sherr, p. 145.  



 74

(1819-1880) and Louis August Joseph Florimond Ronger (1825-1892, also known as Hervé) were the 

most significant of these composers, producing one-act works in small boulevard theaters.6 Both in 

Germany and Austria, the works of Carl Maria von Weber and Richard Wagner were popular targets 

of parody.7 However, this trend did not last long, as in the course of the twentieth century the opera-

parody faded increasingly into the background. 

In this chapter I treat parody as the revision and reuse of existing musical material, without the 

intention of ridicule or satire. As such, parody is most specifically associated with the sixteenth 

century, originally used exclusively in Mass settings. It was used extensively by composers of the 

time. “Missa super…” or “Missa ad imitationem…”, followed by the title of the work from which the 

original material was borrowed, was the usual way to indicate the use of borrowed material. The word 

“parodia” as Missa parodia appeared for the first time only in 1587 on the title page of a mass by 

Jakob Paix (1556-1623), based on the mass Domine, da nobis auxilium by Thomas Crecquillon (ca. 

1480/1500-ca. 1557).8 The choice of the word parodia certainly fits the Renaissance tradition of the 

time, and no thought would have been given to its subsidiary meaning. Highlighting this peculiarity, 

Richard Taruskin writes, “We now call such Masses ‘parody Masses,’ and try to forget that the term 

now ordinarily suggests some sort of caricature or lampoon.”  

As remarked earlier, parody was also a common compositional technique in Bach’s time. Georg 

Friedrich Händel (1685-1759) used parody frequently, probably even more than Bach.9 In contrast, 

Georg Philipp Telemann (1681-1767) used parody scarcely, if ever. For him, it seems that parody 

involved more work than writing new pieces.10 

Why did composers of this era, especially Bach, use parody?  This question arises frequently in 

scholarly music literature. Hans-Joachim Schulze arrives at the following explanations:11 

- Time saving, work saving, reasons of efficiency, called by him “economy ideas”; 

- Use of unused or insufficiently used, fallow material from earlier commissioned work; and 

- Compensation for declining productivity with advancing years. 

Hartmut Schick and Georg von Dadelsen arrive at a comparable list:12 

- Intentions of enriching the composer’s own style through the use of older or foreign material; 

- Necessities of efficiency of working; and 

- Growing perceptions of the uniqueness of artistic inspiration. 

They also make the following distinction: the first motivation for parody applied mainly to the 

beginning of the Baroque, while the other two are associated with the end of the period. In the 

Baroque era, composers primarily parodied their own works, and only rarely works of others. Were 

                                                 
6 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 3, p. 643f. 
7 Von Dadelsen, p. 1411. 
8 Reese, p. 202. 
9 Schulze 1989, p. 20. 
10 Ibid., p. 19. 
11 Ibid., p. 18. 
12 Von Dadelsen, p. 1407. 
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composers ever aware of these considerations, and if not, should they have been aware of them?  It 

was not a matter of a mixture between the two. It seems unlikely that composers, Bach among them, 

wished to embellish on earlier, worthwhile material because they were tired of it or because they 

wished to further perfect the work. In this situation, work that had only been performed once (e.g., a 

work commissioned for a special occasion) enjoyed a certain preference for reworking, because the 

chance of recognition by a wider audience was limited. It seems plausible that the obligation to deliver 

work on a regular basis was sufficient reason to draw on existing musical material and arrange it. For 

this reason, it is understandable that many of Bach’s works from his time in Leipzig, especially vocal 

works, are parodies. Schulze remarks that Bach’s preference for working with existing material 

increased in the course of his time in Leipzig.13 His advancing age and the increasing blindness that 

plagued him with advancing age must also have played a role in this development.  

Continuing, Schulze points out a difference in attitudes towards Bach’s adaptations. On the side 

is an approach in which Bach’s parodies are excused, glossed over, or defended. Schulze counts 

writers such as Wilhelm Rust, Philipp Spitta, and Albert Schweitzer amongst this camp. Parody, in 

which secular and sacred versions of a work were of equal value, does not fit with the image of Bach 

as Germany’s greatest church composer.14 Bach’s sacred and secular works differ and must differ. 

Thus, he created adaptations of secular works for sacred use but not sacred works adapted for secular 

ends.15 Also, adaptations cannot be reconciled with affects specifically tailored to a genre. Bach is 

excused for his parodies, or as Schulze writes, “the open conflict over the parody has given rise to a 

widespread and refined strategy of defense.”16  

On the other side of this argument is the attitude of later writers such as Friedrich Smend, 

Werner Neumann and Ludwig Finscher, which amounts to a rejection of the conclusion that secular 

and sacred music differ. In their view, affects are equally applicable both in church and outside, as 

with opera or collegium musicum. As a method of work, parody was not criticized in Bach’s day, 

assuming it was carried out carefully and with craftsmanship. “A fundamental compatibility of words 

and music could guarantee a work of the highest quality,” according to this opinion.17  

Although interesting, this discussion will never lead to a fruitful and unanimous conclusion. 

Moreover, the interpretation of such a debate does not speak for itself. The approach of the first group 

of authors (except Schweitzer) betrays a certain romantic, idolized vision of Bach as a composer and 

probably of musicology as well. Reuse of earlier work does not keep with the limitless creativity 

attributed to gods. For these writers, evidence of parody demanded a “refined strategy of defense.” 

However, it is beyond dispute that Bach’s parodies are of the highest quality, with few exceptions. 

 

                                                 
13 Schulze 1989, p. 18f. 
14 Ibid., p.8. 
15 Ibid., p. 11 and Von Dadelsen, p. 1408. 
16 Schulze 1989, p.8. 
17 Ibid., p.9. 
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II.1.2 Bach and parody 

 

Werner Neumann distinguishes two fundamentally different forms of parody in Bach’s case, the 

“poetic” and the “compositional.”18 In the case of a poetic adaptation, also known as a contrafact or 

contra factum, existing musical material is reused for a new text. This text must fit or be made to fit 

the existing music.19 Meter, rhythmic development, musical accent, strophic construction, and 

(preferably) rhyme scheme must also agree. The term contrafactur originally appears in the second 

half of the fifteenth century20 and signified the setting of a new sacred text to an existing secular 

melody. Above all, contrafact is associated with the Renaissance. Through this method, drastic 

changes to the older composition often occurred. The distinction between contrafact and parody 

becomes vague after 1600. After that point the term parody is used for both textual and musical 

adaptations.21 Michael Tilmouth and Richard Sherr share the opinion that most of Bach’s or Handel’s 

transformations of their own or others’ music are perhaps better described as reworkings or 

arrangements when they are not simply contrafacta, because they judge that the specific techniques of 

the sixteenth century parody are “often not in evidence” in the Baroque.22 The word parody was 

generally current after the Renaissance, regardless of their opinion that the specifically Renaissance 

parody techniques are “often not in evidence.” 

Bach adapted music in almost all possible forms and directions: from secular to secular works, 

from sacred to sacred, from secular to sacred (the reverse case, from sacred to secular, has yet to be 

discovered), from instrumental work to cantata, from cantata to organ chorale, and from “occasional” 

work to sacred. In some instances, his adaptations are only superficial, limited, or purely textual, while 

in others the changes so intensive that the original musical material is scarcely recognizable.23 The 

following overview provides examples of such adaptations. 

 

(a) From secular to secular:  

 Schwingt freudig euch empor (BWV 36c; 1725)  Steigt freudig in die Luft (BWV 36a; 

1726). I refer to my remarks below. 

 

(b) From sacred to sacred:  

 Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen (BWV 12; 1714)  Crucifixus, from the B minor Mass 

(BWV 232; 1733)  

                                                 
18 Neumann (BJ 1965), p. 72f. 
19 Falck/Picker, p. 367. 
20 Von Dadelsen, p. 1395. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Tilmouth/Sherr, p. 146. 
23 In part from Von Dadelsen, p. 1408. 
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 Was Gott tut, das ist wolgetan (BWV 12; 1714)  Was Gott tut, das ist wolgetan (BWV 

69a; 1723) 

 

(c) From secular to sacred: 

 BWV 36c  BWV 36. The actual occasion for the composition of the secular cantata 

Schwingt freudig euch empor (BWV 36c; 1725) is unknown. The text gives the 

impression that this cantata was written to celebrate the birthday of a teacher, and it was 

probably created in the spring of 1725. Bach used the music repeatedly after this, for 

instance the birthday of Princess Charlotte Friederike Wilhelmine zu Anhalt-Cöthen 

(November 30, 1726), the second wife of Prince Leopold, as the cantata Steigt freudig in 

die Luft (BWV 36a; 1726). Best known is the sacred cantata Schwingt freudig euch empor 

(BWV 36; last version 1731) for the first Sunday of Advent.24 

 

(d) From instrumental work to cantata:  

 Unser Mund sei voll Lachens (BWV 110; 1725), written for Christmas. The opening 

chorus (SATB) is a parody of the overture of the Orchestral Suite in D BWV 1069.25  

 The following can be said concerning the relationship between the Sinfonia of BWV 169 

and the first movement of BWV 1053. The Sinfonia (1) of the cantata Gott soll allein mein 

Herze haben (BWV 169; 1726) is better known today as the first movement of the 

Harpsichord Concerto in E major, BWV 1053. Dürr believes this concerto was likely 

originally written for flute or oboe, although the concerto has not survived in this form. 

Dürr also states that Bach used the first movement of this concerto (in E) for the Sinfonia 

but transposed into D major.26 Wolff supposes that BWV 1053 was previously an organ 

concerto. Even more important is his dating of BWV 1053 between 1734 and 1739.27 With 

this conclusion, Wolff contradicts his statement that Bach composed his harpsichord 

concerti between 1720 and 1730 through the adaptation of existing work. The 

contradiction is completed when he compares the left hand part of this concerto with the 

original bass line from BWV 169.28 His line of reasoning would mean that BWV 169 was 

created earlier than BWV 1053. I share Dürr’s opinion that Bach probably used the 

musical material of the predecessor of BWV 1053 for the Sinfonia of BWV 169, if only 

because it is more probable that the devout Bach would adapt a secular work to sacred 

ends than the opposite. 

                                                 
24 Dürr, p. 107f., 874 and 849f. 
25 Ibid., p. 128. 
26 Ibid., p. 636f. 
27 Wolff 2000, p. 380. 
28 Ibid., p. 415. 
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 The aria for alto Stirb in mir (5) of BWV 169 is also an adaptation, in this case of the 

Siciliano, BWV 1053 or its predecessor.  

 

(e) From cantata to organ chorale: the following chorale transcriptions are from the six Schübler 

Chorales (BWV 645-650).29 

 

Organ transcription         Cantata 

BWV                  BWV    
645 Wachet auf rufft uns die Stimme.  140 Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme.  

Verse 4: Zion hört die Wächter singen. 

646 Wo soll ich fliehen hin.   Unknown. 

647 Wer nur den lieben Gott laesst walten.  93 Wer nur den lieben Gott laesst walten. 

Verse 4: Er kennt die rechten Freuden-

stunden. 

648 Meine Seele erhebt den Herren.  10 Meine Seel erhebt den Herren.  

Verse 5: Er denket der Barmherzigkeit. 

649 Ach bleib bey uns Herr Jesu Christ.  6 Bleib bei uns, denn es will Abend 

werden. 

Verse 3: Ach bleib bei uns, Herr Jesu 

Christ … 

650  Kommst du nun Jesu vom Himmel 

herunter. 

 137 Lobe den Herren, den mächtigen König 

der Ehren. 

Verse 2: Lobe den Herren, der alles so 

herrlich regieret. 

 

BWV 650 is a transcription but also a parody owing to the new text.   

 

(f) From “occasional” to sacred work: 

 Tönet, ihr Pauken! Erschallet, Trompeten (BWV 214; 1733)  Weihnachts-Oratorium 

(BWV 248; 1734-1735). The Cantata BWV 214 was written for the birthday of the 

Electress of Saxony and Queen of Poland, Maria Josepha. It was performed under Bach’s 

supervision on December 8, 1733. Dürr’s observations regarding the reuse of movements 

from BWV 214 are interesting.30 “Da die  Musik einer derartigen Kantate jedoch mit dem 

einmaligen Erklingen ihre Aufgabe erfüllt hatte, so hat Bach […] eine große Zahl von 

Sätzen später in das Weihnachts-Oratorium übergeführt, und von dorther sind sie weithin 

bekannt geworden.” [Once the music of such a cantata had fulfilled its commission with its 

                                                 
29 Clement 1995, p. 286. 
30 Dürr, p. 906. I refer as well to that which I noted earlier regarding the motives for re-use of earlier work. 
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single performance, Bach … transferred a large number of the movements later to the 

Christmas Oratorio, and from there they have become widely known.] He provides the 

following overview. 

 

BWV 214           BWV 248 

Queen’s Cantata          Christmas Oratorio 
1. Tönet, ihr Pauken! Erschallet, 

Trompeten 

 1 (I)  Jauchzet, frohlocket, auf, preiset die 

Tage 

5. Fromme Musen, meine Glieder  15 (II) Frohe Hirten, eilt, ach eilet 

7. Kron und Preis gekrönter Damen  8 (I) Großer Herr, o starker König 

9. Blühet, ihr Linden in Sachsen, wie 

Zedern 

  24 (III) Herrscher des Himmels, erhöre das 

Lallen 

 

Bach also adapted other movements from “occasional” works for the Christmas Oratorio. I refer to 

BWV 213 and BWV 215.31 

 

 ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe (BWV 34a)  O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe 

(BWV 34).  This adaptation is the subject of the present study. 

 

II.1.3 One cantata in two versions 

 

The two cantatas are nearly identical in musical form. BWV 34 is an adaptation of BWV 34a, so why 

did Bach rework a wedding cantata into a Pentecost cantata, and what in fact has been “reworked?”32 

The context of each cantata is the subject of the following investigation, including the material 

that has been reworked, the reason for the revision, and the underlying relationship between the two 

pieces. It is already important to draw attention to several points. First, the date and occasion of the 

composition of BWV 34a is ambiguous. Clarity in this matter will contribute significantly to 

answering the posed questions. Close analysis of the parodied movements of both works will also 

assist. This analysis will independently compare musical and textual elements, and it will also examine 

the relation of music to text. 

As will become clear, the reworking of verses one, four, and five of BWV 34a as verses one, 

five, and three of BWV 34 is mainly textual. In musical terms, the verses strongly resemble each other 

and in this respect BWV 34 is definitely a contrafact of BWV 34a, though this term itself had already 

fallen into disuse. I will use the more common term parody for reuse of material both in music and in 

text.  
                                                 
31 Wolff 2000, p. 388. 
32 In imitation of among others Häfner (p.356: “Parodiefassung BWV 34/1”) and Smend (p.35 regarding BWV 
34: “Parodie”) I use the terms adaptation and reworking even when the cantatas are practically identical. 
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II.2 Cantatas BWV 34a and BWV 34 

 

II.2.1 Wedding Cantata BWV 34a 

 

Dating 

 

There are differing opinions regarding the dating of BWV 34a, and the judgments of Friedrich Smend 

and Arnold Schering are the most opposed. 

Smend sees such a close relationship between the alto aria “Wohl euch” of BWV 34a (for 

instance bars 24-27) and the chorale “O Mensch, bewein dein Sünde gross,” part of the first version of 

the St. John Passion of 1724, that he assumes that both pieces were written during Bach’s first stay in 

Leipzig around 1723. 33 

Schering posits that the wedding cantatas can be viewed as originals at all is questionable.34 It 

could be that one or more wedding cantatas are adaptations. From a work-efficiency viewpoint, it must 

have been tempting to occasionally adapt an existing cantata that appeared regularly in the annual 

cantata cycle. In this case, BWV 34a would then be a parody of BWV 34. According to common 

assumption, BWV 34 was composed after 1740. BWV 34a would therefore necessarily receive a later 

dating. 

Klaus Häfner argues to the contrary. In his opinion, wedding cantatas (among other works) are a 

welcome basis for parody, since their original texts or forms were only appropriate for specific 

occasions.35 Also notable is the internal contradiction in the writing of Whittaker, who dates BWV 34a 

to both after 1734 and the first half of 1726.36  

In my view, there are strong reasons to conclude that BWV 34 is an adaptation of BWV 34a. In 

my comparison of movement IV of BWV 34a and movement V of BWV 34 (see below § II.3.1 and § 

II.3.3), I show that the text setting in BWV 34a is more apposite than that in BWV 34. In my opinion, 

it is clear from the given examples that the librettist of BWV 34 had to adjust his text to music that 

already existed. I will return later to this. 

A second, more important argument is that Bach excised four bars in his reworking of the fifth 

movement of BWV 34a to the third movement of BWV 34. These bars of BWV 34a contain no 

interesting musical material. I will return to this later (see below § II.3.1), but it should be noted at this 

point that had Bach composed BWV 34a later than BWV 34, it is extremely unlikely that he would 

have added these bars to BWV 34a. “Weak” bars would more likely have been excised than added.  

                                                 
33 Smend, volume Von Ostern bis Pfingsten, p. 36. 
34 Schering, p. 69f. 
35 Häfner, p. 70. 
36 Whittaker, Vol. I, p. 510 and Vol. II, p. 737, respectively. 
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Both arguments make it safe to assume that BWV 34a was written earlier than BWV 34. It is 

generally held that BWV 34a was composed in 1726.37 

 

Occasion 

 

There are no remarkable variations in opinion regarding the occasion for which BWV 34a was written. 

The occasion either remains unmentioned, or scholars suppose it was written for wedding, possibly of 

a member of the clergy. More clarity and certainty regarding the occasion and context of BWV 34a are 

necessary in order to clarify the relationship between this cantata and the Pentecost Cantata, BWV 34. 

Clarity in this regard will also illuminate Bach’s reasons for parodying BWV 34a as the Pentecost 

Cantata. 

Frederick Hudson compares the alto aria in the fifth movement of BWV 34a, Wohl euch, ihr 

auserwählten Schafe, with the tenor aria in the seventh movement of BWV 249a, Wieget euch, ihr 

satten Schafe. He states that both employ the same characteristic orchestral forces, which are also to be 

found in the seventh movement of BWV 249.38 These cantatas are dated as follows: BWV 249, April 

1, 1725; and BWV 249a, February 23, 1725.39 Hudson additionally refers to the St. John Passion, 

written around 1724, in the same sense as Smend (see above). He then refers to investigation that 

Neumann led into the wedding registers of the St. Thomas and St. Nicholas Churches for the period 

1723-1728, during which time BWV 34a must have been composed.40 This investigation brought the 

following fact to light from the one of the wedding registers of the St. Thomas Church in the year 

1728.41 

 

Fig. II. 1: Part of the wedding registers of the St. Thomas Church 1728 

 

Hudson concludes that BWV 34a was probably written for this wedding and that Christian Weiss, the 

bride’s father, could have written the text. Weiss (1671-1736) was the principal minister of the St. 
                                                 
37 Schulze/Wolff, III, p.867: probably for the middle of April 1726; Neumann, BJ 65, p.65: 1726; Bischof 
Internet: 8 September 1726; NGD (2001), Vol. 2, p. 347: 1726; Hudson, p. 45: circa 1730. 
38 Hudson, p. 45f. 
39 Whittaker, Vol. II, p. 742. 
40 Hudson, p. 46, footnote 21 of that page. 
41 This is a scan of Hudson, p. 46. 
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Thomas Church for many years.  In this role, he served as Bach’s confessor in Leipzig for fourteen 

years until his death in December 1736.42 In contrast to Weiss’s comparison of stylistic markers in 

BWV 34a and other works, Hudson does not support his conclusion with further arguments. Therefore 

in my opinion it is impossible to conclude that the pieces are related to each other without more 

evidence than the fact that this wedding and the supposed composition of BWV 34a fall in the same 

period. 

However, there is strong evidence that BWV 34a was written for a wedding in which the 

bridegroom was a theologian. The following texts contain a number of references to Biblical passages 

that must have been immediately convertible to a theologian or church official. I present the following 

overview with references to the text of the Luther Bible:43  

 

BWV 34a44      Die gantze Heilige Schrifft Deudsch45 
 

3. Aria T. and Recitative A.  Psalm 128, 4. 

Siehe, als wird gesegnet der Mann, der den Herren 

fürchtet.  

Wo dringt der Geist … 

 

 SJhe / also wird gesegenet der Man / Der den HERRN 

fürchtet. 

  Psalm 128, 5. 

Der Herr wird dich segnen aus Zion, 

Was aber hat dein Gott … 

 

 Der HERR wird dich segenen aus Zion. 

Dass du sehest das Glück Jerusalem dein Leben lang,

Weil Zion … 

 

 Das du sehest das glück Jerusalem / dein lebenlang. 

  Psalm 128, 6 

Und sehest deiner Kinder Kinder. 

So rufen … 

 

 Vnd sehest deiner Kinder kinder / Friede vber Jsrael. 

4. Chorus  Psalm 128, 6. 

Friede über Israel! 

Eilt zu denen heilgen Stufen . . .  

 

 Friede vber Jsrael (see above). 

5. Aria A.   

. . . Durch seiner Rahel Anmut gibt . . .  

   

 Reference to 1 Moses 29, 15f. 

6. Recitative S.   

 . . . Dass sie wie Obed Edoms sei . . .  Reference to 2 Samuel 6, 10 - 12. 

                                                 
42 Salomon Deyling (1721-1755) was the principal minister of the Nicholas church. 
43 Neumann 1974, p. 175. 
44 See Appendix of this chapter. 
45 Luther 1545. 
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7. Chorus  Numbers 6, 24. 

Der Herr segne dich und behüte dich. 

Er müsse ja auf. . .  

 

 DER HERR segene dich / vnd behüte dich. 

  Numbers 6, 25. 

Der Herr erleuchte sein Angesicht über dich und sei

dir gnädig, 

Sein Dienst, so stets am Heiligtume . . .  

 

 Der HERR lasse sein Angesicht leuchten vber dir / Vnd 

sey dir gnedig 

   

Numbers 6, 26. 

Der Herr erhebe sein Angesicht über dich und gebe

Dir Friede. 

Der Herr, von dem die keuschen Flammen . . .  

 Der HERR hebe sein Angesicht vber dich / Vnd gebe 

dir Friede. 

 

Additionally, there are specific textual passages pointing to the ministry of the bridegroom. I refer to 

the beginning of the third strophe of BWV 34a: “Siehe, als wird gesegnet der Mann, der den Herren 

fürchtet” [Behold, thus shall the man be blessed who fears the Lord]; and also to the sixth strophe: 

“Das ist vor dich, o ehrenwürdiger Mann” [That is for you, o venerable man.] Dürr and Schmieder did 

not conclude that BWV 34a was written for a clergyman, despite these strong indications. Schmieder 

fails to mention the occasion for which the cantata was written, and Dürr only proposes the possibility 

that the bridegroom is a theologian.46 The relation between the cantatas suggested above is neither 

established nor mentioned.  I will discuss this relation in detail later. 

 

II.2.2 Pentecost Cantata BWV 34 

 

Dating 

 

There are varying opinions regarding the dating of BWV 34.47 Most writers date BWV 34 to between 

1740 and 1745. In my opinion, Walter F. Bischof’s dating of the work to March 6, 1726 is incorrect 

because it is too specific, and because this date is dubious in relation to BWV 34a. Bischof dates BWV 

34a to September 8, 1726.48 However, it is accepted that BWV 34a was composed before BWV 34, 

and that BWV 34 is an adaptation of BWV 34a. Bischof does not support his dating with any 

evidence. 

                                                 
46 Schmieder, p. 52; Dürr, p. 820. 
47 Whittaker, Vol. II, p. 125: for Whitsun in 1740 of 1741 and p. 737: first half of the 1740’s; Schulze/Wolff, 
Vol. I, p. 334: probably after 1745; Kilian, p. 120/121, and also NGD (1980), Vol. 1, p. 819: beginning of the 
1740’s. NGD (2001), Vol. 2, p. 347: circa 1746-1747 (!). 
48 Bischof on website www.cs.ualberta.ca (accessed 21 September 2007). 
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In the case of BWV 34a, a certain degree of precision was necessary in dating the work in 

relation to BWV 34. For the purposes of this study, this precision is less important for the dating of 

BWV 34. Therefore the dating of BWV 34 will not be discussed further, except to note that BWV 34 

was composed after BWV 34a (or at least after 1740) for the first day of Pentecost. 

 

II.2.3. Adaptation and cause 

 

Pentecost, or Whitsun, the fiftieth day after Easter, celebrates the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the 

disciples of Jesus Christ and the foundation of the church in Jerusalem. In the Luther Bible, the events 

of Pentecost are described thus (Acts 2:1-4) 49: 

 

VND ALS DER TAG DER PFINGSTEN ERFÜLLET war / waren sie alle einmütig bey 
einander. Vnd es geschach schnelle ein Brausen vom Himel / als eines gewaltigen Windes / vnd 
erfüllet das gantze Haus / da sie sassen. Vnd man sahe an jnen die Zungen zerteilet / als weren sie 
fewrig / Vnd er satzte sich auff einen jglichen vnter jnen / vnd wurden alle vol des heiligen Geistes 
/ Vnd fiengen an zu predigen mit andern Zungen / nach dem der Geist jnen gab aus zusprechen. 50 
 
[And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with heaven as of a rushing mighty 
wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared unto them cloven 
tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, 
and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.]51 

 

Pentecost is the feast of the descent of the Holy Spirit upon the apostles and by extension the feast of 

the propagation of the Gospel. The manner in which Bach illustrates this feast in BWV 34 will be 

examined later. Because both preaching and propagating the Gospel are parts of a minister’s work, and 

the character of Pentecost involves the preaching of the Gospel, we can safely assume that Bach 

expressly chose Cantata BWV 34a, written for the wedding of a minister, to adapt as the Cantata 

BWV 34 for Pentecost. A more general theological relation could be proposed between marriage as an 

“institution” and the feast of Pentecost. This relation might function as further explanation of the 

relation between the two works, but it lacks supporting evidence. Moreover, in choosing to parody a 

work, Bach must have taken various musical aspects into consideration.52 The festive character of the 

original cantata, defined significantly by the use of three trumpets and two oboes, and its suitability for 

the festive nature of Pentecost would certainly have influenced his choice of adaptation.  

On the basis of numerous Biblical references and citations as well as specific references to 

ministry in the text, it is likely that BWV 34a was written for the wedding of a minister sometime 

around 1726. Hudson suggests that the cantata is related to the wedding on November 8, 1728 of 

                                                 
49 Luther 1545. 
50 The Pentecost referred to here is the Jewish feast of Pentecost in which thanks was rendered to Yahweh for the 
harvest. Later its foremost significance was as the feast in which the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai was 
commemorated. 
51 King James, p. 1692. 
52 See also in this context Leaver, p. 53. 
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Friedrich Schultze and Johanna Elisabeth Weiss, daughter of Christian Weiss.  He also writes that it is 

possible Christian Weiss wrote the text for this wedding cantata, based solely on the fact that this 

wedding took place in roughly the same period as the composition of BWV 34a. Without further 

evidence, this last suggestion is dubious. Regardless, BWV 34 is a parody of BWV 34a, and it was 

written after 1740 for the first day of Pentecost. 

Aside from the connection between the ministry and the feast of Pentecost, it is also possible 

that musical considerations played a role when Bach reworked BWV 34a as a Pentecostal cantata. 

 

II.3 The reworking 

 

In the following paragraphs, the strophes (which are related to each other) will be discussed 

successively.  I will examine the music first, then the text, and finally the relation between the two. In 

the following overview this relation is indicated by the use of arrows. 

 

II.3.1 The music  

 
General schematic overview of both cantatas  

 
Meter: only the two first movements are in triple meter, all others in 4/4 (C). 
 

Movement: I II III IV V VI VII 

BWV 34a 

Key D maj. G maj.-B min. B min.-D maj. D maj. A maj. B min.-D maj. D maj.  

Number of  

bars : 142 8 82 88 76 13 96 

Scoring: SATB B AT SATB A S (!) SATB 
 tr 1-3, timp bc str, bc tr 1-3, timp fltr  1, 2 bc str, bc  
 ob 1,2   ob 1,2 str, bc 
 str, bc   str, bc 
         

 

BWV 34                     

 
 
Key D maj.  B min.-F# maj. A maj. F# min.-A maj. D maj.   

Number  

of bars: 142 9 72 8 88 

Scoring: SATB T A B SATB 
 tr 1-3, timp bc fltr  1, 2 bc tr 1-3 
 ob 1, 2  str, bc  ob 1, 2 
 str, bc    str, bc 
  

Regarding BWV 34a, it must be noted that only a few voices are still extant: the soprano  (movements 

1, 4, 6 and 7), the alto (movements 1, 3, 4 and 5), the tenor (movements 1, 3 and 4), the bass 
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(movements 1, 2, 4 and 7), the first violin (movements 1, 3, 4, 5 and 7), the viola (movements 1, 3, 4, 

5 and 7) and the basso continuo (all movements).53   

 

Remaining voices of BWV 34a, presented schematically: 

 
 I II III IV V VI VII 

S x   x  x x 

A x  x x x 

T x  x x  

B x x  x   x 

V1 x  x x x  x 

Va x  x x x  x 

Bc x x x x x x x  

 

In all movements in which the first violin and viola are preserved, it is probable that there was also a 

part for the second violin. This overview shows that the first and fourth movements of BWV 34a, for 

which most voices survive, were also used by Bach in BWV 34. The third and seventh movements, 

with five voices remaining, are not used, while the fifth movement, with four parts, is used. 

Unfortunately, these inconsistencies do not suggest a causal relationship between the works. 

The wind parts, three trumpets and two oboes, have not been preserved. These parts were 

probably present in the first movement, given the important thematic function of these instruments in 

BWV 34. Hudson attests that the absence of wind parts in movement IV of BWV 34a cannot be 

attributed to the same cause, because in most instances, the winds in BWV 34 double and reinforce the 

strings.54 This is correct in itself, but the question remains whether this mainly unison style would 

have held Bach back from writing wind parts for BWV 34a as well. In the end, he did so anyway in 

the fifth movement of BWV 34. Moreover, the addition of wind parts is not only a question of 

individual melodic lines and the independent addition or completion of thematic material, but also of 

the addition of an extra orchestral color and the resulting enrichment. In contrast to Hudson, I think 

one can assume that Bach wrote wind parts for the fourth movement of BWV 34a, just as he did for 

the fifth movement of BWV 34.   

 

The first movement of both cantatas 

 
Both movements are written in ¾ time in D major, and there are only a few differences between the 

two. Those points are the following: 

 

                                                 
53 Hudson, p. 37f. 
54 Ibid., p. 41. 
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 BWV 34a BWV 34 
 
Bar    3 d a 
   ,,     16 * g # g 
   ,,     18 * g # g 
   ,,     53 * e e # 
   ,,     76 3 x ¼ dotted minim 
   ,,     78 dotted minim figuration 
   ,,     135 SATB  various figurations     versus various figurations 
  
 

No significance can be attached to these differences. Some differences can be attributed to 

accentuation of words and text placement (as in bar 135). In the three cases indicated with an asterisk, 

the differences can be explained by a difference of edition (BWV 34a by Hudson, BWV 34 by Kilian).  

 

Meter 

 

In her article, Renate Steiger examines Bach’s use of 12/8 meter, observing that this choice can aid 

interpretation of the text.55 In my opinion, her observation could have wider relevance, and therefore 

the choice of meter for the first movement deserves closer attention. 

The first movements of both cantatas are written in ¾ time, a triple meter, while the remaining 

movements of both are in a duple meter. I dwell upon this not just to ascertain simply if this triple 

meter appears, but to note that it appears solely in the first movement of each of these cantatas. It is 

this contrast that draws attention.56 Did Bach have a reason for this contrast, and if so, what was it? 

Musical figurations frequently have an underlying intention in his work, but great caution must be 

exercised in drawing conclusions.  

The number three is a common symbol of perfection, and in the Christian tradition it shows a 

broad spectrum of meanings. 57 The Trinity is one of these. The Trinity refers to the Christian belief 

that God is singular but revealed in the three elements of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

According to that doctrine, each form is God in a different manner. God the Father dwells in Heaven, 

God the Son descended to earth, and God the Holy Spirit dwells in the hearts of Man. One way to refer 

to this Christian doctrine is through the use of triple meter, also known as the “tempus perfectum.” As 

both cantatas are related to the “Great Commission” of preaching and spreading the Gospel, the Holy 

Spirit, it seems plausible that Bach wrote the opening movement expressly in this triple meter. 

 

 

 
                                                 
55 Steiger, p. 79. 
56 The duple meter in the other movements will therefore receive no further attention in the discussion of those 
movements. 
57 Meyer 1975, p. 117f. See further regarding the meaning of the number three Clement 1999, p. 14 and 23 and 
Clement 2001, p. 95 in relation to the Holy Trinity. 
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Tonality 

 

The first movements of both cantatas are in D major. Can any special significance be attributed to this 

choice of key? As in attributing specific meaning to a chosen meter, it is necessary to proceed with 

caution. The ‘evidence’ that is presented for the interpretation of Bach’s intentions is comprised 

mainly of suppositions. ‘Thinking through’ towards presupposed conclusions can give an unjustified 

impression of objective correctness and accuracy. Bach left behind no treatise or essay from which his 

views can be deduced.58 However, it is likely that Bach had specific intentions in his choice of key. 

This choice becomes most pronounced in his vocal music, where the possibility of supporting the 

content of the text with music is more recognizable.59  

In his study of key characteristics, Wolfgang Auhagen voices criticism of Leopold Mayer’s 

dissertation on key characteristics in Bach’s sacred vocal works.60 One of Auhagen’s objections to 

Mayer’s analysis is that Mayer excludes examination of elements within a cantata that cannot be 

brought into line with his conclusions.  Mayer argues they are exceptions necessary for the structure of 

the piece. Despite his reservations, however, Auhagen views Mayer’s study as a good basis for further 

research. Mayer characterizes D major as the “Tonart der Freude” [key of joy.] Weddings and the feast 

of Pentecost are joyous occasions, and this certainly suggests a possible relationship between the 

cantatas and Bach’s choice of the D major tonality, as it seems likely that Bach would want to make 

this joy apparent.  Five of the seven movements (1, 3, 4, and 7) of BWV 34a and two of the five 

movements (1 and 5) of BWV 34 are in D, so this matter is far from clear. I will discuss the 

relationship between music and text later. 

 

BWV 34a movement IV and BWV 34 movement V 

 

The fifth movement of BWV 34 is a parody of the fourth movement of BWV 34a. The movements 

have the same number of bars, require the same choral and orchestral forces (as noted earlier: BWV 

34a surviving parts for the winds are missing, but in my opinion were written at the time), and are in 

the same meter and key (4/4 time, D major). The music of both movements is also almost identical. 

There are differences in the basso continuo in bars 11-13, 36 and 67, but the differences are negligible. 

At most, one could say that the basso continuo in BWV 34 is livelier. Additionally, and without going 

into greater detail, one could generally claim that the articulation of parts in BWV 34 is more 

specifically indicated than in BWV 34a. 

Bar 87 was clearly composed differently. The text placement in BWV 34a of “Höchste” under 

the high b (as a quarter note) on a strong beat of bar 87 is logical. The text placement in BWV 34 

                                                 
58 See in this context Tatlow, p. 127; Schmitz, p. 39. 
59 In a comparable sense Auhagen, p. 247. 
60 Auhagen, p. 236f. 
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provides astonishing contrast: “Gott” is placed on f # (as quarter note!) on a weak beat of bar 86 as an 

upbeat to the word “hat” on the downbeat of bar 87 under the same high b (now an eighth note!) 

Moreover, there are other instances in which Bach sets the word “Gott” in the same textual context, 

including the weak beats of bars 21, 24, 27 and 83. The placement is equally surprising in these 

instances. In any case, one must concede that Bach is consistent in his approach.  

 

BWV 34a movement V and BWV 34 movement III 

 

Both movements are written in 4/4 time and in A major. The most important difference is that bars 49 

to 52 in the fifth movement of BWV 34a are missing in the third movement of BWV 34.61  

 

Ex. II. 1:  BWV 34a, movement 5, bars 46-58 (between red [ ] bars 49-52) 

 

 
 

                                                 
61 The articulation of the Basso continuo in bar 19 differs between these movements. In bar 30, just as in 40 and 
42, the melody line in the viola differs. These differences, in themselves unimportant, probably arise from 
treatment of the text. In bars 37 and 42, the Basso continuo differs. The first violin part in bars 45-48 of BWV 
34a, is scored for traverso II in BWV 34. Compositionally there is nothing new.  
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Ex. II. 2:  BWV 34, movement 3, bars 45-50  

 
 

The question is why Bach did not retain these four bars in BWV 34. 

 

Ex. II. 3: The missing bars 49-52 of BWV 34a in detail: 

 

 
 

Analysis of the bars in question in BWV 34a produces the following image: at the beginning of the cut 

in BWV 34a is the fifth scale degree in A. This is the same as the first scale degree in E, or shown 

briefly, A V = E I. The following four bars are in E, clear from the recurring d # and the repeated e in 



 91

the basso continuo. The modulation back to the original key of A, referring to the last three notes in 

the basso continuo in bar 52, is certainly effective, but abrupt and less than elegant. In my opinion, 

Bach did not retain the four bars in question for BWV 34, because they are of little musical interest. 

There is also no text. That Bach “brings up the subject” of E momentarily in the first half of bar 48 in 

BWV 34 is evident from the appearance of the d# in traverso I, which is “hastily” repaired at the end 

of the bar to indicate that the entire passage remains in A. By excising the four bars, Bach rids the 

piece of uninteresting material, specifically a brief detour to the dominant E and a return to the A tonic 

via a clumsy modulation.  

There are further small differences between the bars given below. These differences are 

between the notes and have no significance in terms of content.62 

 
BWV 34a BWV 34 
Nos. Nos. 
56 52  
59 2x 55 2x 
65  61  
69  65   
 

II.3.2 The text 

 

There are differing opinions regarding authorship of the texts for both cantatas. Some writers maintain 

that the author(s) are unknown,63 while others name Bach himself as the possible author of BWV 34.64 

As entailed above, Hudson asserts that Weiss, father of the bride, was the author of BWV 34a. Häfner 

suspects that Picander is the author of both cantatas.65  

I do not believe that an answer to this question of authorship is particularly relevant to this 

study. It is enough to assume that Bach was satisfied with both texts, even if the author(s) of the 

cantata texts cannot be specifically identified.   

In the overview below, the comparable texts are placed side by side in order to make their 

differences more readily apparent. At the end of each strophe I give the rhyme scheme by strophe.  

 

BWV  34a (Trauungskantate) BWV 34 (Pfingsterkantate). 
 

Erster Teil 

 

1. Chor        1. Chor 

O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe              O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe, 

Entzünde der Herzen geweihten Altar. Entzünde die Herzen und weihe sie ein. 

                                                 
62 The difference in bar numbers is a result of the excision from BWV 34a of four bars discussed above.  
63 Among others: Schmieder, p. 51 and 52; Schulze/Wolff, p. 334 and 867; Neumann 1966 (regarding BWV 
34a): p. 44; Dürr, (regarding BWV 34) p. 403. 
64 Among others: Kilian, p. 120; Neumann 1966, p.43; Whittaker II, p. 125. 
65 Häfner, p. 34. 



 92

Lass himmlische Flammen durchdringen und wallen, Lass himmlische Flammen durchdringen und wallen, 

Ach lass doch auf dieses vereinigte Paar Wir wünschen, o Höchster, dein Tempel zu sein, 

Die Funken der edelsten Regungen fallen. Ach, lass dir die Seelen im Glauben gefallen. 
(Rhyme scheme: abcbc;       (Rhyme scheme: abcbc; 
Masc/fem: mfmf)                                                                                      Masc/fem: mfmf)  

  

  

 4. Chor 5. Chor  

Friede über Israel! Friede über Israel. 

Eilt zu denen heilgen Stufen, Dankt den höchsten Wunderhänden, 

Eilt, der Höchste neigt sein Ohr Dankt, Gott hat an euch gedacht. 

  

Unser Wünschen dringt hervor, Ja, sein Segen wirkt mit Macht, 

Friede über Israel, Friede über Israel, 

Friede über euch zu rufen. Friede über euch zu senden. 
(Rhyme scheme: abccab; (Rhyme scheme: abccab; 
Masc/fem: fmmf)    Masc/fem: fmmf) 
                                    
                                                           (Israël-Israël is actually o-rhyme; thus both: bccb) 
 

 5. Arie A.         3. Arie A.  

Wohl euch, ihr auserwählten Schafe,          Wohl euch, ihr auserwählten Seelen,  

Die ein getreuer Jacob liebt. Die Gott zur Wohnung ausersehn. 

Sein Lohn wird dort am grössten werden, Wer kann ein grösser Heil erwählen? 

Den ihm der Herr bereits auf Erden Wer kann des Segens Menge zählen? 

Durch seiner Rahel Anmut gibt. Und dieses ist vom Herrn geschehn. 
(Rhyme scheme: abccb; (Rhyme scheme: abccb)  
Masc/fem: mffm) Masc/fem: mffm) 

 

In comparing the equivalent strophes above, it is clear that there is no difference in rhyme scheme or 

accent placement. Because there are no substantial musical differences between the parodied strophes, 

comparable textual consistency is unsurprising.66 In BWV 34, all strophes or phrases referring to the 

wedding or ministry of the bridegroom have been removed or altered to broaden the scope of the text. 

I will discuss this matter further and refer to the corresponding strophes, given above side by side. The 

full text of both cantatas is provided in the Appendix of this chapter. 

 

BWV 34a 

   

 In the first strophe of this cantata, the second part of the second sentence, as well as the fourth and 

fifth sentences refer to nuptials. The text in BWV 34 is more general at these points. 

 The second strophe of this cantata is entirely an ode to marriage (see Appendix). There are no 

phrases in the text applicable to Pentecost, even in a global sense, without the common theological 
                                                 
66 I refer to that which I demonstrated aforesaid (see § II.1.2.) regarding the “poetic” and “compositional” 
parody. 
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framework of marriage and Pentecost.67 Bearing in mind that this is a recitative, it is logical that the 

references are discarded in BWV 34. 

 The third strophe refers almost entirely to marriage (see Appendix). Furthermore, I believe the 

phrase “Dir, dessen Fleiss in Gottes Hause Wacht? Was wird der Dienst der heilgen Hütten…” is a 

reference to the ministry of the bridegroom. Therefore, there is insufficient common ground to serve as 

a basis for reworking this movement into BWV 34. 

 The sentences in the fourth strophe relating to marriage (sentences 2, 3, 4 and 6) have been 

generalized for the fifth strophe of BWV 34. Bach uses this fourth strophe, which ends the first 

movement of BWV 34a, to close BWV 34. The strong textual link between the third and fourth 

strophes is also remarkable. “Und sehest deiner Kinder Kinder” at the conclusion of the third strophe 

is paired with the first line of the fourth strophe “Friede über Israel!” Both of these lines are drawn 

from the sixth verse of Psalm 128. Moreover, the closing words of the third strophe “…So rufen wir 

zur Segensstunde Von Herzen mit vereintem Munde” can be coupled with “Friede über Israel!” (the 

beginning of the fourth strophe). 

 In the fifth strophe, such words as “auserwählten Schafe [italics added],” which refer specifically to 

the bridal couple, are generalized as, “auserwählten Seelen [italics added],” in the third strophe of 

BWV 34. 

 The sixth strophe is a recitative and a clear reference to the bridegroom’s ministry (see Appendix). 

With these considerations, Bach does not incorporate this strophe in BWV 34. I refer to my comments 

earlier regarding the second strophe. 

 The seventh strophe clearly serves as the liturgical blessing at the end of a church service, in this 

case a wedding ceremony (see Appendix). The text is plainly related to Numbers 6:24-26: “The LORD 

bless thee, and keep thee: the LORD make his face shine upon thee, and be gracious unto thee: the 

LORD lift up his countenance upon thee, and give thee peace.”68 In this light it is understandable that 

Bach opted not for a reworking of this strophe but for a more general conclusion. 

 

BWV 34 

  

Smend69 observes the increased emphasis of “the blessing” in BWV 34 when compared to BWV 34a, 

particularly in the third, fourth, and fifth strophes of BWV 34. According to him, this increased 

emphasis is clear from the reference to the blessing in Numbers 6:24-26 in the closing chorus of BWV 

34a, and because in BWV 34 the words “Tempel” (first strophe), “bei Menschen gerne sein” and 

                                                 
67 I argued this earlier (see aforesaid § II.2.3) 
68 King James, p. 174. 
69 Smend, Heft I, p. 36. 
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“ziehe gnädig ein” and “Heiligtum” (second strophe), “Wohnung” (third strophe) and “Hütten, … 

bewohnt” and  “Haus” (fourth strophe) all relate to John 14:23.70 

Still, is Smend correct in drawing these conclusions? The numerous citations from Psalm 128 

included in BWV 34a are quite remarkable. This psalm is concerned with domestic blessing, 

specifically the blessing of the priests of the Temple in Jerusalem. It also concerns the blessings and 

fruits of labor and domestic good fortune through imagery of the wife as vine and children as olive 

shoots.  In Israel, the vine and olive shoots were both seen as signs of divine blessing. In relation to the 

family, children and grandchildren were literal evidence of this divine blessing. The extensive 

genealogical catalogues of the Old Testament are related to this concept, since one who could see his 

own grandchildren had attained a great age and was therefore blessed. The first four verses of the 

psalm are restricted to the domestic sphere, but in verses 5 and 6, the scope broadens to Jerusalem, 

which was then the center of Israel and the world. The blessing of the people of Israel is founded on 

the blessing bestowed on the family. Therefore, the citations from Psalm 128 are suited very nicely to 

a wedding cantata. This is not to claim that the emphasis on “blessing” in BWV 34 is stronger, as 

Smend attests, but just that the emphasis has another source.  

 

II.3.3 The relationship music-text 

 

The following examples show how Bach visually and aurally supports and expresses the text in music. 

A number of the given examples can be traced back to the musical-rhetorical doctrine of figures. This 

refers to techniques for improving rhetorical or musical expression, and it was mainly authors of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries who were occupied with this study. Musical figures can often to 

be classified under the rhetorical expression  (hypotyposis), literally meaning 

“illustration.” These figures aim to ‘deliver live before the eyes’ the music the listener hears.71 Rolf 

Dammann correctly typifies the hypotyposis as the most important and at the same time most general 

illustrative figures of the musical Baroque.72 The anabasis, katabasis, circulatio, exclamatio, and 

noema all fall under hypotyposis.  

One must always remember that Bach left us no musical-rhetorical doctrine of figures,”73 

typical though it may be of his music.74 Music, like theology, was a method of Biblical elucidation in 

which the classical laws of rhetoric held great importance. Bach’s cantata settings have been compared 

                                                 
70 “. . . Vnd mein Vater wird jn lieben / vnd wir werden zu jm komen / vnd Wonung bey jm machen.” [ … and 
my Father will love him, and we will come unto him, and make our abode with him.] King James, p. 1681. 
71 Bartel, p. 185 and  Schmitz, p. 32. 
72 Dammann, p. 139. 
73 Schmitz, p. 38. 
74 Clement 2001, p. 84. 
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to preaching, and his music was also regarded ‘rhetoric’ by his contemporaries.75 In the examples from 

the given strophes I will limit myself to examining a few rhetorical figures. 

 

 Examples from the first strophe of each cantata  

 
1. Fire, flickering flames. Dürr draws a comparison to “heavenly flames.”76 

 

Ex. II. 4: Violin I, bars 1-3 (see also example bars 9-12) 

 
In this case, jumping, flickering notes represent the flames of a fire. Flames are also presented in a 

similar fashion in the four vocal parts of bars 102 to 106, after which the motif passes again to the first 

violins. The example given illustrates the text.  

The conjunction, embellishments and “garlands” of the sixteenth notes have further 

significance. Albert Clement points out that Bach used this figure as a musical manifestation of the 

Holy Ghost. Bach often made use of circulatio, the appropriate figure to represent the “wafting” and 

“hovering” of the Holy Ghost, and “… an anderen Stellen läßt er sich von der Vorstellung des 

züngelnden Feuers inspirieren, das dann mittels lebendiger Figuration geschildert wirt” […in other 

places he let himself be inspired by the representation of flickering fires, which are pictured through 

the use of lively figuration.]77 Here, Clement refers to BWV 34,1. One can also point out the recurring 

long timpani rolls, as in BWV 34, bars 3 to 4, and 33 to 34.  

I name only a few lesser-known examples from the cantatas.78 The following examples bear no 

relation to the illustration and underlying meaning of fire and flames, but they are examples of musical 

illustration of the corresponding text. 

In the opening chorus of the cantata Wie schön leuchtet der Morgenstern (BWV 1), written for 

Annunciation on March 25, 1725, the feast day celebrating the Annunciation to Mary by the archangel 

Gabiel (Lucas 1,26-38), the morning star is illustrated musically through a comparable figure.79 In the 

cantata Wer mich liebet, der wird mein Wort halten (BWV 74, 1725) there is a comparable illustration 

found in the words “höllischen Ketten” in the alto aria. The rattling of the “hellish chains” is clearly 

audible and perceptible in the score.80 

 
                                                 
75 Stiller, p. 209. 
76 Dürr, p. 403. 
77 Clement 1999, p. 26. See also p. 33 (the use of sixteenths) and p. 81/82 (circulatio). See also in reference to the 
term circulatio Bartel, p. 114f. 
78 Bach often illustrated the text. Thus there are many examples, mostly well known, to be found in the St. 
Matthew Passion (BWV 244) and the St. John Passion (BWV 245).  
79 See also Dürr, p. 740. 
80 Ibid., p. 402. 
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2. The word “ewiges” (eternal) is reflected and supported everywhere in the score by a long held note 

– a so-called ‘Halteton’ – , not only in the trumpets (BWV 34, bars 1-2) but also in the bass (both 

cantatas), as in bars 27 to 30 of BWV 34, given here below.  

 

Ex. II. 5: BWV 34, strophe I, bars 27-30 (bass) 

 
The mora, or duration, of the “ewiges” [eternal] is represented in this long-held tone. In his discussion 

of BWV 682 in Der dritte Teil der Clavierübung, Clement points out the length of the held melodic 

notes in the word Leidenszeit. In his judgment, this length illustrates the duration of the suffering. He 

defends this reading by citing numerous examples in Bach’s work, such as BWV 101.1, where at the 

word “Leiden” repeatedly, through the use of the ‘Halteton’ (see above), expression is given to the 

duration of the suffering, while the other vocal and instrumental parts illustrate the text.81 Mutatis 

mutandis, this also holds good for the word “ewiges.” Comparable places are to be found in: S: bars 

35-36; A: bars 47-48; B: bars 65-67; S: bars 70-72 and 76-77; T: bars 77-78; A: bars 80-82; T: bars 

85-87. This held note is also used at the word “Ursprung,” for example B: bars 39-41; S: bar 51 and A: 

bar 52.  

A held note above the word “ewiges” also appears elsewhere in Bach’s work, such as in the 

conclusion of the tenor aria (4) of the cantata Jesus nam zu sich die Zwölfe, BWV 22.  

In the opening soprano and alto duet of the cantata Du wahrer Gott und Davids Sohn, Der du 

von Ewigkeit in der Entfernung… BWV 23, a long held note is used at the word “Entfernung,” and to 

a lesser degree, at the word “Ewigkeit.” 

Also comparable is the long note in the alto aria (19), which appears in octaves with the flauto 

traverso I at the word “Schlafe” in the second part of the Weihnachtsoratorium, BWV 248. Just as 

with the word “Entfernung,” the length of the note pertains to the word’s meaning.  

 

 Examples from strophe 4 of BWV 34a and 5 of BWV 34. 

 

1. I cite the music above the words “Friede über Israël” and the word “Israel.” 

Bach stresses the words “Friede über Israël” and “Israël” and attaches extra meaning to them. He 

makes this emphasis clear by setting them as tutti at the beginning of this strophe and also by setting 

the music and text syllabically, as seen in the examples below, which are practically identical in both 

cantatas.  

 

                                                 
81 Clement 1999, p. 199. 
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Ex. II. 6: 

BWV 34a, strophe IV, bars 1-2:        BWV 34a, strophe IV, bars 67-68 
(=BWV 34, strophe V, bars 1-2)         (=BWV 34, strophe V, bars 67-68) 

 
 



 98

Such a conclusion, in homophonic blocks within a polyphonic composition, can be classified as 

noema. The associated text is stressed and receives extra meaning through a compositional style 

divergent from the rest of the piece.82 

In the same sense there is a difference in the first strophe between BWV 34a and BWV 34, bar 

76 above the word “ewiges.” In BWV 34a, this word is set syllabically, in contrast to BWV 34, where 

it receives a long note. 

 

2. In bars 15 to 22 (in BWV 34a strophe 4; BWV 34 strophe 5) the music is the same, but the 

associated text is different. The music and text fit of these bars fit noticeably better in BWV 34a in 

terms of the relationship between text placement and meaning. I cite the words “eilt” (passage in 

ascending eighths), “Stufen” (on the relative highest note), “Höchste” (ascending passagework as in 

“eilt”) and “neigt” (descending passage) in BWV 34a. 

 

Ex. II. 7: Bars in BWV 34a, mentioned above, appear as follows:  

 

 
 

The rising musical line can be treated as anabasis. This is a purely musical figure with no rhetorical 

equivalent. Anabasis is not purely illustrative but is the musical expression of a textually supported 

idea.83  The same can be said of the descending musical line, the katabasis. This musical figure 

supports a descending movement in the text, in this case “neigt sein Ohr” [bends his ear].  Katabasis 

can also express associated humbleness, inadequacy, or even contemptibility.84 Arnold Schmitz 

correctly classifies anabasis and katabasis as textually interpretive figures that even in their naming 

are intended to rouse pictorialism.85 

 

3. I referred earlier to the more appropriate text placement at the conclusion of this strophe in BWV 

34a when compared to BWV 34. 

 

 

 

                                                 
82 Bartel, p. 207f. 
83 Ibid., p. 86. 
84 Ibid., p. 113. 
85 Schmitz, p. 31, in citing the triple division in musical-rhetorical figures of Hans-Heinrich Unger. 



 99

 

Ex. II. 8: BWV 34a, strophe IV conclusion: 

 

           

 
 

The musical figure at “Höchste” is an example of a “hyperbole.” The hyperbole (in the original Greek 

meaning : over, : throw; : to surpass the normal measure), meaning to exceed the 

ambitus of a mode, has become a “tool of conscious textual representation.”86 The word “Höchste” is 

aurally and visually the highest note and therefore an example of “conscious textual representation.”  

 

*** 

 

The context of the cantatas BWV 34a and 34, their relationship, and Bach’s motivation for reworking 

BWV 34a as BWV 34 have been the subject of our interest in this chapter. Both cantatas are relatively 

unknown, especially the Wedding Cantata, BWV 34a.  

More can be said about these cantatas with a fair degree of certainty than is found in the 

literature. This holds particularly true with regard to the ministry of the bridegroom and the order in 

which the cantatas were composed. Greater clarity regarding both points was necessary in order to 

make the relationship clear between the two cantatas, their context, and the probable motivation for 

Bach to rework BWV 34a as the Pentecost Cantata BWV 34.  

It can be assumed that BWV 34a was composed earlier (probably around 1726) than BWV 34, 

which regardless was written after 1740. An important argument supporting this conclusion is that 

Bach excised the musically weak bars 49 to 52 in movement 5 of BWV 34a when he reworked it as 

movement 3 of BWV 34. In the case of a reversed dating of the compositions, it is extremely unlikely 

that Bach would have added these weak bars. Removing them in a later composition, however, is 

quite logical. I have supported this theory further with the better text placement in BWV 34a, in 

contrast to BWV 34, in which the text is clearly forced into the existent musical pattern of BWV 34a. 

BWV 34a was most probably written for the wedding of a minister. BWV 34a contains many 

references to the Bible, certainly nothing unusual in Bach’s case. These references would have been 

immediately recognizable to a theologically schooled individual. Stronger still are the references in the 

text of BWV 34a to the ministry of the bridegroom. 

                                                 
86 Bartel, p. 182. 
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BWV 34 was composed for Pentecost, thus establishing a relationship to BWV 34a. Both the 

ministry and the feast of Pentecost are related to the dissemination of the Gospel, and it may be 

assumed that this was the reason Bach chose to rework BWV 34a as a Pentecost cantata. 

In musical terms, there are few differences between the two cantatas, while in textual terms, the 

sections of text referring to marriage and to the ministry have been removed or generalized. 

There is a strong relationship between the music and the text in both works. Bach supported the 

text musically and clarified the score visually, and in doing so made use of musical-rhetorical figures. 

It seems likely that he wished to refer to the Trinity through his exclusive use of triple meter in the 

first movements of both cantatas.  
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Appendix 
 
Texts of both cantatas. (Werner Neumann)  
(The italics indicate Biblical citations.) 

 

BWV  34a (Trauungskantate) BWV 34 (Pfingsterkantate). 
(incomplete) 

 

Erster Teil 

 

1. Chor        1. Chor 

O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe, 

Entzünde der Herzen geweihten Altar. Entzünde die Herzen und weihe sie ein. 

Lass himmlische Flammen durchdringen und wallen, Lass himmlische Flammen durchdringen und wallen, 

Ach lass doch auf dieses vereinigte Paar Wir wünschen, o Höchster, dein Tempel zu sein, 

 Die Funken der edelsten Regungen fallen. Ach, lass dir die Seelen im Glauben gefallen. 

  

                2. Rezitativ B. 2. Rezitativ T.                   

Wie, dass der Liebe hohe Kraft Herr, unsre Herzen halten dir 

In deren  Menschen Seelen Dein Wort der Wahrheit für: 

Ein Himmelreich auf Erden schafft? Du willst bei Menschen gerne sein, 

Was ziehet dich, o höchstes Wesen! Drum sei das Herze dein; 

Der Liebe Wirkung zu erwählen? Herr, ziehe gnädig ein. 

Ein Herz zur Wohnung auszulesen? Ein solch erwähltes Heiligtum 

 Hat selbst den grössten Ruhm. 

 

                3. Arie T. und Rezitativ A.    3. Arie A.                   

Siehe, als wird gesegnet der Mann, der den Herren       Wohl euch, ihr auserwählten Seelen,  

fürchtet.  Die Gott zur Wohnung ausersehn. 

Wo dringt der Geist mit Glaubensaugen hin? Wer kann ein grösser Heil erwählen? 

Wo suchet er des Segens Quellen, Wer kann des Segens Menge zählen? 

Die treuer Seelen Ehestand Und dieses ist vom Herrn geschehn. 

Als ein gesegnetes, gelobtes Land 

Vermögen darzustellen? 

Der Herr wird dich segnen aus Zion, 

Was aber hat dein Gott dir zugedacht, 

Dir, dessen Fleiss in Gottes Hause wacht? 

Was wird der Dienst der heilgen Hütten 

Auf dich vor Segen schütten? 

Dass du sehest das Glück Jerusalem dein Leben lang, 

Weil Zion Wohl zuerst dein Herze rührt, 

Wird sich auch irdisches Vergnügen 

Nach deines Herzens Wunsche fügen, 

Da Gott ein auserwähltes Kind dir zugeführt,  
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Dass du in ungezählten Jahren 

Verneutes Wohlsein mögst erfahren. 

Und sehest deiner Kinder Kinder. 

So rufen wir zur Segensstunde 

Von Herzen mit vereintem Munde: 

 

 4. Chor 4. Rezitativ B.  

Friede über Israel! Erwählt  sich Gott die heilgen Hütten 

Eilt zu denen heilgen Stufen, Die er mit Heil bewohnt, 

Eilt, der Höchste neigt sein Ohr. So muss er auch den Segen auf sie schütten, 

Unser Wünschen dringt hervor, So wird der Sitz des Heiligtums belohnt. 

Friede über Israel,  Der Herr ruft über sein geweihtes Haus 

Friede über euch zu rufen. Das Wort des Segens aus: 

  

  

 Zweiter Teil 

 

 5. Arie A. 5. Chor 

Wohl euch, ihr auserwählten Schafe, Friede über Israel. 

Die ein getreuer Jacob liebt. Dankt den höchsten Wunderhänden, 

Sein Lohn wird dort am grössten werden, Dankt, Gott hat an euch gedacht. 

Den ihm der Herr bereits auf Erden Ja, sein Segen wirkt mit Macht, 

Durch seiner Rahel Anmut gibt. Friede über Israel, 

  Friede über euch zu senden. 

 

 6. Recitativ S. 

Das ist vor dich, o ehrenwürdger Mann, 

Die edelste Belohnung, 

So dich vergnügen kann.  

Gott, der von Ewigkeit die Liebe selber hiess 

Und durch ein tugendhaftes Kind dein Herze rühren liess, 

Erfülle nun mit Segen deine Wohnung, 

Dass sie wie Obed Edoms sei, 

Und lege Kraft dem Segensworte bei. 

 

 7. Chor 

Gib, höchster Gott, auch hier dem Worte Kraft, 

Das so/sonst viel Heil bei deinem Volke schafft: 

Der Herr segne dich und behüte dich. 

Er müsse ja auf den zurücke fallen, 

Der solches lässt an heilger Stätte schallen: 

/Ein Danklied soll zu deinem Throne dringen 

Und ihm davor ein freudig Opfer bringen:/ 

Der Herr erleuchte sein Angesicht über dich und sei 

dir gnädig, 
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Sein Dienst, so stets am Heiligtume baut, 

Macht, dass der Herr mit Gnaden auf ihn schaut. 

/Er  zeichnet dich in seine Vaterhand, 

Die dir soviel vom Segen zugewandt./ 

Der Herr erhebe sein Angesicht über dich und gebe 

Dir Friede. 

Der Herr, von dem die keuschen Flammen kamen, 

Erhalte sie und spreche kräftig amen. 

*/Es stammt dein Heil aus Gottes Herz und Namen, 

So sei beglückt durch sein gesegnet Amen./*87  

                                                 
87 Dürr, p. 819, does not include the sentence found between the asterisks (*  *) in the text for this cantata. 
Neumann includes the sentence between asterisks (*   *) as a variant of the preceding sentence. 



 



 

 

 

 

 

III. ROBERT SCHUMANN – CARNAVAL OP. 9 
 

 

III.1 Introduction  

 

The fame of Robert Schumann (1810-1856) rests, in the first place, on his work as a composer. Yet, as 

a founder and the chief editor of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik from 1834 to 1844, Schumann was 

once better known and more influential as a writer, journalist and critic.1 Schumann compiled most of 

his writings in approximate chronological order.  These were published by Georg Wigand (Leipzig) 

under the title Gesammelte Schriften über Musik und Musiker in 1854, shortly after Schumann was 

admitted to a psychiatric institution in Endenich. These Gesammelte Schriften appeared subsequently 

in four editions (1871, 1888, 1891 and 1914) and in a number of reprintings and translations. The 1914 

edition, supervised by Martin Kreisig, is considered nearly complete. But even in this edition, 

characterized by Leon B. Plantinga as an “excellent critical edition,” Plantinga still finds small 

omissions.2  

Schumann published extensively in a diverse collection of periodicals and newspapers. His 

publications usually appeared under a pseudonym, such as the fiery, impetuous Florestan, or the 

subtle, gentle Eusebius, names that illustrated his two-sided character. On a few occasions, he also 

published using only a number as his pseudonym. The Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, like many other 

German periodicals of the time, indicated the author with a number, and Schumann stated that articles 

signed with a number reflected the common opinion of the editorial staff. Only the initiated could 

work out the anonymous individual writer on the basis of the number. Schumann used the number “2” 

or a combination including it, such as twelve or twenty-two. Based on this numbering, other writers 

have slowly become known as well.3  

                                                 
1 Walker, p. 15 and 169f. The first issue of the Neue Leipziger Zeitschrift für Musik, as the journal was titled 
originally, appeared on April 3, 1834. Schumann’s co-founders were Julius Knorr, Ludwig Schunke and 
Friedrich Wieck. They, along with Schumann, also formed the editorial board. Shortly after, the foundation 
Schunke, one of the Davidsbündler (more on that below) and a gifted pianist to whom Schumann dedicated his 
Toccata (op. 7), died (December 7, 1834 at the age of 24). Knorr fell ill and Wieck apparently lost interest, 
leaving Schumann to shoulder the responsibilities alone. In 1835 the journal was published under the name Neue 
Zeitschrift für Musik, under Schumann’s supervision. So it remained for nearly a decade. The Neue Zeitschrift 
für Musik was Schumann’s most important medium in literary terms. He had published articles previously in Der 
Komet, Leipziger Tageblatt and the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung. 
2 Plantinga 1976, p. 25, 38, 84 fn. 10. 
3 Ibid., p. 13, fn. 45 
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Schumann was long unsure whether to choose a future in literature or in music. His mother 

insisted that he should study for a career that could provide him a livelihood, so he was enrolled as a 

law student at the universities of Leipzig and Heidelberg from 1828 to 1830.4 His law studies proved 

fruitless.5 In 1830, with the permission of his mother and his attentive guardian Johann Gottlob Rudel, 

and after seeking the advice of the famous piano teacher Friedrich Wieck (1785-1873), he chose a 

career in music.6 Schumann composed on a modest level at school and during his university days, and 

in 1830 began to study theory with Heinrich Dom, conductor, teacher and composer. In this same year 

Schumann produced the variations named Thème sur le nom Abegg, varié pour le pianoforte (op. 1), 

hereafter referred to as the ABEGG-Variations.7 An injury to his right hand in 1832 brought to an end 

Schumann’s ambitions of becoming a noteworthy pianist.8 

Much is known about Schumann from the Gesammelte Schriften über Musik und Musiker and 

from his articles in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, but his correspondence is also important.  Items 

such as his early letters, the letter exchange with Clara Wieck, his Tagebücher, Selbstbiografische 

Notizen, a Projektenbuch, Haushaltbücher, and his numberless notes provide significant insight. Facts 

and events in his life, his beliefs, his thoughts, his opinion of contemporaries and their work are all 

therefore well documented. I draw attention to a portion of this period, as it will be of importance to 

this study. 

The founders of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik were part of a group formed in 1833 under the 

name Davidsbund. Schumann writes this regarding their formation: 

 
Zu Ende des Jahres 1833 fand sich in Leipzig, allabendlich und wie zufällig, eine Anzahl meist 
jüngerer Musiker zusammen, zunächst zu geselliger Versammlung, nicht minder aber auch zum 

                                                 
4 Burger, p. 86f. In her letter to Wieck of August 7, 1830 Schumann’s mother writes: “…und ich bekenne Ihnen 
offen, daß mir für Roberts Zukunft sehr bange ist. Es gehört sehr viel dazu, sich in dieser Kunst auszuzeichnen, 
um einst Brod fürs Leben zu finden – weil zu viele große Künstler vor ihm sind – , und wäre auch sein Talent 
wirklich so ausgezeichnet, so ist und bleibt es noch immer ungewiß, ob er Beifall erhält, und er sich einer 
gesicherten Zukunft erfreuen kann.” […and I confess openly to you, that I am quite afraid for Robert’s future. It 
requires so much to make a mark in this art, in order to make a living [italics added] – because there are too 
many great artists before him -- , and even if his talent really was so outstanding, it is and remains uncertain 
whether he attains success, and can enjoy an assured future.] Wieck responds on August 9, 1830, reassures her 
and commits himself: “… bei  seinem Talent und seiner Phantasie binnen 3 Jahren zu einem der größten jetzt 
lebenden Klavierspieler zu bilden …” [… with his talent and his fantasy, to mould him within 3 years, into one 
of the greatest living pianists]. 
5 Daverio, p. 33f. 
6 Schumann had in 1828 begun to study piano under Friedrich Wieck, his future father-in-law. Schumann’s 
father, who had supported Schumann’s artistic ambitions, died in 1826. 
7 NGD 2001, Vol. 22, p. 807. Because the piece is known under various titles (such as the Abegg-Variationen 
and Variations sur le nom d’Abegg) I have adhered to the title given in NGD 2001, Vol. 22, p. 807. the 
variations are dedicated to Jean Pauline Comtesse d’Abegg (i.a. Walker, p. 447).  
8 Walker, p. 12f, 167, fn. 2 and p. 412. Daverio, p. 77f. Regarding the cause of this disorder there is an – 
otherwise irrelevant – difference of opinion. Plantinga examines it at some length. It would seem to have to do 
with a partial or complete paralysis of the index and/or middle and/or ring fingers of the right hand, caused either 
by a mercury treatment for syphilis (a commonly prescribed treatment for syphilis in the nineteenth century), or 
through excessive use or strain of one or more of the fingers through the use of an instrument with which 
Schumann attempted to increase their flexibility and independence from each other (especially in the case of the 
ring finger). This instrument, the “chiroplast,” was propagated by famous piano teachers such as Frédrérik 
Kalkbrenner. Wieck also sold comparable apparatus (Burger, p. 105) 
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Austausch der Gedanken über die Kunst, die ihnen Speise und Trank des Lebens war, – die 
Musik.9 
 
[At the end of the year 1833 there gathered in Leipzig, every evening and seemingly by chance, a 
number of mostly young musicians, at first for pleasant society, but none the less also for the 
exchange of ideas concerning that Art which was the food and drink of their lives – music.]  
 

The Davidsbund made its official debut in an article titled Der Davidsbündler which appeared in three 

installments between the end of 1833 and the beginning of 1834 (December 7 and 14, 1833 and 

January 12, 1834) in Der Komet.10 Beyond Schumann, the “Bund” was made up of Julius Knorr, 

theologian and pianist; Ludwig Schunke, pianist; Ernst Ferdinand Wenzel, philosophy student (and, 

like Schumann, piano student of Wieck); Johann Peter Lyser, the deaf painter, journalist and 

composer; Ernst August Ortlepp and Gustav Bergen, music critics; Johann Amadeus Wendt, 

philosopher; Willibald von der Lühe; and Ludwig Ferdinand Stolle.11 Schumann chose to include 

people who had never participated in the activities of the Davidsbund as well, and they were given 

fantasy names. Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy was named Felix Meritis; Ernestine von Fricken was 

Estrella; Clara Wieck was Zilia or Chiara, sometimes Chiarina; Clara’s father, Friedrich Wieck 

became Meister Raro; pianist Sophie Kaskel assumed the name Sara. Schumann even counted 

important deceased composers, such as Beethoven and Schubert, as members of the “Bund.” Ernestine 

von Fricken was an eighteen year-old student of Friedrich Wieck. She lodged with him from June 

1834 until around January 1835.12 Schumann, who had lodged with the Wieck family since 1832, 

engaged her to be married. Their engagement did not endure long, and soon after its end, towards the 

end of 1835, Schumann and Wieck’s daughter Clara developed a relationship.  She was nine years 

Schumann’s junior but would later become his wife.  

The members of the Davidsbund set themselves against what they viewed as an increasing 

tendency towards superficial pianistic virtuosity after the deaths of Beethoven in 1827 and Schubert in 

1828. This virtuosity manifested itself in both composition and performance. The principal objects of 

criticism were superficiality of the music and the neglect of the classical traditions regarding form and 

structure. Nobody continued with these traditions after the deaths of Beethoven and Schubert, and in 

short, German music was in decline.13 The Davidsbund further opposed the manner in which the 

existing journals, such as the Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, wrote about music and its performance 

without any form of serious criticism. This journal employed G.W. Fink as both editor and publisher. 

It is important to note that the duty of a critic at that time differed from that of today. The focus of a 

critic’s work was not evaluation of the performance, as it is today, but rather on the quality of the 

composition itself. The evaluation was therefore based primarily on the score. Schumann, in his role as 

                                                 
9 Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. I, p. 1. 
10 Daverio, p. 113. The installments are printed in Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. II, p. 260f. 
11 Daverio, p. 111. Daverio incorrectly omits to mention Ludwig Schunke in his list. 
12 Walker, p. 14. 
13 Plantinga 1976, p. IXf. 
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critic, studied and discussed countless compositions in this manner.14 One of the reasons for the 

existence of the dozens of musical periodicals in the first half of the nineteenth century, in such 

countries as England and France in addition to Germany, was that music ‘popularized’ in that period. 

Music gained a more general public character, and was no longer the realm of the small aristocratic 

circles, the socially prominent, and the wealthy. The publishers of music periodicals turned to a larger, 

anonymous, often untrained public, which needed guidance if it was to buy sheet music.15 Prior to 

Schumann’s appearance, such criticisms were generally friendly and tolerant in their tone, since 

publishers usually produced both the sheet music and the music journals. In this way, music journals 

offered publishers the opportunity to draw positive attention to their own latest publications. The 

Davidsbund also set itself against these lackadaisical discussions, as the main reason for these 

journals’ existence was to promotion of sheet music sales.16. 

The Davidsbund took its name from the Biblical struggle between David, the Old Testament 

king and psalmist, and the Philistines. The latter represented all against whom the group fought. The 

Davidsbund went to battle under this banner: 

 
Davidsbündler sollst du werden, die Geheimnisse des Bundes der Welt übersetzen, d.i. des 
Bundes, der da totschlagen soll die Philister, musikalische und sonstige! Hier weißt du alles – 
handle nun! Ordne jedoch keineswegs kleinstädtisch, sondern gib’s recht kraus und verrückt!17 
 
[You shall become a Davidsbündler, translate the secrets of the society of the world, that is, of the 
society, which shall be the fatal blow to the Philistines, musical and otherwise! Here you know 
everything – take action then! Do not organize provincially, but do it wildly and crazily!]  

 

The Neue Zeitschrift für Musik was founded to offer a suitable forum in which the members of the 

Davidsbund could voice their opinions, a practice that Schumann found nowhere else.18 The journal 

was also influential in drawing attention to Hector Berlioz, Fryderyk Franciszek Chopin and Johannes 

Brahms, amongst others. Schumann’s article on Johannes Brahms, Neue Bahnen, published in the 

Neue Zeitschrift für Musik on October 28, 1853 is important in this context. In this article, Schumann 

champions an unknown twenty-year-old Brahms. He greets him as the ideal musical expression of his 

time.19 Schumann also supported other contemporaries, such as William Sterndale Bennett, John Field, 

Niels Gade, Stephen Heller, Adolf Henselt and Hermann Hirschbach.20  

                                                 
14 Walker, p. 177. Plantinga speaks of hundreds of compositions. 
15 Walker, p. 163f. 
16 Plantinga 1976, p. 31. I refer mainly to Plantinga’s interesting overview of the interwovenness and conflicts of 
interest among publishers of music journals and sheet music. Thus, the influential Allgemeine Musikalische 
Zeitung was in the hands of Breitkopf & Härtel in Leipzig. 
17 From “Der Davidsbündler” in Der Komet, Schumann/Kreisig, Vol. II, p. 261. Daverio, p. 113; Walker, p. 182. 
18 Members of the Davidsbund also wrote in the Neue Zeitschrift, although not frequently. 
19 Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. II, p. 301. Schumann writes in “Neue Bahnen,” among others, the following 
about Brahms: “Ich dachte … es würde und müsse … einmal plötzlich einer erscheinen, der den höchsten 
Ausdruck der Zeit in idealer Weise auszusprechen berufen wäre, einer, der uns die Meisterschaft nicht in 
stufenweiser Entfaltung brächte, sondern, wie Minerva, gleich vollkommen gepanzert aus dem Haupte des 
Kronion spränge. Und er ist gekommen, ein junges Blut, an dessen Wiege Grazien und Helden Wache hielten. Er 
heißt Johannes Brahms, kam von Hamburg, dort in dunkler Stille schaffend, aber von einem trefflichen und 
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By the beginning of the 1840s, the influence of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik was such that the 

prominent Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung was forced to change course.  Soon thereafter, in 1841, 

Fink withdrew as its publisher. He admitted that the decision had everything to do with Schumann and 

his rival journal.21 

 

The following is an introduction to the context in which Carnaval was written, and it will pay attention 

to several aspects and concepts of Schumann and his work, including the writer Jean Paul and his 

novel Flegeljahre, the double personages of the twin brothers Vult and Walt Harnisch from this book, 

the figures Florestan and Eusebius, and finally the terms papillons and the German Larve. The latter 

means larva (in the sense of pupa, the intermediate stage between caterpillar and butterfly) as well as 

mask.22  

Jean Paul was the pen name chosen by the German romantic writer Johann Paul Friedrich 

Richter (1763-1825).23 Jean Paul was of great importance to Schumann throughout his life.24 

Schumann writes the following in his Tagebücher about Jean Paul and his importance to Schumann:  

 
Ich fragte mich oft, wo ich seyn würde, wenn ich Jean Paul nicht gekannt hätte: er scheint aber 
doch wenigstens auf einer Seite mit mir verwebt zu seyn: denn ich ahndete ihn früher: ich dichtete 
vielleicht jetzt eben so, aber ich würde die Menschen nicht so sehr fliehen u. weniger träumen. Ich 
kann mir doch nicht recht genau denken, was ich seyn würde. Die Frage kann ich nicht 
enträthseln.25 
 
[I often asked myself where I would be had I never known Jean Paul: he seems at least on the one 
hand to be interwoven with me: because I avenged him earlier: I composed poems perhaps even 
so, but I did not as much shun humanity and dreamt less. I really can’t imagine what I would be. I 
cannot solve the riddle.]  
 

Schumann writes about Jean Paul’s personages:  

 

__________________________ 
begeistert zutragenden Lehrer gebildet in den schwierigsten Satzungen der Kunst, mit kurz vorher von einem 
verehrten bekannten Meister empfohlen.” [I thought … it would and must be … at once suddenly one appears, 
who was appointed to pronounce the highest expression of the times in the most ideal manner, one who would 
bring us mastery not in gradual development, but like Minerva, who sprang fully armoured from the head of 
Zeus. And he is come, a young thing, at whose cradle Graces and Heroes held watch. His name is Johannes 
Brahms, he came from Hamburg, creating there in dark silence, yet educated by an admirably and 
enthusiastically supportive teacher in the most difficult statutes of art, with shortly before a recommendation 
from a lauded and well-known master.]  
20 Walker, p. 179. 
21 Ibid., p. 177. 
22 In his postface to Flegeljahre Walter Höllerer (Jean Paul, p. 522) writes the following regarding the naming of 
Vult and Walt. A son is born to the village bailiff Harnisch, whom he names Peter Gottwalt. Gottwalt becomes 
Walt. After Gottwalt a second child is born. “Höchstens gibts ein Mädchen, … oder was Gott will. … Quod 
Deus vult” [It will probably be a girl, … or whatever is God’s will. … Quod Deus vult] says the father. Because 
the second child is not a girl, the second son receives the name Vult. 
23 In this contribution I shall always use this pseudonym, as it was under this name that he became best known 
and under this name is always named and cited. 
24 See also Todd, p. 7. 
25 Schumann 1971, p. 82. 
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In allen seinen Werken spiegelt sich Jean Paul selbst ab (er), aber jedesmal in zwey personen: er 
ist der Albano u. Schoppe [Titan], Siebenkäs u. Leibgeber [Blumen-, Frucht- und Dornenstücke 
oder Ehestand, Tod und Hochzeit des Armenadvokaten Firmian Stanislaus Siebenkäs im 
Reichsmarktflecken Kuhschnappel], Vult u. Walt [Flegeljahre], Gustav u. Fenk [Die unsichtbare 
Loge], Flamin u. Viktor [Hesperus oder Fünfundvierzig Hundsposttage]. Nur der einzige Jean 
Paul konnte in sich selbst zwey solche verschiedene Charactere in sich allein verbinden; es ist 
übermenschlich: aber er ist es doch – immer harte Gegensätze, wenn auch nicht Extreme vereint er 
in seinen Werken u. in sich – u. er ist es doch nur allein. … Jean Paul hat mich selten befriedigt, 
aber immer entzückt: ein Unbefriedigtseyn ruht aber, wie eine ewige Wehmuth in jeder 
Entzückung(en), aber nach der Entzückung wird es einem so recht innig wohl, wie wenn ein 
Gewitter mit einem Regenbogen am Himmel gestanden hätte.26 
 
[In all of his works, Jean Paul reflects himself, but always as two personages: there are Albano and 
Schoppe [Titan], Siebenkäs and Leibgeber [Blumen-, Frucht- und Dornenstücke oder Ehestand, 
Tod und Hochzeit des Armenadvokaten Firmian Stanislaus Siebenkäs im Reichsmarktflecken 
Kuhschnappel], Vult and Walt [Flegeljahre], Gustav and Fenk [Die unsichtbare Loge], Flamin 
and Viktor [Hesperus oder Fünfundvierzig Hundsposttage]. Only Jean Paul was capable of 
combining two such differing characters in one self; it is superhuman: but he succeeds – always 
combining in his work and in himself sharp oppositions, if not extremes – and only he. … I am 
seldom satisfied but always delighted by Jean Paul: a dissatisfaction is present, like an eternal 
longing, in every delight(s), but after the delight comes an inner rightness, as if a storm with 
rainbow had been in the heavens.]  
 
 

The theme of the Doppelgänger, the combination of wholly differing, opposing, and confusing 

qualities in one person, is prominent in all Jean Paul. Jean Paul reflects himself in all his work, but 

always as two persons. The double personality was a favorite theme among the Romantics. The 

Germanic scholar Herman Meyer  writes the following: 27   

 
In einem berühmten Athenäumsfragment sagt Friedrich Schlegel von der romantischen Poesie, sie 
könne, ‘zwischen dem Dargestellten und Darstellenden … auf den Flügeln der poetischen 
Reflexion in der Mitte schweben, diese Reflexion immer wieder potenzieren und wie in einer 
einlosen Reihe von Spiegeln vervielfachen’. In diesem Sinne sind die ‘Flegeljahre’ durchaus 
romantische Poesie [curs. vR]. Und eben solch einen reflektierenden Spiegel, wie Schlegel ihn 
meint, bedeutet im Gefüge der ‘Flegeljahre’ Walts und Vults Doppelroman.28 
 
[In a famous Athenaeum fragment, Friederich Schlegel says of romantic poetry that it can 
“between the portrayed and the portrayer … float in the middle on the wings of poetic reflection, 
continually increase this reflection and multiply it as in an endless row of mirrors.” In this sense is 

                                                 
26 Schumann 1971, p. 82. The italic sections between [  ] are not found in the original text, but are references by 
the publisher to novels by Jean Paul in which the figures appear. I have adopted the references in connection to 
their relevance. 
27 Herman Meyer was professor of Modern German Literature at the University of Amsterdam from 1947 until 
1976. He was a world-famous Germanist. The themes of some of his research were: the structure of the art of 
storytelling, the humoristic novel [italics added], the poetics of space, the aesthetics of verse and strophe, the 
investigation of literary motifs, the interaction of literature on literature and the relations between literature and 
the visual arts (Goethe and Palladio, Goethe and Runge, Rilke and Cézanne, Rilke and Van Gogh). His interest 
and choice of themes was multifaceted. From website: www.maatschappijdernederlandseletterkunde.nl 
(accessed 21 September, 2007). 
 Friedrich (von) Schlegel (1772-1829). German writer, critic and philosopher, contemporary of Goethe, 
Schiller and Novalis, a pioneer in comparative Indo-European linguistics and comparative philology. Schlegel 
deeply influenced the early German Romantic Movement. He is generally held to be the person who first 
established the term romantisch in the literary context. That which is romantic, Schlegel said, depicts emotional 
matter in an imaginative form. He stressed the importance of subjective and spiritual elements in the novel 
(website: www.kirjastro.sci.fi/schlegel.htm, accessed March 20, 2008).  
28 Meyer, p. 84f. 
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the Flegeljahre romantic poetry throughout [italics added]. And even as such a reflecting mirror, 
as meant by Schlegel, signifies in the structure of ‘Flegeljahre’ Walt and Vult’s double novel.] 

 

In this sense Meyer also uses the term “romantic reflection.” It is certainly these qualities that drew 

Schumann to Jean Paul’s work.29  In his letter to Clara dated March 17, 1838, Schumann writes of the 

Flegeljahre: “Sehr freue ich mich, daß Du die Flegeljahre liesest. … Es ist ein Buch, in seiner Art wie 

die Bibel, …” [I am overjoyed that you are reading the Flegeljahre. … It is a book in its own way like 

the Bible, …].30  

It was expected that Schumann, influenced by Jean Paul, would develop and identify himself 

with Floreston and Eusebius, two diverse, contrary personages. In his diary on July 1, 1831 Schumann 

introduces the two as follows: “Ganz neue Personen treten von heute in’s Tagebuch – zwey meiner 

besten Freunde, die ich jedoch noch nie sah – das sind Florestan und Eusebius.” [Totally new persons 

appear today in my diary – two of my best friends, and yet I have never seen them – they are Florestan 

and Eusebius.]31 That Florestan was the dearer to him of the two is evident from his diary of October 

13, 1831: ”Florestan ist unterdeß mein Herzensfreund geworden; er soll eigentlich in der Geschichte 

mein eigentliches Ich seyn.” [Florestan has by now become my best friend; in the story, he will 

actually be my real Ego.]32 Schumann also speaks of him as “der Himmelsstürmer Florestan” [the 

unbridled idealist Florestan.]33 Florestan is the fiery, impetuous personality while Eusebius is the 

subtle and generous one. The two figures were meant to represent Schumann’s dual nature, figures 

that drew their inspiration from the contrasting “halves” of Jean Paul as he shaped them in the form of 

Vult and Walt Harnisch in Flegeljahre.34 It is not surprising that the fictional Florestan and Eusebius 

both belonged to the Davidsbund and that Schumann used these names frequently in his writings and 

compostions. Thus, on the title page of his first Piano Sonata (in f sharp minor, op. 11, 1836) we 

understand when we read  “Pianoforte-Sonata. Clara zugeignet von Florestan und Eusebius” 

[Pianoforte-Sonata. Dedicated to Clara by Florestan and Eusebius.] 

The coupling of Vult’s attributes to Florestan’s and Walt’s to Euseubius’s is important. 

Florestan became Schumann’s best friend, his actual Ego. Would a better understanding of Vult, then, 

lead to a clearer understanding of Schumann and his work? Peter Horst Neumann writes of Vult that 

the mask motif is inseparably bound to him.  He elaborates:  

                                                 
29 Also compare Daverio, p. 38. 
30 Schumann 1898, p. 277. 
31 Schumann 1971, p. 344. In his diary entry of June 8, 1831 (Schumann 1971, p. 339) he announced that from 
that moment on he would give to all his friends more beautiful and fitting names such as Wieck (Meister Raro) 
and Clara (Cilia). Clara (born September 13, 1819) was at that point only elevent years old. Apparently 
Schumann already found her very agreeable! 
32 Ibid., p. 371. 
33 Schumann/Münnich, p. 97. 
34 See in this context also Walker, p. 3. See furthermore Jean Paul, p. 535: Walter Höllerer writes in his postface 
to this edition of Jean Paul’s Flegeljahre regarding Vult and Walt: “The protagonists split in two, therefore the 
two parts of the author, were further isolated, distressed; their interconnectedness: an obsession; their reaction to 
one another: a strong element of rivalry;  and they could only come together in a vehement, explosive mutual 
effort.” 
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Alles an Vult ist Maske: sein barsches Wesen, nicht selten sein weltverachtender Sarkasmus. 
Sogar seines eigenen Namens bedient er sich in maskierender Weise: indem er seinem 
Vaternamen Harnisch als ‘van der Harnisch’ eine sowohl niederländische als auch adelige 
Stilisierung gibt, wird dieser ihm zur Maske, die seinen wahren Namen verdeckt.35 
 
[Everything about Vult is mask: his gruff being, not infrequently his world-disdaining sarcasm. 
Even his own name is used in a disguising manner: when he gives his family name Harnisch as 
‘van der Harnisch,’ both a Dutch and a noble stylization, then this becomes a mask for him, which 
disguises his real name.] 
 

Neumann refers to chapter forty-three of Flegeljahre, titled “Polierter Bernsteinstengel” [Stem of 

Polished Amber], specifically to the subtitle of this chapter, “Schauspieler – der Maskenherr – der 

Eiertanz – die Einkäuferin” [Actor – the Lord of Masks – Treading on Eggs – the Buyer]. In this 

esoteric chapter, Vult finds himself in the company of masked actors unrecognizable as specific 

persons. Without further explanation, there are constant references to die Maske. Walt is called by 

name but Vult is not. Vult presents himself masked and thereby hides his identity. That Vult is the 

masked figure in actuality becomes clear only at the end of this chapter and the beginning of the 

next.36 Everything about Vult is mask. Vult first presents himself masked, then finds his successor in 

Schumann through the personage of Florestan, and finally flourishes as Florestan, Schumann’s real 

Ego. 

Is there any evidence of this train of thought in Schumann, and if so, where? In his letter dated 

April 19, 1832 to Ludwig Rellstab, Schumann writes:  

 
Ew. Wohlgeboren erinnern sich der letzten Scene in den Flegeljahren – Larventanz – Walt – Vult 
– Masken – Wina – Vults Tanzen – das Umtauschen der Masken – Geständnisse – Zorn – 
Enthüllungen – Forteilen – Schlußscene und dann der fortgehende Bruder. – Noch oft wendete ich 
die letzte Seite um: denn der Schluß schien mir nur ein neuer Anfang – fast unbewußt war ich am 
Klavier und so entstand ein Papillon nach dem andern.37 
 
[Your honor will remember the last scene of the Flegeljahren – dance of the larvae – Walt – Vult – 
masks – Wina – Vult’s dances – the exchange of the masks – confessions – anger – disclosures – 
hasten away – final scene and then the departing brother. – Yet often I continued turning further 
from the last page: because the end seemed to me only a new beginning – quite unconsciously I 
was at the piano and thus was created one Papillon after the other.] 
 

Schumann refers here to chapter sixty-three, “Titan-Schörl,” subtitled “Larven-Tanz”.38 In a letter to 

his mother and other family members dated two days earlieron April 17, 1832, he writes:  

  
… ich wünschte mir nichts, als einen Wagen aus Rosen geflochten, den ein Heer von 
Schmetterlingen an Gold- und Silberfäden in die Heimath zöge; … daß sie sobald als möglich die 
Schlußscene aus Jean Pauls Flegeljahren lesen möchten, und daß die Papillons diesen Larventanz 

                                                 
35 Neumann, p. 69. 
36 For all references to Neumann, see Neumann p. 69f. For references to Flegeljahre, see Jean Paul, p. 307f. 
37 Schumann 1898, p. 167f. Ludwig Rellstab (1799-1860) was a German critic, famous for his venomous 
judgments. His review of the soprano Henriette Sonntag in 1826, in which he ridiculed a respected diplomat, 
earned him a prison sentence of three months! On perusing Chopin’s 12 Études op. 10 he advised pianists not to 
perform them without a surgeon standing by. (Walker, p. 435) 
38 Jean Paul, p. 498f. 
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eigentlich in Töne umsetzen sollten und fragt sie dann, ob vielleicht in den Papillons Etwas von 
Wina’s Engelsliebe, von Walt’s Dichtergemüth und von Vult’s scharfblitzender Seele richtig 
wiederspiegelt … .39 
 
[… I wished for nothing else than a coach woven of roses, which a host of butterflies drew with 
gold and silver threads to the homeland; …” and he asks of everyone with a certain emphasis “that 
they should read the final scene of Jean Paul’s Flegeljahren as soon as possible, and that the 
Papillons should actually translate this Larventanz [i.e. chapter 63] into music and asks then 
whether the Papillons accurately reflect something of Wina’s angelic love, of Walt’s poetic nature 
and of Vult’s lightning sharp spirit ….] 
 

In a period of silence, he writes to Friedrich Wieck on January 10, 1833: “Ich habe mich hier sehr 

eingepuppt und sitze äußerst still im Gespinnst. Daher mein Schweigen” [I have cocooned 

(eingepuppt) myself here and sit absolutely still in my cocoon. Hence my silence.]40 Schumann uses 

the word eingepuppt in order to explain his silence. He does not, as Sams claims, compare himself “to 

a chrysalis awaiting change” [italics added].41 At this point, it seems clear that Schumann was waiting 

for change, however. From the context of the letter it can be deduced that he found himself in an 

artistic vacuum. “Awaiting change” is not his phrase, after all.  

The line of reasoning is complete here. Terms such as the German Larve with its double 

meaning and the term papillons are outlined, translated, transposed in the language, terminology, and 

experience of Schumann. In Schumann’s exceedingly complex realm of thought and confusing area of 

tension, he manifested himself in his self-created personages of Vult and Florestan, and in the 

development from larva to butterfly, with the intermediate stage of pupa awaiting its completion. 

Schumann portrays himself as masked, as Vult, as Florestan (his own “Ego”), and as the duo Florestan 

and Eusebius. It is possible that he wished it thus to disguise and hide his true “Ego”? Perhaps he 

wished to remain a riddle, despite all that he wrote. This possibility piques the interest. 

As noted above, much is known about Schumann and his views. It is to be expected that this 

information, originating from Schumann himself, would lead to an accurate and concurrent perception 

of his work. This study will investigate to what degree this perception takes shape, if at all. On the 

basis of one of Schumann’s most famous piano works, Carnaval (op. 9), which forms the centre of 

this as case at hand, I shall discuss whether that which has already been broached fits with that which 

Schumann himself wrote. More important, I shall discuss whether these ideas are carried in the music 

itself and can be traced to it. Commenting that Schumann was seldom of a mind to organize his 

opinions and ideas systematically seem to fit well with this. They can be deduced at most, spread as 

they are, from his countless writings.42 This process occasionally leads to riddles and paradoxes. 

 

 

                                                 
39 Schumann 1898, p. 166f. 
40 Ibid., p. 200. 
41 Sams, p. 395. 
42 See also in this context Lippman, p. 310. 
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III.2 Historical context 

 
III.2.1 General 

Carnaval was written in the period 1834-1835 and is dedicated to Charles Lipi ski.43 Its subtitle is 

Scènes mignonnes sur quatre notes. The original title read Fasching. Schwänke auf vier Noten für 

Pianoforte von Florestan, op. 12. In the autographic Katalog it is referred to as “Carnaval: kleine 

Scenen über die Noten: / ASCH. op. 9 (1834)”.44 Schumann changed the title to Carnaval later in 

1834, 1835 or possibly even later (see this paragraph). With this titling, the question arises if there is a 

relationship to the title Il Carnevale di Venezia used by Nicolò Paganini (see footnote 43 below). The 

following is noteworthy:  

 

 Schumann was a great admirer of Paganini and named one of the movements of Carnaval for him.  

 Schumann, in his position as chief editor, writer, and critic, knew the scores of many works of his 

contemporaries. He almost certainly knew  Paganini’s Carnevale. 

 Schumann heard Paganini in 1830. On Easter Sunday, 1830 he traveled specially for this from 

Heidelberg, where he studied, to Frankfurt.45 He heard Lipi ski in 1836. 

                                                 
43 His actual name is Karol Józef Lipi ski (1790-1861). Lipi ski was a Polish violinist, conductor and composer. 
In 1835-1836 he made an extensive concert tour through Europe. Schumann, who was greatly impressed by 
Lipi ski as violinist, met him during this tour in Leipzig (September/October 1836). Schumann writes of him 
(Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. II, p. 353): “Wer diesen nicht kennt, der mag zu der Strafe verdammt sein, den 
andern Paganini nicht gehört zu haben” [Whoever does not know of him, can be condemned to the punishment 
of not having heard the second Paganini]. To clarify this strong language it may be said that Schumann attended 
in Frankfurt in April 1830 in any case one, namely on April 11 (Schumann 1971, p. 457, fn. 259. Burger, p. 99) 
and possibly more concerts given by Nicolò Paganini (Daverio, p. 60). Paganini stayed there from February 7 to 
26 April 1830 (Schumann 1971, p. 457, fn. 259). There was friendship, and a certain degree of rivalry, between 
Paganini and Lipi ski. The latter eventually lead to a break between them. Paganini dedicated his op. 10 (Il 
Carnevale di Venezia. Variazioni per violino e orchestra sulla canzonetta “Oh mamma, mamma cara”, 1829) to 
Lipi ski.  
44 Boetticher 1984, p. 74 and 10 (p. 10 on the “Katalog”). Regarding the period of creation: the “Urtext” of 
Carnaval, published by Ernst Herttrich (G. Henle Verlag, München 2004), gives 1834-1835 as the period of its 
composition. NGD 2001, Vol. 22, p. 808: 1834-1835. Different: NGD 1980, Vol. 16, p. 865: 1833-1835.  

A few comments about Wolfgang Boetticher. Many works by him appeared in Germany during World 
War II. Gerd Nauhaus’s judgment (Tadday, p. 4f.) of Boetticher is scathing. “Die philologische 
Unzuverlässigkeit durchweg aller Schumann-Arbeiten Boettichers ist eklatant. In seiner voluminösen Einführung 
(1941; 2004 wieder aufgelegt!) wird darüber hinaus ein verblasenes philosophisch-ästhetisches Konzept mit 
unverkennbaren ideologischen Einflüssen der NS-Zeit verfolgt. Seine aktive Tätigkeit für den “Einsatzstab 
Rosenberg” während des 2. Weltkriegs, die er noch in postum erschienenen Memoiren ohne Unrechtsbewußtsein 
zu verschleiern suchte, steht auf einem anderen Blatt; ebenso, daß er bis ins hohe Alter ungehindert lehrend tätig 
sein konnte.” [The philological unreliability throughout all of Boetticher’s Schumann studies is striking. In his 
voluminous Einführung (1941; reissued in 2004!) a pale philosophical-aesthetic concept with unmistakeable 
ideological influences of the NS era is pursued throughout. His active work for the “Einsatzstab Rosenberg” 
during World War II, which he sought to obscure in the posthumously discovered memoirs without any 
awareness of injustice, is beside the point; likewise that he could teach unhindered into his old age.] Nauhaus is 
of the opinion, though, that Boetticher’s good intentions and immense industriousness in his Schumann study 
must not be ignored. To elucidate Boetticher’s sympathies I refer you to Boetticher 1942, p. 58, where he writes: 
“ … die Schumann von der “zerrissenen Problematikernatur” des Juden [sic! curs. vR] Heinrich Heine trent.” [ 
… which separates Schumann from the “ragged problematic nature” of that Jew [sic! italics added], Heinrich 
Heine.] It is useful to consider all of this when consulting Boetticher’s work. 
45 Walker, p. 6. 
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 Paganini and Schumann each dedicated his own ‘carnival’ to Lipi ski (see footnote 43).  

 Paganini named his variations Carnevale in 1829. Schumann did so a few years later.  

 Wearing masks and half masks is one of the most authentic and oldest elements of carnival, a 

festivity of Italian origin. The Venetian carnival was (and still is) the most famous of the Italian 

carnival celebrations. A large number of its permanent characters stem from the commedia 

dell’arte. Three movements in Carnaval are named for several of these characters: “Pierrot,” 

“Arlequin,” and “Pantalon and Colombine.”46 The masks play an important role both in Jean Paul’s 

Flegeljahre and in Schumann.47  

 

Neither in his diaries nor in his correspondence does Schumann indicate that he was inspired by 

Paganini’s Il Carnevale di Venezia when he chose the title of his Carnaval. The published literature, 

as well, offers no clues. The noted indications however, viewed in their common relation and context, 

make it very plausible that Schumann found the name Carnevale suitable for his own Carnaval and 

for this reason named his Carnaval after Paganini’s Carnevale.  

From the names used for its various movements, it is clear that Carnaval is closely related to the 

“Davidsbund” and the Davidsbündlertänze (op. 6), composed in 1837.  In his letter to Clara on March 

17, 1838, Schumann writes about the Davidsbündlertänze: “… sie sind ganz anders als der ‘Carnaval‘ 

und verhalten sich zu diesem wie Gesichter zu Masken” [… they are completely different from 

“Carnaval” and are to them as faces are to masks].48 The dates of composition and publication of both 

works are remarkable. Carnaval was created in the period of 1834-1835, the Davidsbündlertänze in 

1837, thus two years after Carnaval. The Davidsbündlertänze were assigned the opus number 6, 

Carnaval number 9, while both works were published in 1837.  

Addressing the delay in Carnaval’s publication compared to the Davidsbündlertänze, at the end 

of 1835 Schumann asked the publishers Breitkopf & Härtel if they were interested in publishing his 

Fasching. Schwänke auf vier Noten. Breitkopf seemed to hesitate. Schumann consequently offered the 

work unsuccessfully to two other publishers. In May 1837 he again asked Breitkopf to publish the 

                                                 
46 The description and characterization of the personages in the commedia dell’arte varies widely in the sources 
consulted. Those cited here give the most generally accepted view. They are a summary of an article from 
February/March 2006 by the Italian journalist Mariateresa Truncellito on the Italian website: 
http://www.truncellito.com/node/28 (accessed September 21, 2007). Pierrot: His original name is Pedrolino. He 
became famous in France as well under the name Pierrot. His mask and his appearance are the personification of 
generalised and omnipresent feelings of guilt. Arlecchino: He is the dedicated, naïve and poor servant who does 
not even have enough money to repair his clothes in the same material. He therefore wears a colourful patchwork 
costume. Arlecchino often lands in trouble because of his naivety and foolishness, and usually ends up with a 
sharp kick in the pants. Pantalone: The caricature of a salesman. He wears a goatee, a black mask and a red 
costume in a powerful pose, leaning forward slightly. Pantalone is suspicious, petty and rich but greedy. A penny 
pincher. Colombina: Columbina is a Venetian serving girl, intelligent, beautiful, charming, coquettish and not 
afraid of a white lie. Guided more by coquetry than desire, she allows herself to be wooed and gives the 
impression of succumbing to advances. Finally she dupes her would-be lover at the last minute. He inspires 
amorous intrigues, of which she is an observer or the leading player herself.  
47 In the course of this study, Jean Paul, his Flegeljahre, the mask and mask motif all appear regularly. 
48 Schumann/Münnich, p. 182. Schumann 1898, p. 279.  
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work, and after some corrections to the manuscript, Carnaval was published in August 1837. In July 

1837 (that is, before the German edition) Carnaval was also published by Maurice Schlesinger in 

Paris. At Schlesinger’s request, some movements were omitted from the French edition, while other 

movements were renamed. It is clear that at the time Schumann was far from being a well-known and 

savvy composer.49 The publisher’s reaction to Carnaval as a composition is important: they thought it 

too long, capricious, and breathless. It seems possible that Schumann was also less concerned with its 

publication. Ernst Herttrich is of the opinion that Schumann originally worried himself little with the 

publication because his relationship with Ernestine von Fricken, which influenced the creation of 

Carnaval, had cooled in 1835. At the same time, his interest awakened in Clara Wieck awakened, who 

by this time had grown up.50 The question is whether this reasoning is correct. In any case, it is worth 

mentioning that John Daverio casts doubt on the relationship between Carnaval and Ernestine von 

Fricken.51 Edward Lippman shares this opinion.52 During Schumann’s lifetime, virtually all concert 

pianists ignored Carnaval, Franz Liszt being the only notable exception.53 Clara did not add it to her 

repertoire until 1856, and even then did not perform all the movements.54  

The years 1834 and 1835 were important for Schumann. They were extremely eventful, both 

personally and professionally. There was the Davidsbund with its critical, rebellious and varied 

makeup full of fermenting ideas. The Neue Zeitschrift für Musik was founded.  Schumann led its 

editorial staff and was responsible for dealing with all the associated issues, primarily its publication. 

He continued work on his Piano Sonata no. 1 (op. 11 in f sharp minor) and began on the Symphonische 

Etüden (op. 13). He ended his engagement with Ernestine von Fricken and entered a new relationship 

with Clara. In this turbulent period, at the end of 1834, Schumann began work on Carnaval. He writes 

the following about the creation of Carnaval in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik of April 10, 1840 after 

attending a concert given by Franz Liszt on March 30, 1840 in the Gewandhaus in Leipzig:  

 
Nur einige Worte über die Komposition, die ihre Entstehung einem Zufall verdankt. Der Name 
eines Städtchens, wo mir eine musikalische Bekanntschaft lebte, enthielt lauter Buchstaben der 
Tonleiter, die gerade auch welche meines Namens waren; so entstand eine jener Spielereien, wie 
sie seit Bachs Vorgang nichts Neues mehr sind. Ein Stück ward nach dem andern fertig und dies 
gerade zur Karnevalszeit 1835, überdies in ernster Stimmung und eigenen Verhältnissen. Den 
Stücken gab ich später Überschriften und nannte die Sammlung “Karneval.” 55 

                                                 
49 Herttrich, p. II-III. 
50 Ibid., p. II. 
51 Daverio, p. 11. 
52 Lippman, p. 323. 
53 Plantinga, p. 39. Schumann’s piano works received no public attention in reviews, either. Fink could not avoid 
a review of Carnaval when Liszt performed it on March 30, 1840, but only because it was Liszt who played it. 
Fink found Carnaval, despite the Liszt’s superb playing, excessively long.  
54 Burger, p. 134. 
55 Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. I, p. 484. The “musical acquaintance” and the village where she lived are 
Ernestine von Fricken and her birthplace Asch. When Schumann wrote this report in 1840, his engagement to 
Ernestine had already been over for several years.  This would be the explanation for his use of the word 
“acquaintance,” which indicates a degree of distance. With his reference to Bach, Schumann refers to the notes 
B.A.C.H., which Bach often incorporated into his own works. Schumann was a great admirer of Bach (Plantinga 
1976, p. 85-92). In his letter to Clara of March 17, 1838, he writes: “Bach ist mein tägliches Brot, an ihm erlabe 
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[Just a few words on the composition, which owes its conception to a coincidence. The name of a 
small city, where a musical acquaintance lived, contained only letters of the (musical) scale, which 
were also to be found in my name; so came to pass a game, which hasn’t changed since Bach. One 
piece after another was completed, all of this around the time of Carnival 1835, dealing with a 
more serious mood and particular relationships. I later gave the pieces titles and named the 
collection “Karneval.” [italics added]]  
 

Schumann expressed similar sentiments in a letter to Moscheles dated September 22, 1837:  

 
Der “Carnaval” ist auf Gelegenheit entstanden, meistenteils und bis auf drei oder vier Sätze immer 
über die Noten ASCH gebaut, die der Name eines böhmischen Städtchens, wo ich eine 
musikalische Freundin hatte, sonderbarerweise aber auch die einzigen musikalischen Buchstaben 
aus meinem Namen sind. Die Überschriften setzte ich später darüber. Ist denn die Musik nicht 
immer an sich genug und sprechend? [ital. vR], Estrella ist ein Name, wie man ihn unter Porträts 
setzt, das Bild fester zu halten, Reconnaissance eine Erkennungsszene, Aveu Liebesgeständnis, 
Promenade ein Spazierengehen, wie man es auf deutschen Bällen Arm in Arm mit seiner Dame 
tut. Das Ganze hat durchaus keinen Kunstwert.56 
 
[The “Carnaval” came into being by chance, for the most part up to three or four movements 
always built upon the notes ASCH, which is the name of a small Bohemian town where I have a 
musical friend, but exceptionally enough also are the only musical letters in my own name. I 
added the headings later. Is music not already in itself enough and eloquent? [italics added] 
Estrella is a name one gives as title to portraits, to hold the image firmer, Reconnaissance a 
recognition scene, Aveu a confession of love, Promenade a stroll, which one, at German balls, 
makes arm in arm with his lady. All of this has absolutely no artistic value.] 
 

Schumann also wrote more generally about assigning titles to works.  He wrote to Dorn on September 

5, 1839 indignant over the manner in which Rellstab had criticised Kinderszenen. Rellstab commented 

that Schumann must have imagined a howling child and subsequently gone in search of notes suitable 

to one. Schumann’s reaction to Dorn was: “ … die überschriften entstanden aber natürlich später und 

sind eigentlich weiter nichts als feinere Fingerzeige für Vortrag und Auffassung” [… the headings of 

course were written later and are actually nothing more than fine hints for performance and 

conception.]57 Schumann writes in a similar sense about “Überschriften” in a discussion from 1838 of 

Moscheles’ Charakteristische Studien, op. 95: 

 
Man hat diese Überschriften über Musikstücke, die sich in neuerer Zeit wieder vielfach zeigen, 
hier und da getadelt und gesagt, eine gute Musik bedürfe solcher Fingerzeige nicht. Gewiss nicht: 
aber sie büsst dadurch ebensowenig etwas von ihrem Wert ein, und der Komponist beugt dadurch 
offenbarem Vergreifen des Charakters am sichersten vor. Tun es die Dichter, suchen sie den Sinn 
des ganzen Gedichtes in eine Überschrift zu verhüllen, warum sollen’s nicht auch die Musiker? 
Nur geschehe solche Andeutung durch Worte sinnig und fein; die Bildung eines Musikers wird 
gerade daran zu erkennen sein.58 

__________________________ 
ich mich, hole mir neue Gedanken; …” [Bach is my daily bread, I refresh myself on him, and get new ideas; …] 
(Schumann/Münnich, p. 182). 

About the concert itself Schumann writes: “Liszt spielte fast sämtliche Compositionen vom Blatt. … Es tut 
ihm dies niemand so leicht nach.” [Liszt played all the works [Herttrich – p. III – sunsequently adds the words 
“so zu sagen” in this place] as if at first sight. … No-one does this as easily as he.] On the program were, 
alongside Carnaval, works by Mendelssohn and Hiller. 
56 Schumann/Münnich, p. 176. 
57 Schumann 1886, p. 147. 
58 Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. I, p. 361. 
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[One has here and there rebuked these headings above musical works, which in these modern 
times frequently manifest themselves, and said that good music has no need of such hints. 
Certainly not: but it forfeits herewith nothing of its worth, and the composer most surely obviates 
public misunderstanding of the character. If poets do this, if they attempt to envelope the sense of 
the entire poem in a heading, why then should a musician not do so as well? Only let such 
indication be cleverly and finely worded; in it the education of a musician should always be 
recognizable.] 
 

In his letter of March 15, 1839 to Simonin de Sire, Schumann writes more or less the same: “Die 

Ueberschriften zu anderen [italics added] meiner Kompositionen kommen mir immer erst, nachdem 

ich schon mit der Komposition fertig bin” [The headings for others [italics added] of my compositions 

come to me only after I am practically finished with the composition].59 

 

III.2.2 “Spielereien” 

 

Carnaval consists of the following movements: 1. Préambule; 2. Pierrot; 3. Arlequin; 4. Valse noble; 

5. Eusebius; 6. Florestan; 7. Coquette; 8. Réplique, Sphinxes; 9. Papillons; 10. A.S.C.H.-S.C.H.A. 

(Lettres dansantes); 11. Chiarina; 12. Chopin; 13. Estrella; 14. Reconnaissance; 15. Pantalon et 

Colombine; 16. Valse allemande; 17. Intermezzo: Paganini; 18. Aveu; 19. Promenade; 20. Pause; and 

21. Marche des “Davidsbündler” contre les Philistins.  

As noted earlier, Schumann wrote in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik on April 10, 1840 about 

“Spielereien” with the letters/notes ASCH and SCHA (SCHumAnn), movement 10 of Carnaval. 

 

Transcribed as notes, the name of this movement appears thus:  

 
A.S.C.H.  a – (e)s (e flat) – c – h (b), or as (a flat) – c – h (b) 

S.C.H.A.  (e)s (e flat) – c – h (b) – a 

 
Ex. III. 1: The “Sphinxes” from movement 8 give them in the following notational form, in reverse 

order  

 

 

                                                 
59 Schumann 1886, p. 134. Simonin de Sire was one of the Schumann’s first admirers abroad (Belgium). They 
corresponded between from 1838 until 1841. In the letter cited there is a reference to “anderen … 
Kompositionen.” [other … compositions.] In the letter Schumann names a number of other compositions, but 
not Carnaval. This “other” thus contains the other, not named, compositions, and thus Carnaval as well. In the 
reproduction of this letter in Boetticher 1942, p. 225 we read: “Die Überschriften zu allen meinen 
Kompositionen kommen mir immer erst, nachdem ich schon mit der Komposition fertig bin.” [The headings for 
all [italics added] of my compositions come to me only after I am practically finished with the composition.]  
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The examples below show the manner in which Schumann, in those movements in which these letters 

appear in notational form, plays with his material, mostly at the beginnings of the movements. As he 

writes in his letter to Moscheles, Carnaval is “…bis auf drei oder vier Sätze immer über die Noten 

ASCH gebaut…” […except for three or four bars built completely on the notes ASCH…] 

Remarkably, the first Sphinx in which letters from his name appear is never worked out further in 

Carnaval.  

 

Ex. III. 2:  In the following examples the “Sphinxes” used are indicated in red.  

 

 Movement 2, Pierrot  Sphinx no. 3, not directly in the beginning as in the following examples, 

but disguised in bars 5 and 6, and with c flat, enharmonically spelled h (b).  

 
 

 Movement 3, Arlequin  Sphinx no. 3 

 
 

 Movement 5, Eusebius  Sphinx no. 3 

 
 

 Movement 6, Florestan  Sphinx no. 3 

 



 120

 Movement 9, Papillons  Sphinx no. 3, in this case with c flat, but spelled enharmonically as h 

 
 

 Movement 10, A.S.C.H.-S.C.H.A.  Sphinx no. 2 

 (Lettres dansantes) 

 
 

 Movement 11, Chiarina  Sphinx no. 2 

 
 

 Movement 13, Estrella  Spinx no. 2 

 
 

 Movement 14, Reconnaissance  Sphinx no. 2 
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 Movement 15, Pantalon et Colombine  Sphinx no. 2 

 
 

 Movement 16, Valse allemande  Sphinx no. 2.  

 
 

 Movement 18, Aveu  Sphinx no. 2 

 
 

 Movement 19, Promenade  Sphinxe no. 2 

 
 

 Movement 21, Marche des “Davidsbündler” contres les Philistins  Sphinx no. 2 

 
 

The difference in the usage of the “Sphinxes” is noteworthy. “Sphinx” no. 1, as noted before, is not 

used. “Sphinx” no. 3 dominates in the first part of Carnaval, in numbers 2, 3, 5, 6 and 9, and “Sphinx” 
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no. 2 is present in the second part in numbers 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 19, 20 and 21. Simple musical 

material like the “Sphinxes” encompasses an entire cycle like Carnaval, creates unity in it and holds it 

together. This material also suggests that the structure of this lyric piece is determined by motive and 

not theme as in the sonata form.60 

 

III.3 Analysis 

 

III.3.1 General 

 

I will describe in this paragraph what others have said about Carnaval. Before doing so, it must be 

noted that there are other instances in which Schumann used words reworked as notes and utilized 

existing compositional techniques to emphasize his intentions. This can be illustrated with a pair of 

examples. 

 

The ABEGG-Variations (op. 1; 1829-1830) are based on the note series A-B-E-G-G, and they are 

dedicated to Jean Pauline d’Abegg. (B denotes B-flat.) She presumably sprang from Schumann’s 

imagination, although Sams asks whether the Comtesse d’Abegg may in actuality have existed. 

(“Meta Abegg – was there ever such a person?”) He is inclined to a negative answer.61 In contrast, 

John Daverio suspects that there may have been someone to whom the name refers, but concludes that 

this is not really important, because the variations contain a theme based only on a name, in which the 

name is the subject, not a musical portrait of a person.62  

While Sams doubts her existence and Daverio is noncommittal on the subject, I believe that 

there is strong evidence that there was a woman named Abegg to whom Schumann dedicated his 

variations. In Schumann’s diary entry of February 22, 1830 we find the following: 
 
Nachmittag Kneipercey bey mir – ein Dutzend Rhenanen, Westphalen, Allemannen, Preussen 
Hanseaten – Abegg “walzer” –  Bier – – Schlaf bis 11-Uhr…63 
 
[This afternoon Kneipercey with me – a thousand Rhenish, Westphalians, Allemans, Prussians 
Hansiatics – Abegg “waltzes” –  Beer – – Sleep until 11 o’clock…] 
 

Schumann evidently worked on waltzes that day under the name Abegg. (The variations are in ¾ 

time.) He gave this title during composition, and not later. In a letter to his mother dated November 25, 

1831, Schumann writes the following regarding the dedication of the piece: 

 

                                                 
60 Dahlhaus 1980b, p. 120. 
61 Walker, p. 392. Sams gives the name Meta and not Jean Pauline, because it is supposed, according to Sams, 
that Schumann met a Meta Abegg at a masked ball. Sams’ reasoning is this: if Jean Pauline in the dedication is 
invented, and her noble title, then why not Meta as well?  
62 Daverio, p. 66f. 
63 Schumann 1971, p. 228. 
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Was jedoch die schöne, dunkle Stelle Deines Briefes anbelangt, wo ich mich offen über die 
Dedikation erklären möchte, so hab’ ich über Deinen zarten Verdacht herzlich lachen müssen, da 
die Komtesse eine alte Schachtel von 26 Jahren ist, sehr geistreich und musikalisch, aber spitzig 
und häßlich. Um jedoch Deiner Phantasie nicht alle Hoffnung einer gräflichen Verwandtschaft in 
der Zukunft zu rauben, so muß ich allerdings gestehen, daß die jüngere Schwester eine wahre 
Engelgestalt ist; (Emilie heißt sie) und nur etwas zu ätherisch für Deinen Sohn.64 
 
[However, concerning the beautiful, dark point of your letter, where I may explain myself openly 
about the dedication, I had to laugh heartily at your tender suspicion, since the countess is an old 
bag of 26 years, very clever and musical, but spiteful and ugly. So as not to rob your imagination 
of all hope of a noble kinship in the future, then I must certainly confess that the younger sister is a 
truly angelic creature; (she is called Emilie) and only somewhat too ethereal for your son.] 
 

Schumann therefore, in connection with his first composition, speaks about a clearly existent person 

by the name of Abegg. He was already at work on this composition on February 22, 1830. That he 

stamps the person to whom the variations are dedicated as a spiteful and ugly “old woman” of twenty 

six years is in line with what he wrote to his family regarding the dedication in an undated letter from 

1831, cited here:   

 
Liebe freundliche Seelen! So nehmt denn mein Kind liebreich auf. … Daß ich dies erste Werk  
Niemanden von Euch widmete, müßt Ihr mir nicht übel nehmen; für’s Erste lag aber diese 
Dedikation zu nahe, für’s andere ist das Opus nich gut genug, da viel schönere Sachen mit Eurem 
Namen im Pulte liegen, z.B. Papillons musicals für die drei Schwägerinnen, ein Konzert für die 
Mutter und ein großes Exercice in Doppelgriffen zur Übung für die Brüder.65 
 
[Dearest friendly soul! Take in my child lovingly. … You must not take it ill that I did not 
dedicate this first work [the ABEGG variations] to one of you; in the first place this dedication 
was too obvious [namely Jean Pauline d’Abegg], in the second the opus is not good enough and 
there are many more beautiful things in the desk with your names on them, i.e. musical Papillons 
for the three sisters-in-law, a concerto for Mother and a great exercise in double-stop practice for 
Brother.] 
 

Schumann did not find the piece good enough to couple it to his family’s names. He planned to write 

much better works based on their names. This is clear from a letter to his mother, dated “Leipzig, am 

letzten des Jahres 1831” in which he writes that “In kurzer Zeit erscheinen die Papillons, die ich den 

Schwägerinnen gewidmet habe” [the Papillons will appear shortly, which I have dedicated to the 

sisters-in-law.]66  

The aforementioned can only lead to the conclusion that there was in actuality a woman named 

Abegg, to whom Schumann dedicated his Opus 1.67 Schumann has spelled her name in notes, 

translated it musically, and set it to music. This is clear from the following example. 

                                                 
64 Schumann 1898, p. 158. 
65 Ibid., p. 155. The footnote by “Mein kind” reads: “Es war das eben erschiene Op. 1.” [It was the newly 
appeared op. 1.] Interesting is that the footnote by “ein großes Exercice in Doppelgriffen” [a great exercise in 
double-stops] mentions a “Toccata” (op. 7). 
66 Ibid., p. 161. 
67 Boetticher thinks that this woman was not called Jean Pauline, but Meta who was a friend of Schumann’s. “ … 
die Widmung verschleierte das und richtete sich an eine ‘Komtesse Jean Pauline von Abegg’“ [ … the dedication 
concealed this and addressed itself to a ‘Komtesse Jean Pauline von Abegg’,] according to Boetticher (Boetticher 
1942, p. 45). Richard Münnich shares this opinion. According to him, Jean Pauline, the “old bag” to whom the 
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Ex. III. 3: The beginning of the theme 

 
      A - B(es)-E   -   G     -    G 

This short motif, which reappears in various forms, displays a pronounced resemblance to what would 

later be called the idee fixe of Berlioz or the Leitmotiv of Wagner. Schumann used recurring motifs in 

other pieces such as Carnaval and Faschingsschwank aus Wien. Sams categorizes Schumann’s use of 

small motifs under the term “Papillons,” a word Schumann used frequently.68 Sams cites in evidence 

Schumann himself, as he “actually referred to his ‘Abegg’ Variations as ‘Papillons’…”69 Sams is 

correct that these motifs can be counted among Schumann’s “Papillons.”  I concur especially with his 

conclusion that by “Papillons” Schumann meant, “…motifs that can appear or disappear, fly forward 

or backward, and assume an infinite variety of shapes and colors.”70 I refer as well to Schumann’s 

letters of April 17 and 19, 1832 to his mother and family members and to Rellstab respectively, cited 

earlier (see § III.1 at the end). Moreover, from these letters it is clear that Schumann coupled the term 

“Papillons” to sections and people from Flegeljahre.71 I will return later to the term “Papillons.” 

 

Schumann also made use of existing compositional techniques to point out and underline his 

intentions.  In clarification, I refer – as my second example – to the final chord of Bittendes Kind (in 

D) from Kinderszenen (op. 15, 1838). 

 

Ex. III. 4: The final chord of Bittendes Kind 

  
__________________________ 
ABEGG variations are dedicated, was not 26 but 21 years old and was not called Jean Pauline, but Meta. 
Münnich goes even further. This Meta was absolutely no countess but the daughter of a “middle-class” merchant 
and city councillor. By the time the variations appeared she was already married. She died in 1834 (Münnich p. 
82, his footnote no. 35 on p. 330). All of this is certainly possible, but not of further importance for the relevance 
of the given example. 
68 For instance, among others, as title for opus 2 and as title for a movement in Carnaval.  
69 Walker, p. 393. Sams refers here to Boetticher 1942, p. 160. 
70 Sams, p. 393. His reference to Boetticher (Boetticher 1942, p. 160) is actually incorrect, as nothing on this 
page points in that direction. As well, Schumann’s letters from that period give, despite what Sams thinks, no 
definite answer. To the contrary. 
71 Lippman, p. 318. 
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This final chord is a dominant seventh chord. In the classical tradition, such a chord requires a 

resolution. That resolution is not present and does not appear later, ending in a chord without 

resolution. As such, it is an accurate musical characterization and portrait of a Bittendes Kind, or 

pleading child. It is remarkable that in 1838 Schumann was ready to leave an unresolved chord to 

stand alone. Richard Wagner did this as well in his series of “Tristan chords” approximately two 

decades later.72 Wagner described the Tristan chord at the opening of the “Vorspiel” as a yearning 

motif, giving it the markings Langsam und schmachtend. Therefore, the Tristan chord is analogous to 

the aforementioned final chord in Schumann’s piece. The Tristan motif also appears in the further 

development of the opera as a Leitmotiv in many and various forms. The series of Tristan chords ends 

in bar 17 with a chord on the sixth tone, a deceptive cadence whereby the final resolution is delayed.73 

With this progression, Wagner began to unmoor composition from accepted compositional theory, and 

these chords in that sense mark the beginning of a shift in and break from the “classic” tradition. This 

process would eventually lead to abandonment of functional tonality at the start of the twentieth 

century. While Wagner’s role was undeniably significant, it is still notable that to some degree 

Schumann was ahead of Wagner, as Bittendes Kind ends with openness and uncertainty, while 

everything is “resolved” in the course of Wagner’s “Vorspiel.” 

From these examples it is clear that Schumann, similar to others, fashioned images in notes and 

did so through application of existing techniques. The subject of this research is whether, beyond these 

examples, the message distilled from Schumann’s instrumental music can actually be deduced from 

that music. To state matters bluntly: is Schumann’s “message” (if there should be a message) clear 

from his notes? This investigation in the following paragraph will rest on the basis of various writers’ 

analyses. 

 

III.3.2. Eric Sams 

 

Eric Sams begins his article Schumann and the Tonal Analogue with a reference to a letter from 

Schumann to Clara Wieck, dated April 13, 1838.74 The relevant section reads as follows:  

 
Es afficirt mich alles, was in der Welt vorgeht, Politik, Literatur, Menschen; über Alles denke ich 
nach meiner Weise nach, was sich dann durch die Musik luft machen, einen Ausweg suchen will. 
Deshalb sind auch viele meiner Kompositionen so schwer zu verstehen, weil sie an entfernte 
Interessen anknüpfen, oft auch bedeutend, weil mich alles Merkwürdige der Zeit ergreift, und ich 
es dann musikalisch wieder aussprechen muß.75 
 

                                                 
72 These chords are found, as is widely known, at the beginning of the “Vorspiel” of Richard Wagner’s music 
drama Tristan und Isolde (1856-65). The first sketches for Tristan und Isolde date from December 1856. The 
composition took several years. The première took place on June 10, 1865. 
73 The “Vorspiel” is in a. From the (dominant) seventh chord on e (in bar 3)  seventh chord on g (bar 7)  
seventh chord on b = dominant of the dominant (bar 11)  to VI in bar 17. 
74 Walker, p. 390.  
75 Schumann 1898, p. 282. The relevant passage is presented here, other than in Sams, complete and in German. 
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[Everything that happens in the world, politics, literature, and people, influences me; in my 
fashion I mull over everything and then seek an outlet through music. This is the reason that many 
of my compositions are so difficult to understand, because they take up stripped down interests, 
often also significant, because everything noteworthy of the times grips me, and then I must 
express it again musically.] 
 

Sams comments, “In general [Schumann] speaks and writes of his art in terms of words and ideas 

promoted into music – mottoes in both senses. …That is Schumann in a nutshell.”76 Rephrasing 

Sams’s idea, Schumann attests repeatedly that words and music are different manifestations of the 

same thing.77 In the Gesammelte Schriften, Schumann lets Florestan opine that, “Die Aesthetik der 

einen Kunst ist die der andern; nur das Material ist verschieden” [The aesthetic of the one art is in the 

others; only the material is different.]78 In the creative world, Schumann’s parents were Franz Schubert 

and Jean Paul. In them, music and word were not only united, but the same. With Schumann, it is 

possible to hear how music speaks with Schubert and how literature sounds in Jean Paul.79  

Sams points out a small motif appearing in Papillons (op. 2) as well as in “Florestan” from 

Carnaval (op. 9). In the case of this motif, it is interesting that Schumann has written “Papillon?” in 

the second example. 

 

Ex. III. 5: Papillons (op. 2), movement 1, bars 1-4 

 

 
 

Ex. III. 6: Carnaval (op. 9), “Florestan”, bars 19-22 

 

 
 

                                                 
76 Walker, p. 390 
77 Ibid., p. 391. 
78 Schumann 1914, Vol. I, p. 26. 
79 Walker, p. 391. 
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According to Sams, this motif refers in both cases to Vult Harnisch from Flegeljahre. His reasoning is 

that the motif appears at the beginning of the first movement and (very frequently) in the last 

movement of Papillons. Comparably, the last chapter of Flegeljahre begins and ends with Vult, and 

moreover, the last movement of Papillons ends with a chord vanishing into thin air, just as Vult 

vanishes in the final chapter of Flegeljahre.  

 

Ex. III. 7: Final chords Papillons 

 

 
Flegeljahre ends thus:  

 
… [Vult] nahm die Flöte und ging, sie blasend, aus dem Zimmer – die Treppe hinab – aus dem 
Hause davon und dem Posthause zu. Noch aus der Gasse herauf hörte Walt entzückt die 
entfliehenden Töne reden, denn er merkte nicht, daß mit ihnen sein Bruder entfliehe.80 
 
[ … (Vult) took the flute and went, all piping, from the room – down the stairs – from the house 
and to the post house. Still from the street Walt, enchanted, heard the fleeing tones speak, and did 
not notice that with them his brother also flew.] 

 

Indeed, the similarity, the musical “rhyme” between text and music is striking. Both text and music 

vanish into nothingness. Sams understands the motif given above to be the embodiment of Vult in 

both cases. This is the reason that the motif appears in the movement “Florestan” of Carnaval, with 

the subheading of “Papillon” with a “?”. Sams refers to the ABEGG variations, in which Jean Pauline 

Comtesse d’Abegg, just as Vult and Walt, is the person around whom the music crystallizes. The same 

holds true for the words ASCH and SCHA in Carnaval. In each case they are words or letters related 

to music, mainly in the form of dances or a ball program. Schumann needs ideas and images in order 

to compose, and poetic ideas and literary imagery arouse his imagination and creativity.81 I share 

Sams’s opinion up to this point. To the preceding Lippman adds that images not only stimulated 

Schumann’s creativity, but that he used and evoked them in his reviews in order to make the character 

of a composition clear to his readers.82 The continuation of Sams’s argument, however, rests on 

dubious facts and conclusions.  

Sams focuses on the significance of the “Sphinxes” in Carnaval: “…in Carnaval it means a 

meaningful musical idea.” He follows with several examples, such as the word Faschingsschwank. 

                                                 
80 Jean Paul, p. 516. 
81 Walker, p. 396f.  
82 Lippman, p. 320. 
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Schumann uses it twice, first in the original title of what would later be called Carnaval (Carnaval 

Fasching. Schwänke auf vier Noten für Pianoforte von Florestan), and second as the title of an 

independent work, the Faschingsschwank aus Wien (op. 26, 1839-1840). The word Faschingsschwank 

is not to be found in any dictionary. The definition of the components can be found: Fasching means 

carnival and Schwank refers to a farce (in the theatrical sense), comic event, or funny story. 

“…[Faschingsswank] is just an invention by Schumann, I suggest, as an expression of music in which 

the notes ASCH SCHA occur.” Sams presents the following overview as clarification of his 

judgment.83 

 

Fig. III. 1: Overview Sams 

 
ASCH–SCHA: Lettres Dansantes 1830-39 

                                                     ABEGG                 masked ball (‘Papillons’) 

                                                           INTERMEZZI      (‘Longer Papillons’) 

                                                   HARNISCH    –   SCHUMANN  –  Larventanz (‘Papillons’) 

                                                       |        |  |  |           |  |  |       | 

                                                    FA      SCHINGSSCH WANKE – Carnaval (‘Papillons’ ‘Sphinxes’) 

                                                       |        |  |  |           |  |  |      | 

                                                    FA      SCHINGSSCH WANK       aus Wien 

    

DAVIDSBÜNDLER – tänze 

 

He adds, “Surely Schumann is again equating music and letters and joining them in a dance…”84 For 

the purposes of this study I will set Sams’s observations regarding the ABEGG variations, the 

Intermezzi (op. 4, 1832) and the Davidsbündlertänze (op. 6, 1837) to one side.  

The following is clear from Sams’s overview. The letters ASCH and SCHA appear in various 

forms, including notes in the Lettres Dansantes and the Sphinxes from Carnaval, letters in the names 

Harnisch and Schumann, in the word Faschingsschwank, and in the title of the musical work 

Faschingsschwank aus Wien. The overview supposes a mutual relationship of all components of the 

scheme. Hyphens emphasize this further, as if Schumann himself, consciously or not, made this 

connection. The note and letter sequences are central to Sams’s overview. The importance Sams 

assigns to the letters remains opaque when supposing that the letters have any meaning or signify 

anything. Are they the notes of a melodic line particular to and loved by Schumann, free of any 

association, or do they point to something more concrete, such as the birthplace of Ernestine von 

Fricken and his own name? Indeed, Schumann suggested this in his letter to Moscheles dated 

September 22, 1837. (See § III.2.1 at the end.)  

                                                 
83 Walker, p. 396. 
84 Ibid. 
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It is clear from Sams’s formulation that he believes Schumann chose the notes ASCH and 

SCHA deliberately, otherwise Schumann would not have fashioned the word Faschingsschwank. This 

follows Sams’s line of reasoning. However, Sams does not make clear why Schumann chose these 

notes or if they were based on a conscious choice. If Schumann felt drawn to these notes, it is certainly 

a striking coincidence that these letters also appear in the names Harnisch and Schumann, names 

Schumann did not fashion himself.85 Sams concludes that Schumann fashioned the word 

Faschingsschwank in order to incorporate the notes ASCH and SCHA, which were apparently dear to 

him. While in its entirety Faschingsschwank is an invention, the components thereof are not. To invent 

a word is not unusual, and certainly neither is the practice of eliding existing words to form new, 

readily comprehensible words, an especially common practice in Germany. The construction of the 

overview, the choice of the letters ASCH and SCHA as the basis for manipulation of letters, names 

and music, and the establishment of connections between all the “layers” of the overview are artificial 

and insufficiently supported. This construction of letters and words was quite possibly created by pure 

coincidence. This holds true even when there is supposition of a preconceived thought or building 

plan, of which the overview purports to be a reflection. If Faschingsschwank aus Wien (op. 26, 1839-

1840) had a place in this preconceived plan, based on the letters ASCH and SCHA as reference to 

Ernestine and Schumann himself, then we must begin by remarking on the total absence of the 

“Sphinxes” in this piece. Furthermore, by the time of its composition, Schumann’s engagement to 

Ernestine was ancient history. A reminiscence of that relationship in the form of the Lettres Dansantes 

via the word Faschingsschwank seems extremely unlikely.  

Sams points out other “novelties and disguises” in Carnaval. I will summarize his thoughts. 

Schubert was one of the first influences on Schumann. Sams draws parallels between Schubert’s 

Sehnsuchtswalzer and Schumann’s Carnaval, which began as variations on a theme Schumann knew 

as the Sehnsuchstswalzer, a waltz of longing.86 Two bars of this waltz are found in Carnaval in the 

same place and in the same key. Sams refers to the Gesammelte Schriften from 1836, in which we read 

the following:87  

 
Erste Walzer von Franz Schubert, kleine Genien, die ihr nicht höher über der Erde schwebt, als 
etwa die Höhe einer Blume ist, – zwar mag ich den Sehnsuchtswalzer, in dem sich schon hundert 
Mädchengefühle abgebadet … .88 

                                                 
85 Flegeljahre was written in 1804-1805, long before Schumann’s birth. 
86 Walker, p. 397. 
87 I would remind the reader that Carnaval was completed in 1835. 
88 Schumann/Kreisig 1914 Vol. I, p. 202. Schumann also writes elsewhere about these Sehnsuchtswalzer, namely 
in his letter of September 4, 1834 (Boetticher 1942, p. 102) to Henriette Voigt: “Edelsteine ziehen Geistesfunken 
aus, sagt man; es haben sich auch unter ihn viel musikalische Namen begeben, die ich “Szenen” nennen will. 
Eigentlich sind’s Liebeslilien, die der Sehnsuchtswalzer [die unveröffentlichten Schubertvariationen] 
zusammenhält. Die Zuneigung verdient und schätzt nur eine As-dur-Seele …” [Gemstones draw out souls-
sparks, they say; they have taken among them many musical names, which I would like to call “Szenen.” They 
are actually lilies of love, which hold together the Sehnsuchtswalzer [the unsurpassed Schubert variations]. The 
affection deserves and values only an A flat major soul … [sic!!]”]. Sams does not mention this letter. Joan 
Chissell (p. 79 and 104) also refers to the Sehnsuchtswalzer, but mentions the waltz only in relation to 
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[First waltz by Franz Schubert, little Genius, which does not float any higher above the earth than 
the height of a flower, – it is true I like the yearning waltzes, in which a hundred maidenly feelings 
bathed themselves…]  

 

However, in the section to which Sams refers, relations set forth by Schumann between this waltz and 

Carnaval are completely absent. Sams refers to Schubert D. 365 (bars 9-10) and Schumann’s 

Carnaval (bars 10-11). Apparently, Sams has in mind the dance titled Trauerwalzer from the thirty-six 

Originaltänze, later renamed the Erste Walzer (D. 365; op. 9, 1816-1821). The Trauerwalzer (the 

second in this series of thirty-six) is sometimes called the Sehnsuchtwalzer. A comparison of the two 

pairs of bars cited by Sams: 

 

Ex. III. 8: Schubert, from D. 365/2, bars 9-10 

 

 
 

Ex. III. 9: Schumann, from op. 9 (Préambule), bars 10-11 

 

 
 
The two examples reveal a striking resemblance. It seems plausible that Schumann took his inspiration 

from these bars by Schubert and copied them almost literally, but it is more remarkable that Sams fails 

to mention an undated letter Schumann wrote to Clara in 1834, which is quite important to his 

comparison. As a reminder, Schumann began Carnaval in 1834, when Clara (born September 13, 

1819) was fourteen or fifteen years old. In this letter, Schumann writes the following, which I quite 

expressly cite at length in order to reflect more clearly the tone of the missive: 
__________________________ 
Schumann’s Sehnsuchtwalzer Variationen: scènes musicales sur un thème connu (1833, without opus number), a 
work Schumann rejected quite early. Chissell takes no time to explain  Carnaval. Moreover, her book contains 
not a single reference to the relevant literature in the form of footnotes. Wolfgang Boetticher (Boetticher 1983, p. 
105-16) is of the opinion that the influence of extant material (such as earlier sketches) on Carnaval is great. 
Carnaval is based upon the first movement Préambule, which in its turn derives from variations on Schubert’s 
Sehnsuchtswalzer. Boetticher, whose entire book contains no detailed reference to the relevant literature with 
which he supports his argument, explains no further. Henriette Kunze (1809-1839), wife of Carl Friedrich 
Eduard Voigt, merchant in Leipzig, was an outstanding pianist to whom Schumann dedicated his Piano Sonata in 
g, op. 22. (Schumann 1971, p. 536.) 
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Ich wollte mir Schmetterlinge einfangen als Briefträger an Sie – ich wollte meine Briefe erst nach 
Paris schicken, damit Sie sie recht neugierig aufmachten und dann, mehr als überrascht, mich in 
Paris glaubten. Kurz ich hatte viele witzige Träume im Kopf, aus denen mich erst heute ein 
blasender Postillon weckte. Postillone, liebe Clara, wirken überhaupt auf mich so magisch, wie 
etwa der vortrefflichste Champagner. Mann glaubt keinen Kopf zu besitzen, so wonnig leicht ist es 
Einem im Herzen, wenn man sie so lustig in die Welt hineinschmettern hört. Ordentliche 
Sehnsuchtswalzer [ital.vR] sind diese Trompeterstückchen für mich, die uns an etwas erinnern, 
was wir nicht besitzen. Wie gesagt, der Postillon blies mich aus meinen Träumen in neue hinein.89 
 
[I would like to capture butterflies [NB ‘papillons’!] as letter carriers to you – I wanted first to 
send my letter to Paris, and with that to make you quite curious, and then, more than surprised, 
make you believe I was in Paris. In short, I had in my head all sorts of witty dreams, from which I 
was awakened today by a bugling postillion. Postillions, dearest Clara, generally have an effect on 
me at least as magical as that of the most exquisite champagne. One believes oneself to have no 
head, so delightfully light is one at heart, when one hears them so lustily blared into the world. 
Orderly Sehnsuchtswalzer [italics added] are these trumpet pieces for me, which remind us of 
something which we do not possess. That is to say, the postillion bugled me out of my dreams into 
a new one.] 

 

So, in the year in which Schumann began work on Carnaval, he writes to Clara about “ordentliche 

Sehnsuchstwalzer.” Schumann must certainly have known the Sehnsuchstwalzer by Schubert, whom 

he viewed as one of his artistic parents along with Jean Paul. It also seems very likely that Schumann, 

in writing to Clara, had Schubert’s waltz in mind. The relation between this waltz and Clara can thus 

be established. With the presence of the two clearly recognizable bars of Schubert in the “Préambule” 

of Carnaval, there is almost no doubt that the bars are a reference to Clara. They are, according to 

Sams, the same notes, in the same key, and in the same place as in Schubert’s example. “So Clara, 

alias Clärchen…slips unnoticed into Carnaval, in mask and fancy dress” followed directly by an old 

friend who, though incognito, is immediately recognizable as Vult Harnisch, alias Florestan, alias 

Robert Schumann.90  The letter cited here establishes the relationship between waltz, Carnaval (in any 

case the “Préambule”), and especially Clara in a manner stronger and more substantially supported 

than in Sams’s argument. This is important in relation to the following. 

Sams continues: “Schumann thus symbolizes an idea, a scene and an emotion. The spirit of 

Schubert is being invoked, like the spirit of Abegg.”91 It is, according to Sams, a waltz in masquerade. 

His meaning not precisely clear. But perhaps it is mainly a waltz expressesing a longing, a feeling 

Schumann felt chiefly for Clara. Sams continues by calling attention to several lines Schumann wrote 

to her a few years later. Sams alludes here to a number of (further undated) poems for Clara of 1838.  

 

A few extracts from these poems. 

 

 

 

                                                 
89 Schumann 1898, p. 245. 
90 Walker, p. 397. 
91 Ibid. 
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An eine gewisse Braut, 
Die durchaus keinen Zwanziger zum Manne will. 

 
Eine Braut über zwanzig, ein Bräutigam über dreißig –  

Aus Grün wird Reißig. –  
___ 
___ 

 
Egmont’s Geliebte Klärchen hieß –  

O Namen wundersüß ! 
___ 

 
Klärchen Schumann 

Ein Engel den Namen ersann.92 
 
 

[To a certain Bride, 
Who absolutely does not want a husband of twenty  

 
A bride above twenty, a groom above thirty –  

From greenery comes brushwood. –  
___ 
___ 

 
Egmont’s love Klärchen was called –  

O wondrous sweet name! 
___ 

 
Klärchen Schumann 

An angel devised the name.] 
 

 

Important in these lines are the mention and juxtaposition of “Egmont’s Geliebte Klärchen” and 

“Klärchen Schumann.” According to Sams’s reasoning, Schumann transposed the beloved “Klärchen” 

of Goethe’s tragedy Egmont (1788) in the melodic line of Beethoven’s Egmont overture, going on to 

take up this melodic line in Carnaval. Briefly put, Sams believes that the theme given below 

represents Clärchen and therefore Clara.93  

 

Ex. III. 10: from Beethoven’s Egmont overture and Schumann’s Carnaval 

 

                                                 
92 Litzmann, p. 255. Of interest is the footnote of this page, in which Litzmann comments that Schumann always 
wrote the name Clara with a ‘K’ and that Clara used, without exception, the ‘C’. 
93 Walker, p. 397. 
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This line appears in the “Préambule” (bars 26f.) and in the “Pause” (bars 16-19). Up to this point I 

summarized Sams’s contribution. 

Sams makes no reference to Schumann’s diary entry on December 4, 1837 or of his letter to 

Clara on January 5, 1838. These documents support and strengthen his conclusion to a considerable 

degree, mainly because the diary and letter demonstrate how strongly the Egmont music moved 

Schumann about Clara. 

 
Diary entry from December 4, 1837: 

 
Abends herrliches Konzert für das Orchester, - zum Schluß Egmont-Musik. Höchste Seligkeit und 
Schmerz, den ich durch Musik gehabt. Freudvoll und leidvoll … . Spät noch in Egmont gelesen 
unter heißen Tränen. Abends bei Henselt, selig und traurig.94 
 
[In the evening superb concert for the orchestra, - Egmont music to close. Most exalted 
blessedness and pain which I have had through music. Joyful and sorrowful … [poem follows, see 
below]. Read Egmont until late, in burning tears. Evening by Henselt, blessed and sad.] 

 

Letter to Clara from January 5, 1838:  

 
Klärchen, was ich eigentlich niemals leiden konnte, wenn man Dich so nannte, heiß ich Dich heute 
zum erstenmal. Und warum denn? Weil ich neulich die Musik zum Egmont gehört hatte, und 
darauf den Goetheschen noch einmal las. In meinem ganzen Leben bin ich nie von Musik so 
ergriffen worden, als an jenem Abend – ich schämte mich beinahe, als ich merkte, daß mir die 
holden Tränen immer über die Backen liefen. Aber welche Musik auch. – Kennst Du sie genau? 
Ich will Dir doch das schöne Lied herschreiben: 
 

Freudvoll und leidvoll, 
Gedankenvoll sein, 
Hangen und Bangen, 
In schwebender Pein, 
Himmelhoch jauchzend, 
Zu Tode betrübt, 
Glücklich allein ist 
Die Seele, die liebt.95 

 
[Klärchen, I actually could not stand it, when someone called you that, I call you that today for the 
first time. Why then? Because I recently heard the music for Egmont, and because of this read 
Goethe’s poem again. In my whole life I have never been so gripped by music as on that evening – 
I was almost ashamed when I notice that tears were running down my cheeks. But what music. – 
Do you know it well? I would still write anew for you that beautiful song: 
 

 Joyful 
 And sorrowful, 
 Thoughtful; 
 Longing 
 And anxious 
 In constant torment; 
 Rejoicing to the heavens 
 Despairing unto death; 
 Happy alone 
 Is the soul that loves.] 

                                                 
94 Boetticher 1942, p. 159. 
95 Ibid. 
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The diary and letter both strengthen Sams’s argument. There is thus a connection between the Egmont 

overture and Carnaval “via” Clara. It can be concluded that Clara appears musically in Carnaval in 

the form of the bars taken from Schubert’s waltz and the motif from Beethoven’s overture. 

 

III.3.3 Bálint Vázsonyi 

 

In his article Solo Piano Music (II): The piano-cycles, Bálint Vázsonyi states that the piano cycles are 

the ideal medium though which Schumann could express himself. They must be viewed as the heart of 

his entire oeuvre.96 Vázsonyi assumes that Schumann has a message, a novel conclusion at that time.97 

Vázsonyi views the phrase below “without a shadow of doubt” to be Schumann’s “most personal 

phrase, [which] [b]asically ... consists of a turn and a sigh of longing and resignation.”98  

 

Ex. III. 11: Phrase, given by Vázsonyi as example 

 
 
With this most personal phrase Schumann speaks like a poet. To support this Vazsonyi cites the 

following examples: “Der Dichter spricht” from Kinderszenen (op. 15, 1838), “Epilogue” from 

Arabeske (op. 18, 1838), the fourth movement of Kreisleriana (op. 16, 1838) and finally “Widmung,” 

the first song of the collection Myrthen (op. 25, 1840), in which this same fragment appears (in various 

keys).99 According to Vázsonyi, “Widmung” provides us with the key to the intention of this fragment 

by setting the words “mir beschieden,” He supports this idea with the following example. 

 
Ex. III. 12: Phrase, given by Vázsonyi as example  
 

 
                                                 
96 Vázsonyi in Walker, p. 71 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid., p. 71f. 
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“Widmung” is based on the poem of Friedrich Rückert (1788-1866) given below: 

 
Widmung 

Du meine Seele, du mein Herz, 
du meine Wonn’, o du mein Schmerz, 

Du meine Welt, in der ich lebe, 
Mein Himmel du, darein ich schwebe, 

o du mein Grab, in das hinab 
Ich ewige meinen Kummer gab. 

 
Du bist die Ruh, du bist der Frieden, 
Du bist vom Himmel mir beschieden, 

Daß du mich liebst, macht mich mir wert, 
Dein Blick hat mich vor mir verklärt, 

Du hebst dich liebend über mich, 
mein guter Geist, mein beßres Ich! 

 

[Dedication 

You my soul, you my heart, 
You my bliss, o you my pain,  

You my world, in which I live, 
You my heaven, in which I float, 

O you my grave, into which  
I eternally gave my grief. 

 
You are rest, you are peace, 

You are bestowed on me from heaven, 
That you love me makes me worthy of you, 
Your gaze has transfigured me for myself, 

You raise me lovingly above myself, 
My good spirit, my better self!] 

 

Schumann views Clara as “given by Heaven” in this poem, according to Vázsonyi. Clara and 

Schumann’s feelings for her are the motivation to set the poem to music. This view is correct on all 

accounts. Schumann presented the cycle Myrthen, composed in the first months of 1840, to his bride 

Clara as a wedding gift. He married her on September 12, 1840 in the village church of Schönefeld 

(near Leipzig), following judicial intervention related to the persistent objection of her father to the 

union.100 What is of interest here is not Vázsonyi’s justified coupling of Myrthen to Clara and 

Schumann’s feelings for her, but the connection between the motif and the aforementioned piano 

works. Regarding this, Vázsonyi writes that Schumann taught the piano to speak. There is an element 

in Schumann’s piano writing more closely resembling human speech than in music before and after. 

Schumann would think unconsciously in words while composing.101 As example, the motif from 

Myrthen is coupled to the three piano pieces named. The poet also speaks “without a shadow of 

doubt” in these pieces, argues Vázsonyi. His argument is that Schumann gave the motif in Myrthen a 

                                                 
100 The blossom of the plant Myrthe, myrtle, is used in the bridal wreath and bouquet as symbol of the purity of 
the young bride. 
101 Vázsonyi in Walker, p. 73. The publisher refers here in a footnote to a previously cited article by Eric Sams, 
p. 390. 
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certain emotional charge by using it in that context, and that he gave the same “charge” to the other 

pieces. In brief, the intent of the motif in Myrthen is the same as in the other. 

          The first thing to catch our attention is the year of composition of the four pieces: Myrthen was 

written in 1840, the other works in 1838, that is, two years earlier. Vázsonyi transposes the 

significance of the motif of Myrthen to the three earlier pieces. The question is whether this is 

acceptable. The second aspect requiring our attention is the motif itself. In all of the pieces the motif 

functions as the conclusion of a phrase in fairly usual fashion. Can specific intent be attributed to a 

commonly used motif that is applicable to other, earlier pieces (as already noted)? A third point is that 

Myrthen was composed in a specific context, as a wedding present for Clara.  This is obviously not the 

case with the other three pieces. These facts all lead to the conclusion that there is insufficient support 

for Vázsonyi’s supposed relation between the motif from Myrthen and the other three that he names, 

and the assignment of any intent to them. 

Vázsonyi continues, remarking that “Eusebius” from Carnaval is an excellent example of 

“speaking.” He gives the opening as an example. 

 

Ex. III. 13: Phrase, given by Vázsonyi as example 

 

 
 
 
The section marked A is a “typical calling-card” to which Schumann devoted an entire song, “Süsser 

Freund, du blickest,” in Frauenliebe und -leben (op. 42, 1840). Vázsonyi fails to provide further 

explanation regarding his reference to Eusebius and “Süsser Freund.” I believe that three equal notes 

in this case cannot form the basis of a reliable judgment regarding Schumann’s supposed intentions.102 

Vázsonyi correctly remarks that Schumann used musical material in new works, usually vocal material 

with text, in order to ascribe certain intent to them.  Earlier, I cited three melodies as examples. 

However, the inclusion of “Widmung” and “Süsser Freund, du blickest” as further examples is 

disputable. 

          There are other examples aside form Carnaval. Schumann puts Beethoven’s last song, “Nimm 

sie hin denn, diese Lieder” from his cycle An die ferne Geliebte (op. 98; 1815-1816) to use in his 

Fantasie for piano (op. 17; 1836-1838) and in his Second Symphony (op. 61; 1845-1846). This is 

clear from the examples below. 

                                                 
102 The striking feature of this fragment is the adapted “Sphinxe” no. 3 (see § III.2.2). 
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 Ex. III. 14: Beethoven, from An die ferne Geliebte, song 6: “Nimm sie hin denn, diese Lieder,” 

bars 11-12 

 
                       

 
 
This melodic line appears at various points in the sixth song, also in manipulated forms.  

 
There is moreover – but this is incidental to this study – in this song cycle a motivic relation 
between the first song and the cited sixth songs. 103 I refer to the example given. 
Ex. III. 15: Song 1, “Auf dem Hügel sitz’ich”, bars 1-4 

 

 
 
 
Presented schematically: 

 

 
 

 

 

 
                                                 
103 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 3, p. 135.  
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 Ex. III. 16: Schumann, Fantasie for piano (op. 17), first movement , bars 295 - end104 

 

 
 

 Ex. III. 17: Schumann, Second Symphony, fourth movement, bars 280-287 (oboe, from bar 284 

also viola)  

 

 
                                                 
104 Ibid., p. 312. 
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and further at additional points, such as bars 292f., 316f., 324f. and in 394f.105 

Beethoven wrote An die ferne Geliebte in a period of deep depression and despondency, from 

1813 to 1818. His only important works from this period are three piano sonatas (op. 90, 101 and 106, 

the “Hammerklavier” Sonata), two cello sonatas (op. 102) and the song cycle An die ferne Geliebte. 

Indeed, Beethoven was unable to complete a single work during the year 1817.106 In a comparable 

sense, Anthony Newcomb calls Schumann’s Fantasie and Second Symphony “a product of ‘dark 

days’…”107 In 1836, Clara was “die ferne Geliebte” for Schumann.108 Wieck, who had serious 

objections to the romantic attachment between Schumann and Clara, had already banished Clara to 

Dresden on January 14 of that year and forbidden any contact between them. This forced separation 

would last until August 1837.109 On the Fantasie, Daverio remarks, “Nor is any other composition of 

the “sad year” [1836] more intimately linked with the image of Clara.” In his letter to Clara on March 

19, 1838, Schumann refers to the first movement of the Fantasie as “a deep lament for you.”110  

The three pieces named confirm Vázsonyi’s basic assumption that Schumann was working in a 

tradition in which instrumental melodies referred to vocal melodies with text. A deeper investigation, 

justified as it may be in itself,  falls outside the framework of this study and consequently will now be 

set aside. 

Vázsonyi makes only a few comments of a technical nature regarding Carnaval, comparable to 

my earlier references. Regarding Carnaval, he does not go further than to draw attention to the 

‘Sphinxes’ and to attach the conclusion that “Schumann’s piano cycles are held together by sheer 

magic.”111  He does not make clear why the piano cycles were the ideal medium with which Schumann 

could express himself, although this was the point of departure of his article.112 Further, his article is a 

discussion of the connections between various piano cycles and piano works which fall beyond the 

scope of this study.  

 

III.3.4 Eric Frederick Jensen 

 

Eric Frederick Jensen discerns four characteristics in Schumann’s music from the 1830s, which are all 

present in Carnaval:113  

(1) The use of short, concise musical “statements.” Jean Paul also made frequent use of this 

technique, and this attracted Schumann. Jensen does not present further support for this theory and 

does not refer to relevant literature. The sentences in Flegeljahre are not in any case notable for their 
                                                 
105 Newcomb, p. 244f. 
106 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 2, p. 671f. 
107 Newcomb, p. 246. 
108 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 3, p. 312. 
109 Daverio, p. 147f. 
110 Ibid., p. 151. 
111 Vázsonyi in Walker, p. 89. 
112 Ibid., p. 71. 
113 Jensen, p. 82f. 
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conciseness, nor do they contain anything readily characterized as “statement” or “assertion.” On the 

contrary, the collage of musical carnival-like capers in Carnaval, characteristic of Carnival 

celebrations, could also be related to Carnival rather than Jean Paul’s style. 

(2) A preference for mystery and hidden meanings, just as in Jean Paul. As examples in 

Schumann’s music, Jensen cites the enigmatic figure of Jean Pauline Comtesse d’Abegg, the hidden 

program behind works like Papillons, and musical riddles like the spelling of words in pitches and the 

use of other composers’ musical material woven into his own work (which frequently functioned as a 

cryptic form of communication.) I share this opinion insofar as it relates to Schumann’s love of 

mystery and hidden meaning, but I question whether the rest is clear from the examples given. The 

personage of Pauline d’Abegg is indeed mysterious, though she probably existed. Was she important 

and relevant for Schumann, and did Schumann, with his many relationships, intend to cloak her in 

mystery, or have we made her an enigmatic figure? The point of the ABEGG variations is chiefly the 

translation into notes of the name of that person and not so much a musical portrait of the person. This 

holds especially true when one considers that Schumann wrote about her in far from flattering terms. 

In Schumann’s opinion, the variations were not of a quality to make them worthy of being dedicated to 

members of his family. He therefore dedicated them to this “old bag.” It is not clear on what grounds 

Jensen bases his opinion that Papillons contains a conscious but hidden program. The spelling of 

words in pitches and the use of musical material borrowed from other composers was (and is) hardly 

an unusual musical practice. Bach, for example, often translated his name into notes.114 Many 

composers, such as Bach (borrowing from Vivaldi) and Beethoven (the Diabelli variations, op. 120, 

1819; 1822-1823), also frequently borrowed material by other composers. The question is whether the 

ABEGG variations and Papillons can serve as examples of “a cryptic form of communication,” as 

Jensen terms it. In my opinion, this connection is not justified in the case of these two works. That is 

not to say that Schumann did not incorporate hidden messages, as Jensen quite rightly notes. I cited 

earlier the use of material from the Egmont overture and the Sehnsuchtswalzer, by which Schumann 

most certainly did wish to communicate something. The same holds true for the Großvatertanz. (I 

refer to § III.3.5)  

(3) The quotation of earlier musical material in new works, such as from Papillons in Carnaval, 

from the A-B-E-G-G theme in the Intermezzi (op. 4), from the Großvatertanz in op. 2, 4 and 9. Jean 

Paul was supposed to have done this. Schumann probably imitated him, because he wished to bind his 

entire oeuvre together, and wanted “romantic irony to shatter the illusion of reality created by the 

work.”115    

                                                 
114 A century later Arnold Schönberg (1874-1951) incorporated the notes B-A-C-H. into the series which is the 
basis of his Variationen für Orchester (op. 31,1926-1928) as a tribute to Bach. Schönberg is one of the many 
later composers who did this. 
115 Jensen, p. 82. 
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(4) The frequently abrupt parataxis of humor alongside elements of deep sentiment. This, just as 

the characteristic cited by Jensen and discussed above (sub 3), will be considered in the following 

paragraph (§ III.3.5).  

 

Jensen quite rightly makes reference to Schumann’s love of improvisation.116 He does not, however, 

include it in his aforementioned list of characteristics. Schumann was famous in his (brief) university 

days in Heidelberg for his improvisational talent.117 In his diary entry of August 13, 1828 he writes: 

 
  … in der freyen Fantasie vereint sich das Höchste in der Musik, was wir noch in Compositionen 
d. reinen Satzes vermißen – das Gesetz des Taktes mit dem abwechselnd lyrisch-freyen Taktmaße. 
Die Poesie that es in J. Pauls Polymetern u. in den alten Chören; Ungebundenheit ist jedes mal 
genialer u. geistiger als das Gebundene, daher mein Mißbehagen an den Reimen pp. pp.118 
 
[…in the free fantasy, the highest in music, which we yet miss in compositions of the pure school 
of composing – the law of the bar unites itself with the changing lyric-free bar-measure. Poetry did 
this in J. Paul’s polymeters and in the antique Choruses; freedom is every time more ingenious and 
more intellectual than the fettered, hence my discomfort with the rhyme pp. pp.]  
 

If there is one characteristic that accurately typifies Carnaval, then it is this broadly worded 

description by Schumann himself, written about six years prior to composition of the piece. Typical of 

Carnaval is the improvised character of the piece, or even better, the ‘quasi’-improvised character, as 

the piece is of course written out and thus not truly improvised. 

Jensen refers to Jean Paul with regard to the title “Sphinxes.”119 He associates the titling of each 

movement with Flegeljahre. I share his opinion and will return to it. He is further of the opinion that 

Schumann already had a plan in mind for the structure of Carnaval before he began its composition, 

despite his letter to Moscheles on September 22, 1837 (see § III.2.1 at the end). A number of 

movements refer to a masked ball (“Valse noble,” “Valse allemande”), several to events during the 

ball (“Reconnaissance,” “Aveu”), and a number to recognizable people or to a character from the 

commedia dell’arte (“Pierrot,” “Arlequin,” “Pantalon et Columbine”). Daverio also points this out.120  

Jensen makes the interesting remark that the Großvatertanz represents the Philistines in the last 

movement of Carnaval, and furthermore that Schumann identifies this dance as a theme from the 

seventeenth century with the intention of indicating old-fashioned, out-of-date ideas, ideas the Bund 

combated, as we have already seen (see below). 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
116 Ibid., p. 83. 
117 Schumann stayed in Heidelberg from May 1829 until Easter 1830. 
118 Schumann 1971, p. 113. 
119 Jensen, p. 148f. 
120 Daverio, p. 141. In this sense also Edler in Tadday, p. 231 regarding the commedia dell’arte character. 
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III.3.5 John Daverio 

 

“The unity of lived experience and artistic product – so dear to nineteenth-century thinking – [belongs 

to]…the realm where it belongs: to myth…”121 John Daverio states the preceding and then poses a 

number of intriguing questions. “To what extent did Schumann cultivate the musical Erlebenslyrik or 

‘lyric of personal experience?’,” and “How can we gauge the interplay between subjective utterance 

and objective treatment in his music?” It is exceptionally difficult to determine the degree to which 

Schumann’s life and art are interwoven in his works, even if these elements probably mingle more in 

his case than with other nineteenth-century composers. To a large degree, Schumann’s writings 

support the notion of “music-as-religion.”122 His testimony about his own work is doubtless important, 

yet it is not unthinkable that this testimony is colored by the manner in which art and life were viewed 

at that time. Moreover, an accumulation of biographic detailing brings with it a paradox, namely: 

“…heightened knowledge of a composer’s lived experience often belies the connections between life 

and art that we would like to find [italics added].”123 Here, Daverio touches on the core of the subject 

broached in this study. As example, his comment that most of Schumann’s biographers make a 

connection between Carnaval and Ernestine by incorporating her birthplace in the A-S-C-H motif in 

Carnaval is interesting.124 According to Daverio, however, this motif appeared for the first time in 

sketches unrelated to Carnaval. Without stating it explicitly, Daverio indicates with this example that, 

despite the opinions of many others, he doubts the existence of a connection between Carnaval and 

Ernestine.125  

Regarding Carnaval itself, Daverio refers to an anonymous review in the Hamburger 

musikalische Zeitung on October 11, 1837, which describes Carnaval as a potpourri, certainly better 

than most of its kind, but still not a work of art. Daverio agrees to a certain degree, remarking that 

Schumann himself viewed the cycle as a musical game in some ways.126 As is indicated by the titles 

given to the various movements, Carnaval is “populated” by a multitude of diverse characters that 

rapidly succeed each other. Schumann remarked on this, “…so wechseln doch auch die musikalischen 

Stimmungen zu rasch, als daß ein ganzes Publikum folgen könnte, das nicht alle Minuten 

aufgescheucht sein will” […thus the musical moods as well change more quickly than an entire 

audience which does not wish to be startled at every moment, can follow.]127 Daverio speaks of a 

world of carnivalesque drollery, bizarre disguises and whirling fragments, held together by an 

organization of tonalities centered on A-flat, and by the use of all sorts of thematic material. The focus 

                                                 
121 Daverio, p. 3. 
122 Ibid., p. 10. 
123 Ibid., p. 11. 
124 Also thus Dahlhaus 1980b, p. 120. 
125 Jensen, p. 149f. 
126 Daverio, p. 140-142. Regarding Daverio’s comment about Schumann, he refers to Schumann/Kreisig 1914, 
Vol. I, p. 484 and the change of titling (see § III.2.1). See also my footnote no. 46 in that §. 
127 Schumann/Kreisig 1914, Vol. I, p. 484. 
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of this study is mainly the use of this thematic material and, for now, material other than the 

“Sphinxes.” Daverio writes the following concerning this topic. In the “Marche des ‘Davidsbündler’ 

contre les Philistins” (by virtue of its ¾ meter, actually a waltz, but clearly a march when heard) the 

Davidsbündler advance against the Philistines and defeat them. Schumann used the seventeenth-

century Großvatertanz for this march.  

 

Ex. III. 18: Theme of the Großvatertanz  

 
 
This Großvatertanz was the melody for the so-called Kehraus, the traditional name in German-

speaking countries for the last dance at a ball. Kehraus also means “clearing out” or “cleanup.”128 It is 

clear that Schumann used this dance expressly in his march of the Davidsbündler against the 

Philistines. It was Kehraus, the Davidsbündler’s clearing out or cleanup of the Philistines, which was, 

after all, their goal. This goes further than what Jensen offered concerning the Großvatertanz (see § 

III.3.4.), certainly now that the relationship Großvatertanz  Kehraus, which Jensen does not make, 

is convincing in my opinion. The connection between the Großvatertanz and the Kehraus and its 

significance is supported by the source I have named. Uwe Schweikert also shares this opinion: after 

midnight, this dance announced the end of the festivities (the Kehraus) and pairs danced from the 

ballroom to its strains.129  

For that matter, R. Larry Todd quite rightly warns against recognizing this dance and assigning 

significance to it in other works by Schumann. He refers to a review of Schumann’s piano works by 

Adolf Schubring (1817-1893)130 in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik of 1860. The motif from the 

Großvatertanz appears unmistakably in Papillons no. 12, Carnaval and “Winterszeit II” from the 

Album für die Jugend (op. 68, 1848). According to Schubring, the motif makes an appearance in more 

than twelve other piano works.131 Todd, on the other hand, is of the opinion that it is not to be found in 

any of Schubring’s examples, ingeniously dsetected though they may be. He ascribes the fault to 

Schubring’s methodology, which amounts to a search for passages with any reference to marriage or 

to the contrast of grandparent to grandchild who marries, and subsequently for reminiscences of the 

dance in those works. Schubring could be said to have “counted backwards,” then finding what he 

                                                 
128 NGD 2001, Vol. 13 p. 446. The example given is also to be found there. 
129 Tadday, p. 123. 
130 Todd, p. 362. Adolf Schubring, then judge in Dessau, called himself ‘Schumannianer.’ Other than I have 
presented, Schubring thinks that the Großvatertanz was the verse traditionally sung at wedding festivities “to the 
first [italics added] part of the dance”. 
131 Ibid., p. 86 f. 
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sought. Thus he became “like so many commentators…entangled in Schumann’s web,” a type of 

reading which according to Todd entails a certain caution.132 His comment reflects that which I 

mentioned earlier, and then repeated regarding the subject of this study. There is always a great risk of 

reasoning one’s way to foregone conclusions (see for example § I.1 at the end, and in this chapter, § 

III.3.7. below). 

It is noteworthy that the coda of the last movement, the “Marche” from bar 225, goes back 

nearly note for note to the end of the first movement, the “Préambule” from bar 114. Daverio offers an 

added factor when he refers to a portion of the letter from Schumann to Clara on December 1, 1839. 

Daverio writes:  

 
Responding to the charge that [Schumann] was little understood, he explained to Clara that the 
“crowds” were more interested in “grace and charm” than in the “wittier” conceits featured in his 
music. By Witz (wit), Schumann meant not only “a talent for coining ‘witty’ turns of phrase, but 
also the ability to perceive remote similarities between apparently unrelated terms and to construct 
a field in which they are allowed free play.133  

 

For Daverio, wit is the cornerstone of Jean Paul’s aesthetic. “The lightning flash of Witz” is the 

element that can bring together a series of unrelated fragments as “a constellation of mysteriously 

related terms.”134 Schumann does the same in Carnaval, where the “Sphinxes” serve as specific 

musical joke.135 Those who actually consult the literal text of the letter to Clara to which Daverio 

refers read the following: 

 
Ich bin noch nicht so bekannt und anerkannt, daß man vom Publicum verlangen könnte, es müße 
Alles von mir hinnehmen, eben weil es von mir ist. Also das Schärfere, Witzigere, Originellere 
paßt nicht für den Haufen, sondern das Anmuthigere und Glänzende.136 
 
[I am not yet so well-known and recognized that one can wish from the public that it must accept 
everything from me, simply because it is mine. So the keener, wittier, more original is not fitting 
for the crowd, only the charming and brilliant.]  
 

In his letter to Clara, Schumann writes that the extravagant, the funny/witty, and original do not fare 

well with a large part of the public, which prefers the charming and the glittering/brilliant. Daverio 

takes the term Witz out of context and gives it extra emphasis. At all times, Schumann speaks not of  

“Witz” [wit,] but of “Witzigere” [wittier,] and always in a sequence of other adjectives of increasing 

intensification. He pays no attention to the term “wit.” In this case, the word “wittier” therefore allows 

for narrower conclusions than Daverio’s. All told, however, this does not mean that Daverio is 

mistaken. Thus “Florestan,” movement 6 in Carnaval, ends as a “joke” with the same chord, a 

dominant ninth, with which the following “Coquette” begins. Just as the “Bittendes Kind” from 

                                                 
132 Ibid., p. 86 and  91. 
133 Daverio, p. 141. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Ibid., p. 140f. 
136 Schumann 1987, p. 808f. 
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Kinderszenen (see § III.3.1), “Florestan” closes with a chord that does not receive its implicit 

resolution. The movement only closes in actual fact at the end of the third bar of “Coquette.” 

 

Ex. III. 19: Last bars of “Florestan”, first bars of “Qoquette” 

 

 

 
 

Daverio’s argumentation is only inadequate because Schumann uses the word “wittier” in another 

context than that of the views Daverio airs on “wit.”  

What Herman Meyer writes about humor in his review of Flegeljahre is interesting because he 

concentrates on “das innere Bauprinzip des Humors” [the inner building principle of humor] in 

Flegeljahre.137 “[I]n der Großform des Romans kommt der Humor ganz zu sich selbst, weil sich nur 

im wechselnden Auf und Ab der Stilhöhe und in der arabeskenhaften Verschlingung der 

verschiedenen Sprachwelten durch ganze Kapitelreihen hindurch jener Hauptzug des großen Humors 

vollauf verwirklichen kann, den Jean Paul als ‘humoristische Totalität’ bezeichnet”. [In the large 

format of the novel humor comes completely into its own, because that principal feature of great 

humor can only be achieved completely in the changing tide of the stylistic level and in the 

arabesquing engulfing of the various speech worlds through entire rows of chapters, which Jean Paul 

describes as ‘humorous totality’.] Additionally, Leon Botstein refers to Jean Paul’s use of ‘wit,’ not as 

Bauprinzip, but in a more limited sense than Meyer. According to Botstein, ‘wit’ in Jean Paul 

“revealed the irrationality of daily life and the individual’s resentment of that irrationality’.”138 This 

was expressed, for example, in the figure of the double personality.  

                                                 
137 Meyer, p. 93f. Meyer’s use of the term “innere Bauprinzip” is interesting. He uses this term in the same 
context and the same sense as those in which Albert Clement uses the word “Bauplan” in his study “Zum inneren 
Zusammenhang der Sechs Choräle BWV 645-650 von J.S. Bach und dessen Bedeutung” and in his Der dritte 
Teil der Clavierübung von Johann Sebastian Bach. I refer to the chapter on the Chaconne for solo violin of J.S. 
Bach, (see § I.3.1 and particularly fn. 39 there).  
138 Todd, p. 13. 
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Daverio’s basic principle, that humor is a binding element in Jean Paul, is supported by Meyer’s 

argument. Moreover, Jensen also refers to the element of humor in Jean Paul.139 It may be assumed 

that this philosophy was characteristic of Schumann, who was strongly influenced by Jean Paul and 

for whom Flegeljahre had an almost Biblical authority. Ascribing a unifying connection to Carnaval 

seems possible only by seeing humor as the binding element, as Daverio does. However, I doubt 

Daverio’s conclusion that the “Sphinxes,” as witticism, form the core of this humor. In fact, in broader 

relation together with the Großvatertanz, the “Sphinxes” constitute a part of the all-encompassing 

humor in Carnaval. By ending Carnaval with the same theme with which it began, Schumann brings 

the entire work into a single, all-encompassing, whirling connection full of abrupt twists and carnival-

like transformations of completely differing personages and situations. Moreover, both the first and 

last movements of Carnaval are extroverted and somewhat triumphant in character. Jensen describes 

Schumann’s humor thus: “In Schumann’s music, humor is often created by contrast – startling and 

dramatic,”140 a description which mirrors my own view of Carnaval. The previously cited final chord 

of “Florestan,” the first chord of the ensuing “Coquette,” and the conclusion of “Florestan” in the third 

bar of “Coquette” are examples of this type of contrast. 

More of Meyer’s argument is relevant here as well. After discussing the various Erzählphasen in 

Flegeljahre, clearly separated from each other by the arrangement of the chapters, he focuses on the 

titles of these chapters.141 His observation that Jean Paul gave names to the chapters only at a late stage 

in the creation of the novel is quite interesting.142 The titles of the chapters exist in two parts, almost 

without exception. The first section is “connected with affection and throughout in satiric feelings” by 

Jean Paul.143 Meyer thinks that he [Meyer], “das bisher über die Kapitelüberschriften Ermittelte nicht 

treffender auf einen gemeinsamen Nenner bringen [könnte] als durch die von Jean Paul selbst geprägte 

Formel: Sie verleihen dem Romankörper einen ‘farbigen Rand und Diffusionsraum fremder Bei-

Züge’.“ [could not more aptly reduce to a common denominator that which until now has been 

ascertained regarding the chapter headings than through the formula coined by Jean Paul himself: they 

lend to the body of the novel a ‘colourful edge and diffusion-room of strange secondary 

characteristics’.] According to Meyer, this does not rule out the possibility that these titles bear a 

relation to the content of the given chapter in one way or another. In Flegeljahre the reader is time and 

again struck by “eine dunkle Ahnung, daß die Titel irgendwie, und das bedeutet meistens: in 

rätselhafter und verrätselter Weise, auf den Inhalt der Kapitel hindeuten. Einige Male ist ein solcher 

Zusammenhang evident, aber diese deutlichen Fälle sind nicht die interessantesten.“ [a dark suspicion, 

that the title somehow, and that means at least: in enigmatic and puzzling manner, hints at the content 

                                                 
139 Jensen, p. 83. 
140 Ibid. 
141 A detailed discussion of the origin of this name would be going too far and is moreover not relevant for my 
argument. 
142 Meyer, p. 97.  
143 Ibid., p. 99. 
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of the chapter. Sometimes such a connection is evident, but these obvious cases are not the most 

interesting.]144  

This also holds true for the titles of Carnaval.145 Some of these can be traced directly to specific 

people, with the mental associations related to them, such as numbers 5, 6, 11, 12, 13, 17 and 21. 

Others are of a more general character, such as numbers 2, 3, 7, 8, 14, 15, 18 and 19. It can be said of 

some, including numbers 4, 7, 8, 14, 16, 18, 19 and 20 for instance, that they are suited to a masked 

ball by virtue of a vague but typical characterization. They all deal with balls, dancing, manners and 

the etiquette that go hand in hand with them. The same can not be said of the characters of Pierrot (2), 

Arlequin (3) and Pantalon and Colombine (15), with their specific characterization as carnival figures. 

It is not clear why Schumann chose to use these four types in particular in Carnaval.146 The titles of 

Carnaval are also “mit Vorliebe und durchweg in satirischem Sinne verwandt” [connected with 

affection and throughout in satiric feelings] and contribute a “farbigen Rand und Diffusionsraum 

fremder Bei-Züge” [colourful edge and diffusion-room of strange secondary characteristics] as Meyer 

remarked about the titles of the chapters of Flegeljahre. They are in one way or another related to the 

movements in question and to the entirety, a carnival celebration. What is said of Flegeljahre is 

equally valid for Carnaval: “Einige Male ist ein solcher Zusammenhang evident, aber diese deutlichen 

Fälle sind nicht die interessantesten.” [Sometimes such a connection is evident, but these obvious 

cases are not the most interesting.] Schumann’s aim was always to create the most striking examples 

of parallels between music and literature. Just like Jean Paul, Schumann gave names to each 

movement after the fact (see § III.2.1). 

Ernst Burger’s writings support the preceding argument. Clara Schumann only added Carnaval 

to her repertoire in 1856, and even then regularly omitted five pieces: Eusebius, Florestan, Coquette, 

Replique and Estrella. She always included the following note to the program:  

 
Diese Composition mag als ein Abbild flüchtigen Carnevals-lebens angesehen werden, wie es sich 
etwa auf einem Maskenball concentrirt und in bunten Wechsel entfaltet. Schattenspielartig treten 
einzelne Gestalten auf, theils allgemeine, wie Pierrot und Arlequin, Pantalon und Colombine, 
theils ganz besondere, wie Chopin, Paganini; aber nur für wenige Momente wird das Einzelne 
sichtbar, um rasch von einem Neuen verdrängt, oder von dem umfluthenden Strome verschlungen 
zu werden. So viel im Allgemeinen.147 

                                                 
144 Ibid., p. 106. 
145 For these titles I refer to § III.2.2. 
146 See for the description and characterisation of the personages in the commedia dell’arte  § III.2.1., fn. 46.  
147 Burger, p. 134. It is impossible to ascertain to which specific program this citation refers. From the wording, 
it can be deduced that Clara added the cited program notes to every program. It can be assumed that she added 
Carnaval to her permanent public repertoire in 1856. Before that point she had certainly performed the piece, as 
is clear from Schumann’s letter to her on December 22, 1837: “ … der alte Vieuxtemps sprach vom ‘Carnaval,’ 
den er von Dir gehört; hat mich herzinnig gefreut! Zum öffentlichen Spielen paßt wirklich nichts von meinen 
Sachen allen” […old Vieuxtemps spoke of “Carnaval,” which he heard from you; congratulated me warmly! 
Really nothing of mine is suited to public performance]. (Schumann/Münnich, p. 177). The last line is interesting 
because Schumann gives his opinion on the question of whether (among other works) Carnaval is suitable for 
public performance, a question he would rephrase later in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik of April 10, 1840 (see 
ftn. 148 below) Clara played Carnaval, shortly after its appearance, on October 27, 1837 in Dresden during her 
travels to Vienna (Tadday, p. 230).  
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[This composition can be viewed as an image of fleeting Carnival life, as it focuses itself on a 
masked ball and develops in colorful variation. Singular figures appear as if in a shadow play, 
some common, like Pierrot and Arlequin, Pantalon and Colombine, others very exceptional, as 
Chopin and Paganini; but only for a moment is the individual visible, to be replaced quickly by 
another, or to be engulfed by the stream flowing about it. So much for generalizations.]  

 

After some commentary on the last movement of Carnaval (Marche des Davidsbündler contre les 

Philistins) and on the philosophy of the Davidsbund (mentioned earlier), the piece continues:  

 
In dieser Stimmung wurzelt wohl hauptsächlich die ganze Composition – von einem damit 
verbundenen reinmusikalischen Scherze abgesehen, dessen Erörterung hier zu weitläufig wäre; - 
sie findet aber in dem letzten Stück ihren entschiedensten Ausdruck. Die Melodie eines alten, sehr 
bekannten Volksliedes bildet die Grundlage desselben. Alles Uebrige bleibt der Phantasie des 
Hörers überlassen.148 
 
[In this mood [the struggle against the forces which the Bund opposed] the entire composition is 
principally rooted – excepting a purely musical joke related to it, the argument of which is too 
circuitous here – but it finds its uncompromising expression in the last piece. The melody of an 
old, well-known folk tune forms its basis. Everything else is left to the listener’s imagination.] 

  

Schumann doubts in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik of April 10, 1840 “…ob überhaupt so 

rhapsodisches Carnavalleben auf eine Menge Eindruck machen könne… ” […whether such a 

rhapsodic Carnival life [italics added] could in any case make an impression on a broad public…].149 

 

To close, the Leipziger Tageblatt of March 29, 1840 includes an article signed “L” by an anonymous 

writer, which according to Kreisig is “undoubtedly Schumann.” In order to illuminate Carnaval, this 

article remarks: 
 

Es ist ein humoristischer Maskenroman, in welchem außer dem bekannten Geschichte des 
Harlekin, Pantalon, der Colombine auch bedeutendere der Gegenwart, wie Chopin und Paganini, 
in flüchtigen musikalischen Umrissen zum Vorscheine kommen; dazwischen sich ein Abenteuer 
zu entwickeln scheint, wie die Namen anderer Stücke anzudeuten Scheine.150 
 
[It is a humorous novel of masks, in which, beside the well-known story of Harlekin, Pantalon and 
Colombine, also great names of the present, like Chopin and Paganini, appear in fleeting musical 
contours; amongst which an adventure appears to develop, as the names of other pieces seems to 
suggest.]  

 

III.3.6 Lawrence Kramer 

 

Lawrence Kramer’s basic assumption in his article “Carnaval, Cross-Dressing, and the Woman in the 

Mirror” is that a musical work can be understood as “a concrete effort to affect the cultural forces, 

both material and ideological, amid which it is produced and received.”151 He discusses Carnaval as a 

carnival celebration, discerning three themes: “the disunity of the socially constructed self,” “cross-
                                                 
148 Ibid., p. 134. 
149 Ibid., p. 191. 
150 Schumann/Kreisig Vol. II, p. 436, comment 440 on that page. 
151 Solie/Kramer, p. 305.  
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dressing and the mobility of gender,” and “the woman in the mirror.” Phrased another way, these 

themes include carnival celebration as liberation from set social pattern; carnival celebration as the 

open field of the masquerade which invites one to cross set sexual boundaries, to present oneself as the 

opposite sex and to change identity; and finally “the woman in the mirror.” With regard to this last, 

Kramer writes:  

 
Carnaval combines its concerns with gender and identity by forming a network of musical mirror 
images. Technically, each image consists of a symmetrical grouping in which a structural unit, 
large or small, receives a suggestively placed and expressively heightened repetition. Culturally, 
the proliferating network of images serves to release and empower feminine energies, in keeping 
with nineteenth-century representations of the mirror as the sphere of feminine privilege. Before 
the mirror, women may do for themselves affirmatively what men do to women appropriatively: 
they may gaze with a pleasure that constructs the thing it sees.152 
 

According to Kramer, Carnaval is dominated by gender. By using scènes mignonnes, as Schumann 

named Carnaval, Schumann follows a traditionally feminine model. Kramer typifies the art of the 

miniature and the art of detail as feminine.153 However, this feminine model has a typically 

‘masculine’ counterpart, as the entire cycle of miniatures concludes with a recapitulation of the 

opening themes in quasi-sonata style. “This ‘bisexuality’ in Schumann’s role as the composer of 

Carnaval is the mainspring of musical action within the cycle.”154 The music is an attempt “to affirm 

unrestricted gender mobility as a source of social and artistic value.” Kramer writes that many male 

artists in nineteenth-century Europe felt a conflict between “being a man” and their calling as artists. It 

would appear that Schumann was strongly attracted by fantasies of gender trading and identification 

with ‘female-being.’155 Carnaval is the musical setting of this ambivalence. Taking Schumann’s letters 

and poetry into account, there is certainly reason to assume that Kramer’s description of Schumann is 

correct as to personality and orientation. This is not to say that his possible bisexuality, and his 

ambivalence concerning it, is the source of the cycle’s creation, a conclusion that would go too far. 

More important is Kramer’s comment about the third theme, “The woman in the mirror.” From 

his analysis of the movements Chiarina and Estrella, he draws the conclusion that they are musical 

setting of “the woman in the mirror,” the domain of feminine privilege. According to Kramer, in the 

nineteenth century, the mirror became “the space reserved for women’s subjectivity rather than, as was 

traditional, the sign of their vanity” to an increasing degree.156 By looking into the depths of the 

mirror, a woman could “enjoy, explore, and to some degree construct her own identity.”157 Kramer 

presents his analysis of the following sections from Chiarina and Estrella as supporting evidence158 

 

                                                 
152 Ibid., p. 306. 
153 Ibid. 
154 Ibid., p. 307. 
155 Ibid., p. 309. 
156 Ibid., p. 315. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Ibid., p. 316. 
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Ex. III. 20: Sections from Chiarina and Estrella as presented by Kramer  

 

 
 

His analysis of the course of the opening of both movements:  

Chiarina (in c): IV  V6/5  I6  I 

Estrella (in f): I  V6/5  I 

The right hand in Chiarina presents the ascending interval a-flat  c and Estrella the descending 

interval (of a sixth), a-flat  c. This is an inversion and an augmentation, which he observes further in 

both pieces. He wites that “the structural relationship between Chiarina and Estrella…suggests a 

mirror image…”159 For him, this analysis is reason to speak of reflection (mirror imaging) and to 

conclude that here, Schumann referenced the phenomenon of the woman before her mirror in the 

nineteenth century.  

Leo Treitler sees “hardly a mirror” in the sequence of chords. Aside from labeling this sequence, 

Treitler cannot fathom “that the experience of the music would lead to reflection about the imagery of 

the woman in the mirror and all that it means for the culture of the time…”160 I share his view that a 

literal reflection can be found in the mirror imaging.  Furthermore, the conclusion Kramer draws from 

it, different from an inversion, is far-fetched. He wants to impose a (seemingly) nineteenth-century 

idea about the use of the mirror on both movements from Carnaval. He builds his interpretation of 

both movements so that this usage fits, but uses a labored approach with which I cannot agree.  

 

 

 
                                                 
159 Solie/Kramer, p. 315. 
160 Cook/Treitler, p. 368f. 
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III.3.7 Manfred Hermann Schmid 

 

In a more general sense, Manfred Hermann Schmid focuses on the poetic aspect of Schumann’s 

music. For instance, he sees an example in the transition from the second to the third movement of 

Schumann’s piano concerto (op. 54, 1841: first movement; 1845: second and third movements) with 

decelerating and inventive modulations. Through this transition, it becomes possible to “…ideally lay 

down a certain point of timing.”161 Beethoven did the same approximately thirty-five years earlier in 

the transitional bars from the second to the third movement of his Fifth Piano Concerto in E-flat (op. 

73, 1809). In Schumann’s music, Schmid searches for that which Schumann in his thirties “always 

called his goal: poetry.”162  According to Schmid, the entire Adagio from the String Quartet op. 41, no. 

3 rests “on sonic widening.”163 Without further elaboration, his remark is far from helpful in finding 

this poetry. In Schumann’s orchestral works, Schmid observes that Schumann strove to find the “tone” 

he had found at the piano by “not [letting the tone] arise like a beat, but with leaving echoes,” an aim 

which was “not always convincing” in its results. Schmid writes the following:  

 
Da samtweicher Anschlag und Pedaleffekt nicht übertragbar waren, sah Schumann im Abdecken 
durch Verdopplung das Hauptmittel, dem Ton das Konkrete zu nehmen. Daraus resultiert die 
paradoxe – und auch unbefriedigende – Erscheinung, daß Schumann dem Ton zwar die Substanz 
entziehen will, ihn aber gleichzeitig verdickt und belastet. Vor dem Ziel der Entmaterialisierung 
steht als äußeres Ergebnis ein gegenteiliger Effekt: die Massierung. Dieser Zweispalt gehört 
unaufhebbar zur Orchestermusik von Schumann.164 
 
[Where velvet soft touché and pedal effects were not transferable, Schumann saw in covering 
through doubling the main remedy in making the tone less concrete. This results in the paradoxical  
– and also unsatisfying – appearance that while Schumann wishes to deprive the tone of substance, 
he at the same time thickens it and weighs it down. With the goal of dematerialization stands as 
final result a converse effect: bulkiness. This dichotomy is unalterable in the orchestral music of 
Schumann..] 

 

Schumann’s orchestral music has received attention from others, often in relation to his piano music. 

A possible explanation for this is that Schumann wrote principally for the piano until he began his 

truly symphonic works in 1841.  Commenting on this transition, Clara Schumann writes in her diary 

entry of September 26, 1839:  

 
Ich glaube, das Beste ist, er componirt für Orchester, seine Phanthasie kann sich auf dem Klavier 
nicht genug ausbreiten. … Seine Kompositionen sind alle orchestmäßig, und ich glaube, daher 
dem Publicum so unverständlich, indem sich die Melodien und Figuren so durchkreuzen, daß viel 
dazu gehört, um die Schönheiten herauszufinden. … … Mein höchster Wunsch ist, daß er für 
Orchester componirt – da ist sein Feld ! – Möchte es mir doch gelingen, ihn dazu zu bringen.165 
 

                                                 
161 Schmid, p. 61. 
162 Ibid., p. 95.  
163 Ibid., p. 69. 
164 Ibid., p. 118. 
165 Litzmann, Vol. I, p. 372f. 
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[I believe that it is best that he should compose for orchestra, because his fantasy cannot expand 
itself enough on the piano. …His compositions are all orchestral, and I believe that this is for the 
public so incomprehensible, while the melody and figurations so cross each other, so that it 
requires much to detect the beauties. …My dearest wish is that he compose for orchestra – that is 
his field! – I hope I succeed in bringing him to it.]   

 

According to her, Schumann’s piano works were composed orchestrally, and (at that time) she would 

be most pleased to see her future husband composing for orchestra. In his letter to Clara on March 17, 

1838, Schumann writes, “Das Klavier wird mir zu enge, ich höre bei meinen jetzigen Kompositionen 

oft noch eine Menge Sachen, die ich kaum andeuten kann…” [The piano becomes too confining for 

me, I hear often in my current compositions a mix of things, at which I can scarcely hint…]166  

According to Reinhard Kapp, there are two objections commonly raised about Schumann’s 

entire orchestral oeuvre. First, the pieces are not written for orchestra and the orchestration is not 

orchestral. In fact, they are orchestrated piano works. Moreover, Schumann developed no individual 

tonal palette.167 At the heart of these objections is the "nicht orchestralen Primärerfindung" [non-

orchestral primary invention.]168 Kapp examines this attitude. In general, the composer made use of 

the pirano and piano sketches prior to the actual composition. These sketches give no further insight 

into any concrete timbral concept on the part of the composer.169 The imagination of the composer 

contained more than is to be found in the piano sketches. Instrumentation is the subsequent filling out 

of these sketches, the distribution of the voices and the provision of expressive markings. In so doing, 

the sound achieves the concrete form that the composer imagined for orchestral performance. Kapp 

concludes that "nur schwer kann man sich dagegen die Klaviermusik ausmalen, die hier instrumentiert 

worden sein soll. Schumann schreibt fürs Orchester" [only with difficulty can one imagine the piano 

music [Kapps’ italics] that here should have been orchestrated. Schumann writes for the orchestra].170 

He judges Schumann’s orchestral works to be orchestrated piano pieces. Schumann thought 

orchestrally in his piano sketches. As evidence, Kapp points to the doubling and merging of voices in 

Schumann’s orchestral music. This is the most important point of criticism in Schumann’s allegedly 

poor orchestral sound.171 An explanation for this thick instrumentation could be that Schumann used it 

to try to hide weak groups in the orchestra, an explanation others doubt.172 "Das Orchester Schumanns 

versteht sich als einheitlich durchgebildeter Organismus, nicht als Ansammlung von "Instrumenten" 

[Schumann’s orchestra sees itself as integral, through-imagined organism, not as a collection of 

                                                 
166 Schumann/Münnich, p. 182. 
167 Kapp, p. 201. 
168 Ibid., p. 202. 
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‘instruments,’ and stands on its own,] according to Kapp.173 His final conclusion is, that which in this 

instrumentation cannot be brought out, has not been composed.174  

Why this diversion from the subject of Carnaval? It reveals the risks associated with Schmid’s 

investigative method. Schmid’s starting point is Schumann’s poetry, which is certainly justified.175 

Subsequently, he searches for manifestations of this poetry, and ‘counting backwards,’ finds them too. 

This is the danger of reasoning towards a conclusion awaiting the sort of study in which we are 

engaged. 

 

III.3.8 Roland Barthes 

 

Both of Roland Barthes’s articles, Loving Schumann and Rasch present three primary subjects.  First, 

the articles offer (in poetic-literary form and freedom) an examination of Schumann and his music 

from a sociological viewpoint. Second, they examine the development of music from intimacy to 

monumentality over time, and third, they investigate the use and position of the piano.176  Concerning 

Carnaval, he writes in Loving Schumann that in this fragmented world, “distorted by whirling 

appearances (the whole world is a Carnaval), a pure and somehow terribly motionless element 

occasionally breaks through: pain.”177 Here, Barthes refers to Schumann’s suffering, the suffering of 

the insane, and Schumann’s frightening experience one night in October 1833, about which Schumann 

wrote. This is outside the realm of this study and will not be investigated. The particular nature of 

Schumann is “that point of fusion at which his fate (madness), his thought, and his music converge.”178 

In his essay Rasch, he discusses Kreisleriana (op. 16, 1838), in which he hears “no note, no theme, no 

contour, no grammar, no meaning,” but hears instead “what beats in the body…or better: I hear this 

body that beats.”179 He adds that the order of beats is rhapsodic.180  

Both articles are named here strictly for the sake of thoroughness, as they offer too little basis on 

a musicological level for further examination in the framework of this study, whatever their other 

qualities. Barthes’s contribution is worthy of mention mainly for the manner in which he, as a 

renowned essayist, critic, and man of letters, discusses and judges Schumann’s work. Schumann’s 

reputation began precisely in those spheres in which Barthes continues to enjoy a distinguished 

reputation, and Barthes’s interest in Schumann is probably accountable to this relation. In a more 

general sense, Barthes’s literary opinions are more important for the focus of my study. 
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176 Barthes 1985, p. 293f.  
177 Ibid., p. 296. 
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The principal consideration in examining the analyses of various writers was the question whether 

Schumann’s ‘message’ (if present) is clear from his music (see § III.3.1 at the end). These analyses 

present an unclear, diverse picture of Schumann, and even more particularly of Carnaval. I concur 

with Sams’s estimation that Schumann needed poetic ideas to stimulate his creativity and imagination 

for composition. His assumption of Schumann’s consciously chosen connection between the letters 

ASCH and SCHA, the names Harnisch and Schumann, the word Faschingsschwank and the works in 

which these letters of this word appear, is insufficiently supported. There certainly is a connection 

between Schubert’s Sehnsuchtswalzer (the Trauerwalzer) and Clara on the one hand, and this waltz 

and the “Preambule” of Carnaval on the other. The first bars of the “Preambule” allude to Clara. This 

line of reasoning also holds true for the connection between the motif in Beethoven’s Egmont overture 

and Clara in one case, and the appearance of that same Egmont motif in the “Préambule” and the 

“Pause” from Carnaval in the other. Schumann’s “Widmung,” the first song from his Myrthen, and his 

“Süsser Freund, du blickest,” from Frauenliebe und –leben, in contrast, offer too little foundation on 

which to build a case for the interpretation of Schumann’s intention for other works, as Vázsonyi 

proposes. To argue, as does Jensen, that Schumann had a great love of improvisation, one of 

Carnaval’s important characteristics, is correct, but the argument cannot take us much further. What 

does take us further is Daverio’s attention to the significance of the Kehraus as the Philistines’ last 

dance and and their clean-sweep, contained in the melody of the Großvatertanz in the last movement 

of Carnaval. For Daverio, wit is the cornerstone of Jean Paul’s aesthetic, a view supported by Herman 

Meyer, and also of Carnaval.   In his view, the multiplicity of information about Schumann lies at the 

basis of the search for connections between his work and his art “that we would like to find.” An 

example of the correctness of Daverio’s comments is Kramer’s argument that material from Chiarina 

and Estrella is the aural representation of a woman sitting before the mirror and, more generally, a 

representation of this behavior in nineteenth-century women. Another example is Schmid’s analysis, 

which focuses on Schumann’s poetic side. Schumann’s work has outspoken poetic sides, but Schmid’s 

argument to this effect is insufficient. I will leave open the question of whether Schumann’s poetic 

side is definable and demonstrable. Schmid’s argument concerning Schumann’s specific pianistic 

tone, which he later attempted to transfer to his orchestral works, does not substantiate this. I share 

Kapp’s views regarding Schumann’s orchestral work, because they are not contradictory to Clara’s 

comments.  

 

III.4 Language and music 

 

III.4.1 General 

 

This study confines itself to Carnaval, a work from the beginning of Schumann’s career as composer. 

Is this fact sufficient for drawing defensible conclusions? Can we speak of one Schumann, or are there 
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different “Schumanns?” Leon Botstein justifiably poses this question.181 Schumann’s life was filled 

with many changes, high and low points, depressions and mood swings. His physical health was also 

extremely variable. The present study makes clear that Jean Paul was a figure of great importance for 

Schumann throughout his life. Jean Paul was the writer to whom Schumann regularly returned, despite 

his insatiable appetite for reading.182Examining the degree to which Jean Paul’s influence can be found 

in the later works of Schumann falls outside the framework of this case study.183 From this study it 

also becomes clear that music and literature were interwoven for Schumann in great measure. The 

following investigates this last thought. 

In “explaining” music, there are a number of questions deserving close attention. Schumann, for 

whom music was a form of literature and literature a form of music, offers the impetus to pose these 

questions. He makes this apparent in his letter to Friedrich Wieck on November 6, 1829: 

 
Schubert ist noch immer mein “einziger Schubert”, zumal da er Alles mit meinem “einzigen Jean 
Paul” gemein hat; wenn ich Schubert spiele, so ist mir’s, als läs’ ich einen komponirten Roman 
Jean Paul’s.184 
 
[Schubert is still my “unique Schubert,” especially since he had everything in common with my 
“unique Jean Paul”; when I play Schubert, it is to me as if I were reading a composed novel of 
Jean Paul.]  
 

That music and language are related has been clear for much longer. In the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, composers and theorists directed their attention to rhetoric. They studied the rules, patterns 

and techniques that held for rhetoric, how these were implemented in the communication of a 

message, and the applicability of these rules to music. Schumann’s approach raises questions of 

whether music and language can communicate a message in the same way. Can music express 

something as language can? I am quite explicit in not using the term “evoking.” Expressing something 

textually or orally assumes the possibility of specifying meaning through the use of words or 

otherwise (such as with gestures), barring misunderstanding. This is something quite different from 

“evoking.” In the latter, words can be used to awaken images, emotions and sentiments unrelated to 

the word itself or its meaning. Plantinga formulates this with, “Aestheticians of music have for a long 

time concerned themselves with: (1) whether music refers to anything outside itself (or, simply, 

whether it means anything); and (2) whether it depends for its effect upon association” of composer or 

listener with events, experiences and emotions from outside.185 Sound effects are not under discussion 

                                                 
181 Todd, p. 5. Botstein concludes, moreover, that there is one Schumann whose work forms one coherent whole 
(p. 6). 
182 Daverio p. 35. Daverio arrives at approximately six hundred titles from the ancient classics, Shakespeare, 
Byron, Heine, Rückert, Schiller and political journals which Schumann must have read. 
183 These four case studies are concerned with the context of musical works spanning a period of roughly two 
and a half centuries. This compels certain brevity per chapter, here as well. 
184 Schumann 1898, p. 82. 
185 Plantinga, p. 114. 
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here.186 According to Plantinga, Schumann doubted if music could portray meaning as a portrait does. 

He did not think that music could tell a story as a book can, and recognized that people’s reactions to 

music were (and remain) somewhat unpredictable.187 He was skeptical of the ability of music to refer 

to events, people and objects as language does.188 Schumann never imagined a program as the only 

possible reference or meaning of a piece of music, as he states in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik of 

1835 in his review of Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique: 

 
Man irrt sich gewiss, wenn man glaubt, die Componisten legten sich Feder und Papier in der 
elenden Absicht zurecht, dies oder jenes auszudrücken, zu schildern, zu malen.189 
 
[One is most certainly mistaken when one believes that composers put pen and paper at the ready 
in the miserable intention of expressing, of portraying, of painting this or that.]  

 

Schumann did think that music was capable of communicating feelings or emotions.190 

Here, it is useful to remember the letter (cited earlier, see § III.3.2.) to Clara on April 13, 1838. 

In this letter, Schumann writes that he occupies himself with everything occuring in the world, 

including politics, literature, people, and he ponders everything in his own way, which then expresses 

itself in music, or finds therein its outlet. This suggests that Schumann left a real and distinguishable 

manifestation of his thoughts in his music, presuming the existence of a musical manner of expression 

comparable to the textual form. The years 1830, 1840, and 1848 and Schumann’s musical reaction to 

events may serve as examples. These were turbulent years in Germany, most especially from 1848 to 

1849, when all of Germany was in revolt.  

 

 In 1830 the political situation in Germany was tense. Social problems and resistance to the German 

League (set up in 1815 during the Congress of Vienna) and the conservative consitution of its member 

states made political reforms necessary. Metternich, the Austrian Minister of Foreign Affairs, worked 

against a national German union of these member states and a more liberal government.191 At the 

celebration of the 300th anniversary of the Confession of Augsburg192 on July 8, 1830, and inspired by 

the revolution in Paris, demonstrations began and eventually led to rioting in Leipzig, Dresden, and 

other cities. The revolution spread to other parts of Europe including Belgium and Poland. In 

Germany, the military was unable to restore order. Peace returned only after future reforms that had 

been promised to the troops were recalled. Schumann lived in Leipzig from 1830 until 1844, and 
                                                 
186 For instance, those in Haydn’s 83rd Symphony (La Poule). 
187 Plantinga, p. 117 
188 Ibid., p. 118. In comparable sense Jensen 2001, p. 142. 
189 Schumann/Kreisig, Vol. I, p. 84. 
190 Plantinga, p. 121. 
191 Gebhardt, p. 117-124. 
192 Also called “Augustana” from its Latin name Confessio Augustana. The Confessio is one of the most 
important documents of the Lutheran Reformation, written in German and Latin and presented by a number of 
princes and cities to the German-Burgundian-Spanish Emperor Charles V in the Diet of June 25, 1530. The 
Emperor had summoned them for a profession of faith in an attempt to confirm, or restore, the religious and 
political unity of the Holy Roman Empire and to obtain support in resisting the Turkish invasion.  
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during this period wrote the ABEGG variations (1829-1830), Papillons (1829-1832), Allegro in b for 

piano (op. 8, 1831-1832), and a number of unfinished works for piano and quartet.193  

 The years 1840-1848.194 Despite the differing views on many subjects throughout Germany, on one 

matter there was no dissent whatsoever, and that was the matter of German unification. While the 

necessity of a German state had been stressed repeatedly in the preceding decade, it never came to 

fruition. This nationalism intensified during the Rhine Crisis in the autumn of 1840, which arose when 

the French claimed ownership of the left bank of the Rhine, making the outbreak of war a certainty. 

Collective German solidarity conquered old antagonisms. “Sie sollen ihn nicht haben” [They shall not 

have it] proclaimed many Rhine songs.195 A unified Germany would easily defend against any attack. 

“That Germany, whose Emperor once commanded the West…should cease to be the scorn and 

mockery of nations, and to reclaim the position which she deserves by virtue of her place…”196 Young 

and old Germans both saw the means for recovering German unity. On a national political level, the 

decade beginning with 1840 was a time of increasing expectations, growing impatience, and recurrent 

disappointments. After the death of King Friedrich Wilhelm III of Prussia on June 7, 1840, many 

hoped that Germany would embark on a new course. His successor King Friedrich Wilhelm IV (1795-

1861) disappointed, and expectations of change in direction remained unfulfilled. In a material sense, 

the situation was also extremely grave for large parts of the German population.197 Approximately 

one-third of the population lived on the brink of poverty. This was the era of Karl Marx. During a 

communist recruitment campaign in February 1845, Friedrich Engels and Moses Heß encountered a 

full hall. The continued increase in deterioration on a social level, the Verelendung, led to a dramatic 

increase in emigration. For those in power, this seemed an appropriate remedy to social tensions and 

revolution. Eventually, these factors accumulated and produced the revolution of March 1848. During 

this exceptionally turbulent period, Schumann lived in Leipzig until 1844, and subsequently in 

Dresden until 1850. For him, having composed almost exclusively for piano, 1840 was the year of the 

song and 1841 the year in which he began writing for orchestra. For a more detailed listing of works 

from the period 1840 to 1841, I refer you to the Appendix of this chapter. 

 In 1848, the February Revolution in France led to the March Revolution in Germany. Many 

German states rose up in revolt, but the heart of the revolution was in Frankfurt. In May 1848, the 

Frankfurter Parliament gathered in the Church of St Paul. The goal of the meeting was the foundation 

of a new German Empire based on a liberal constitution. In 1849, after a period of uncertainty, 

bickering, territorial dispute, and profound political disagreements, a new constitution was finally 

created. Named the Paulskirchenverfassung, it provided for a hereditary empire with a parliament as 

legislative power. Frederik Wilhelm IV actually refused the imperial crown on the grounds that only 

                                                 
193 Tadday, p. XV. 
194 For this period in German history, I refer the reader to Fenske, p. 1-15. 
195 Fenske, p. 2. 
196 Ibid., p. 3. 
197 Ibid., p. 10.  
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God could grant it to him as the anointed. It was only in 1850, after many complications, that the 

German League was restored in its previous form. This did very little to restore peace, however. 

Schumann was living in Dresden at this time, and the May rebellion of 1849 in Dresden was 

extraordinarily violent, with hand-to-hand combat in the streets. The revolutionaries even sought him 

out. When gangs came looking for him, Clara denied dispassionately that he was at home. After this 

escape, he fled to the village of Kreischa with his family.198 Finally, Schumann left Dresden for good 

in September 1850 and settled himself with his family in Düsseldorf as conductor of the orchestra 

there.199 His output from 1848 to 1849 is vast and extremely varied in character. In fact, 1849 was the 

most productive year of Schumann’s life. For a detailed listing of works from this period I again refer 

you to the Appendix. 

 

It is clear that in each period of major social unrest, Schumann found himself near the middle ground. 

However, in his music there are no indications to be found that point to a depiction of the events.200 

Walker points out two possible exceptions, including three works for chorus, titled Zu den Waffen, 

Schwarz-Rot-Gold and Freiheitssang with (military) wind ensemble ad libitum (WoO 4, 1848) and 

four marches (Lager-Scene, op. 76, 1849).201 Tadday points to the Märsche (op. 76) as blatant political 

adherence to the ideas of the revolution.202 The Patriotisches Lied für Solostimme, gem. Chor und 

Klavier (WoO 5, 1840. See Appendix ) can possibly be placed in the same category.  

There is a paradox between Schumann’s letter of April 13, 1838, when he states:  
 
“Es afficirt mich alles, was in der Welt vorgeht, Politik, Literatur, Menschen; über Alles denke ich 
nach meiner Weise nach, was sich dann durch die Musik luft machen, einen Ausweg suchen 
will”203  
 

[Everything which happens in the world – politics, literature, people – influences me; in my 
fashion I mull over everything, which then seeks an outlet through music]  

 

and the lack of any depiction of those happenings in his music. Whether he meant it so literally in this 

letter to Clara is not clear. As Lippman comments, it is more probable that “…if Schumann belittles 

concrete descriptions, he means not to advocate an empty musical autonomy but a specific kind of 

expressiveness.”204 He continues by adding: “…for creation is largely unconscious, and for the most 

part escapes analysis and understanding. It fuses external and musical components in a manner that 

generally cannot be defined, and this is the central reason for the paradox of Schumann’s practice 

                                                 
198 Walker, p. 30. 
199 Ibid., p. 422f. 
200 Ibid., p. 30 and Weingarten in Walker, p. 103. Schumann shared in a general sense, incidentally, the wish for 
a unified Germany. 
201 Weingarten in Walker, p. 103 and Walker, p. 30. Both works are indicated by  in the Appendix of this 
chapter. 
202 Tadday, p. XIX. 
203 I refer to § III.3.2. 
204 Lippman, p. 332. 
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[italics added].”205 According to Lippman, his writings can “hardly be literal renditions of specific 

meaning.”206 In any case, Schumann was wary of philosophical explanations for his work. He writes in 

the Mottobuch:  

 
Die Idee der Schönheit ist die unter der Gestalt der Notwendigkeit erkannte Form alles wahrhaft 
Seienden – hat Weisse in seiner Ästhetik gesagt. Nun hast Du’s! scholastische 
Spitzfindigkeiten!207 
 
[The idea of beauty is the form, known in the figure of necessity, of everything truthful That 
Which Exists –Weisse said in his Aesthetics. Now you have it! scholastic quibblings!] 
 

Likewise, Plantinga writes: “Schumann always remained aloof from any disputes of a philosophical 

nature about music; and though he reviewed almost anything else, he never wrote a review of a book 

on aesthetics.”208 Moreover, Schumann had a certain aversion to composing to a premeditated 

program, as is clear from the following quote:  
 
Wir gestehen, ein Vorurteil gegen diese Art des Schaffens zu haben, und teilen dies vielleicht mit 
hundert gelehrten Köpfen, die freilich oft sonderbare Vorstellungen vom Komponieren haben und 
sich immer auf Mozart berufen, der sich nichts bei seiner Musik gedacht haben soll. Wie gesagt 
indes, das Vorurteil haben wohl mache, auch Nicht-Gelehrte, und hält uns daher ein Komponist 
vor seiner Musik ein Programm entgegen, so sag’ ich: “Vor allem laß mich hören, daß du schöne 
Musik gemacht, hinterher soll mir auch dein Programm angenehm sein”.209 
 
[We confess to having a prejudice against this art of creation, and share this perhaps with a 
hundred learned heads, who quite often have a conception of composing and always invoke 
Mozart, who is supposed not to have conceived of anything with his music. As I said however, the 
prejudice is there, and therefore should a composer offers us a program for his music, so say I: 
“Before anything else, let me hear that you have created beautiful music, afterwards your program 
will also have pleased me.”]  
 

As noted earlier, Schumann felt that music must speak for itself. He writes about this: “Charakter, 

musikalischen, hat eine Komposition, wenn sich eine Gesinnung vorherrschend ausspricht, sich so 

aufdrängt, daß keine andere Auslegung möglich ist. …Charakteristische Musik unterscheidet sich von 

der malerischen (pittoresken), daß sie die Seelenzustände, während die andere Lebenszustände 

darstellt; meistens finden wir beides vermischt” [A composition has character, musically, when a 

conviction expresses itself predominantly, so imposes itself, that no other interpretation is possible. 

…Characteristic music distinguishes itself from the picturesque, in that it presents the spiritual 

condition, whereas the other presents the physical condition; we usually find them both mixed 

                                                 
205 Ibid., 333. 
206 Ibid., p. 340. 
207 Boetticher 1942, p. 58. Boetticher states above the citation only: Aus dem Mottobuch, without further detail or 
dating. From the chronological order or the chapter division (p. V) to which Boetticher adheres and his dating of 
the preceding piece and its succeeding piece, it can be deduced that the quotation must have been written around 
1831. However, this is not certain. It may be assumed that Schumann refers here to System der Ästhetik als 
Wissenschaft von der Schönheit (Leipzig, 1830) by Christian Hermann Weisse, German theologian and 
philosopher (1801-1866). 
208 Plantinga, p. 113. Lippman also remarks that Schumann wrote no independent study on aesthetics (Lippman, 
p. 324). 
209 Schumann/Kreisig 1914, volume II, p. 129. 
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together].210 A fundamental program would give the character of “picturesque music, of description 

rather than character,” as Lipmann summarizes.211 This means that “imagination does not convert the 

material of life into music in a demonstrable fashion, so that each circumstance produces a 

corresponding tonal expression.”212 Schumann’s letter to Clara on April 13, 1838 must be interpreted 

in this sense. A program limits the listener’s imagination and means that the character of a work as 

result of the compositional process will not become clear without this explanation.213 Paradoxically, 

even if circumstances are conducive to the creation of music, it does not mean that knowledge of them 

is essential for understanding and comprehension. After all, is music not already in itself enough and 

eloquent, as Schumann wrote to Moscheles on September 22, 1837 (see § III.2.1, at the end). 

 

III.4.2 The author 

 

Interweaving Schumann’s life with his music makes it nearly impossible to unravel the two threads.214 

Jean Paul, Schumann’s way of thinking, and Clara have evident places in Carnaval. Was Schumann a 

child of his time, and if so, to what degree? Was Schumann exceptional in his subjective experience of 

music and in his subsequent literary expressions, or does he belong with his contemporaries Chopin 

and Liszt? Dahlhaus categorizes the music of all three as Poetische Musik. This is a difficult term to 

define, as its antithesis, the prosaic in the sense of trivial and mechanical, provides no help. Essentially 

Dahlaus describes this term, apart from the various nuances thereof, as “höchste poetische Sprache … 

die ihren eigenen Weg geht und sich um keinen Text, um keine unterlegte Poesie kümmert, für sich 

selbst dichtet und sich selber poetisch kommentiert.” [highly poetic speech…which goes its own way 

and doesn’t worry about a text, an underlying poetry, which writes poetry for itself and poetically 

comments on itself.]215 Mendelssohn’s music can also be thus categorized.  

Daverio is quite right in noting that Schumann’s testimony about his own work “may be colored 

by an ideology of art and life that runs through nineteenth-century criticism with the obstinacy of a 

Wagnerian leitmotiv.”216 This ideology was defined in large part by subjectivity and personal 

expression, yearning for the unattainable, the mystical, the indefinable, and religion. Schumann’s 

letters are saturated with it. His Bible Flegeljahre, the difficult book with the double personalities of 

Vult and Walt, larvae changing into butterflies, and masquerades, is an example. This attitude leads to 

the supposition that in the study of Schumann and his work, the accent falls strongly on Schumann the 

person. His passionate life appeals to the imagination and rich fantasy, and it contains circumstances 

that have strongly influenced views on his music. Is it not possible that the twentieth- to twenty-first-

                                                 
210 Ibid., Vol. II, p. 207. 
211 Lippman, p. 333. 
212 Ibid., p. 332. 
213 Ibid., p. 334. 
214 In comparable sense also Daverio, p. 10. 
215Dahlhaus 1980b, p. 118f. 
216 Daverio, p. 11. 
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century analyses and interpretations of Schumann’s music have in fact been romanticized? Is it not 

possible that this point of view has led to impossible or barely demonstrable conclusions? This study 

has presented several such examples, including Schmid’s analysis of the tone Schumann developed at 

the piano and later attempted, somewhat successfully, to achieve in his orchestral works. Or is it the 

case that Schumann should not be taken literally, as Lippmann argues? Sams rightly concludes that 

Schumann needed ideas and images in order to compose; poetic ideas and literary images stimulated 

his imagination and creativity (see § III.3.2.).  

In his interesting essay “The Death of the Author” (1967/68), Roland Barthes argues the 

following regarding the author in literature.217 The author is a product of our society, “a modern 

figure” who gained prestige as an individual coming from the past. That resulted in the great 

importance given to the person of the author himself. According to Bathes, the (person of the) author 

is determinative in literary history, biographies of writers, interviews, and periodicals, just as “in the 

very consciousness of men of letters anxious to unite their person and their work through diaries and 

memoirs” [sic, italics added].218 The literary image, says Barthes, is focused “tyrannically” on the 

author, his person, his life, his preferences, and his passions. The “explanation [Barthes’s italics]” of a 

work is always sought in the man or woman who created it through the fiction that the author “takes us 

into his confidence.” The reader must detach a work from its author in order to free it from this 

interpretive tyranny. The author’s task is to create the work, not to explain it.  

Though this view is still prevalent, there are writers and scholars who have tried to free 

themselves from it. One of these is Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898). Mallarmé was a so-called 

Symbolist, part of a movement in literature, the visual arts, and theater which manifested itself at the 

end of the nineteenth century in France and elsewhere.219 He was undoubtedly the first in France “to 

see and foresee in its full extent the necessity to substitute language itself for the person who until then 

had been supposed to be its owner.”220  For him, just as for Barthes, it is language that speaks, not the 

author. The goal in writing is to reach the point at which “only language acts, ‘performs,’ and not 

‘me’.”221 Mallarme’s poetic output represents the subjugation of the author to the interests of 

writing.222 A text is not a row of words with a “single ‘theological’ meaning” and not a multi-

dimensional space to be “deciphered.” A text can only “disentangled.” The structure of a text can be 

followed at every point and on every level, but nothing lies beneath.223  

                                                 
217 Barthes 1977, p. 142f. 
218 Ibid., p. 143. 
219 I shall discuss Mallarmé more extensively in my chapter on Pierre Boulez, the final case study. 
220 Barthes 1977, p. 143. 
221 Ibid. 
222 Ibid., 142f. for all citations and references. 
223 Barthes 1977, p. 146f. 
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An illustration of the image Barthes sketches of the author is the statue of Beethoven by Max 

Klinger from 1902, pictured below.224  

 

Fig. III. 2: Statue of Beethoven by Klinger 

 

 
 

The enormous scale of the complete work, Beethoven himself, his chair, his attitude, the choice of 

material, and the color all stress the importance and greatness of his person as author and composer.  

Barthes’s views have been discussed widely. Any further examination of this criticism falls 

outside the scope of this study. Moreover, his essay is dated. Several points are disputable in Barthes’s 

testimony, the most important objection being the radical nature of his views – mainly that with the 

“death of the author,” the interpretation of his work is left to the reader.  

Without citing Barthes by name, Taruskin dwells on the term hermeneutics in the introduction to 

Defining Russia Musically. In order to understand a work it is of great importance that the interpreter 

finds himself “outside [Taruskin’s italics] the object of his or her creative understanding – in time, in 

space, in culture.” Here, he cites Michaïl Bachtin (1895-1975). Taruskin sums this up with the term 

outsideness.225  For him, any viewpoint limiting hermeneutics to interpretation of the intention is an 

impoverishment. This is precisely what hermeneutics is not. Responsible hermeneutic investigation 

entails the interpretation of a work in the manner and spirit in which it was conceived by the author. It 

is equally important to carry this out from outsideness “… precisely so as to determine (as Tomlinson 

puts it) ‘what what they were doing did’.” 226 The work of an author gives depth when also considered 

from the viewpoint of an outsider, since questions are then posed which otherwise would not have 
                                                 
224 Max Klinger (1857-1920), German graphic artist, painter and sculptor. The statue was first exhibited in the 
“Wiener Secession.” This movement, begun in 1897 by nineteen Viennese artists, is characterized by the 
difference in styles amongst them. Members of the Wiener Secession were: Gustav Klimt (its first president), 
Egon Schiele, Oskar Kokoschka, Richard Gerstl, Koloman Moser, Carl Moll, Marx Kurzweil, Rudolph Bacher 
and Albert Paris von Gütersloh. From website: http://wikipedia.org/wiki/Vienna_Seccesion (accessed September 
15, 2007).  
225 Taruskin 1997, p. xxiii. 
226 Ibid., p. xxvi. 
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been posed. Taruskin relies completely “on close textual analysis precisely because hermeneutics and 

musical analysis have so often and so complacently been declared, from both sides of the presumed 

divide, to be antagonistic.”  He shall always pose the question regarding the technique of a work 

“precisely in order to understand both the means by which the composers realized their intentions … 

and also the way in which the composers were responding to issues and circumstances that, one can 

only presume, lay below the threshold of their conscious intending as they went about the act of 

composing.”227 Even though the end of this citation refers to Russian composers and the circumstances 

under which they worked, Taruskin implicitly ascribes a more general significance to this principle. 

Barthes’s testimony does not recognize the possibility and the existence of soundly supported, 

generally accepted views, analyses and interpretations of works, as is the tenor of Taruskin’s 

comments. Nonetheless, Barthes’s standpoint is important for musicology, in which we are engaged in 

the search for the intentions of the author, the underlying ideas in a work, and the interpretation of 

these ideas. This search is often reasoned from the angle of the composer. His standpoint also holds 

true for Schumann and his work. Judgments of Schumann’s work are often “tyrannically” focused on 

his person, his life, correspondence and diaries, with the danger of reason towards (preconceived) 

conclusions, as Daverio correctly points out.228 Those judgements are limited by the “interpretative 

tyranny” which can come with concentrating on the composer. Primacy must rest with the music itself. 

Just as Barthes says of literature that “it is language which speaks and not the author,” so is it the same 

with music. Schumann’s personality and writings account for the temptation toward the latter 

approach. The tendency to examine and interpret his work from this viewpoint surfaces easily. Seen in 

this light, Barthes’s plea is of value to musicology, but mainly as a warning against focusing too 

closely, or even solely, on the author and his intentions. Responsible research entails researching the 

intention and interpretation of the author himself as well as the (generally later) interpretation of 

outsiders, viewed as Taruskin advocates from the perspective of their “outsideness.” For Schumann, 

music always had to speak for itself, and this is possible from many points of view.  

 

*** 

 

From the wealth of information about Schumann, an important part of which stems from Schumann 

himself, there emerges a picture of his person and personality that is anything but clear and consistent. 

His idolization of Jean Paul, whose book Flegeljahre was holy writ for Schumann, does not aid in the 

clarification of this picture. On the contrary, confusion is more likely for those who acquaint 

themselves with this book. The titles and subtitles of the various chapters are cryptic, at best.  

It seems that Schumann had a bipolar personality. His life contained many changes, high and 

low points, mood swings with moments of deep depression, periods in which he composed little or 
                                                 
227 Taruskin 1997, p. xxxf. 
228 I refer to § III.3.5. 
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nothing, and periods in which he composed prolifically. He ended his days in a psychiatric institution. 

His correspondence is poetic, dreamy, and full of fantasy.229 The sense of reality that he claimed his 

work reflected is often rather difficult to find.230 Typical of Schumann is his own projection as double 

personality, a much-loved theme for the Romantics. In Schumann’s case, this projection appears in the 

characters Florestan and Eusebius, behind which he concealed himself. They are opposing but also 

related to each other, and both are part of Schumann’s own Ego, Florestan to a greater degree as 

Schumann’s “Herzensfreund.” In Jean Paul’s Flegeljahre, Florestan and Eusebius find their 

counterparts in Vult and Walt, respectively. The association of Vult with Florestan is important. Vult 

presents himself as masked, and everything about him is a mask.  

Schumann’s identification with Florestan and Eusebius, his fascination with the mask, and the 

process of development of larva (with its double meanings) via pupa to butterfly are characteristic of 

his personality. More frequently, Schumann seemed to want to appear in differing forms, and in doing 

so he wished to conceal himself. It seems that this is the essence of his way of thinking and his 

perception of his environment. He paints a picture of himself as elusive, indefinable, not to be hinted 

at or unequivocally specified. Consciously or not, he paints himself as the mystification of himself. 

These are images Jean Paul also evokes in Flegeljahre. It seems very likely that this is exactly the 

reason that Jean Paul and Flegeljahre so fascinated Schumann, for whom the book had an almost 

Biblical power. Perhaps his possibly ambivalent sexuality fits in this picture as well. I draw the 

conclusion that the array of information about Schumann influenced how Carnaval was (and is) viwed 

to an appreciable degree, and that this array leads to ambiguity rather than to a better understanding of 

Carnaval. Lippman characterizes this perfectly when he discusses the titles and accompanying texts in 

Schumann’s compositions: “It is not so much the frequency and variety of these verbal indications that 

concern us, however, as the ambiguity that surrounds them. In this sense, the intended riddles of secret 

meaning conceal much deeper ones. Schumann himself seems to be uncertain about the content of his 

compositions… [italics added]”231       

Daverio reasonably warns that an extensive knowledge of the life and experiences of a composer 

are frequently the basis of a search for the connections between life and work that we wish to find. 

Barthes says precisely the same regarding literature. The explanation of literary work directs itself in a 

“tyrannical” manner to the person, the life and the passions of the author in an attempt to unite his 

person and works through diaries and memoirs. For Barthes, the task of the author is to produce a 

work, not to explain it. Barthes maintains that we cannot know precisely what the author meant. The 
                                                 
229 As is clear from his letter to (approximately fifteen-year-old) Clara (see § III.3.2) “Ich wollte mir 
Schmetterlinge einfangen als Briefträger an Sie … “ [I would like to capture butterflies as letter carrier to you…] 
and from his letter of April 17, 1832, to his mother and other family members “… ich wünschte mir nichts, als 
einen Wagen aus Rosen geflochten, den ein Heer von Schmetterlingen an Gold- und Silberfäden in die Heimath 
zöge; …” [I wanted nothing for myself than a coach woven of roses, which a host of butterflies on gold and 
silver threads drew to the homeland….] (see § III.1, at the end). 
230 I recall here the turbulent years of 1830 and 1840-1849, which in his work there are only rare examples to be 
found. 
231 Lippman, p. 3. 
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divergent and partially incorrect interpretation of Carnaval (which is largely based on the composer’s 

personality) has demonstrated the validity of his remarks. Todd warns that many commentators 

become tangled in Schumann’s web. The basis for a sound analysis of a work is the work itself, 

possibly supplemented by tangential information about or from the composer. The examinations of 

Schubert’s Sehnsuchtswalzer and Beethoven’s Egmont Overture as recognizable fragments in which 

Clara takes her place in Carnaval are examples of this type of analysis. The same holds true of the 

Großvatertanz and the significance ascribed to it in the last movement of Carnaval. On these grounds 

it is also very likely that Schumann found the name Carneval(e) suitable for his own Carnaval and 

therefore named Carnaval in reference to Paganini’s Carnevale di Venezia. As such, proceeding from 

the composer, it is still very much a question whether Ernestine von Fricken is indeed the person 

around whom Carnaval is built (as is assumed on the basis of the use of the letters ASCH, her 

birthplace, as motif in Carnaval). At most, Ernestine would have been the catalyst for Carnaval. 

Regardless, the letters ASCH and SCHA are a binding element. Sams correctly believes that 

Schumann needed ideas and images in order to compose. Poetic ideas and literary images stimulated 

his imagination and creativity. From this, Schumann’s fascination with the butterfly, its transformation 

and metamorphosis from pupa to butterfly, and the recurrent use of the word “papillons” in text and 

music is very understandable. The same is true of the attraction the mask and masquerade held for 

Schumann and his environment. 

That for Schumann, music and language were two facets of the same seems understandable in 

this environment, within this intellectually and perhaps incomprehensible context. Schumann was far 

from certain that music could portray itself as a painting, but to his way of thinking, which was deeply 

rooted in association and associative thinking, the boundary was vague. He is clearly a representative 

of Romanticism, the cultural movement that emerged at the end of the eighteenth century as a reaction 

to the Enlightenment and Rationalism. Fantasy and emotion gained the upper hand over severe form, 

rules and the cerebral. The cult of the individual developed and triumphed. His mental world is not 

cerebral and to be approached purely intellectually, but instinctively. Not without reason Lippmann 

remarks in general that the masquerade, the concealment behind masks, is a central element of 

Schumann’s early works.232  

With this in mind, tension is created between judgment and analysis of the “Romantic” 

Carnaval created in the environment of its time, and the sobriety, the outsideness, which I advocate 

from a modern point of view. This approach is based primarily on the musical material as it presents 

itself today, supplemented and supported Schumann’s writings from the time and by the cultural 

context of that era. Seen from this point of view, Carnaval is a collage, a potpourri of personages, 

situations, and carnivalesque personalities tumbling one over the other. In totality these elements have 

little in common, but they fit within the entourage of a carnival celebration. The points of contact with 
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Ernestine and Clara are certainly at home in this collage, because Schumann had a relationship with 

each of them. They are, however, not defining for its entirety. They belong there just as do Chopin and 

Paganini, whom Schumann greatly admired, and the carnival figures of Pierrot, Arlequin, Pantalon 

and Colombine. It can be said that the battle of the Davidsbund against the Philistines and their 

Kehraus fits in this potpourri as an unmistakable “closing number,” a “clean sweep” of Carnaval. It 

fits in as characteristic of the opinions of the Davidsbund.  

In Carnaval, in which everyone does as he or she pleases, the various elements fit each other 

wonderfully without further analysis. In Carnaval it is also clear why humor holds this clownish 

parade together as Romantic resistance to the rational and cerebral attitudes that dominated the 

preceding age. Before 1840, the year in which he began his symphonic works, Schumann’s music was 

“Hausmusik für Eingeweihte [House music for initiates].”233 Lippman describes it aptly: 

 
The universality of music answers to every need of the human heart, although especially to the 
Romantic desire to express the feeling of nameless and insatiable longing. In this unfulfilled 
longing all the arts were to coalesce, but the spirit that suffused the whole was that of music, and 
the hidden or explicit wish of many an author of the time was to become a composer, so that he 
might better succeed in an expressive endeavor for which words were inherently too concrete and 
earth-bound.234 
 

 
With this, the context of Carnaval is outlined. With this, it is also understandable why the twenty-

year- old Schumann, with doubts as to whether his future was in literature or music, finally chose 

music.  
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Appendix235 

The turbulent years 1840, 1841, 1848 and 1849 and Schumann’s musical reaction to events in these 

years (see § III.4.1). 

 

1840 1841 1848 1849 
    
 Nachtstücke, op. 23 

(begun in 1839) 
 Zwölf Gedichte aus 

Friedrich Rückerts 
Liebesfrühling, op 37 
(with Clara) 

 Bilder aus Osten für 
Klavier zu 4 Händen, op. 
66 

 Lieder und Gesänge, 
op. 51 (begun in 1840/41 
and subsequently 
1844/46) 

 Liederkreis nach 
Heinrich Heine, op. 24 

 Symphony no. 1 in B, 
op. 38 

 Album für die Jugend 
für Klavier, op. 68 

 Romanzen und 
Balladen für gem. Chor, 
op. 67 

 Myrthen, op. 25  Symphony in d (later 
Symphony no. 4, op. 120) 

 Genoveva op. 81 
(begun in 1847) 

 Romanzen für 
Frauenstimmen, op. 69 

 Faschingsschwank aus 
Wien, op. 26 (begun in 
1839) 

 Overture, Scherzo and 
Finale, op. 52 

 Manfred after Lord 
Byron, op. 115 

 Adagio und Allegro in 
As für Horn (Violoncello, 
Violine) und Klavier, op. 
70 

 Drei Gedichte für 
mehrstimmigen Gesang 
nach Emanuel Geibel, op. 
29 

 Phantasie für Klavier 
und Orchester in a (first 
movement of the piano 
concerto in a, op. 54) 

 Drei Freiheitsgesänge 
für Männerchor und 
großes Blaserorchester ad 
lib., WoO 4 (see § III.4.1) 

 Adventlied nach 
Friedrich Rückert, op. 71 
(begun in 1848) 

 Drei Gedichte nach 
Emanuel Geibel, op. 30 

 Symphony in c 
(fragments and sketches) 

  Drei Fantasiestücke 
für Klarinette 
(Violoncello, Violine) 
und Klavier, op. 73 

 Drei Gesänge nach 
Adelbert von Chamisso, 
op. 31 

 Tragödie (Heine) für 
Sopran, Tenor und 
Orchester 

  Spanisches Liederspiel 
für 1-4 Singstimmen und 
Klavier, op. 74 

 Sechs Lieder für 
vierstimmigen 
Männergesang, op. 33 

   Romanzen und 
Balladen für gem. Chor, 
op. 75 

 Vier Duette, op. 34    Vier Märsche ,op. 76 
(see § III.4.1) 

 Zwölf Gedichte: Eine 
Liederreihe nach Justinus 
Kerner, op. 35 

   Vier Duette, op. 78 

 Sechs Gedichte aus 
Robert Reinicks 
Liederbuch eines Malers, 
op. 36 

   Liederalbum für die 
Jugend, op. 79 

 Liederkreis nach 
Joseph Freiherrn von 
Eichendorff, op. 39 

   Klaviertrio No. 2 in F, 
op. 80 (begun in 1847) 

 Fünf Lieder nach H. 
Chr. Andersen und 
Chamisso op. 40 

   Zwölf vierhändige 
Klavierstücke für kleine 
und große Kinder op. 85 

 Frauenliebe und 
Leben, op. 42 

   Konzertstück in F für 
4 Hörner und großes 
Orchester, op. 86 

 Drei Duette op. 43    Der Handschuh nach 
Friedrich Schiller, op. 87 

                                                 
235 Tadday, pp. XVI-XIX. 
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(originally for 
unaccompanied chorus) 

 Romanzen und 
Balladen, op. 45 

   Romanzen für 
Frauenstimmen, op. 91 

 Dichterliebe nach 
Heinrich Heine, op. 48 

   Introduktion und 
Allegro appassionato für 
Klavier und Orchester, 
op. 92 

 Romanzen und 
Balladen, op. 49 

   Drei Romanzen für 
Oboe (Klarinette, 
Violine) und Klavier, op.  
94 

 Belsatzar, op. 57    Drei Gesänge aus Lord 
Byrons Hebraïschen 
Gesängen, op. 95 

 Vier Gesänge, op. 142    Lieder, Gesänge und 
Requiem für Mignon für 
Soli, gem. Chor und 
Klavier c.q. Orchester, 
op. 98a/b 

  Patriotisches Lied 
für Solostimme, gem. 
Chor und Klavier, WoO 5 
(see § III.4.1) 

   Minnespiel aus 
Friedrich Rückerts 
Liebesfrühling für 1-4 
Singstimmen und 
Klavier, op. 101 

    Fünf Stücke im 
Volkston für Violoncello 
(Violine) und Klavier, op. 
102 

    Schön Hedwig Ballade 
nach Friedrich Hebbel, 
op. 106 

    Nachtlied nach 
Friedrich Hebbel für 
gem. Chor und Orchester, 
op. 108 

    Fünf Gesänge aus 
Heinrich Laubes 
Jagdbrevier für 
Männerchor und 4 
Hörner ad lib., op. 137 

    Spanische Liebeslieder 
für 1-4 Singstimmen und 
Klavier zu 4 oder 2 
Händen, op. 138 

    Vier doppelchörige 
Gesänge, op. 141 

    Sommerruh, WoO 7 
(Duett) 

 

 



 

 

 

IV. PIERRE BOULEZ –  STRUCTURES I 
 

 

IV.1 Introduction 

 

The consequences of World War II were disastrous. In total, an estimated seventeen million soldiers 

and twenty to thirty million civilians lost their lives. Millions of Jews were murdered in the Holocaust, 

which sought their total annihilation. That organised killing targeted also other segments of the 

population such as gypsies. Massive bombardments of large cities brought war close to civilians for 

the first time in history. The sole intention of these bombardments was to bring the enemy to its knees-

-nothing more. The culmination of this tactic was the use of the atomic bomb in Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki (on August 6 and 9, 1945, respectively), the first and last time in history that the atomic 

bomb was used and with the sole aim of mass destruction of civilian targets. With one bomb per city, 

the two cities were completely destroyed. Tens of thousands of civilians died, many of them years 

later as a result of radiation poisoning. Warfare itself had changed radically due to the enormous 

increase in mechanization. In contrast to World War I, which “limited” itself to the area of Eastern and 

Western Europe (including Russia) and Turkey, World War II was an all-encompassing conflict that 

not only included the European continent, Asia and North Africa, but also involved lands outside this 

area such as the United States of America, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Millions of people 

were uprooted, made homeless or refugees. Historic cities, monuments and art objects were destroyed 

or irreparably damaged.  

The Yalta Conference (February 4 to 11, 1945) between Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin for the 

most part determined the borders of the new Europe after the war. Europe was divided into two power 

blocs, separated by what Churchill would later dub the Iron Curtain in a speech in 1946. That curtain, 

an artificial border and dividing line through the heart of Europe between the (communist) “Soviet 

bloc” and the (capitalist) “West,” became the symbol of the Cold War. After Stalin’s blockade of West 

Berlin in 1948, the division culminated in the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961, a 

physical, brutally maintained border, built as a dam to stem the flow of refugees from East to West. 

The Soviet Union, one of the allied forces in the war, transformed from ally to enemy. Elsewhere, the 

decades after World War II were also eventful. The West was dismantled as “ruler” of the world, 

former colonies became independent, and a global political, societal and social instability made its 

entrance. In brief: the world had fallen to pieces. There is no other conclusion to be drawn. 
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As a consequence of the advance of Nazism and anti-Semitism, the growing threat of war and 

the first acts of aggression, many composers of the new generation fled Europe and emigrated to the 

United Sates. Some died: Alban Berg in 1935 and Anton Webern in 1945. The latter, who had 

retreated to the mountains in Mittersill (near Salzburg), was accidentally shot dead by an American 

soldier on September 15, 1945 in the last weeks of the war. Many composers emigrated to the United 

States: Arnold Schönberg (as early as 1933, and died there in 1951), Kurt Weill (in 1935, and died 

there in 1950),1 Igor Stravinsky (in 1939), Béla Bartók (in 1940, and died there in 1945), Paul 

Hindemith (in 1940) and Darius Milhaud (in 1940). It is noteworthy that many leading figures in the 

modern art world were citizens of Germany and Austria, from where they were driven out by the Nazi 

regime. The painter Paul Klee left Germany in 1933 and returned to Bern when his art was declared 

“entartet” by the Nazis. Vassily Kandinsky left Germany in 1933 and went to Paris when his art, too, 

was declared entartet. Oskar Schlemmer, who had been engaged in 1932 as a teacher at the Vereinigte 

Staatsschulen für Freie und Angewandte Kunst [United national schools for free and applied art] in 

Berlin-Charlottenburg, was dismissed in 1933 by the Nazis. The Bauhaus in Weimar, founded in 1919 

to further the development of modern architecture and applied arts, was closed in 1933 by order of the 

Nazis. Klee, Kandinsky and Schlemmer had all taught there.  

For the generation of young composers that emerged in Europe after World War II, including 

Pierre Boulez (1925), Western musical tradition was inextricably linked to the political and social 

failures of the recent past.2 Neo-classicism in all its forms, which had played a significant role in 

European music between 1918 and 1945, was viewed with suspicion and disapproval. The new 

generation saw it as a failed attempt to reconcile the achievements of the post-tonal era with the 

aesthetic of an earlier musical epoch.3 It was not possible to build upon this politico-social and musical 

inheritance. Moreover, traditions and continuity with that past had been broken by death or departure. 

The new generation of composers found itself in a vacuum. For society as a whole, the post-war era 

was a time of rebuilding in all its sectors. Young composers found that music also had to be rebuilt 

literally from the ground up. A new kind of music was required, one which differed fundamentally 

from music of the past. In his article “Éventuellement,” Boulez writes:  

 
A une époque de transformation et d’organisation, où le problème du langage se pose avec une 
particulière acuité, et dont, semble-t-il, découlera pour un certain temps la grammaire musicale, 
nous assumons nos responsabilités, avec intransigeance.4 
 
 

                                                 
1 Bertolt Brecht fled Germany in 1933 as well. After years of wandering, he finally arrived in the United States 
in 1941. In 1948 he returned to East Germany, and died in 1956 in former East Berlin. 
2 Boulez’s generation included, among others, Bruno Maderna (1920-1973), Karel Goeyvaerts (1923-1993), 
Luigi Nono (1924-1990), Luciano Berio (1925-2003) and Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928-2007). 
3 Morgan, p. 333. Despite its name, the classical period was only in part the focus of the neo-classical movement; 
interest in the baroque was equally strong. Schönberg wrote a suite (1934), Stravinsky two (1917-1925; 1921), 
Webern a symphony (1928). 
4 Boulez 1952, p. 121. 
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[At a time of transformation and reorganization, in which the problem of language presents itself 
with particular acuteness, and, from which it seems that music will derive its grammar for some 
time to come, we assume our responsibilities unflinchingly.]5  
 

Boulez saw it as duty and as privilege to make discoveries in this fallow field of European music. He 

saw the advantage of starting with a clean slate. Revolutionary changes earlier in the century were 

insufficiently radical for him.6 In his essay Schoenberg is dead (1952), he makes this clear in 

unsparing terms. “Schoenberg never concerned himself with the logical connection between serial 

forms as such and derived structure. This seems to be the reason for the futility of most of his serial 

output,” continuing with: “From Schoenberg’s pen flows a stream of infuriating clichés and 

formidable stereotypes redolent of the most wearily ostentatious romanticism …” Schoenberg’s 

serialism was “one-sided: it neglected rhythm, and even, strictly speaking, sound, in the sense of 

dynamics and mode of attack.”7  

In these accusations, Boulez ignores the fact that Schönberg was a product of his time. 

Moreover, he denies the composer’s historic importance. Carl Dahlhaus, alongside his partial 

concurrence, summarised his criticism of Boulez’s standpoint thus: 

 
… die Behauptung aber, Schönbergs musikalisches Denken habe sich in unproduktive, ruinöse 
Widersprüche verfangen, verrät einen Mangel an historischem Gerechtigkeitsgefühl, der gerade 
bei einem Komponisten, der sich mit seinem Werk an bestimmte Problemsituationen des 
Komponierens gebunden fühlt – also nicht nach generellen, sondern aufgrund von historisch 
fundierten Kriterien urteilt – , kaum entschuldbar erscheint. 
 
[… but the assertion that Schönberg’s musical thinking would be caught up in unproductive, 
ruinous contradictions betrays a lack of an historical sense of justice, which, especially from a 
composer who feels himself in his work to be bound to certain problem situations in composition – 
and therefore judges not by general, but by historically founded criteria –  seems scarcely 
excusable.]8 

  

In addition to being read as a strong recrimination of Schönberg, the essay can be seen as a manifesto 

in which Boulez sets out his wishes and the direction in which he sought the development of a new 

musical language and syntax. The new musical language had to be founded on the basis of the work of 

the Second Viennese School: 

 
… nous devons élargir les moyens d’une technique déjà trouvée; cette technique ayant été, jusqu’à 
présent, surtout un object pour détruire, et, par cela même, étant liée à ce qu’elle voulait détruire, 
notre volonté première sera de lui donner son autonomie. Lier, de plus les structures rythmiques 
aux structures sérielles, par des organisations communes, incluant également les autres 
caractéristiques du son: intensité, mode d’attaque, timbre. Élargir ensuite cette morphologie à une 
rhétorique coalescente.9  
 

                                                 
5 Boulez 1991, p. 115. 
6 Morgan, p. 333f. 
7 Boulez 1991, p. 212f. 
8 Dahlhaus/Zimmermann, p. 410. 
9 Boulez 1952, p. 121f. 



 172

[… we need to extend the means provided by an existing technique which, up to now, has been 
largely an instrument of destruction and hence bound up with what it wanted to destroy, but to 
which our first object should be to give its autonomy. We need, moreover, to link rhythmic to 
serial structures through a common organization which will also embrace the other characteristics 
of sound: dynamics, mode of attack, timbre; and then expand this morphology into an integrated 
rhetoric.]10  

  
What’s more, in the period in which Boulez wrote Schoenberg is dead, he was also working on 

Structures I (1951-1952), the work which is the focus of this chapter. Dahlhaus terms the essay quite 

rightly “ein Stück Apologie in der Verkleidung einer Polemik” [an apologia dressed as polemic].11 It is 

the apologia of the serialist method for all parameters, in the form of a polemic with Schönberg’s 

dodecaphony. Thus, it seems extremely probable that this essay, alongside its criticism of Schönberg, 

paralleled Boulez’s work at that moment as a composer, explaining the caustic tone of the text. The 

essay is moreover an illustration of what separated the composers of the pre- and post-World War II 

eras. Schönberg represented the old style and saw himself as bearer of and heir to that tradition.12 He 

had abandoned its tonality, but not its compositional technique of thematic and motivic development.13 

For Schönberg, the form had to rest on the relation between pitches, irrespective of whether tonality, 

free atonality or dodecaphony was employed.14 The twelve-tone system thereby guaranteed the 

equality of the twelve tones which characterised free atonality. The dodecaphonic row was in fact a 

thematic and motivic unit which served the purpose of creating and furthering the coherence of a 

composition.15 Schönberg used the twelve-tone system, but maintained the old classic-romantic 

principle. It is precisely this classic structure which separated him from post-war composers. I will 

return to this.  

In which context did Boulez seek this new language, who served as his model and why? Is there 

a relation and recognizability between the work of Boulez’s chosen model and Boulez’s own work? In 

the following paragraph, I will address this in the examination of the context of Structures I by Pierre 

Boulez.  

 

IV.2 Mallarmé, Klee and Boulez 

 

IV.2.1 General 

 

Pierre Boulez (1925) can be counted as one of the foremost composers after World War II. Not only a 

composer, he writes articles of a strongly polemic character. He is moreover an authoritative 

                                                 
10 Boulez 1991, 115. 
11 Dahlhaus/Zimmermann, p. 409. 
12 Taruskin 1995, p. 107. Schönberg immersed himself in the past, for example making “a free transformation” 
of Händel’s Concerti Grossi, op. 6. 
13 Van Emmerik, p. 159f. 
14 Ibid., p. 53. 
15 Ibid., p. 159f. 
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conductor. People from diverse artistic fields have influenced him and his work. Boulez and others 

name the most important figures as: Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898) and René Char (1907-1988) in 

literature; Paul Klee (1879-1940), Vassily Kandinsky (1866-1944) and Piet Mondriaan (1872-1944) in 

the visual arts; and Arnold Schönberg (1874-1951), Anton Webern (1883-1945), Olivier Messiaen 

(1908-1992), Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) and René Leibowitz (1913-1972) in music.  

Much has been written on their influence on Boulez and his work.16 Like him, these artists 

opposed tradition and sought new expressive possibilities. In their respective fields, each of them 

broke open “language,” artistic discipline, tradition and convention in search of a new language, a new 

syntax in which to express himself: tonality (extended and floating included) became atonality and 

dodecaphony; representation became abstraction; text became association, coincidence, and symbol. 

These transformations were found in every variation, refinement and detail imaginable. The large 

number of figures involved shows the necessity of this limitation. Stéphane Mallarmé as well as Paul 

Klee and their work are illustrative as examples. The choice of these examples is partly determined by 

the fact that they and Boulez are each representative of different artistic fields, namely literature, the 

visual arts and music. This lends an extra dimension to the study at hand, reaching beyond the field of 

music. I expressly omit Igor Stravinsky, Olivier Messiaen and René Leibowitz from this discussion, 

evident as their influence was on Boulez. The same holds true of the others named previously. 

 

IV.2.2 Stéphane Mallarmé 

 

Mallarmé is counted among the Symbolists, a movement in literature, but also in the visual arts and 

theatre, which manifested itself at the end of the nineteenth century in France and elsewhere. In 

literature, Symbolism was a reaction to the movement “Le Parnasse,” a French school of poetry which 

in turn was opposed to the Romantics’ expressions of feelings. “Le Parnasse” strove for an objective 

poetry in which exterior phenomena were described in detail. By contrast, the symbolists observed life 

and its phenomena from the inside looking out and expressed this indirectly through the use of 

symbols. Mallarmé himself described the difference between “Le Parnasse” and “Le Symbolisme” 

thus: “Les Parnassiens prennent la chose entièrement et la montrent […]. Nommer un objet, c’est 

supprimer les trois quarts de la jouissance du poème, qui est faite du bonheur de deviner peu à peu; le 

suggérer, voilà le rêve. C’est le parfait usage de ce mystère qui constitue le symbole […]” [The 

Parnassians took the thing in its entirety and showed it (…). To name an object is to remove three-

quarters of the enjoyment of the poem, which comes with the pleasure of guessing it little by little; to 

suggest it, this is the dream. It is the perfect use of this mystery which constitutes the symbol (…).]17 

To describe the deeper psychological and mysterious emotional life, the Symbolists needed another 

suppler and more varied language, freed of traditional rules of rhyme and metre, “le vers libre.” This 

                                                 
16 For the term “influence” I refer to the Introduction. 
17 Braunschvig, p.  25. 
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could sooner be called “prose rythmée” than traditional poetry, or perhaps better still, “poèmes en 

prose.”18 The language of the Symbolists is often obscure due to its attempts to translate the 

incomprehensible into language and to express the inexpressible. Something other than their logical 

meaning was sought in words (also abstract words) and something other than an intellectual 

representation of thoughts in language. The poem Correspondances from the collection Les fleurs du 

mal of Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867) is seen as the point of departure for and credo of Symbolism 

and was held by many Symbolists as the highest ideal. The first part of Correspondances runs as 

follows:  

 
La Nature est un temple où de vivants piliers 
Laissent parfois sortir de confuses paroles; 
L’homme y passe à travers des forêts de symboles 
Qui l’observent avec des regards familiers. 
 
Comme de longs échos qui de loin se confondent 
Dans une ténébreuse et profonde unité 
Vaste comme la nuit et comme la clarté 
Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se répondent. 
 
Il est des parfums frais comme des chairs d’enfants, 
Doux comme les hautbois, verts comme les prairies 
- Et d’autres, corrompus, riches et triomphants, 
 
Ayant l’expansion des choses infinies, 
Comme l’ambre, le musc, le benjoin et l’encens,  
Qui chantent les transports de l’esprit et des sens.19 

 
 
[Nature is a temple in which living pillars  
Sometimes give voice to confused words;  
Man passes there through forests of symbols  
Which look at him with understanding eyes. 
 
Like prolonged echoes mingling in the distance  
In a deep and tenebrous unity,  
Vast as the dark of night and as the light of day,  
Perfumes, sounds, and colors correspond. 
 
There are perfumes as cool as the flesh of children, 
Sweet as oboes, green as meadows 
— And others are corrupt, and rich, triumphant, 
 
With power to expand into infinity, 
Like amber and incense, musk, benzoin,  
That sing the ecstasy of the soul and senses.]20 
 

Attractive words in this poem are “symboles” and “unité.” It seems possible, according to Sem 

Dresden, that it is exactly this indeterminacy, which is expressed so precisely, this essential 
                                                 
18 Ibid., p. 26f., Dresden, p. 164 respectively.  
19 Baudelaire, p. 17f. Baudelaire began Les fleurs du mal in 1843. The first edition dates from 1857 and the last 
on which the poet himself worked from 1861. 
20 Website: http://fleursdumal.org/poem/103: William Aggeler, The Flowers of Evil (Fresno, CA: Academy 
Library Guild, 1954). Accessed November 25, 2007. 
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uncertainty that was one of the keys to the success that the poem and ideas would win.21 In Crise de 

vers Mallarmé gives his views on (art)works and poetry. According to him, the crisis in which poetry 

finds itself stems from the form of the poem, invariable and held until then to be the sole correct form. 

He refers to Victor Hugo, the poet who set the tone of the time. Mallarmé argued for neither the 

abolition of the poem nor of the alexandrine or hexameter. His criticism was focused on the 

invariability of form that precluded adaptation to the ever-changing requirements of language. In this 

sense he seeks a suppler, more malleable poetic form.  

 
Les fidèles à l’alexandrin, notre hexamètre, desserrent intérieurement ce mécanisme rigide et 
puéril de sa mesure; l’oreille, affranchie d’un compteur factice, connaît une jouissance à discerner, 
seule, toutes les combinaisons possibles, entre eux, de douze timbres.22  
 
[Those who are still faithful to the alexandrine, that is to say, to the modern hexameter, have gone 
inside it and loosened this rigid, childish metrical mechanism; and so, now that such artificial 
metronomes have been abolished, there is joy for our ears alone in perceiving all possible 
combinations and interrelationships of twelve tones.]23  
 

 
In Mallarmé’s view, the purity of the poem is accompanied by the disappearance of the vernacular of 

the poet and finally by the fading into the background of, the disappearance of and the anonymity of 

the poet.24 On this he writes the following:  
 
L’œuvre pure implique la disparition élocutoire du poète, qui cède l’initiative aux mots, par le 
heurt de leur inégalité mobilisés; ils s’allument de reflets réciproques comme une virtuelle 
traînée de feux sur des pierreries, remplaçant la respiration perceptible en l’ancien souffle 
lyrique ou la direction personnelle enthousiaste de la phrase.25 
 
[If the poem is to be pure, the poet's voice must be stilled and the initiative taken by the words 
themselves, which will be set in motion as they meet unequally in collision. And in an exchange 
of gleams they will flame out like some glittering swath of fire sweeping over precious stones, 
and thus replace the audible breathing in lyric poetry of old—replace the poet’s own personal 
and passionate control of verse.]26  

 
 
The poet leaves the initiative to words. Words come into movement by fits and starts through their 

inequality. The material liberates itself and expands as a labyrinth. Mallarmé strives finally for the 

conception of Le livre, the book in which everything should be said and not said, the book without 

formal beginning or end, without a prescribed sequence of pages. “Un livre ne commence ni ne finit: 

tout au plus fait-il semblant” [A book neither begins nor ends: at the very most it seems to.]27 Le livre 

                                                 
21 Dresden, p. 14. 
22 Mallarmé 1897, 238. 
23 Website: http://web.ncf.ca/fd678/CV: © Janus Literary Journal 2006. Accessed November 25, 2007. 
24 I recall that which I noted in § III.4.2 about the author. 
25 Mallarmé 1897, p. 246 and Stahnke, p. 125f. 
26 Website: http://web.ncf.ca/fd678/CV: © Janus Literary Journal 2006. Accessed November 25, 2007.  
27 Dresden, p. 127. 
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remained a utopia. Mallarmé spoke of it as a “jeu suprême” [supreme game].28 The poem Un coup de 

Dés jamais n’abolira le Hasard (1897) was a step in the direction of Le livre. 

 

Fig. IV. 1:  Stéphane Mallarmé: from Un coup de dés:29  

 
soucieux 
 
 expiatoire et pubère 
 
       muet 
 
                                rire 
 
 
                                      que 
 
 
  
                                             SI 
 
 
 
 
 
             La lucide et seigneuriale  aigrette          de vertige 
                  au front invisible 
                  scintille 
       puis ombrage 
              une stature mignonne ténébreuse          debout 
                en sa torsion de sirène 
 
                 le temps 
                          de souffleter 
                  par d’impatientes squames ultimes         bifiurquées 
 
                         un roc 
 
                        faux manoir 
                       tout de suite 
                    évaporé en brumes 

 
                       qui imposa 
                    une borne à l’infini 
 

*** 

[anxious 
                  

expiatory and pubescent 
                                                                                 

  dumb                                     

          laughter 

                                                 
28 Stahnke, p. 133. 
29 Taken from Mallarmé 1998, p. 380f.. 
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                                                                                                                                                       that 
                                                                                                                                                                         

                             IF      

 
                                                          

                                                            The lucid and lordly crest                                              of vertigo    
                                                                              on the invisible brow              

  sparkles 
                                then shades 
               a slim dark tallness                            upright 
                       in its siren coiling 
                                                                                                                                           

         at the moment 
                               of striking  
                                                                     

                                                                              through impatient ultimate scales           bifurcated 

                                                                                                                                                 a rock 

                                                                                                                                                     a deceptive manor 
                                                                                                                                                                               suddenly   
                                                                                                                                                                                     evaporating in fog 

                                                                                                                                                                            that imposed 
                                                                                                                                                                                  limits  on  the infinite]30 

 

Coincidence plays an important role in Mallarmé, as evidenced by the title of his poem Un coup de 

Dés jamais n’abolira le Hasard, translated literally: a throw of the dice will never abolish chance. 

Paraphrased, the text conveys that chance is forever and everywhere, and cannot be eliminated. 

Through “un coup de dés,” one can get a grip on it, but afterwards everything is left to chance.  

For Mallarmé, language is reality delivered to coincidence. The implication of his outlook is that 

the poet is exposed to everyday chance in his work as well as in his personal decisions. It can be said 

without exaggeration that this outlook signified an about-face in a literary world in which writers 

drafted their texts in minute detail, leaving nothing to chance, and thought themselves capable of 

describing anything. It meant, in short, the end of the writer as “auteur omniscient.” For Mallarmé, 

coincidence was a component of reality. Speech, too, was a reality left to fate.31 He adds an extra 

dimension to this obscure use of language, namely typography and layout. Mallarmé gives his view of 

layout and typeface in a letter from May 14, 1897 to André Gide: 
 

La constellation y affectera, d’après des lois exactes et autant qu’il est permis à un texte 
imprimé, fatalement, une allure de constellation. Le vaisseau y donne de la bande, du haut d’une 
page au bas de l’autre, etc.: car, et c’est là tout le point de vue (qu’il me fallut omettre dans un 
“périodique”), le rythme d’une phrase au sujet d’un acte ou même d’un objet n’a de sens que s’il 

                                                 
30 Website: http://www.tonykline.co.uk/PITBR/French/MallarmeUnCoupdeDes.htm#_Toc160699751 (Accessed 
November 25, 2007.) 
31 Stahnke, p. 148f. 
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les imite et, figuré sur le papier, repris par les Lettres à l’estampe originelle, en doit rendre, 
malgré tout quelque chose.32 
 
[The composition will affect, following the exact laws and as much as is permitted to a printed 
text, fatally, an aspect of composition. The vessel bestows the band, from the top of one page to 
the bottom of the other, etc.: because, it is all in the point of view (which I must omit in a 
“periodical”), the rhythm of a phrase as subject of an act or even of an object which makes sense 
which imitates it and, represented on paper, retaken by the letters of the first printing, entitled to 
return, despite everything.] 

 
It is not only the text of the poem which must express the poem’s content, but also the printed 

composition (“constellation”). 

The poetry of the Symbolists displays an affinity to music, as is clear from the sections given 

below (strophes 1 and 8) from the poem Art poétique in the collection Jadis et naguère (1884) by Paul 

Verlaine (1844-1896), who along with Charles Baudelaire and Mallarmé was one of the first 

Symbolists.  
 

De la musique avant toute chose, 
Et pour cela préfère l’Impair 
Plus vague et plus soluble dans l’air, 
Sans rien en lui qui pèse ou qui pose.  
 
De la musique encore et toujours! 
Que ton vers soit la chose envolée 
Qu’on sent qui fuit d’une âme en allée 
Vers d’autres cieux à d’autres amours.33 
 
[Of music before everything— 
And for this like the Odd more— 
Vaguer and more melting in air, 
Without anything in it which weighs or arrests. 
 
Let music be, more of it and always! 
Let your verse be the thing in motion 
Which one feels who flees from an altering soul, 
Towards other skies to other loves.]34 

 

Mallarmé also expresses a comparable sentiment in Crise de vers: “la Musique rejoint le Vers pour 

former, depuis Wagner, la Poésie” [music joins to Verse in order to form, since Wagner, Poetry].35 As 

Symbolism sooner suggests than describes, it is only logical that this form of poetry should associate 

itself with music. Marcel Braunschvig writes in this context that “la poésie symboliste par sa fluidité 

vaporeuse rivalise avec la musique” [symbolist poetry, in its diaphanous fluidity, rivals music].36 The 

French writer Paul Valéry (1871-1945) goes so far as to name this characteristic the essence of 

Symbolism. In his “Avant-Propos,” which appeared as foreword to the poetry collection La 

                                                 
32 Mallarmé, p. 816. 
33 Verlaine, p. 206f. 
34 Website: www.aestheticrealism.net/poetry/art-poetique.htm. Translation by Eli Siegel. Accessed November 
25, 2007. 
35 Mallarmé 1897, p. 244. 
36 Braunschvig, p. 25. 
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connaissance de la Déesse by M. Lucien Fabre (1920), he writes: “Ce qui fut baptisé: le Symbolisme, 

se résume très simplement dans l’intention commune à plusieurs familles de poètes … de ‘reprendre à 

la Musique, leur bien’ ” [That which was baptised: Symbolism, resumes very simply in the intention 

common to several families of poets … ‘to reclaim from music their rightful heritage’].37 

It is a case, according to Dresden, of a musicalization of verse, in which Verlaine succeeded as 

no other.38 For Dresden, poetry and music are two sides of the “Idee,” that is to say, of silence.39 

Music, according to Dresden, by no means signifies performed and audible sound, as one would 

expect, but is synonymous with the score. For Mallarmé the Idee is music, musical silence. A score 

which does not sound can actually be heard by an experienced reader. This is not the case for 

Mallarmé. He assumes, according to Dresden, that the mysterious hieroglyphs of the score cannot lead 

to an actual hearing. Herein lies the superiority of “read” music which does not sound; therefore music 

to which one listens must return to sounding silence. Music in its truly sublime form is poetry. “Le 

symbolisme s’apparente à la musique” [Symbolism is related to music].40 Mallarmé sought in words 

(abstractly as well) something other than their “valeur logique” [logical value] and in language 

something other than “l’expression intellectuelle de la pensée” [the intellectual expression of 

thought].41 He dreamt of a poetry which would be music and of verse which gave the sensation of a 

symphony.42 When Mallarmé, and with him the greatest majority of the Symbolists, speak of music, 

they think mainly of symphonies. Other genres seem not to exist for them.43 The layout and typeface 

used in the poem from Un coup de Dés are therefore like music and display a resemblance to a score 

by Boulez, who mirrors himself in it, as will be shown later. 

To summarize, Mallarmé’s aim in the first place was not to create a new world, but a new way 

of looking at this world. To this end, the concept of a new language, the disappearance of the 

colloquial of the poet, the leaving of initiative to the word, and a new syntax were necessary. This 

language recognized the freedom of the word and chance and not primarily the freedom of the poet. 

Layout and typeface were integral parts of this language. 

 
IV.2.3 Paul Klee 

 
As already noted in the Introduction, Paul Klee was not only a visual artist, but also a gifted violinist. 

His literary œuvre, which contained diaries, poems, letters, published readings and articles on art, 

                                                 
37 Valéry, p. 97. We also find this poetry-music kinship in the work of the Dutch poet Adriaan Roland Holst 
(1888-1976). In his ode Aan de muziek from the collection Verzen (1911), he writes about music as a dizzying 
liberation, a dance that binds the earth to the stars … (p. 126). To poeticize is to sing: O, thou that art the soul of 
my singing, that art the rain of my thirsts … [and later at the end of this strophe] … Thou, that I needs name, 
heavenly Music! (p. 127). 
38 Dresden, p. 158. 
39 Ibid., p. 163. 
40 Bédier/Hazard, Vol. II, p. 370. 
41 Ibid., Vol. II, p. 369. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Dresden, p. 161. 
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reviews and annotations on art history, is extensive. Almost no other artist in this period experimented 

so extensively and systematically – almost scientifically – with the possibilities of traditional and new 

materials, with tensions between line, plane and color and with the experiences they can summon.44 He 

wrote virtually nothing about the technical side of his work, but he did write about their form and 

content. J. L. Locher gives an overview of this artistic theory.45 The theory, given in brief, comes 

down to this: every design begins with a point which sets itself in movement, whereby reference can 

be made to figure 1 and its numbering below. A line is created first (1). A line can expand itself into a 

plane (2). From a plane, a body or volume can be formed (3). Through movement along the length, 

breadth and height, the first, second and third dimensions come to life, respectively (4). This third 

dimension cannot be created on a flat surface but must be raised.  

 
Fig. IV. 2 46 

 

 
Countless variations in line, plane and their combinations are imaginable. Lines can begin thinly and 

widen broadly and vice versa. Lines can run straight or crooked. They can run parallel and they can 

intersect. Moreover, lines and planes can be combined with each other in countless ways, as shown in 

the images below. 

 
Fig. IV. 3 47 

 

Besides their whimsical (or non-whimsical) articulation and their place in the composition, the size, 

weight and quality of the forms used are of essential significance to the expression of a composition. 

In Über die moderne Kunst (lecture, 1924), Klee describes the previously mentioned elements of the 

painting: the size is determined by the length of a line or the dimensions of a plane, the weight by 

nuances of tonality (light or dark tints), and the color (neither measurable nor weighable) by the 

                                                 
44 Locher 1974, p. 8.  
45 Ibid., p. 8f.  
46 Ibid., p. 8.  
47 Ibid., p. 9. 
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quality. Measure, weight and quality, despite basic differences, are mutually related.48 In the creative 

process, according to Klee, this becomes critical at the moment that, independent of the artist’s mood, 

these elements are brought into relation to each other and form a new structure. To a degree, the 

choice of the elements and the manner of their mutual connection is analogous to the relationships 

between motif and theme in music.49 Klee thus speaks of a construction which expands itself 

continuously before our eyes. A figuratively-intrinsic interpretation is easily given to this construction 

on the basis of associations. This is where misunderstandings between artists and laymen originate: 

while the artist strives to group the cited elements as purely and logically as possible in order to give 

each its correct, “necessary” placement which is not to the detriment of other elements, the layman 

finds that the artwork no longer resembles anything at all.50 By placing and re-placing the building 

blocks, the artist brings the work into equilibrium and balance. At a certain point it is possible that the 

artist, too, finds that the work no longer resembles anything. He can and may accept this, certainly 

when a new, striking name for the work occurs to him.51 Klee titled his works after their completion. 

His titles do not so much put content into words as add content, and are in fact a component of the 

work and as determinative of the mood as other elements.52  

The artist arrives at a seemingly random “deformation” of natural phenomena. According to 

Klee, natural phenomena do not have the coercive significance for the artist which they have for the 

highly critical realists. He does not feel himself too bound to these realities because he does not see 

these form ends [Form-Enden] as the essence of the natural creative process. Because the formative 

powers [‘Genesis’] matter more to him than the form ends.53 I reiterate here that Mallarmé (see § 

IV.2.2) practically makes the same statement, though it is worded differently: “Nommer un objet, c’est 

supprimer les trois quarts de la jouissance du poème, qui est faite du bonheur de deviner peu à peu; le 

suggérer, voilà le rêve. C’est le parfait usage de ce mystère qui constitue le symbole” [To name an 

object is to remove three-quarters of the enjoyment of the poem, which comes with the pleasure of 

guessing it little by little; to suggest it, this is the dream. It is the perfect use of this mystery which 

constitutes the symbol].54 This parallelism between Mallarmé and Klee is even more striking when 

their differences are taken into consideration: one a Frenchman, the other a German with a not 

unimportant Swiss background, one (1842-1898) a generation older than the other (1879-1940), one a 

poet, the other a painter. Each consciously abandoned the common “language” of his own field in 

search of a purer reflection of reality in precisely a manner that violates this reality.   

                                                 
48 Klee 1989, p. 13f. 
49 Ibid., p. 18. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., p. 19. 
52 Locher 1974, p. 13. 
53 Klee 1989, p. 24 and Locher 1974 p. 12. I also refer here to Klee’s statement “Kunst gibt nicht das Sichtbare 
wieder, sondern macht sichtbar,” as cited previously in the Introduction. 
54 Braunschvig, p. 25. 
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Several additional remarks follow on the terms “depict/indicate” and “display.” What is meant 

in the visual arts when something is said to depicted? Is the depicted indicated or displayed or both? A 

portrait of A – certainly a good likeness – depicts A. But this does not mean that, should we meet A, 

he would appear as a depiction of his portrait. Objects can, on the other hand, resemble each other 

strongly without depicting each other. When an artist depicts something, he names or indicates an 

aspect of the visual reality, or at least that is a possibility.55 Churchill depicted as a bulldog is an 

indication of Churchill as depiction.56 It is this complexity of terms and the resulting various points of 

view that give rise to the misunderstandings between artist and “public” concerning the artwork and its 

meaning. These misunderstandings increase in relation to the degree of abstraction in the artwork. Is 

this not true as well, mutatis mutandis, for music when tonality as anchor was abandoned and atonality 

made its appearance? With the arrival of atonality, the recognizability of the melodic treatment and the 

structure of music which had previously been determined by tradition lost its recognizability, its 

anchor, for many people and therefore “abstracted” the music. I confine myself here to simply 

broaching this subject. 

Summarized, it can be said that the construction of independent – abstract – visual tensions was 

of essential significance for Klee. He views it as the foundation of every creation. He concludes that 

the breakdown in communication with the public is not so much created by a lack of relationships with 

reality, as by the differing natures of these relationships and the experience of each thereby.57 

 

IV.2.4 Boulez on Mallarmé and Klee 

 

IV.2.4.1 On Mallarmé 

 

Some characteristics of Symbolism and more particularly of the work and views of Mallarmé are 

described briefly above. What influence Mallarmé and his work had on Boulez and his work will be 

examined in light of these characteristics. Several points are immediately noteworthy. Mallarmé and 

Boulez are three generations apart: Mallarmé was born in 1842, Boulez in 1925. Mallarmé’s literary 

œuvre was created in the second half of the nineteenth century, while the greatest part of Boulez’s 

work stems from the second half of the twentieth. A greater generation gap and a greater difference in 

juncture are scarcely imaginable. The second half of the nineteenth century was the period of the 

Romantics, the “salon” in France and particularly in Paris. The salon was the meeting place of the 

cultural elite, of orderly encounters of writers, scholars and other cultured people. The salon had a 

private, sophisticated, gallant and precious character in which the hostess formed the focal point. Thus 

the salons of Mallarmé in the rue de Rome in Paris and of his friend Méry Laurent were visited weekly 

                                                 
55 Locher 1994, p. 44f. 
56 Ibid., p. 46. 
57 Locher 1974, p. 12f. 
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by a group of intimates/poets.58 With the exception of the brief Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871, 

this was a period of relative political and social stability. It was also the period of the industrial 

revolution, marked by discoveries and technical developments such as the telephone, the telegraph, 

electricity and the railway. The previously described second half of the twentieth century, following 

the devastation of World War II, stood in harsh contrast to this period. Despite these differences, 

Boulez was particularly attracted to Mallarmé’s work. The difference between the two is less 

substantial than it initially appears. Both sought new expressive possibilities, a new language, a new 

syntax at odds with the familiar jargon of their respective fields. For this reason Boulez had an 

unequivocal partiality for Mallarmé and his concentrated, austerely conceived and well thought-out 

poems.  

In his paper “Zu meiner III. Sonate” (1960) Boulez explains the entirely new form, the layout 

and the different indications for performance of his third sonata. He begins by remarking that a 

permanent, definitively fixed course for a musical work is out of date. The change in his outlook more 

likely stems from his views on literature than on music. Some writers, especially James Joyce and 

Mallarmé, have surpassed musicians in the area of the organization and intrinsic structure of a work. 

Boulez names both writers as powerful influences on his thinking.59 For Boulez there is no 

discrepancy between form and content, “qu’il n’y a pas ‘d’un côté, de l’abstrait, de l’autre, du 

concret’. Forme et contenu sont de même nature, justiciables de la même analyse” [there is no ‘on the 

one hand, the abstract, on the other, the concrete.’ Form and content are of the same nature, 

answerable to the same analysis].60  

Just as in literature, music must also be aware; it is not only meant to express something, but 

also must be aware of itself and be the object of its own reflection. This body of ideas became a part of 

Mallarmé’s poetic language. The poem also became an object in Mallarmé. A work in Western music 

is a line between a point of departure and a point of arrival with a preference for the closed circle. 

According to Boulez, from beginning to end – omitting obvious exceptions – the various aims in 

Western musical works are clear; surprises are therefore practically excluded. In contrast to this classic 

Western concept is what Boulez calls the labyrinth. He views the modern term labyrinth, which is not 

based on a closed circle, but rather on passive contemplation and on purely aesthetic enjoyment, as 

one of the greatest achievements and advances in modern art. He recognises this achievement in 

Mallarmé’s work. However, a work does need to indicate several divergent paths. Complete 

indeterminacy, according to Boulez, is in conflict with ideas on organization and style. In addition, 

Boulez is impressed by the typographical presentation of Coup de Dés. He strives for a comparable 

formal, visual and physical arrangement of the musical material. Mallarmé’s hypothetical Le livre and 

particularly the motivations behind it are important to Boulez. The book neither begins nor ends, and 

                                                 
58 Bédier/Hazard Vol. II, p. 368; Braunschvig, p. 28; Dresden, p. 49f.; Adam, Vol. II, p. 194.  
59 Boulez 1960, 27f. 
60 Boulez 1963a, p. 31. 
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this is its express intention. True literature leaves the elements of the book, namely the pages, 

sentences and words, free and even sets the letters in movement, though not randomly. From this, the 

book as expression of the letter must borrow its agility. In composing his Third Piano Sonata, Boulez, 

as he states himself, borrowed a strict compositional organization from Mallarmé without dictating a 

single, predictable route. In his composition, the composer offers the choice of several different routes, 

as in a labyrinth. This “predetermined indeterminateness” is also reflected in the typography of the 

composition, as shall be made clear.    

In his paper “Aléa” (1957), Boulez voices his opinion about the application of chance to music. 

Boulez distinguishes “le hasard par inadvertance” [chance by accident] and “le hasard par 

automatisme” [chance by automatism]. In the first situation, which is not in fact an act of composition, 

“l’événement arrive comme il peut, sans contrôle (absence volontaire, quoique non méritoire, par 

impuissance), mais à l’intérieur d’un certain réseau établi d’événements probables, car il faut bien que 

le hasard dispose d’un quelconque éventuel” [everything just happens as it will, without control (an 

intentional but not meritorious omission, since there is no alternative), BUT within a certain fixed 

network of probabilities, since even chance must have some kind of outcome].61 Chance factors, 

admittedly within a certain framework, determine the compositional process. Thus, in a serial 

composition the mutual relationships between the various parameters are partially left to chance. To 

leave the compositional process completely to chance is in fact to renounce the act of composition.  

Boulez views this manner of composition as a sign of impotence and of a composer who shirks 

his responsibilities, “l’individu ne se sentant pas responsable de son œuvre, se jetant simplement par 

faiblesse inavouée, par confusion et par soulagement temporaire dans une magie puérile” [an 

individual who feels no responsibility for his work, but out of unconfessed weakness and confusion 

and the desire for temporary relief, simply throws himself into a puerile mumbo-jumbo].62 In the 

second situation, “le hasard par automatisme” [chance by automatism], the composer chooses to 

approach as closely as possible “la plus intouchable objectivité. Et par quels moyens? La 

schématisation, simplement, prend la place de l’invention; l’imagination – ancillaire – se borne à 

donner naissance à un mécanisme complexe qui, lui, se charge d’engendrer les structures 

microscopiques et macroscopiques jusqu’à ce que l’épuisement des combinaisons possibles ait signalé 

la fin de l’œuvre” [irreproachable objectivity. By what means? Schematization simply takes the place 

of invention; imagination, a mere servant, limits itself to giving birth to a complex mechanism, which 

in turn takes on the task of generating microscopic and macroscopic structures until the exhaustion of 

all possible combinations marks the end of the work].63  

The composer is master of the compositional process, but cannot escape the fact that 

components and results of this process can neither be predicted nor controlled. The compositional 

                                                 
61 Boulez 1957 p. 840 and Boulez 1991, p. 26. 
62 Boulez 1957, p. 839 and Boulez 1991, p. 26. 
63 Boulez 1957, p. 840f. and Boulez 1991, p. 27.  
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process is thus partially delivered to chance. Boulez accepts this only to a point, as a dangerous dance 

upon the slack tightrope of chance, upon which he ventures only with the safety-net of the will under 

him.64 This is an allusion to Boulez’s title Par volonté et par hasard and to his remarks in this book 

about the manner in which the movements of Structures develop:  

 
La première pièce est donc purement automatique; la deuxième, déjà, récupère certains 
phénomènes de régularité … la troisième pièce a une direction, très nettement marquée … En 
somme, je suis parti progressivement du fait que c’est le matériau qui s’est proposé à moi, et 
finalement les choses se sont transformées: à la fin de la deuxième pièce, c’est vraiment moi qui 
propose au matériau de faire quelque chose avec lui .  … Ce qui m’a intéressé, c’est de voir de 
quelle façon, progressivement, la direction matériau-moi s’est renversée et est devenue moi-
matériau; si bien qu’après cela j’ai été absolument libéré de tous les complexes vis-à-vis d’une 
organisation stricte du matériau.65 
 
[So, the first piece is purely automatic; the second already recovers certain phenomena of 
regularity … the third piece has a direction, very neatly marked … To sum up, I progressively 
departed from the fact that it was the material which was proposed to me, and finally the things 
transformed themselves: at the end of the second piece, it really is me who proposes to the 
material that it do something with itself. … What interested me was to see in what way, 
progressively, the direction of material-me was reversed and became me-material; so much that 
afterwards I was completely liberated of all complexes vis-à-vis a strict organization of the 
material.] 
 

For Boulez it is the composer who determines where, how and to what degree chance is admitted to 

his composition. One of the possibilities thereby is to leave the performer free to modify the musical 

text as he sees fit. This “chance determination” by the performer can only take place where the text 

indicates that possibility and within the framework of a number of possible choices dictated by the 

composer.  

Bearing in mind what Boulez claims to have derived from Mallarmé, this can best be conveyed 

by the examples below, namely the section le Hasard  from the poem Un coup de Dés jamais 

n’abolira le Hasard mentioned earlier and, for comparison, a (greatly reduced) fragment from the 

Third Piano Sonata. The next page shows the section le Hasard from Un coup de Dés.66 

 

Fig. IV. 4: le Hasard from Un coup de Dés 

                                                 
64 Van Emmerik, p. 176f. 
65 Boulez 1975, p. 71. 
66 Taken from Mallarmé, p. 382f. In Œuvres complètes the fragment is printed, as was Mallarmé’s intention, on 
two pages, as given here.  The same holds true for the fragment Si (see § IV.2.2). 
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[IT WAS                                                          THE NUMBER 

                        stellar outcome    
                                                                                                                        WERE IT TO HAVE EXISTED 
                                                                                                                 other than as a fragmented agonised hallucination 

 
                                                                                                                              WERE IT TO HAVE BEGUN AND ENDED 
                                                                                                                  a surging that denied and closed when visible 
                                                                                                                                              at last 
                                                                                                                            by some profusion spreading in sparseness 
                                                                                                                                          

WERE IT TO HAVE AMOUNTED 
 

    to the fact of the total though as little as one 
 

WERE IT TO HAVE LIGHTED 

 

 

IT WOULD BE                                                                           

           worse 

                          no  

                                   more nor less   

                                                               indifferently but as much         CHANCE 

                                                                                                              Falls 
                                                                                                               the plume 
                                                                                                                                   rhythmic suspense of the disaster 
                                                                                                                                                                                         to bury itself 
                                                                                                                                                in the original foam 
                                                                                                        from which its delirium formerly leapt to the summit 
                                                                                                                                                                                     faded 
                                                                                                                             by the same neutrality of abyss]67 

 

As noted earlier, the typography and the indeterminacy of the text, both in terms of content and the 

order in which it is read, are noteworthy in this poem. 

 

Ex. IV. 1: Pierre Boulez, Troisième Sonate pour piano [Third Piano Sonata], Formant 3, miroir:68  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
67 Website: http://www.tonykline.co.uk/PITBR/French/MallarmeUnCoupdeDes.htm#_Toc160699751 (Accessed 
November 25, 2007). 
68 Pierre Boulez. “3rd Piano Sonata” © Copyright 1963 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd., London/UE 
13293B. Reproduced by the kind permission of Universal Edition Ltd. 
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Two aspects of the score of the Third Piano Sonata are particularly salient: on the one hand the 

detailing, and on the other the freedom in the manner of its performance. Also noteworthy is the 

typographic image. Both examples, poem and music, show unmistakeable and comparable structures 

and strict organisation of the material which develops as a labyrinth. There is moreover a great degree 

of similarity between the two works in the placement of the text. The text is staggered in an apparently 

whimsical manner in both poem and music, and in a manner highly unusual in both literature and 

music. The page layout, or “constellation” as Mallarmé called it, of the poem and of the score 

resemble each other and show a great degree of “visual rhyme” in relation to each other. It may be 
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concluded that this Piano Sonata by Boulez is strongly influenced by and fits within the context of 

Mallarmé’s Un coup de Dés with regard to the setup, layout and manner of performance and/or 

reading. Peter F. Stacey shares this opinion when he writes that the sonata is strongly influenced by, 

among other works, Mallarmé’s Un coup de Dés.69 This also fits with Paul van Emmerik’s remark that 

in every culture possessing a system of musical notation, an interaction exists between listening to and 

performing music on the one hand and writing and reading it on the other. He refers to Morton 

Feldman’s view that the degree “to which music’s notation is responsible for much of the composition 

itself” is one of the best-kept secrets in history.70 The same certainly holds true for those compositions 

in which the detailing is hidden from audible perceptibility by the technique applied, or in which the 

manner of performance, such as where to begin or end, is left up to the performer. Van Emmerik 

relates this to the displacement of Cage’s composing with visual models and liberation of the visual 

characteristics of the notation which appear in various of his works. The notation of Boulez’s Third 

Piano Sonata shows markedly similar characteristics. Notation thus becomes an integral part of the 

composition, just as in Mallarmé’s work.  

 

IV.2.4.2 On Klee 

 

Boulez spoke and wrote often about Klee. I refer in particular to his conversations with Christian 

Geelhaar (Boulez/Geelhaar 1986) and Maarten Brandt (Boulez/Brandt 1995) and to the book Le pays 

fertile: Paul Klee (1989), a compilation of his comments on Klee as recorded by Paule Thévenin. The 

consistency with which Boulez speaks and writes about the relationship between visual arts and music, 

Klee and his work, and Klee’s influence on him is noteworthy. Boulez’s opinions must be considered 

against the background of his more generalized comments – sometimes formulated as qualification – 

on the relationship between visual art and music: “Quand on veut établir des correspondances 

littérales, il me semble qu’on est voué à l’échec: peinture et musique sont deux univers obéissant à des 

lois différentes. Les parallèles forcés sont forcément inexacts; il faut aller plus profond pour établir des 

correspondances qui ne soient pas des illustrations épisodiques. Klee a réussi cette symbiose” [When 

one wishes to establish a literal correspondence, it seems to me that one is predestined to fail: painting 

and music are two entities subject to different laws. Forced parallels are inevitably inaccurate; one 

must go deeper in order to establish correspondences which are not merely episodic illustrations. Klee 

succeeded in this symbiosis].71 Elaborating on this symbiosis, Boulez approvingly cites a comment by 

Karlheinz Stockhausen in reaction to Klee’s Das bildnerische Denken: “Klee est le meilleur professeur 

de composition” [Klee is the best composition professor].72 The visual arts and music are of course 

different worlds and obey different laws. A literal kinship is not possible. Boulez expresses a 
                                                 
69 Stacey, p. 77. 
70 Van Emmerik, p. 165. 
71 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 352. 
72 Boulez 1989, p. 8. 



 190

comparable opinion in Le pays fertile: “Il est assez artificiel de mettre en parallèle différents moyens 

d’expression. On n’en a pas moins souvent tenté de le faire, spécialement entre peinture et musique, 

deux univers qui n’obéissent pourtant pas aux mêmes lois …” [It is rather artificial to draw parallels 

between different means of expression. One nonetheless often attempts to draw them, especially 

between painting and music, two entities which however do not obey the same laws].73 The kinship 

between the two lies deeper. Boulez himself states that he became aware of “le problème du langage” 

[the problem of the language] through Klee.74 The musician who seeks solutions to musical problems 

attempts this in musical terms, but in doing so limits his horizons. By contrast, Klee never used 

specialized terminology. His use of language is general and so elementary that lessons can be drawn 

from it for every artistic field. Klee reduces the most complex elements to the simplest basic principles 

and draws conclusions from them.75  

Three elements of Klee’s line of reasoning are important for Boulez: firstly, the foreground-

background relationship, which can change constantly; secondly, the main path-variation-ornament 

relationship; and thirdly, rhythm. Interactions occur amongst these elements. 

 

(1) The perspective and position of the observer in context are important to the foreground-

background relationship. This perspective changes as the observer’s position changes. The observer 

can thus find himself between the rails, to the right or left of them, or above.76 In accordance with that 

change in position, a three-dimensional, moving space is created. Klee provides the examples below 

for clarification.77 In these three related images by Klee (numbered 1, 2 and 3), which he called 

“Konstruktion eines Raumes mit verschobenem Zentrum,” displacements of the center are seen as 

dependent upon changes in the observer’s position.78 In the first image, the inner square jumps like a 

funnel towards or away from the observer as a result of differing shadows. Various observational 

points are presented in summary in the second image. The third image presents a pyramid as observed 

obliquely either from above or below. Foreground and background can shift in all of the images. A 

three-dimensional space is created, and its effect is heightened through the use of shadows. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
73 Ibid., p. 18. 
74 Ibid., p. 10. 
75 Ibid., p. 10f. 
76 Ibid., p. 55f. 
77 Taken from Klee 1990, p. 136.  
78 Ibid. 
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Fig. IV. 5: Konstruktion eines Raumes mit verschobenem Zentrum79 

 

  
1 

 

2 

 

 

3  

 

As in the visual arts, foreground and background can change in music. Boulez names the fragment 

given below from the first movement of Debussy’s La mer (1903-1905), “De l’aube à midi sur la mer” 

(bars 73-75), as an example.80 Here the various sonic perspectives that Boulez named – the 

stratification – can be seen in the instrumental groups. The fragment is divisible into four layers: 

flutes, oboes, English horn and clarinets (first layer), horns and trumpet (second layer), harps (third 

layer) and strings (fourth layer). The first four systems (flutes, oboes, English horn and clarinets) 

present a synchronized movement in sixteenths. The sixth, seventh and eighth systems for horns and 

trumpet are also, as a group, similar in rhythm and notation. The same is true for the two harps. The 

string parts present the same homogeneity. The four layers differ from each other in rhythmic as well 

as melodic contour.  

 

 

                                                 
79 Ibid.  
80 Boulez 1989, p. 73f. 
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Ex. IV. 2: Claude Debussy, first movement of La mer, “De l’aube à midi sur la mer,” bars 73-75: 
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According to Boulez, “Cela donne une approche acoustique changeante du même phénomène, qui est 

l’équivalent de ce que Klee décrit comme la variation des perspectives” [This gives a changing 

acoustic approach of the same phenomenon, which is equivalent to that which Klee describes as the 

variation of perspectives [italics added].]81  Space, created in literary or musical works of art through 

the action of perspective, is itself mobile. It is the task of the artist to set the space in motion in reality. 

“La tâche artistique fondamentale consiste à créer le mouvement en se fondant sur la loi, à utiliser la 

loi comme référence et à s’en écarter aussitôt. La technique traditionnelle ne permettait rien de tel” 

[The fundamental artistic task consists of creating movement and basing it on the law, using the law as 

reference and moving away from it immediately. Traditional technique allows for none of these.]82 

 

(2) Klee compares the main path-variation-ornament relationship in an artwork with someone taking 

his dog for a walk. The walker follows the main path, the unleashed dog a whimsical route over or 

around it: he leaves his master now and then only to return later. The route the dog follows is the 

ornament. Klee presents the following sketch as clarification: 

 
Fig. IV. 6: Paul Klee, with the explanation: “Etwa dem Gang eines Menschen mit seinem frei 

laufenden Hund vergleichbar” [Somewhat comparable to a walk taken by someone with his free-

roaming dog].83 

 
 

The interaction repeats itself. In abstract, there are two lines, the main line (path) and the ornament, an 

image which Boulez states in his conversations with Brandt to be in agreement with the manner in 

which he thinks about music.84 In the music there is also a relationship between packing and content. 

This relationship is extremely complex and is in a constant state of development. It always amounts to 

the question, which is also applicable in music, in what form do the secondary lines (the ornaments) 

group themselves geometrically around the main line (path), as we can see in Klee’s Keimend 

(1937).85  

 

 

 

 
                                                 
81 Boulez 1989, p. 75. 
82 Ibid., p. 65. 
83 Klee 1990, p. 123 (text and drawing). 
84 Boulez/Brandt, p. 30. 
85 Taken from Boulez 1989, p. 53f. and  Klee 1990, p. 123f. 
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Fig. IV. 7: Paul Klee, Keimend (1937) 

 

 
 

(3) In Klee’s work, visual rhythm plays an important role in both the foreground and background 

relationship and main path-variation-ornament relationship as well as between these relationships. The 

rhythms can be regular or irregular, present or absent, and can attract or repulse each other or combine 

with each other. Klee had an outspoken preference for all sorts of rhythmic units, which are combined 

on many levels. In this respect, there is no essential difference for Boulez between a painting and a 

score. Both cases amount to a coherent structure constructed of various rhythmic patterns.86  

For a time, many of Klee’s paintings took the chessboard as their point of departure. He found a 

theme in the chessboard which is closely related to the world of music, namely the separation of time 

and space. In reading a score, time travels in a horizontal direction. The subsequent chords and the 

intervals reflect space. Both components are to be found on a chessboard: the passing of time as the 

horizontal component of the chessboard, and the succession of chords (space) as the vertical 

component. Boulez found the manner in which Klee employs and varies this principle interesting. In 

the painting En rythme (1930) he uses a normal black and white chessboard. Klee shows us that one is 

not required to abide by this alternation of black and white and that the rhythm of the chessboard can 

differ from simple alternation.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
86 Boulez/Brandt, p. 27f. 



 195

Fig. IV. 8: Paul Klee, En rythme (1930)87 

 

 
 

As to the applicability of this example to music, Boulez concludes “Si je me suis étendu sur le principe 

de l’échiquier c’est qu’il est d’une grande importance en musique” [If I have dwelt on the principle of 

the chessboard it is because it is of great importance to music].88  

In view of what Boulez brings up about Klee, what is most striking is that Klee’s visual art and 

his writings are what made Boulez aware of “le problème du langage” and of the limitations which the 

musical  language and the “musical manner of looking” impose on issues in music itself. The simple, 

elementary, generally applicable use of language by Klee in his writings seems to have given Boulez 

insight into musical issues such as foreground and background, perspective, main path-variation-

ornament and rhythm. It is noteworthy that Boulez repeatedly supports his argument with examples 

from works by other composers such as Wagner and Debussy, and not with examples from his own 

                                                 
87 Boulez 1989, p. 75f. Image taken from p. 83. 
88 Ibid., bottom of p. 79, top of p. 84. 
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work. This is even more striking since Boulez frequently reports that he came into contact with certain 

of Klee’s works and with Klee’s viewpoints at moments in which he was occupied with similar 

musical issues. This makes answering the question of the degree of Klee’s influence on Boulez and the 

determinability of it a complicated task. This certainly has to do with the previously mentioned 

qualification which Boulez made in regards to the parallelism between the visual arts and music: “Il 

est assez difficile de mettre en parallèle différents moyens d’expression” [It is difficult enough to draw 

parallels between means of expression].89 Boulez says as well that one must go deeper90 in search of 

parallels. This requirement is clear, but it complicates the determination and presentation of examples 

for a credible and insightful case for Klee’s influence on Boulez. I myself have not encountered a 

reference by Boulez to his own work that could prove such influence. Boulez does speak clearly, when 

required, of the relationship of Klee’s watercolor Monument an der Grenze des Fruchtlandes to his 

composition Structures I for two pianos.91 I will return to this subject later.  

On the other hand, Mallarmé’s influence is more readily traceable. The difference in degree of 

Mallarmé’s and Klee’s traceable influences on Boulez raises the question of whether this difference, if 

indeed it exists, can be ascribed to the specific art forms or to pure coincidence. In neither literature 

nor music is it possible to examine an entire work at one glance; perception is experienced along a 

linearly progressive “argument.” Acquaintance with a literary work or a piece of music completes 

itself gradually during a reading or performance. It is only possible to gain a view of the whole after 

becoming acquainted with the entire linear argument. Musical memory and a degree of structural and 

melodic recognizability are important in music. A work in the visual arts displays itself to the observer 

as an entirety and even at first glance offers an overview of the whole. A “performance” is 

unnecessary for this overview. The observer “reads” the work according to a self-chosen – not 

necessarily linear – route, can study it and can fall back onto the overview. Great as the differences 

between literature and music may be, they display a closer kinship to each other than to the visual arts 

in this respect. This explains Mallarmé’s greater influence on Boulez relative to Klee, or better said, 

why Boulez chose to follow Mallarmé’s to a greater degree than Klee’s. 

 

The following paragraph will examine the context of Structures I. Boulez’s repeatedly voiced opinion 

that drawing parallels between the various arts is artificial, despite some striking similarities, is 

important to this examination.92 He does distinguish correspondences between different arts. “Si, avec 

la peinture, les correspondances sont forcément assez lointaines, il en va autrement avec la poésie, 

celle-ci ayant partie liée avec la musique, ou, du moins, un domaine de la musique, qui repose sur la 

mise en jeu de l’élément vocal. Car … la musique s’est toujours affrontée avec la parole.” [If with 

painting, the correspondences are forced far enough, it is different with poetry, which is in part 
                                                 
89 Ibid., p. 18. 
90 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 352. 
91 Ibid., p. 353f.; Boulez 1989, p. 169f. 
92 I refer to § IV.2.4.2,  to Boulez 1989, p.8, and to Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 351. 
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connected to music, or at least, a realm of music, which rests with the involvement of the vocal 

element. For … music is always confronted with the word].93 

 

IV.3 Structures I 

 

IV.3.1 General 

 

The music of Arnold Schönberg was Boulez’s first encounter with the Second Viennese School. 

However, he viewed Anton Webern as the true threshold and most important beacon of modern 

music.94 Boulez writes in his article “Tendances de la musique récente” (1957): 

 
Phénomène certainement le plus important de notre époque, seuil de la musique contemporaine, en 
ce sens qu’il a repensé la notion même de musique polyphonique à partir des principes de 
l’écriture sérielle (écriture découverte chez lui au fur et à mesure des œuvres, par le rôle primordial 
qu’il donne à l’intervalle proprement dit, et même au son isolé) tel est Webern. A travers tout 
l’œuvre de Webern, on sent un effort pour réduire, autant que faire se peut, l’articulation du 
discours, aux seules fonctions sérielles. Pour lui, la pureté et la rigueur de l’expérience étaient à 
préserver par-dessus tout.95 
 
[Certainly the most important figure of our time, and the threshold to contemporary music, in the 
sense that he rethought the whole notion of polyphonic music in serial terms (terms which he 
himself established through his own music by assigning an increasingly primary role to interval as 
such, and even to the sound in isolation): such is Webern. Throughout his work one senses an urge 
to reduce the articulation of the discourse as far as possible to pure serial functions. In his view the 
purity and rigor of the experiment had to be preserved at all costs.]96  
 

The essence of this citation is that Webern viewed the serial method of composition differently and 

aimed at maximal use of serial functions. This emphasis on the term “functions” is important because 

it determines the difference between Schönberg and Webern. Schönberg began the compositional 

process by designing a theme from which the tone row was created. His rows are thematically 

conceived. The row in Webern is no spontaneous inspiration. His rows, often composed mainly of 

seconds and thirds, are minutely and thoroughly thought out in advance and constructed. On the basis 

of this pre-composition, a functional process, the composition was built.97 Schönberg’s rows are 

thematic, those of Webern organizationally functional. Webern’s rows are less directly expressive 

insofar as they are not directly coupled with a musical idea, as are Schönberg’s. This constructive, 

impersonal element is precisely what attracted and characterized the post-war serialists. The fact that 

pitch structures in serial music are not usually thematic or motivic originates from the most important 
                                                 
93 Boulez 1966, p. 57. 
94 Stacey, p. 10. Boulez 1966, p. 226: threshhold; Boulez 1963, p. 14: beacon. 
95 Boulez 1966, p. 225f. 
96 Boulez 1991, p. 175. 
97 Van Emmerik, i.a. p. 40 and particularly p. 42 and 160. Pre-composition encompasses everything prior to 
actual composition and that is strictly adhered to in composing. John Cage (1912-1992) for example also 
employed pre-composition. Composing with rows actually presumes a pre-compositional organization (Van 
Emmerik, p. 162). 
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postwar change to Schönberg’s technique: the granting of equal rights to the other three “classic” 

parameters of pitch: duration, volume and timbre.98 

Boulez spoke out not only about function but also the term “structure.” He cites Louis Rougier 

approvingly:99  

 
Ce que nous pouvons connaître du monde, c’est sa structure, non son essence. Nous le pensons en 
termes de relations, de fonctions, non de substances et d’accidents. Ainsi devrions-nous faire: ne 
partons point des ‘substances et des accidents’ de la musique, mais pensons-la ‘en termes de 
relations, de fonctions. 100 
 
[That which we can know of the world is its structure, not its essence. We think of it in terms of 
relations, functions, not of substances and accidents. Thus we ought to: not depart from the 
‘substances and accidents’ of music, but think of them ‘in terms of relations, of functions’ [italics 
added. The section in italics is Rougier’s citation].  
 

What is striking here is the use of the “structure” also singled out by Boulez. In his sense it closely 

relates to the word “constellation” (composition, assembly into a whole) which Mallarmé used in a 

previously cited letter (see § IV.2.2) to André Gide about the page layout, typeface and content of 

poetry as a single constructive entity. As for Mallarmé in his poetry, for Boulez there is no real 

difference between form and content in music. Boulez continues: “Le contenu … tire sa réalité de sa 

structure, et ce qu’on appelle forme est la mise en structure des structures locales, en quoi consiste le 

contenu” [The content … draws its reality from its structure, and that which we call form is the mise 

en structure of local structures, of which the content consists [Boulez’s italics].]101 The structures must 

be subject to logical, formal principles. Here Boulez takes sides in an old dispute between the division 

of content and form, soul and body, spirit and letter, and the view that content is a function of form.  

This dispute dates back to the nineteenth century and much further to antiquity.102 Thus, content 

is form for Stravinsky, who states: “The phenomenon of music is given to us with the sole purpose of 

establishing an order in things. … Its indispensable and single requirement is construction. 

Construction once completed … there is nothing more to be said.”103 In the nineteenth century, music 

was counted a means of communication, in the twentieth as an autonomous game – a game of design 

and construction, certainly after World War II. Nicolas Nabokov (1903-1978) thought that the 

composer “should not compose for eternity, but for fleeting occasions and for the fun of it [italics 

added].”104 He does not speak of content, whatever that might be in music, or of personal expression. 

“[Music] should forget about its nineteenth-century ‘beatification’.”105 

                                                 
98 Ibid., p. 160. 
99 Louis Rougier (1889-1982), French philosopher. Professor of philosophy at the University of Besançon. 
100 Boulez 1963a, p. 31. 
101 Ibid., p. 31 
102 Taruskin 1995, p. 99f. 
103 Ibid., p. 136. 
104 Ibid., p. 138. 
105 Ibid., p. 137f. 
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Moreover, it is striking that in the comments just cited from Boulez, he speaks of the terms 

structure and function in the same breath, coupling them. The two are related, but there is a difference. 

Something gains function only when used; its usage determines its degree of functionality. For Boulez, 

it is not the expression of the music, but rather its structure that indicates functionality. The use of 

serial functions in terms of relations fits this view. They serve as a binding agent in the structure. Van 

Emmerik comments rightly that a large portion of the artistic music produced since World War II is 

characterized by the attention that composers accorded to compositional techniques (italics added) 

rather than to completed works.106 Techniques, rather than works, are the focus, and they include the 

use of rows as structural organization. Pre-compositional design also gained in importance.107 It is thus 

not without reason that Boulez named his first work which was built from rows in all parameters 

Structures I (1951-1952). Its structure is determined by the rows. This manner of composition carries 

both consequences and complications. 

 

IV.3.2 Consequences and complications 

 

In homage to his teacher Olivier Messiaen, Boulez uses as his starting point a tone row for Structures I 

borrowed from Messiaen’s “Mode de valeurs et d’intensités.”108 An analysis of the structure of 

Structures I is not necessary in order to study its context. It is enough to keep in mind that this work is 

built from rows in all parameters. I will examine several consequences and complications of the strict 

implementation of this manner of composing, but not before observing that no one requires the 

composer to work in this fashion. This is a task the composer sets for himself. The consequences of 

this strictly implemented compositional method are the results of a conscious choice.  

What are these consequences and complications? The twelve tones are a given when composing 

in rows. Durations are measurable and differences can be made audible. Pitches and durations can also 

be categorized in rows.  A logical ordering by volume is also conceivable, though there are not twelve 

but eight dynamic gradations ranging from ppp-pp-p-mp-mf-f-ff-fff, possibly including pppp and ffff as 

ninth and tenth gradations. These differences can be indicated clearly with dynamic markings. By 

contrast, there is no systematic ordering and division of timbre, let alone one that is logical and 

capable of categorization into twelve timbres. The creation of various timbres through electronic 

processing and synthesis offers a solution to composers attempting to organize timbre consistently in 

rows. These limitations and/or impossibilities aside, the differences in volume and timbre can only be 

estimated by the performer and approximated in their presentation, and may be perceived even less 

                                                 
106 Van Emmerik, p. 4 and 162. 
107 Ibid., p. 162. 
108 Ligeti, p. 39. Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 353. 
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distinctly by the listener. Based on his own experiences of playing Structures I, Boulez himself says 

that in the very best circumstances, he is only sixty percent successful at rendering the score.109 

Consistent implementation of the row technique can also create contradictions when applied 

mechanically, even in literally mechanical applications without human intervention and/or correction. 

Mechanism in extremis can thus dictate that a note be played sforzato while simultaneously indicating 

ppp, as can be seen in the example below.110  

 

Ex. IV. 3 : Pierre Boulez, Structures Ia, second piano, bars 48-50111 

 

 
 

It is also possible that the system dictates a long note in staccato with the indication ppp, as in bars 65-

66 from Structures Ia (first piano):  

 

Ex. IV. 4: Pierre Boulez, Structures Ia, first piano, bars 65-66112 

 

 
 

In performance, this long tied low b in the tempo “Lent” and moreover at the pppp level will scarcely 

be audible. At most, it will sound as a short tone followed by a rest.  

                                                 
109 Boulez/Brandt, p. 47. 
110 The entire fragment in which this appears fills bars 48-56. Only bars 48-50 are given. 
111 Pierre Boulez. “Structures I” © Copyright 1955 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd., London/UE 12267. 
Reproduced with the kind permission of Universal Edition Ltd. 
112 Pierre Boulez. “Structures I” © Copyright 1955 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd., London/UE 12267. 
Reproduced with the kind permission of Universal Edition Ltd. 
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In his famous analysis of Structures (one composer’s reflection on the work of another), 

Hungarian-Austrian composer and contemporary György Ligeti (1923-2006) points out the 

inconsistencies of what he terms “Automatik: Elemente und Operationen – einmal ausgewählt – 

werden wie in eine Maschine geworfen, um automatisch – auf Grund der gewählten Beziehungen – zu 

Strukturen gewoben zu werden” [Automatism: “Once selected, elements and operations are thrown as 

into a machine to be automatically woven into structure on the basis of selected relationships].113 He 

comments directly that Automatik contains no requirements regarding the composer’s range of choices 

of compositional method. Choice and machine are united in the process of the choice of the 

machine.114 Aside from this, horizontal and vertical components in the music are largely 

uncontrollable and impossible to prescribe in advance due to the predetermination inherent in row 

technique. According to Ligeti the tone range can only be recorded statically, and so far one is only 

able to say that any of the twelve given tone qualities appear as often in the section as threads are 

available. With this the tone sequence is casual to a degree and almost every remainder of ‘melody’ is 

abandoned (even more radically than in Webern, where remainders of ‘expressive melody’ – even 

when shattered – still cling to the skeleton of the structure).115 Within this strictly implemented 

Automatik, the choice of register and the degree of “aggression” which can be shown through it 

remains a “musical” element for the composer. An example of this “aggression” is the high e-flat at ffff 

dynamic level, the sole initial tone with which Structures Ia begins. An example of lack of aggression 

is the case given above of the low b at ppp level. These variations of choice seem to be motifs, but are 

not composed as such, regardless of whether the components from which the entire composition is 

built – the independent rows and the entire structure – are audible.  

It can be concluded from his analysis that Ligeti, who wrote no serial music himself, is 

ambivalent about Structures. He is fascinated by it on the one hand, but dissatisfied on the other. His 

ambivalence is particularly obvious from the conclusion of his analysis. 

 
Wir sahen, daß dieser Organismus sowohl durch Entscheidungen des Komponisten als auch durch 
automatischen Mechanismus entsteht; und daß diese Entscheidungen und Automatismen keine 
einander entgegengesetzten Prinzipien sind, sondern zwei Aspekte desselben: die aufeinander 
einwirkenden Entscheidungen führen unausweichbar zu Automatismen, Determinierung schafft 
das Unvoraussehbare; und umgekehrt: weder das Automatische noch das Zufällige kann ohne 
Entscheidung und Determinierung hervorgerufen werden. …  

Die „Schönheit“ einer solchen Komposition ist ganz anderswo zu suchen als bei den 
bisherigen. Weberns Intervall-Objekte hatten noch – wie schon erwähnt – einen Rest diskreter 
Expressivität, und, obwohl die Schönheit jener Musik schon längst nicht mehr im „Ausdruck“ lag, 
gab die in Spuren vorhandene Expressivität doch streckenweise dem strauchelnden Hörer 
Krücken. Im Beispiel der Structures von Boulez fehlt all das; es wirdt bloßgestellt, was eigentlich 
schon bei Webern den Kern ausmachte: Schönheit im Auftun von reinen Strukturen. 

Da das in der Musik nur zeitlich geschehen kann, wird aus dem Komponieren auf dem Niveau 
des Seriellen ein Arbeiten mit der Zeit. Damit verliert die Komposition ihr Wesen als 
‘Kunstwerk’: das Komponieren wird zugleich ein Erforschen der neugeahnten Zusammenhänge 

                                                 
113 Ligeti, p. 38. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid., p. 54. 
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des Materials. Diese Attitude mag manch einem als eine negative, „unkünstlerische“ erscheinen 
doch hat der heutige Komponist keinen anderen Weg, wenn er wirklich weiterkommen will. Ein 
so grundsätzliches Experimentieren bedeutete für Boulez die Structure 1a. In der 1b wird die 
nüchterne Strenge gelöster … und in 1c wieder gebundener”116 
 
[We saw that this organism originates through automatic mechanism as well as through decisions 
by the composer; and that these decisions and automatisms are not mutually opposing principles, 
but two aspects of the same: the mutually effective decisions lead unavoidably to automatism, 
determination creates the unpredictable; and vice versa: neither automatism nor coincidence can 
be caused without decision and determination. . . . 

The “beauty” of such a composition lies somewhere else completely than it did before. 
Webern’s interval-objects still contained, as already mentioned, the remains of a discrete 
expressivity, and although the beauty of music even then no longer lay in “expression,” this 
expressivity, accessible in traces, still sometimes offered a crutch to the stumbling listener. All of 
this is lacking in the case of Boulez’s Structures; that which was actually the heart of the matter in 
Webern is here laid bare: beauty in the opening of pure structures.  

Since this can only happen temporally in music, composing on a serial level becomes a case 
of working with time. With this the composition loses its essence as “artwork”: the composing of 
it becomes an investigation of the newly anticipated coherences of the materials. This attitude may 
strike some as negative and “inartistic,” but the modern composer has no other options if he 
actually wants to advance. Structure 1a signifies such a fundamental experiment for Boulez. In 1b 
the sober severity is loosened … and tightened again in 1c.] 
 

What is striking in Structures, despite the novel manner of its composition, is the maintenance of 

measures and metrics. These seem to have no other purpose than to support performance practice, for 

example the coordination of entrances. 

 

IV.3.3 Boulez and Structures I 

 

Before addressing the question of Boulez’s intentions in composing Structures I, a few biographical 

details. In 1941, the sixteen-year-old Boulez took part in a special mathematics course in Lyon to 

prepare for the entrance examination of the famous Ecole Polytechnique in Lyon. Boulez is therefore 

originally a mathematician. In 1944, he joined Messiaen’s harmony class at the Conservatoire in Paris. 

He was awarded first prize in harmony the next year. After leaving the Conservatoire in 1945, he 

studied analysis under Messiaen’s direction and the twelve tone technique under René Leibowitz’s 

instruction. Boulez esteems Messiaen highly for his exceptional inventiveness; by contrast he 

considers Leibowitz devoid of originality.117 It cannot pass unnoted that the partial première of 

Structures I in 1952 in Paris was performed by Boulez and Messiaen.118 Chronologically Structures I 

follows a large number of earlier works, some of which Boulez retracted.119 The number of works he 

                                                 
116 Ibid., p. 62f. 
117 Boulez/Brandt, p. 161 and 81. 
118 Ibid., p. 161. 
119 NGD 1980, Vol. 3, p. 106f. IRCAM 2007 (accessed 3 October 2007).  
 The retracted works were: Douze Notations pour piano (1945), later orchestrated and published: Notations 

pour (grand) orchestre I-IV (1978-1984) and VII (1997), Trois psalmodies (1945), Variations (1945), Quartet, 4 
ondes martenot (1945-1946),  Sonata (1948), Polyphonie X ( 1951), Séquence (1952).  
 The published works were: Première Sonate pour piano (1946), Sonatine (1946), Le visage nuptial on a 

poem by René Char (1946), Deuxième Sonate pour piano (1948), Le soleil des eaux (1948, revised in 1950, 1958 
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retracted indicates that Boulez, as a student and shortly thereafter, was in search of something. He was 

not alone in his search. Many composers were occupied with row-oriented organization; there was 

something brewing, as Boulez himself points out.120 Karlheinz Stockhausen (1928-2007), Luigi Nono 

(1924-1990), Luciano Berio (1925-2003), Bruno Maderna (1920-1973) and Karel Goeyvaerts (1923-

1993) were also searching for a new musical language and syntax. Together with Boulez, they were 

among the founders of serialism. But the movement was not limited to Europe. Like developments 

were taking place in the United States . The American composer and mathematician Milton Babbitt 

(1916) elaborated on the twelve tone technique.121 Stravinsky also composed dodecaphonically.122 It 

can be said without exaggeration that at the end of the 1940s and through the 1950s, organization in 

rows was viewed as the only legitimate form of artistic music. Essential to a composition was 

organization in rows, regardless of what was actually organized.  

As Boulez himself stated, the composition of Structures I was an extension of the process of 

development in his work.123 He viewed its composition as an unavoidable tunnel through which he had 

to travel. The wheel had to be reinvented, and for this, musical language had to be brought back to 

absolute zero. During a discussion with the audience after a concert (USA, 1952), in which he and 

pianist David Tudor also performed movements 1a and 1c of Structures I as an encore, he said that 

“his fundamental purpose was to eliminate all trace of his musical inheritance from his vocabulary in 

an effort to start from scratch and reconquer, little by little, the various states of composition, and 

arrive at a wholly new synthesis.”124 He saw the limitations of this approach after completing 

Structures I. There is a progression in the three movements according to Boulez: movement 1 is rigid, 

in movement 3 this rigidity gives way somewhat, and in movement 2 a coexistence between rigidity 

and a degree of freedom can be found in some places.125 Moreover, its composition fits into the 

developments in serial organization at the time.  

John Cage’s influence on the realization of Structures I must not pass unnoted. Cage’s influence 

is striking because before World War II, the Old World laid down the law and was in a position to do 

so. This was certainly true of the arts, where the New World had no cultural-historical tradition. In his 

interviews and writings, Boulez does not mention Cage’s role in the origin of Structures I as far as can 

be ascertained, but did agree to the publication of his correspondence with Cage from which that 

influence becomes clear. Van Emmerik points it out. In his correspondence with Cage, Boulez wrote 

in May 1951, at which time he was composing Structures I: “J’ai repris à mon compte ton système de 

__________________________ 
and 1965), Livre pour quatuor (1948-1949), Etudes: I sur un son, II sur sept sons (1952). Le soleil uses two 
poems by Char: Complainte du lézard amoureux from La sieste blanche in the collection Les matinaux (1950) 
and La Sorgue: chanson pour Yvonne from La fontaine narrative in the collection Fureur et mystère (1948). 
120 Boulez/Brandt, p. 81.  
121 Such as in his Three compositions (for piano) and Composition for four instruments, both from 1947. 
122 I refer to Taruskin 1996 Vol. II, pp. 1652f. and the literature named in fn. 79 (p. 1653). Also see: Agon (1953-
1954, 1956-1957) and Canticum sacrum ad honorem Sancti Marci nominis (1955). 
123 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 353. 
124 Peyser, p. 83. 
125 Boulez/Brandt, p. 85. 



 204

l’échiquier en le faisant servir sur les plans dissociés, antagonistes et, parallèles, anti-parallèles” [I 

took into my employment your system of the chessboard in making it serve the plans dissociated, 

antagonistic and, parallel, anti-parallel].126 This letter was preceded by one from Cage to Boulez on 

December 18, 1950, in which Cage writes that composing with a collection of sounds from the four 

equal elements (called the “gamut” by Cage) brought him to the idea “that 4 charts, each one referring 

to only one characteristic of sound, could be used instead of one.”127 According to Van Emmerik, by 

inspiring this use of independent charts for the parameters, Cage was present at a defining moment in 

serial music, namely the augmentation of the pre-compositional organization of pitch and duration 

with volume and timbre in charts. Cage thus influenced Boulez, who adopted this organization in 

modified form in Structures I and Le marteau sans maître.128 Thus an American composer influenced 

a European composer, contrary to the usual pattern.  

The use of the “l’échiquier” in Boulez’s letter to Cage is noteworthy. I refer to Boulez’s 

previously cited comment about concerning Klee’s work “sur le principe de l’échiquier c’est qu’il est 

d’une grande importance en musique” [on the principle of the chessboard it is because it is of great 

importance to music] (see § IV.2.4.2) The image Klee evokes with his painting of a chessboard, and 

the significance both Klee and Boulez attach to it, was what Boulez had in mind when writing to Cage. 

A chart and  chessboard both exhibit ordered, strictly defined structures which serve as organization. 

They do not, however, exert any compulsion in the choice of what or how the composer wishes to 

organize. Is this characteristic what Klee’s painting En rythme “makes visible” (see Introduction, 

beginning)? 

It was essential for Boulez in composing Structures to let the elements develop themselves 

without appreciable intervention on the part of the composer.129 Boulez became acquainted with 

Klee’s watercolor Monument an der Grenze des Fruchtlandes (1929) after writing Structure 1a from 

the first book.130 He says of the watercolor: “en regardant l’aquarelle de Klee j’y ai constaté une 

démarche similaire, tendant à la dépersonnalisation du créateur, à son anonymat” [looking at Klee’s 

watercolor I noticed a similar approach, tending towards depersonalization of the creator, to his 

anonymity].131 Boulez vehemently denies that he was inspired by Klee in composing Structures.132 

The question is whether this claim is completely accurate – whether Klee’s watercolor did not exert 

some influence at the time of the composition of Structures I. On this question, Peyser notes: “Boulez 

says he sensed the dead end implied in his relentless application of the Idea and therefore inscribed on 

the first page of Book I [from Structures] a provisional title he took from a painting by Paul Klee: A la 

                                                 
126 Boulez, cited by Van Emmerik, p. 92. 
127 Cage, cited by Van Emmerik, p. 91. 
128 Van Emmerik, p. 165. 
129 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 353. 
130 Ibid., p. 353f: “J’avais écrit la première Structure du premier livre; en regardant l’aquarelle … “ [I had written 
the first (in other words 1a, vR) Structure of the first book; while looking at the watercolor …]. 
131 Ibid., p. 353f. 
132 Ibid., p. 353.  
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limite du fertile pays.”133 Boulez says in his conversations with Célestin Deliège: “J’avais l’intention – 

ceci est anecdotique – de donner spécialement à cette première Structure, composée en 1951 déjà, le 

titre d’un tableau de Klee, A la limite du pays fertile, tableau construit principalement sur des 

horizontales et quelques obliques, c’est-à-dire sur une invention très réduite. Cette première Structure 

a été composée très sciemment d’une manière analogue” [I had the intention – this is anecdote – of 

giving especially to this first Structure, already composed in 1951, the title of a painting by Klee, A la 

limite du pays fertile, a painting consisting principally of horizontals and a few obliques, that is to say 

an extremely reduced invention. This first Structure was composed very deliberately in an analogous 

manner].134 

 
Fig. IV. 9: Paul Klee, Monument an der Grenze des Fruchtlandes, watercolor (1929)135 

 

 
                                                 
133 Peyser, p. 69. 
134 Boulez 1975, p. 69f. 
135 Image taken from Boulez 1989, inner leaf.  
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The title used by Klee is fitting because in Boulez’s judgment, the extreme rigidity of the procedures 

used can easily lead to infertility.136 When all is left to the mechanism of the elements in the 

composition “on est sûr d’échouer – le libre-arbitre, cette part essentielle du créateur, n’ayant plus de 

champ où opérer sa magie” [one is sure to fail – the free will, that essential part of the creator, no 

longer having a realm in which to practice its magic].137 In other words, Monument an der Grenze des 

Fruchtlandes was for Boulez not so much an example which led to imitation as a warning of how far 

the emancipation of self-developing elements could go – even bypassing the artist’s creativity – should 

there still be talk of fertile ground. If the structure predominates and pushes “poetry” aside, one finds 

oneself at the “côté de l’infertilité” [the side of infertility]. However if the structure does stimulate the 

imagination to a new form of “poetry,” one can speak of “fertile ground.” For Boulez, the watercolor 

Monument an der Grenze des Fruchtlandes was a monument on the border of fertile ground that he 

calls a “tableau-symbole.” Observation of the watercolor leads to a realization of the boundaries 

inherent to consistently implemented composition in rows that bypasses the composer’s contribution 

and influence.  

Boulez states that he became acquainted with Monument an der Grenze des Fruchtlandes 

shortly after completing movement 1a of Structures I. In this case, Klee’s watercolor could not have 

influenced that specific movement. But it could still have influenced movements 1b and 1c. Boulez 

himself says of these movements that they are of a less rigid nature. Le marteau sans maître was 

created in 1953/55, after Boulez’s introduction to the watercolor. It is thus to be expected that Le 

marteau sans maître displays a change in compositional technique from Structures I. In Lev 

Koblyakov’s opinion, a comparable serial organization is to be found in both Structures I and Le 

marteau sans maître.138 Both works were largely composed using the same process, although 

according to Koblyakov, Boulez rejected “the extreme automatism of serial organization” with Le 

marteau sans maître and “began to control it more flexibly.”139 Boulez says about Le marteau sans 

maître: 

 
There is in fact a very clear and very strict element of control, but starting from this strict control 
and the work’s overall discipline, there is also room for what I call local indiscipline: at the overall 
level there is discipline and control, at the local level there is an element of indiscipline – a 
freedom to choose, to decide and to reject.140  

 

What Boulez calls “local indiscipline” must be understood as free choice and manipulation of 

elements of serial organization. Further on he speaks of “justified freedom” and adds that “it is 

essential to discover to what extent we can make a transition from strict to free writing.”141 In Penser 

                                                 
136 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 355. 
137 Ibid.. 
138 Koblyakov, p.114f. 
139 Ibid., p. 116f. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid., p. 117. 
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la musique aujourd’hui, referring to a fragment for the flute (rehearsal number 81) from 

“Commentaire III” of “Bourreaux de solitude” from Le marteau sans maître, Boulez describes that:  

 
à partir d’une extrême rigidité de conception – d’une écriture pratiquement canonique – on arrive à 
une souplesse de réalisation qui se laisse couramment prendre pour une improvisation flexible, 
d’où une succession à sens unique se trouve totalement exclue grâce à ces retours irréguliers qui 
changent fondamentalement la perception de la forme canonique même.142 
 
[From an extreme rigidity of conception – of a practically canonical scripture – one arrives at a 
suppleness of realization which lets itself be widely taken for a flexible improvisation, from which 
a one-way succession finds itself totally excluded thanks to these irregular returns which change 
fundamentally the perception of the canonical form itself.]  
 

Joan Peyser wrote in the same sense when she commented that “the formidable inhibitions that gave 

birth to Structures, the annihilation of personality that that work suggests, has been transformed to far 

more artistic purposes in Marteau. … Boulez himself was horrified by the result [of Structures, 

amongst others]. He says Structures was not ‘Total but Totalitarian.’ And he tried to twist and unlock 

the system with Marteau.”143 Peter F. Stacey detects “something of the theatre of cruelty about 

Boulez’s uncompromising Structures Livre I, which deals in extremes of every sort [dynamics, 

register, rhythm and texture].”144 Peyser concludes that the title of the watercolor Monument an der 

Grenze des Fruchtlandes implies not so much the end of fertile ground, as Boulez asserts, as the 

beginning of a “new and fruitful grammar that he then felt would be as life-sustaining as tonality had 

once been.”145 I agree with her conclusion, adding that this process appears to have been used in the 

composition of Structures I after movement 1a. 

Some go quite a bit further, suggesting a connection between Structures I and Monument an der 

Grenze des Fruchtlandes despite Boulez’s explicit denial of it. Dominique Jameux opines that “like 

Klee’s canvas composed solely of horizontals and obliques, the Structures Ia is similarly limited.”146 

Theo Hirsbrunner goes even further when he comments that with Structures Ia, the step into a new 

musical era was finally taken, Boulez was completely conscious of this and initially wanted to give the 

first piece of the Structures the title of a painting by Paul Klee: Am Rande des Fruchtlandes (A la 

limite du pays fertile).147 Griffiths also traces a connection with his comment “Structures Ia was an 

exploration, to quote the Klee title originally intended for it, ‘at the ends of fruitful land …’.”148 The 

same suggestion is contained in the argument Geelhaar poses to Boulez: Originally, it seems, you had 

even envisaged giving this title [A la limite du pays fertile] to your pieces Structures I, and his 

                                                 
142 Boulez 1963, p. 160. 
143 Peyser 1976, p. 102. 
144 Stacey, p. 24. 
145 Ibid., p. 114. 
146 Jameux, p. 71. 
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subsequent question about the connection between Structures and the watercolor, a question which 

Boulez answers resoundingly in the negative.149  

 

IV.4 IRCAM 

 

IV.4.1 General 

 

How long did serialism hold its ground as a compositional technique? This question does not presume 

the occurrence of a turning point, let alone that such an existence can be clearly indicated or that 

serialism should belong to the past. Composers such as Helmut Lachenmann (1935) and Brian 

Ferneyhough (1943) still work in the serialist tradition, albeit in a slightly different form. At most it 

can be said that by the end of the 1960s, serialism was past its apex. Its structure and extreme detail, 

tremendously complicated at least to the ear, has rendered serial music incomprehensible in its 

construction and course for a large part of the public, and thus remains elusive to most. Processes are 

present in serial music, of course, but they are too complex to be audible. If musical processes are 

nevertheless heard and recognized, remembering them poses an extra challenge. The most substantial 

in new music is a new and not previously encountered conception of musicality.150  

Nikša Gligo indicates that music alone does not have the capacity to demonstrate this 

conception. “Die Beteiligung bei der Komponisten bei der Demonstration dieser neuen Auffassung der 

Musik bezieht sich auch auf die Theorie, die – vom Komponisten selbst gemacht – auch ein 

unvermeidbarer Bestandteil der Musik geworden ist” [The involvement of composers in the 

demonstration of this new conception of music refers to theory – created by the composer himself –  

that has become an unavoidable element of music].151 Regarding such a dependence of new music on 

its own theory, he raises the question of whether the complementary power of the composers’ theory 

of new music can confirm the musicality of this music.152 Gligo points out quite rightly that many 

contemporary composers design their own theoretical foundations for their works. These foundations 

are certainly not universally known, let alone perceived. The question remains as to whether 

awareness of the composer’s theory improves one’s understanding of modern music. In any case, the 

great diversity of composers’ theories does not advance the accessibility of modern music, or at most 

in only a few cases. I referred earlier to the difference between literature and music on the one hand 

and the visual arts on the other and to the importance of and the dependence on memory in 

understanding a work in its totality. Jann Pasler supports this view.153 She too pointed out the 

importance of memory and its role in an argument which develops in a certain temporal sequence, thus 

                                                 
149 Boulez/Geelhaar, p. 353. 
150 Gligo, p. 98. 
151 Ibid., 98f. 
152 Ibid., p. 99. 
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demonstrating that “in the arts, the notion of memory relates closely to that of narrativity.”154 Works 

which attempt to banish the role of memory are “without narrativity.” She is interested in “new forms 

of narrativity.”155 Many modernist works, she argues, are “anti-narratives.”156  

A demand arose in the mid-1960s for a simpler, more accessible music, such as the American 

“minimal music” or “minimalist” movement led by composers La Monte Young (1935), Terry Riley 

(1935), Philip Glass (1937) and Steve Reich (1936), even if the music thereby developed is not 

directly narrative. Attitudes towards the musical past are also changing. The serialists chose a new 

development in style with a great degree of radicalism and exclusivity. As noted earlier, there was no 

place for the musical past within serialism, at least not openly. In the middle of the 1960s, an interest 

in the musical past emerged amongst some composers and found expression in the use of citations of 

past music in new compositions. The exclusivity of serialism is making way for inclusiveness: in 

contrast to the time of serialism, room is created for a pluriform idiom, for the development of other 

style patterns without pretensions of exclusivity, for the coexistence of differing styles. The past 

became more present than ever. Pasler even describes a “new aesthetic based on the emancipation of 

memory.”157 Richard Taruskin typifies it as “the pastness of the present and the presence of the past.” 

The period in which the dominant position of Boulez as inspiration and instigator of serialism seems to 

wane. Boulez is unlikely to limit himself to that past or to see no role for himself in the future. 

 It is noteworthy that in this period, namely in 1971, Boulez was named conductor of the New 

York Philharmonic Orchestra as successor to Leonard Bernstein.158 This appointment give him the 

means, according to Peyser, “to promote his own cause, to make familiar to large audiences the 

modern language in which he believed, in which form exercised a centripetal role.”159 Hugues Dufour 

is also of the opinion that Boulez wished to use his appointment in New York to bring the modern 

repertoire to a broader public and to improve its interpretation.160 According to Peyser, Boulez saw a 

“gap between composer and listener” that began in 1912 with Schönberg’s Pierrot Lunaire. This gap 

grew ever larger and showed no signs of diminishing.161 Peyser asserts that with his appointment to 

one of the best symphony orchestras in the world, Boulez intended to finally answer the question: “Is 

this [new] music just seductive to the eye because of the relations a musician reads in the score, or 

does it finally appeal to something more that makes it memorable and even moving in some way?”162  
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159 Ibid., p. 2. 
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If the latter were true, then “serialism would displace tonality and provide the musical 

vocabulary for a long time to come.”163 It is unclear on what basis Peyser attributes these motives to 

Boulez for accepting his appointment in New York. Her assertion must be viewed with caution. Yet 

the motives she attributed to Boulez do seem to fit into the ethos of the period, characterized by an as 

yet unbridged gap between audience and serial music, the elapsed zenith of this music and the advance 

of new compositional styles, tendencies which Boulez perhaps wished to halt by accepting an 

appointment that offered him the opportunity to program modern music and thus increase its 

accessibility. The ultimate goal was for serialism to definitively replace tonality and become the 

musical vocabulary for the long term. The aforementioned is illustrative both of the diminishing role, 

influence and reception of serialism and of Boulez’s passion for turning the tide.  

Whether Boulez as a conductor was successful in achieving this is of no further importance to 

this study. His appointment in New York was in any case not a success. His first complete season 

(1971-1972) was programmed to a large degree with his preferred music. The public did not accept his 

tastes, avoided his concerts and wrote angry letters of complaint. The next season’s programming 

became more moderate under the pressure of public opinion, but protests continued.164 The only 

source of revenue for the New York Philharmonic was the box office. This meant a strong dependence 

on favorable public reception, or as Dominique Jameux writes: Fill the hall, your policy is right; empty 

it, it is wrong. This does not encourage innovation.165 Moreover, the New York Philharmonic was the 

only symphony orchestra in New York, which meant that its programming had to appeal to a broad 

public.166 The public neither wanted nor understood the music Boulez wanted to propagate. His 

appointment in New York lasted until 1977. 

 

IV.4.2  IRCAM 

 

French culture and French cultural life were given an important impulse during Georges Pompidou’s 

(1911-1974) term as president (1969-1974) by his initiative for the foundation of a center for modern 

art in Paris, the Centre national d’art et de culture Georges Pompidou, also called the Centre 

Beaubourg. The center was opened in 1977. Part of this project was the foundation in 1976 of  

IRCAM, the Institut de Recherche et de Coordination Acoustique/Musique, under Boulez’s direction. 

A similar institute, the Groupe de Recherche de Musique Concrète (GRMC), had been founded by 

Pierre Schaeffer in 1951. The GRMC focused its research on musique concrète using the recently 

developed tape recorder and afforded interns the opportunity to become acquainted with the available 

technical possibilities. Amongst others, Boulez and Stockhausen were interns from 1951 to 1952. 
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Boulez wrote Étude I and Étude II at the GRMC.167 His first involvement with the foundation of 

IRCAM dates to 1969. He was succeeded as director in 1992 by Laurent Bayle, who in turn was 

succeeded in 2002 by Bernard Stiegler. Frank Madlener has been director of IRCAM since January 

2006.168 Boulez has been connected to the institute since 1992 as directeur honoraire,  an honorary 

function which he still fills as of this writing (October 2007).169 The aim of IRCAM is to carry out 

fundamental research in the areas of informatics, physics and acoustics as they relate to musical issues, 

to give composers the opportunity to create new work using IRCAM’s facilities, and finally to 

transmit knowledge.170 Stated briefly, the goal of IRCAM is to unite music, science and technology for 

the further development and advancement of musical composition. IRCAM is the culmination of the 

coupling of music and advanced technology, a pioneering but complicated operation. The center is 

financed largely by the French government. 

For composers connected to IRCAM, whether as students, interns or in other capacities, it is 

almost impossible to acquire the necessary specialist knowledge of informatics for composition in a 

short time. This dictates an important, perhaps even essential, role for others (besides the composer) in 

the creation of a composition. A collective is often involved in its design.171 As a result, the authorship 

is often not the composer’s alone, but is shared with one or several other individuals, depending on the 

composer’s approach.172  

It can be assumed that Boulez had a direct influence on the sonic idiom of IRCAM. This idiom 

largely came into being through the use of computers and tailor-made software with which new 

sounds were formed or extant recorded sounds were changed and transformed, as in Boulez’s 

Répons.173 The fact that Boulez composed Répons (1981-1988), Explosante-fixe (1991-1995), 

Dialogue de l’ombre double (original version 1985) and Anthèmes II (1997) using IRCAM’s facilities 

shows that both hardware and software at IRCAM had his endorsement and approval.174  

Over the years, a great number of composers have been students or interns at IRCAM, or have 

composed independently using its facilities. The work produced there has often been performed, and a 

portion published. In total, approximately 3,000 composers from all parts of the world (64 Dutch 

among them) have worked in one way or another at IRCAM since its foundation.175  
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IV.5 Structures I and its context 

 

In the preceding paragraphs I have argued that serialism in the mid-1960s, during which Structures I 

was written in search of a new musical language and syntax, was already past its high point. The 

inaccessibility, the limitations of musical memory in gaining an overview of a composition, the “anti-

narrative” character of the music and the demand for comprehensibility without detailed score analysis 

formed a breeding ground for more accessible music. In the second half of the 1960s, Boulez began 

planning IRCAM and accepted the leadership of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. The turning 

point in serialism, the foundation of  IRCAM, and the appointment in New York occurred almost 

simultaneously. It would be going too far to suppose a causal relation between the events, but some 

mutual relationship does not seem unlikely. Could it be argued that Structures I, Boulez’s first 

consistently serially composed work, was so determined by the context in which it was conceived that 

it can be relegated to the archives as out of date? The piece is seldom performed publicly, and the 

number of its recordings is limited. But performance history does not determine the importance of 

Structures I. 

 

The postwar musical avant-garde in which Structures I was composed can best be typified, according 

to Carl Dahlhaus, as the aesthetic of the experiment:  

 
Man kann also die avancierte Musik der 1950er und 60er Jahre in dem Maße experimentell 
nennen, wie sie mit Versuchsanordnungen operierte, deren Zweck es war, die Ästhetisierbarkeit 
oder die ästhetische Evidenz von Materialien und Methoden zu erproben, die nur partiell der 
Kontrolle durch den Komponisten unterworfen waren und zu einem wesentlichen Teil entweder 
aus der akustischen Außenwelt stammten (musique concrète) oder aus einer seriellen Mechanik 
resultierten, die über das vom Komponisten Intendierbare weit hinausging. 176 
 
[One can therefore call the advanced music of the 1950s and ‘60s experimental to an extent, in 
how it operated with tentative formations, the purpose of which was to test the aestheticizability or 
the aesthetic validity of materials and methods which were only partly subjected to the control of 
composers and to a real degree either stemmed from the acoustic outside world (musique concrète) 
or resulted from a serial mechanism which went far beyond that of the composers’ intentions.] 
 

This experiment rests herein, that a musical work is not an isolated, self-contained and closed whole as 

was the case in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but rather an experiment, with musical 

material and musical techniques only partially under the control of the composer, to assess its capacity 

to be aestheticized. Dahlhaus relates the experiment to serial organization and all manner of non-

musical sounds such as environmental sounds, street and traffic noise and exclamations.177 These 

sounds as well as synthesized sounds are aesthetizised. Parameters are ordered on the basis of serial 

mechanisms without certainty of an overview of the results. The aestheticization of chance factors also 

falls hereunder. The “musikalisch Schönen” offers no firm ground upon which to found a modern 
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aesthetic.178 This is the same form of aestheticization discussed in the Introduction. It is Marcel 

Duchamp’s aesthetic, which raised industrially manufactured everyday objects (“readymades”) to the 

position of artworks simply through exhibition in a museum. These objects also deviate from the 

aesthetic of beauty and are nevertheless transformed into art. According to Dahlhaus, it is this aesthetic 

of experiment that typifies the postwar musical avant-garde. 

This experiment also encompasses the concept that completion of a work is unattainable, and 

that a choice must be made between various open possibilities that can work out differently each time 

and that sometimes actually lead to “open forms” in which indeterminacy plays a role in performance. 

The attitude that the creative history and not the result is determinative in art is closely linked with this 

open form in musical composition.179 Against this background, it is explicable that Boulez constantly 

changes and adjusts his compositions. Pli selon pli is an example. The five movements are based on 

poems by Mallarmé.  

 

Overview of the creation and adaptations of the movements of Pli selon pli (1957-1962):180 

 

 1957 Improvisation sur Mallarmé I        Mallarmé: “Le vierge, le vivace, et le bel aujourd’hui” 

1962 adaptation 

 1957 Improvisation sur Mallarmé II       Mallarmé: “Une dentelle s’abolit” 

 1959 Improvisation sur Mallarmé III      Mallarmé:  “A la nue accablante tu” 

1984 adaptation 

 1959-1962 Tombeau                                Mallarmé: “Tombeau [de Verlaine]” 

1959 first (partial) version  

1962 completed 

 1960 Don (not published)                        Mallarmé: “Don du poëme” (version: soprano/piano) 

1960-1962 (second version) 

1989 adaptation  

 

He revised Le marteau sans maître (1952-1954) in 1957. His third Piano Sonata even remains 

unfinished. Eclat/Multiples, begun in 1965, also still has the status of a “work in progress,” a slogan 

borrowed from James Joyce.181 In the last decade, Boulez has composed few new pieces: Notations 

VII (1997), Anthèmes II (1997), Sur Incises (1996-1998), Incises (1993-2001) and Dérive 2 (1988-

                                                 
178 Dahlhaus 1983c, p. 88. 
179 Ibid., p. 89f. 
180 IRCAM 2007 (accessed 3 October 2007). I see the information originating from IRCAM as normative while 
other sources often vary amongst themselves. Stacey, p. 145. The sequence of the movements maintained by 
IRCAM as well is Don, Improvisation sur Mallarmé I, II and III and Tombeau. 
181 Van Emmerik, p. 4. Work in progress is the original title of a later book by James Joyce (1882-1941) which 
appeared under the title Finnegans Wake. Joyce worked for seventeen years on the book, which was published in 
sections spread over these years, until it was published in its entirety in 1939 as Finnegans Wake. 
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2001). Most of them have a long creative history. He continually adapts and rewrites old compositions 

to the new developments in which he finds himself. This conscious incompletion of the composition 

“is undoubtedly related to [Boulez’s] previously mentioned inclination to leave compositions 

unfinished for later revision [italics added].”182 Van Emmerik points out the contrast with Cage, who 

did complete his works and, despite renewed insights, applied old techniques to new work. The past 

was viewed as a reservoir of possibilities from which some could be drawn.183  

 

What the postwar European composers wanted and strove for was experimentation. This 

experimentation determined the aesthetic to an important degree during the first decade after the war. 

It cannot be a coincidence that Duchamp’s readymades were also created in and around wartime, as if 

war requires and/or invites a reevaluation in art, which is viewed as having had its day. The described 

lead-up to World War II, the war itself and subsequent worldwide destabilization were so influential 

that a reaction in music, where everything had to be rebuilt from the ground up as well, also had to be 

radical. This radical quality was a feeding ground for the development of compositional techniques 

that broke with the past. Where Schönberg limited his row to pitch and Messiaen coupled pitch-

duration-dynamic-articulation to each other in constant relationships in Mode de valeurs et 

d’intensités, Boulez treated them each independently.184 Moreover, Boulez emancipated volume and 

attack each in its own row.185 In this he also differed from Messiaen’s Mode de valeurs. It was in this 

framework that Structures I originated, for which he took his row from and in tribute to Messiaen. 

With Structures I, Boulez removed himself for the most part from the compositional process, but 

consciously and voluntarily. “Since Boulez treats his ‘four constituents of sound’ as independent 

variables, any pitch can occur in any register at any loudness and with any duration or attack,” as 

Taruskin summarizes the difference between Messiaen and Boulez.186 “Instead, the contrapuntal lines 

so frequently cross, and leap so capriciously from register to register (often extreme ones) that it is 

impossible to hear the texture as consistently linear, the way one can hear the texture of Messiaen’s 

Mode de Valeurs.”187 The bars given below from Structures Ia are an example of this. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
182 Morgan, p. 385. 
183 Van Emmerik, p. 167f. 
184 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 5, p. 27. 
185 Ibid., p. 29. 
186 Ibid., p. 35. 
187 Ibid. 
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Ex. IV. 5: Pierre Boulez, Structures Ia, bars 69-79188 

 

                                                 
188 Pierre Boulez. “Structures I” © Copyright 1955 by Universal Edition (London) Ltd., London/UE 12267. 
Reproduced with kind permission of Universal Edition Ltd. 
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In theory, Taruskin is correct when he comments that it is possible in “total serialism” to determine 

whether the score of a composition contains surprises once the rows are known, although this is not 

possible simply from listening to it.189 However in music it is a matter of more than simply whether 

the listener hears or can hear the correct or incorrect notes. The tendency to “leap so capriciously from 

register to register,” the capricious character of Structures I, is one of its attractions. The reason that 

Boulez proceeded along this path of strictly through-composed “total serialism” in Structures I is his 

                                                 
189 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 5, p. 36. 
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need to experiment, or, to use his own words “je voulais utiliser les possibilités d’un matériau et voir 

jusqu’où pouvait aller l’automatisme des relations musicales, sans que l’invention individuelle 

apparaisse autrement que pour certains degrés d’agencement vraiment très primaires, des agencements 

de densité, par exemple” [I wished to utilize musical relations, without the individual invention 

appearing otherwise than for certain degrees of really very primary organization, organisations of 

density for example], a line of reasoning that fits with Dahlhaus’s comments.190 The idea of going to 

the extreme has always attracted innovators.191  Rejection of the musical past was a driving force of 

serialism. It was the reaction of “artists who could no longer believe in the supreme value of the 

individual self, the ‘autonomous subject’ exalted by romanticism, at a time when a hundred thousand 

selves just as individual as theirs might vanish at the push of a button. There was no point in having 

intentions or expressing feelings at a time when the best laid plans seemed so futile and personal 

feelings so trivial, in the face of such destructive power. That had to be what Boulez meant when he 

“decreed” that art had to transcend persons. The authoritarian manner was bravado in the face of 

impotence.”192 The only consolation was “to strip away all personality, feelings, and expressive 

intention. That was the ‘dirt.’ And the artist’s own personality and feelings were not exempted. After 

Hiroshima everyone felt like dirt. The only responsible decision left was to face that miserable 

contingency and find a way of composing that would stamp out the artist’s puny person and allow 

something ‘realer’ to emerge. And what could be realer than number?”193  

 

*** 

 

One can argue for Mallarmé’s direct influence on Boulez in terms of his views on the disappearance of 

the poet’s vernacular, the leaving of initiative to the words, and the place of chance and typography.  

This is demonstrable in his Third Piano Sonata in relation to Mallarmé’s poem Le Hasard from Un 

coup de Dés. The same also holds true, though to a lesser degree, for the influence Klee had on 

Boulez. This influence is not directly traceable in Boulez’s works, but the analytical thought pattern of 

the visual artist Klee definitely influenced the thinking of the musician/composer Boulez, though in a 

more indirect sense.  

In the postwar period, in which the whole world lay in pieces, music included, Boulez and many 

others sought to build a new musical language and syntax from the ground up. Within this context, 

Structures I was created, Boulez’s first work with a strictly through-composed serial organization in 

all parameters. After the composition of movement 1a, Klee’s watercolor Monument an der Grenze 

                                                 
190 Boulez 1975, p. 70. 
191 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 5, p. 37. 
192 Ibid., p. 43. 
193 Ibid.  
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des Fruchtlandes probably had a moderating influence on subsequent movements of Structures I as 

detectable in their consistently maintained rigidity.  

Following Dahlhaus’s example, one can typify postwar avant-garde music, including 

Structures I and its context, as an experiment. In contrast to their nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century counterparts, composers of this music were more interested in compositional techniques 

than in completed works. It is the Verfahrensweisen, as Dahlhaus calls them, that requires primary 

attention.194 The composer and aesthetically successful compositions are no longer the sole 

determining factors of music history.195 The opposite is sooner true, namely that “history to some 

extent dictated what was to be viewed as aesthetically harmonious: works or also concepts or 

processes. The working process, without having been abandoned completely, lost its central 

significance as one of the primary constituents of music history understood as compositional 

history.”196 The postwar avant-garde composers focus mainly on the Konzepte oder Prozesse, the 

foundation of the Verfahrensweisen. I reference my earlier observation (see § IV.3.1) that the 

structure rather than expression of music is determinative for Boulez. Serial functions serve within 

this structure as a binding element of organization. Against this background, Boulez regularly 

reworked older compositions, rewrote them or adjusted them. As with  Duchamp’s “readymades,” 

aestheticizing the experiment, in this case serial organization, takes the place of the aestheticizing 

of “beauty.” 

It is in the “desperate antihumanism of the early atomic age,”197 an accurate description by 

Taruskin, that Structures I as experiment came into being. His description thus gives its context. The 

importance of Structures I, described by Robert P. Morgan as a “remarkably suggestive and influential 

composition,” lies in the fact that “integral serialism,” in its radical form in any case, caused the 

traditional aspects of structure, melody and form to disappear and opened the door to the possibility of 

music in which these individual aspects seem subordinate in relation to “the overall, ‘global’ effect.”198 

Musical texture in this new and broader sense became “the main focus of interest, providing a new 

area for compositional exploration.”199 This transformation is not diminished by the fact that serialism 

passed its apogee by the mid-1960s. It is clear evidence of great daring that Boulez, after composing 

seven works between 1945 and 1952 without publishing them (see fn. 119),  delivered the premiere of 

his first serially through-composed work, Structures Ia, together with Olivier Messiaen on May 4, 

1952 in Paris.200 That this piece is still not part of the standard repertoire and has fallen out of 

prominence does not diminish its importance. It is a Monument en pays fertile (1929), just as that by 

                                                 
194 Dahlhaus 1985, p. 20. 
195 Ibid., p. 10. 
196 Ibid. 
197 Taruskin 2005, Vol. 5, p. 43.  
198 Morgan, p. 345. 
199 Ibid. 
200 IRCAM 2007 (accessed 3 October 2007). 
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Klee, because it fits into the context of the environment rebuilt after the war – an environment that lay 

fallow for experimentation.  

 

 



 



 

 

 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 
 

Listening to music is related to hermeneutics, to the decoding of what is cryptic, hidden and 

ambiguous. Listening to music is neither independent from the context in which music is made, nor 

from the context wherein it is heard. That means that if we want to decode that which is cryptic, if we 

want to know something about “the underside meaning” of music as Roland Barthes calls it, we must 

know in which context music has been created. What is the context of music, and what does it have to 

say within this context, if anything at all? Can such knowledge help us in listening? This thesis 

demonstrates that it can. It is a search, a way of approaching and decoding music, proceeding from its 

context. The Four Case Studies are a search for this underside meaning, in which four works from 

different periods of music history, from the early eighteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries, occupy 

center stage with an approach to each piece of music proceeding from the context in which it has been 

written. 

 

In J.S. Bach’s Chaconne (BWV 1004), subject of chapter I, nearly every bar has a descending 

tetrachord as basso ostinato. The descending tetrachord is the binding element, constant factor and 

“soggetto” of the Chaconne. It has a specific significance and indicates the presence of a plaint, lament 

or lamento. The Chaconne therefore is a plaint, lament or lamento. Investigation further leads to the 

conclusion that Bach manipulated and grouped with his own hand the heading “ciaccona” in such a 

way that the text (Iesus) Christus Coronabit Crucigeros, condensed to c-c-c, could be drawn from it. 

This leads to the relationship between cross and crown in the Biblical sense and to the doctrine of the 

theologia crucis and the iustificatio of Martin Luther. The essence of this doctrine is that sinful man 

can only trust that God grants him the “iustificatio” for the sake of Christ. This is the basis upon which 

God grants man his mercy, the belief therein. The justified shall live through his faith. The God 

described here is not the God of power, glory and domination, but the God of humility, mortification, 

servitude and intangibility, the God of the crucified Savior. God promises that whoever bears the cross 

and believes in Him shall take part in the fellowship and union with Him. This has to do with 

establishing a covenant between God and the sinful man, which is the essence of the Last Supper and 

the relation between the Last Supper and the enigmatically cast Symbolum above the chaconne. These 

considerations together and in mutual relation and cohesion can justify the conclusion that everything 

seems to indicate that the Chaconne in d minor for solo violin BWV 1004 of Johann Sebastian Bach 

was a part of the musica sub communione and has been written within this context. We can assume 

that Bach manipulated and grouped the heading “ciaccona” in such a way that the text (Iesus) Christus 
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Coronabit Crucigeros, condensed to c-c-c, could be drawn from it and that Bach therefore preferred 

this heading instead of a gigue as usual, in order to put this piece himself in the context of Last Supper. 

Approaching the Chaconne proceeding from its context reveals thus its underside meaning and also 

Bach’s intention.  

 

The subject of research in chapter II is the context of the cantatas BWV 34a and 34, the relationship 

between these works, which one has been reworked and what has been the motivation for this 

reworking. The two cantatas are nearly identical in musical form. In fact they are one cantata in two 

versions with the same incipit O ewiges Feuer, o Ursprung der Liebe. BWV 34a was written for a 

marriage, BWV 34 for Pentecost. Beforehand two questions had to be answered: what could be said 

about the marriage for which BWV 34a was intended, and which one of these cantatas is the older and 

therefore which one is the reworking. Greater clarity regarding both points was necessary in order to 

make the relationship clear between the two cantatas, their context, and Bach’s probable motivation 

for his reworking. 

BWV 34a was most probably written for the wedding of a minister. BWV 34a contains many 

references to the Bible, certainly nothing unusual in Bach’s case. These references would have been 

immediately recognizable to a theologically schooled individual. Stronger still are the references in the 

text of BWV 34a to the ministry of the bridegroom.  

It can be assumed with certainty that BWV 34a was composed earlier (probably around 1726) 

than BWV 34, which in any case was written after 1740. An important argument supporting this 

conclusion is that Bach excised the musically weak bars 49 to 52 in movement 5 of BWV 34a when he 

reworked it as movement 3 of BWV 34. In the case of a reversed dating of the compositions, it is 

extremely unlikely that Bach would have added these weak bars. Removing them in a later 

composition, however, is quite logical. I support this theory further with the better text placement in 

BWV 34a, in contrast to BWV 34, in which the text is clearly forced into the existent musical pattern 

of BWV 34a. So BWV 34 is a reworking of BWV 34a. 

BWV 34 was composed for Pentecost, thus establishing a relationship to BWV 34a. Both the 

ministry and the feast of Pentecost are related to the dissemination of the Gospel, and it may be 

assumed that this was the reason Bach chose to rework BWV 34a as a Pentecost cantata. In musical 

terms, there are few differences between the two cantatas, while in textual terms, the sections of text 

referring to marriage and to the ministry have been removed or generalized. 

By placing each cantata in its own context, the underside meaning of both and their mutual 

relationship become clear.  

 

In chapter III Robert Schumann’s Carnaval (op. 9) is the subject of research. From the wealth of 

information about Schumann, an important part of which stems from Schumann himself, there 

emerges a picture of his person and personality that is anything but clear and consistent. It seems that 
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Schumann had a bipolar personality. Typical of Schumann is his own projection as double personality, 

a much-loved theme for the Romantics. In Schumann’s case, this projection appears in the characters 

Florestan and Eusebius, behind which he concealed himself. Besides this Schumann was fascinated 

with the mask, the butterfly and the process of development of larva with its double meanings (in 

German) of the intermediate stage between caterpillar and butterfly as well as of mask. They are 

characteristic of his personality. He paints a picture of himself as elusive, indefinable, not to be hinted 

at or unequivocally specified, as his own mystifacation. These are images the German romantic writer 

Johann Paul Friedrich Richter (1763-1825) (pen name: Jean Paul) also evokes in his Flegeljahre. It 

seems very likely that this is exactly the reason that Jean Paul and Flegeljahre so fascinated 

Schumann, for whom the book had an almost Biblical power.     

As had been demonstrated in the previous studies, it is impossible to fully understand any 

composition without its context. A sound analysis of any work can only be presented if the possible (!) 

intentions of its composer are being taken into account. Knowledge and understanding of the 

composer’s world is therefore indispensable. The divergent and partially incorrect interpretations of 

Carnaval by authors have demonstrated the validity of this remark. The examinations of Schubert’s 

Sehnsuchtswalzer and Beethoven’s Egmont Overture as recognizable fragments in which Clara takes 

her place in Carnaval are examples of this type of analysis of the work itself. The same holds true of 

the Großvatertanz and the significance ascribed to it in the last movement of Carnaval. On these 

grounds it is also very likely that Schumann found the name Carneval(e) suitable for his own 

Carnaval and therefore named Carnaval in reference to Paganini’s Carnevale di Venezia.  

Schumann is clearly a representative of Romanticism, the cultural movement that emerged at the 

end of the eighteenth century as a reaction to the Enlightenment and Rationalism. Fantasy and emotion 

gained the upper hand over severe form, rules and the cerebral. The cult of the individual developed 

and triumphed. His mental world is not cerebral and to be approached purely intellectually, but 

instinctively. The masquerade, the concealment behind masks, is a central element of Schumann’s 

early works.  

Seen from the cultural context of that era and supported by Schumann’s writings from the time, 

Carnaval is a collage, a potpourri of personages, situations, and carnivalesque personalities tumbling 

one over the other. In totality these elements have little in common, but they fit within the entourage of 

a carnival celebration. In Carnaval – in which everyone, hidden behind masks as mystification like 

Schumann, does as he or she pleases – the various elements fit each other wonderfully without further 

analysis. In Carnaval it is also clear that humor holds this clownish parade together as Romantic 

resistance to the rational and cerebral attitudes that dominated the preceding age. The universality of 

music answers to every need of the human heart, although especially to the Romantic desire to express 

the feeling of nameless and insatiable longing, as Edward Lippman describes it aptly. 

By placing Carnaval in this context mentioned above, its underside meaning as a typical Romantic 

piece becomes clear.  
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In the postwar period, in which the whole world, the musical included, lay in pieces, Pierre Boulez and 

many others sought to build a new musical language and syntax from the ground up. Within this 

context, Structures I (subject of chapter IV) was created, Boulez’s first work with a strictly through-

composed serial organization in all parameters. In finding this new language, Boulez certainly has 

been influenced by the French poet Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898) and to a smaller degree by the 

German/Swiss painter Paul Klee (1879-1940).  

One can typify postwar avant-garde music, including Structures I, as an experiment. In contrast 

to their nineteenth- and early twentieth-century counterparts, composers of this music were more 

interested in compositional techniques than in completed works. The composer and aesthetically 

successful compositions were no longer the sole determining factors of music history. The opposite is 

sooner true, namely that history to some extent dictated what was to be viewed as aesthetically 

harmonious: works or also concepts or processes. The working process, without having been 

abandoned completely, lost its central significance as one of the primary constituents of music history 

understood as compositional history. The postwar avant-garde composers focused mainly on the 

Konzepte oder Prozesse, the foundation of the Verfahrensweisen. The structure rather than expression 

of music is determinative for Boulez. Serial functions serve within this structure as a binding element 

of organization. Aestheticizing the experiment, in this case serial organization, takes the place of the 

aestheticizing of “beauty” as Carl Dahlhaus stated. 

It is in the desperate anti-humanism of the early atomic age that Structures I as experiment came 

into being. This description thus gives its context. The importance of Structures I lies in the fact that 

integral serialism, in its radical form in any case, caused the traditional aspects of structure, melody 

and form to disappear and opened the door to the possibility of music in which these individual 

aspects seem subordinate in relation to the overall, global effect. Musical texture in this new and 

broader sense became the main focus of interest, providing a new area for compositional exploration. 

That Structures I is still not part of the standard repertoire and has fallen out of prominence does not 

diminish its importance. It fits into the context of the environment rebuilt after the war – an 

environment that lay fallow for experimentation. 

 

Composition and deciphering are both time-related. Not only the work itself has its context but also 

the twenty-first century researcher has his own context in which he investigates. His investigation 

concerns an aesthetic work of the past, with its execution becoming an aesthetic object of the present. 

The approach in this thesis has been to work out in what context a piece fits on the basis of analysis of 

the music itself, and whether, within this context, a piece has something to say and, based on this, 

what its underside meaning is, if present. Hermeneutics and musical analysis have often and 

complacently been declared, from both sides of the presumed divide, to be antagonistic. They are in 

fact complementary. Multidisciplinary insight into the period in which the piece was written is thereby 
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important. In order to understand a work it is of great importance that the researcher finds himself 

outside the object of his or her creative understanding – in time, in space and in culture as Taruskin 

puts it rightly. Questions are then posed which otherwise would not have been posed. 

However, we never must forget that music has its own independent, purely aesthetic value and 

its own right to exist, even without an underside meaning or a hidden one at all. And above all, 

everyone is fully allowed to find his own underside meaning in music. 
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SAMENVATTING 
 

Horen is een fysiologisch fenomeen, luisteren is een psychologische activiteit. Luisteren naar muziek 

is gerelateerd aan hermeneutiek, aan het decoderen van hetgeen cryptisch en verborgen is, aan het tot 

bewustzijn laten komen van een mogelijk onderliggende betekenis, aldus Roland Barthes (1915-1980), 

vooraanstaand Frans criticus, essayist, en hoogleraar literaire semiotiek. Heeft muziek iets te zeggen? 

Heeft zij een onderliggende betekenis en zo ja, welke? Niet elke muziek hoeft iets te zeggen te hebben. 

Zij kan een autonome, zuiver esthetische waarde hebben. En bovendien verstaat een ieder muziek op 

zijn manier. 

Het luisteren naar muziek staat niet los van de context waarin zij is gecomponeerd, noch van de 

context waarin zij wordt beluisterd. Beide zijn verweven met elkaar. Beide zijn ook tijdsgebonden. 

Maar niet alleen muziek is gerelateerd aan haar context, ook de hedendaagse onderzoeker staat niet los 

van de context van waaruit hij onderzoek doet naar een mogelijk onderliggende betekenis van muziek.  

Is historisch begrijpen van muziek mogelijk en zo ja, wat brengt dat met zich mee? Het 

begrijpen van muziek in haar context heeft twee kanten: een synchrone, horizontale en een diachrone, 

verticale. Bij de eerste ligt het accent op de benadering van muziek in haar tijd, bij de tweede op haar 

ontwikkeling in de loop der tijd. Daar komt nog iets bij. In de muziek en haar geschiedenis is vooral 

het “werk” hoeksteen en niet de historische gebeurtenis, zoals bij politieke geschiedenis. Als een 

partituur als “historisch” document ten gehore wordt gebracht, wordt de tot klinken gebrachte muziek 

daarmee tevens esthetisch object van het heden. Bij een document in politiek-historische zin ligt het 

accent vooral op het bestuderen van een gebeurtenis uit het verleden waarvan haar implicaties van 

belang zijn. Er is daarom een essentieel verschil tussen muziekgeschiedenis en politieke geschiedenis, 

tussen de historische interpretatie van een esthetisch object en het reconstrueren van een gebeurtenis 

uit het verleden.  

Het onderzoek in dit proefschrift richt zich op de vraag naar de context van muziek, naar haar 

mogelijk onderliggende betekenis. De Four Case Studies hebben werken uit verschillende perioden 

van de muziekgeschiedenis tot onderwerp. Het betreft zuiver instrumentale composities en twee 

varianten van een cantate. 

 

Het laatste deel uit de partita nr. 2 in d voor viool solo (BWV 1004) van Johann Sebastian Bach, de 

beroemde chaconne, is onderwerp van onderzoek in Hoofdstuk I. Deze partita maakt deel uit van 

Bachs Sei Solo a Violino senza Basso accompagnato (BWV 1001-1006). Opvallend is het opschrift 

“ciaccona” dat Bach dit deel gaf. Hij verkoos deze benaming hier boven de gebruikelijke term ‘gigue’ 
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ter afsluiting van een reeks dansen. Dit is des te meer opmerkelijk, daar Bach in zijn œuvre slechts een 

paar maal deze benaming gebruikte. Het lijkt waarschijnlijk dat zijn keuze voor de term hier werd 

ingegeven door de context van het werk, waarbij het volgende opvalt: 

   

(a) In nagenoeg alle maten van de chaconne is het dalend tetrachord als basso ostinato verwerkt. 

De chaconne heeft daarmee het karakter van een klaagzang. 

(b) De drie delen van de chaconne staan in de toonsoorten d – D - d. De wisseling van 

toongeslacht (mineur- majeur- mineur) in deze drie delen is van belang. In zijn onderzoek naar 

Bachs duetten voor klavier BWV 802-805 wijst Albert Clement op de wisseling van 

toongeslacht in deze duetten: mineur- majeur- majeur- mineur. Zijn onderzoek wijst uit dat de 

delen die in mineur staan, gerelateerd zijn aan het Woord Gods en de hemel, en de delen die in 

majeur staan gerelateerd zijn aan het kruis en de dood. Het lijkt niet onaannemelijk dat er ook 

in de chaconne een relatie bestaat tussen toongeslacht en achterliggende betekenis.  

(c) De naamgeving. Bach manipuleerde het opschrift “ciaccona” zodanig dat daarin de letters “i”, 

“c”, “c”, “c” door hun typografie worden benadrukt. Uit deze letters kan de zinsnede “Iesus 

Christus Coronabit Crucigeros” worden herleid, een zinsnede die Bach ook elders gebruikte. 

Het is een verwijzing naar Matth. 16:24-25. Het opschrift legt aldus verband tussen “kruis” en 

“kroon”: dit verband verwijst naar de Lutherse theologia crucis. Dit leerstuk was deel van 

Bachs gedachtegoed. De essentie hiervan is dat de gerechtigheid Gods niet bestraffend of 

belonend is, maar een gerechtigheid die God de zondige mens schenkt waarvoor deze niets 

hoeft te doen wil hij de beloofde ontmoeting en hereniging met Christus deelachtig worden. 

De mens hoeft als “tegenprestatie” dit slechts te geloven. Daarmee krijgt de zinsnede “Iesus 

Christus Coronabit Crucigeros” als Zijn belofte dat wie het kruis draagt en in Hem gelooft, de 

ontmoeting en hereniging met Hem deelachtig zal worden, ook het karakter van een verbond, 

van het Bijbelse begrip “verbond” tussen God en mens en het sluiten daarvan. Dit Bijbelse 

begrip “verbond” komen wij op meerdere plaatsen in de bijbel tegen. Een van die plaatsen is 

de avondmaalsviering. Het leerstuk van de theologia crucis legt verband tussen kruis en kroon 

(het “coronabit” van het opschrift) en het sluiten van het nieuwe verbond, waar de 

avondmaalsviering in essentie over gaat. Dit in aanmerking genomen krijgt het Symbolum, 

namelijk het in raadselachtige vorm gegoten en door Bach gemanipuleerde opschrift 

“ciaccona” boven de chaconne, zijn betekenis door het verband met de avondmaalsviering. 

Van belang hierbij is dat ten tijde van Bach tijdens de avondmaalsviering niet alleen werd 

gezongen, maar ook werd geconcerteerd, onder meer op de viool.  

 

Alle boven genoemde argumenten vullen elkaar aan, versterken elkaar en kunnen slechts tezamen en 

in onderling verband en samenhang de conclusie rechtvaardigen dat Bachs chaconne kan hebben 

gediend als musica sub communione. Het lijkt waarschijnlijk dat Bach het opschrift “ciaccona” 
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verkoos boven de meer gebruikelijke “gigue” omdat dit hem mogelijkheden bood tot zodanige 

manipulatie dat daaruit de boodschap “Iesus Christus Coronabit Crucigeros” kan worden 

gedestilleerd, een boodschap waarmee Bach zelf de chaconne in de context van de avondmaalsviering 

plaatste. 

 

Bach bewerkte niet alleen composities van anderen maar ook van zichzelf. Een voorbeeld hiervan 

wordt gevormd door de cantates BWV 34 en 34a. In Hoofdstuk II is onderzocht welke cantate 

origineel en welke bewerking is, alsmede welk verband er is tussen de twee versies bestaat. Als zeker 

kan worden aangenomen dat BWV 34a  eerder is gecomponeerd dan BWV 34, omdat de muzikaal 

zwakkere maten 49-52 uit deel 5 van BWV 34a ontbreken in BWV 34.3. Het schrappen van zwakke 

maten ligt meer voor de hand dan het toevoegen daarvan. Een ander argument is de gelukkiger 

tekstplaatsing in BWV 34a, terwijl de tekst in BWV 34 in een reeds bestaand patroon – dat van BWV 

34a – lijkt te zijn geperst.  

BWV 34a is hoogst waarschijnlijk geschreven voor het huwelijk van een predikant. Niet alleen 

bevat BWV 34a vele duidelijke Bijbelse verwijzingen in het algemeen, maar meer specifiek ook naar 

het predikantschap van de bruidegom. In muzikaal opzicht verschillen de beide cantates weinig; in 

tekstueel opzicht zijn die tekstgedeelten in BWV 34a die verwijzen naar huwelijk en predikantschap in 

BWV 34 geschrapt of in meer algemene zin bewerkt. BWV 34 werd gecomponeerd voor eerste 

Pinksterdag. Daarmee is tevens de relatie gelegd met BWV 34a: zowel het predikantschap als het 

pinksterfeest zijn gerelateerd aan de verspreiding van Gods Woord. Aangenomen mag worden, dat dit 

voor Bach de reden is geweest om BWV 34a te bewerken tot pinkstercantate.  

Bach heeft in beide cantates de tekst muzikaal tot uitdrukking gebracht. Hij heeft daarbij gebruik 

gemaakt van muzikaal-retorische figuren. Dat hij met de driedelige maatsoort in het eerste deel van 

beide cantates heeft willen verwijzen naar de Triniteit – gerelateerd aan het Pinksterfeest – lijkt niet 

onwaarschijnlijk. Het gebruik van drie trompetten in BWV 34 sluit hierop aan. 

 

Hoofdstuk III van dit proefschrift is gewijd aan een van de beroemdste werken voor piano van Robert 

Schumann: Carnaval op. 9. Schumann beschouwde de roman Flegeljahre van Jean Paul – het 

pseudoniem van de Duits-romantische schrijver Johann Paul Friedrich Richter (1763-1825) – als zijn 

Bijbel. In deze roman staan de personen Vult en Walt centraal. Deze vinden buiten de roman hun 

tegenhanger in de fictieve personen Florestan en Eusebius, twee tegengestelde personages waarachter 

Schumann schuil ging en wier namen hij gebruikte als pseudoniem. Zij worden veelvuldig in 

Schumanns geschriften genoemd. Twee delen uit Carnaval hebben ook die namen als opschrift. 

Florestan is gekoppeld aan Vult, Eusebius aan Walt. Florestan en Eusebius zijn beiden deel van 

Schumanns “Ik”. Typerend voor Schumann is deze projectie van zichzelf als dubbele persoonlijkheid. 

Het is een in de Romantiek geliefd thema. Ook Jean Paul spiegelt zichzelf in zijn werk als twee 

personen. 
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Uit Schumanns geschriften blijkt verder zijn fascinatie voor het masker, de larf en de vlinder en 

voor het ontwikkelingsproces van larf naar vlinder. Zo presenteert Vult (met wie Schumann zich in de 

persoon van Florestan het meest verwant voelde) zich in Flegeljahre als gemaskerde. Schumann 

schetst zichzelf als mystificatie van zichzelf. Het heeft er alle schijn van dat dit de essentie is van 

Schumanns denk- en belevingswereld. Juist hierom hadden Jean Paul en Flegeljahre op hem 

waarschijnlijk grote aantrekkingskracht. Naast Jean Paul was Franz Schubert voor Schumann van 

groot belang. In de wereld van het scheppen waren zij Schumanns ouders. Muziek en woorden waren 

bij hen niet alleen verenigd, maar ook gelijk. Voor Schumann was het mogelijk bij Schubert te horen 

hoe muziek spreekt en bij Jean Paul hoe literatuur klinkt. 

Carnaval is het feest waarin sociaal bepaalde patronen worden losgelaten, waarin de maskerade 

uitnodigt zich achter het masker te verbergen en van identiteit te veranderen. Schumanns fascinatie 

voor het masker en de maskerade past daarin. Het carnaval van Venetië was (en is nog steeds) in Italië 

een van de bekendste carnavalsvieringen. Waarschijnlijk heeft Schumann mede daarom zijn Carnaval  

vernoemd naar Paganini’s Il Carnevale di Venezia. Variazioni per violino e orchestra sulla canzonetta 

"Oh mamma, mamma cara" (op. 10, 1829). Dit carnaval kent een groot aantal vaste personages die 

afkomstig zijn uit de commedia dell’arte. Drie delen in Carnaval zijn naar enkele van deze personages 

genoemd: “Pierrot”, “Arlequin” en “Pantalon et Colombine”. In Schumanns Carnaval zijn verder 

motiefjes uit Schuberts Sehnsuchtswalzer (D. 365/2) en Beethovens Egmont ouverture (op. 84) terug 

te vinden. Deze motiefjes zijn te herleiden tot Clara, zijn latere echtgenote. Daarmee vindt ook Clara 

in Carnaval duidelijk herkenbaar haar plaats. Datzelfde geldt ook voor de Großvatertanz en de 

betekenis die daaraan moet worden toegekend in het laatste deel. 

Bindend element in Carnaval zijn de letters ASCH (de geboorteplaats van zijn verloofde 

Ernestine von Fricken) en SCHA (SCHumAnn). Deze beide lettergroepen, in noten omgezet a – (e)s – 

c – h, of as – c – h (ASCH) en (e)s – c – h – a (SCHA) zijn in veertien van de eenentwintig delen van 

Carnaval verwerkt. Schumann noemt deze groepjes noten “Sphinxes”, hetgeen van doen kan hebben 

met de connotatie van “raadselachtigheid”. Dat eenvoudig muzikaal materiaal zoals de “Sphinxes”, 

een hele cyclus zoals Carnaval omvat, daar eenheid in schept en hem samen bindt, hangt samen met 

het feit dat de cyclus niet door thema’s, maar door motieven is bepaald. Ook de humor is bindend 

element in Carnaval. In deze dikwijls verborgen humor vertoont Carnaval verwantschap met 

Flegeljahre. De germanist Herman Meyer spreekt over het “innerlijk bouwprincipe van de humor” in 

Flegeljahre. Datzelfde kan gezegd worden ten aanzien van Carnaval. 

Carnaval is collage, een potpourri van over elkaar heen buitelende personages, situaties en 

carnavaleske persoonlijkheden die weinig verband met elkaar vertonen maar wel passen binnen de 

entourage van een carnavalsfeest als maskerade. De aanknopingspunten met Ernestine en Clara horen 

hierin thuis omdat Schumann met ieder van hen een relatie had. Zij kregen in Carnaval ieder hun 

plaats, evenals Chopin en Paganini voor wie Schumann grote bewondering had. De strijd van de 

Davidsbund is terug te vinden in het laatste deel van Carnaval, getiteld “Marche des ‘Davidsbündler’ 
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contre les Philistins”. Dit deel is gebaseerd op de Großvatertanz, de melodie voor de zogenaamde 

“Kehraus”, in Duits sprekende landen de traditionele naam voor de laatste dans van een bal. “Kehraus” 

betekent echter ook opruiming, schoonmaak. In die laatste zin diende de Großvatertanz in het laatste 

deel, duidelijk als “Kehraus”, als uitsmijter van Carnaval en daarmee vooral ook als schoonmaak en 

opruiming van alles waartegen de Davidsbond zich keerde.  

In Carnaval passen de verschillende delen wonderwel bij elkaar; de “Sphinxes” en humor 

houden deze clowneske optocht bijeen als romantisch verzet tegen de redelijkheid en het cerebrale uit 

de eeuw(en) voordien.  

 

Pierre Boulez zette in de chaos na de Tweede Wereldoorlog in zijn artikelen “Schoenberg is dead” 

(1952) en “Éventuellement” (1952) de toon in de muziek. In het eerste artikel attaqueerde hij 

Schönberg scherp. Schönberg beperkte zijn reeks, aldus Boulez, tot toonhoogte met veronachtzaming 

van duur, sterkte en wijze van aanslag. In dezelfde periode waarin Boulez dit artikel schreef, werkte 

hij ook aan Structures I (1951-1952). Het artikel is daarmee tevens de apologie van de seriële 

methodiek voor alle parameters, die in Structures I haar neerslag vindt. In het tweede artikel gaf 

Boulez aan dat een nieuwe muzikale taal moest worden gevonden. Hoofdstuk IV van dit proefschrift is 

gewijd aan het proces van muzikale taalvinding en de context waarin Boulez’ Structures I is 

geschreven.  

Uit onderzoek blijkt sprake van een aantoonbare directe invloed van de Franse dichter Stéphane 

Mallarmé (1842-1898) op Boulez. Dit geldt met name ten aanzien van diens opvattingen over het 

verdwijnen van de spreektaal van de dichter, het initiatief laten aan de woorden, de plaats van het 

toeval en de typografie. Die invloed op Boulez blijkt bijvoorbeeld uit diens derde pianosonate in 

relatie tot het gedicht Le Hasard uit Un coup de Dés van Mallarmé. Ook de Duits/Zwitserse schilder 

Paul Klee (1879-1940) heeft, zij het anders en in mindere mate, invloed gehad op Boulez. Weliswaar 

is die invloed niet direct traceerbaar in een van zijn werken, maar het analytische denkpatroon van de 

beeldend kunstenaar Klee heeft stellig het denken van de musicus/componist Boulez beïnvloed, zij het 

in meer indirecte zin zonder dat dit rechtstreeks in zijn werk is terug te vinden.  

In de periode na de Tweede Wereldoorlog, waarin de wereld alom, ook ten aanzien van de 

muziek, in scherven lag, zocht niet alleen Boulez, maar zochten ook anderen naar een nieuwe 

muzikale taal en syntaxis die vanaf de grond moest worden opgebouwd. Binnen die context ontstond 

Structures I (1951-1952), Boulez’ eerste werk met een streng doorgecomponeerde seriële ordening in 

alle parameters. Klee’s aquarel Monument an der Grenze des Fruchtlandes heeft waarschijnlijk na 

deel Ia op de overige twee delen van Structures I een matigende invloed gehad ten aanzien van de 

mate van consequent volgehouden rigiditeit van de seriële ordening in die delen.  

In navolging van Carl Dahlhaus kan de naoorlogse avant-gardemuziek, zoals Structures I, 

worden getypeerd als experiment. In deze muziek hadden componisten, anders dan in de muziek uit de 

negentiende en begin twintigste eeuw, meer aandacht voor compositietechnieken dan voor voltooide 
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werken. Het zijn de verschillende manieren waarop muziekwerken zijn gemaakt, die de primaire 

aandacht vragen. Het begrip “muziekwerk” verliest zijn centrale betekenis als bestanddeel  van een in 

de eerste plaats op de geschiedenis van muziekwerken gerichte muziekgeschiedenis. Het zijn vooral de 

concepten en werkprocessen die ten grondslag liggen aan de compositietechniek waar de naoorlogse 

avant-gardistische componisten zich op richtten. Voor Boulez is niet de expressie van muziek, maar 

haar structuur maatgevend. Daarbinnen dienen seriële functies als bindende element ter ordening van 

de structuur. Het is dan ook niet zonder reden dat Boulez dit eerste streng serieel doorgecomponeerde 

werk Structures I heeft genoemd. Er is sprake van esthetisering van het experiment – in dit geval van 

de seriële ordening – , dat de plaats inneemt van de esthetisering van “het schone”.  

Structures I ontstond als experiment in het desperate vroege atoomtijdperk na de Tweede 

Wereldoorlog, waarin de wereld aan scherven lag. Het belang van Structures I is gelegen in het feit dat 

het serialisme in zijn radicale vorm traditionele aspecten van structuur, melodie en harmonie heeft 

doen verdwijnen en de mogelijkheid heeft geopend voor een muziek waarin deze individuele aspecten 

ondergeschikt lijken. Dat dit werk heden ten dage niet meer tot het vaste repertoire behoort en 

enigszins buiten de belangstellingsfeer is komen te liggen, doet aan zijn belang niets af. Het is een 

Monument en pays fertile (1929) omdat het past in de context van een omgeving die na de oorlog weer 

werd opgebouwd en braak lag voor het experiment. 
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