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In the 19th century, the German “Lied” rose in popularity as an intimate folk ballad based on Romantic poems.  To unfold a poem’s romantic adventures, composers chose to express the meaning of the text rather than strict form or structure.  Contrasts in the mood and movement of the story are captured and enhanced by the music.  Written for private venues, Lieds tended to have an evocative, yet subtle style that was effective on salon listeners.  Schubert enjoyed writing Lieds for the function of entertaining friends and families in private venues and individually spread the popularity of the Lied into its prominence as a genre.  Schubert wrote many Lieds based on Goethe’s poems, such as his 1815 “Kennst du das Land.”  The text evokes a glowing mansion amongst a glistening countryside that is reached by traveling across a vast mountain inhabited by a dragon.  Robert Schumann later composed his own version of the same Lied in 1849.  The general serenity of Schubert’s interpretation contrasts with the more intense composition of Schumann.  The different interpretations of the two composers reflects the development of Romantic music in the 19th century. 


Schubert’s “Kennst du das Land” separates each stanza into two contrasting musical sections that represent internal and external conversation.  In the first section (mm.1- 18), a hypothetical question leads the singer to internally describe an impressively large, calm house in the countryside.  Simple duple rhythm in the lyrical melody and balanced phrases with clear cadences emit the text’s feeling of calm consistency to the listener.  This simplistic melody therefore resembles the straightforward folk tunes of the original Lied.  The music’s calm flow is also represented by the repeated descending stepwise lines of measure 9 and of measure 12. With text about breeze in the sky and great statues looking down, these descending lines delineate space in order to paint the Romantic idea of the vastness of nature to the listener.  The slow tempo and deliberate eighth notes also support the idea of moving slowly below the vastness the text describes.  Therefore, Schubert’s simple melodies of measures 1-18 express the internal appreciation for lofty images of nature in Romanticism.  To transition from this internal wonderment to immediate urgency in the next section, Schubert presents the hesitant question “Do you know it well?” in measure 17 with a tritone.  To signify Schubert’s interpretation of the text’s changing perspective, the tritone creates a pause effect and insecurity felt by the listener.  


This next section clearly shows a new, insistent state of mind with a faster tempo, non-harmonic leading tones, and continuous phrases (mm. 19-40).  The melody consistently uses held out notes on the syllable “-hin” approached by half step or a fourth below to harmonically imply emphasis to these held notes (the F# m. 21; E m. 35).  Meaning “there,” “-hin” refers to the pastoral scene painted in the first section; because the singer insists she would go with him, the listener implies the singer wants her “beloved” (listening to her story) to go “there.”  Unlike the first section, continuous lines and uneven phrasing provide sustenance to express building excitement and movement for the listener.  The drama of this section reflects the Romantic power of love as Schubert has the singer excited and intense when addressing  her lover.  Because Schubert interprets Goethe’s text as two differing sections of mood and movement, he aims to capture this contrast in the music.


R. Schumann’s “Kennst du das Land” applies a different interpretation of the text into music while reflecting a more mature Romantic style.  The melodic line is in 3/8 meter and uses dotted eighth notes to give a fluid, rubato sense to the listener (m. 6).  Unlike Schubert, Schumann’s choice of 3/8 makes his phrasing more ambiguous; for example, phrases start and stop unexpectedly like on beat 2 in measure 17.  This ambiguity creates a more continuous feel so the mood and tension can build to better portray the Romantic journey for the listener.  Schubert also does a more dramatic and elaborate illustration of the text than Schubert.  In measure 10, to describe a gentle breeze, Schubert composes a sweeping ascending arpeggio to imply movement to the listener and then soars to an “A” to represent the vastness of the blue sky (mm. 10-13).  The upper leading tone in measure 14 then stabilizes the line downwards to represent the sedentary nature of the “myrtle.”  These lines carry the listener to a much more dramatic interpretation than Schubert’s repeated descending lines; Schumann portrays the Romantic ideal of vast nature more dramatically.  Also, unlike Schubert’s transitionary interpretation, Schumann takes the text “Do you know it well?” to be a hypothetical question for the singer to build tension and in which to show excitement for the potential answer.  It therefore dramatically explodes into the “Dahin” line that proceeds to descend again.  This extreme peak, followed by a dying down can be interpreted by the listener as a general feeling of defeat that implies the singer won’t be able to “go with you, my beloved” (m.25).  This excitement, followed by immediate sadness or disappointment is much more dramatic and Romantic than Schubert’s fast section because it implies tragic love and disappointment instead of urgency and success.  Schumann builds tension with continuity and dramatic “painting” of Goethe’s text in a much more Romantic ideal than Schubert.  Unlike Schubert’s contrasting sections, Schumann’s stanza moves together in an emotional journey more typical of Romantic ideals.


The piano accompaniment to the two pieces differ in the ability to create and release tension for dramatic effect.  The piano accompaniment to Schubert’s “Kennst du das Land” is still rather classical in the first section, but moves to a more dramatic context in the second section.  Schubert begins in a very homophonic texture to portray the simplicity of the melodic line.  When the text starts implying a “breeze” (m. 7), Schubert employs sixteenth note triplets.  Although this accompaniment illustrates the text for the listener, the movement is still very classical as simple alberti bass.  Therefore, movement is predictable and straightforward to compensate for any confusion due to the quicker change of pace.  Schubert therefore continues his lofty, glowing interpretation of the text using a classical technique for easy listening.  In his second, quicker section, an ascending, chromatic eighth note line is decorated by a note a third above the note as both a simultaneity and a triplet (m.19).  Therefore, throughout this section, the texture is quick and ascending to build tension to portray the line’s urgency to the listener.  However, the movement to the accompaniment is still rather simple and even portrays the classical idea to move harmony in parallel thirds for a pleasing sound.  The same two notes are played in the right and left hands.  Therefore, although Schubert uses triplets and chromatic movement, the basis of his accompaniment is still somewhat Classical and simple.


Schumann’s piece, however, employs a very Romantic, improvisatory style.  The beginning of each stanza is precluded by a virtuosic piano introduction to set up drama for the entrance of the singer.  The piano accompaniment is also used to help blur the beginnings and ends of phrases, like in measure 7.  This contributes to the piece’s continuity as the cadence is less noticeable to the listener. Therefore, the tension won’t release during the Romantic journey.  The “pedal” is also used to sustain the accompaniment over cadences and to add harmonic complexity to the general texture, giving it the text’s sense of “glowing.”  Schumann then uses triplets in his accompaniment to initiate the text portrayal of “wind.”  However, unlike Schubert, each triplet is a chord such that there is more harmonic tension and sound than anything provided by alberti base.  The continuous repetition of so many notes really effects the build up of intensity for the listener.  And when the melodic line is sedentary in measure 14 and the baseline plays a brooding “G, D, G,”  these deep tones really prepare the listener for a build in tension and drama.  Only when the melodic line dies down in contextual disappointment does the triplet accompaniment move to slow eighth notes to help impact the dramatic decent.  Throughout the stanza, this accompaniment really helps to build the tension up to the peak (m.20) in which eight notes are played per chord of the triplet.  This culmination of sound really broadens the melody to a soaring effect as the listener swells to this Romantic climax.  Schumann’s complex, thick piano accompaniment really supports the dramatic ability of the melody to paint his interpretation of Goethe’s text.


To really enliven the text and the music, Schubert and Schumann both change tonal centers intermittently during their stanzas.  Schubert uses very functional, standard harmony throughout his stanzas.  Yet he Romantically modulates to the keys of C major (m. 7), F major (m. 12), and D major (m. 30), which are harmonically located a third or fifth away from tonic of A major.  Although the modulations sound unprepared and awkward to the listener, they actually fall into logical tonal sense.  After the initial surprise of a new “major” tonality, the melody and harmony soon sound cohesive and traditional again.  To really contrast the “major” keys of the first two stanzas, Schumann moves to the relative minor (m.41) to accentuate the very Romantic text about a supernatural mountain and dragon.  It is very dark and ominous to attract attention from the listener.  Using basically the same melodic line as the first stanza, the tonality moves to minor to add a darker color and mood.  Because the overall form of the piece is strophic in three stanzas, the statement of this section in the relative minor (m. 41) is very noticeable and effective because of its contrast from the “major” tonality of the rest of the piece.  Because it is followed by its “second section” in the “major” tonality and is performed with more drama and excitement than the other stanzas, Schumann’s concept of “contrast” between the two sections is exemplified.  The contrast presented by the last stanza of this strophic form Romantically dramatizes the end of the piece.  Schubert’s contextual focus on contrast therefore produces a larger journey of the text in large form.  Although his harmonic movement in his stanzas is rather simple, his movement to minor in the last stanza of the larger strophic form really provides a dramatic contrast to set up the end of the piece.


Although more harmonically complex in the accompaniment, Schumann’s large strophic form depends on performance practice, not formal tonal change like Schubert, to effect a dramatic ending.  Schumann’s stanza is written in B-flat major with small tonal changes until its glorious change to C major at the musical peak in measure 20.  B-flat major implies a reflective mood while C major implies a very celebratory, happy mood.  Therefore, this tonal change enhances the musical drama of the melody.  The listener can really notice how the thick accompaniment texture, high melody, and new tonal center at this C major climax Romantically reflect the text.  Beneath these tonal centers, Schumann employs a complex array of chords.  Many are hard to label as “functional” because some are written to create an effective “sound.”  Because the piece is in strophic form, the different stanzas should reflect a building drama similar to that in the smaller stanza.  Although the music in each stanza remains the same, the third and final stanza is performed with even more energy and drama than the first two to really emphasize the Romantic ideal of the supernatural in the text,   Not only does the peak reach its highest dramatic intensity, but it proceeds to end to its most desolate, dark repetition in contrast.  Although tonal changes aren’t used between the strophic  stanzas, Schumann’s third stanza is sung more dramatically than the first two to emphasize the important supernatural text.  


Schubert and R. Schumann interpreted Goethe’s poem in very different ways.  Schubert’s contrasting sections reflect his interpretation that the singer is moving from her imagination to an immediate scenario with her “beloved.”  His interpretation that the insistency of convincing her “beloved” will end victorious culminates in the exciting end of his Lied.  However, Schumann’s interpretation of tragic love unfulfilled mocks the singer’s hopefulness and instead ends the text in a very discouraged tone.  Because the strophic form of both pieces leads the last stanzas to the most dramatic portrayal of the text, the strong emotions are noticeably different at the conclusion of the pieces.  Not only do these different endings display different concepts of the text’s Romantic love, but they display the ability of text to be interpreted in many different ways.  Words mean different emotions and imagery to different individuals such that Lieds form a very individualistic, free form of interpretation.
