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Ludwig van Beethoven and Adelaide, Op. 43

Although it has been said that Ludwig van Beethoveen (1770-1827) was too distinctly an instrumentalist to sense adequately the consummate harmony of words and music
essential to great vocal writing, much of great beauty and grandeur is found among his vocal works. And most of his songs are regarded by many as rare items of solo song
literature. More importantly, Beethoven developed the ultimate degree of power, depth of feeling, descriptive vividness and unrestrained freedom in musical expression, and
thus set the stage for Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, and others who brought the Art Song to full maturity.

The Romantic Adelaide, composed in 1795, is ranked by some as one of the finest love songs ever written—some say Beethoven’s greatest song. The text was the creation of
Friedrich von Matthisson (1761-1831), to whom Beethoven dedicated his song, although no dedication appeared in the first edition of the work. It would seem that the
master made no mention of his setting of the song to von Matthisson until August, 1800—five years after the composition of it—when he wrote to the poet with a belated

expression of his admiration and gratitude.

When Matthisson published a volume of his poems in Vienna, in 1815, he appended the following note to Adelaide: “Several composers have given a musical soul to this
lyrical fantasy, but no one—such is my innermost conviction—by his melody threw the text into deeper shade than the gifted Ludwig van Beethoven, at Vienna.”
Matthisson’s poem clearly struck a chord with Beethoven whose personal life, reflected in his artistry, often centered on his yearnings for idealized and unattainable women.

Adelaide. Alone wandering in the garden, encircled by magic light that quivers through
swaying, blossoming boughs, Adelaide’s image shines in the snow of the Alps, in the
dying day’s golden clouds. Her name is in the murmuring waves and the rustle of the
lilies in the grass; a flower from the ashes of my heart will one day bloom on my grave.

Johannes Brahms, Selected Lieder

For Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), composing Lieder was anything but a sideline. He published more than two hundred solo songs with piano accompaniment, not to
mention numerous vocal duets, quartets and folksong arrangements. It is astonishing how evenly the production of these works was spread over the period 1851-1888.

Brahms' Lieder act as a constant counterweight to his instrumental music and serve as a model for the songlike character of many of his slow movements, as in the echo of
Wie Melodien zieht es Mir Op. 105, No. 1, in the First Violin Sonata. It features an evocative setting of a poem by Klaus Groth (1819-1899), composed in 1886, in which
melodies bloom like flowers and words fade like the mist above arpeggiated figures. The song has a soaring, lengthy melodic line, typical of Brahms, which unfolds in three
varied strophes.

Op. 32, No. 2, in which we find the plaintive Nicht mehr zu mir zu gehen is the first of the large sets of songs that would carry the heading Lieder und Gesdnge and
represents the composer’s first mature group of works for solo voice. The piano parts are full of character, the rhythms full of complexity. It contains his first settings of
Georg Friedrich Daumer (1800-1875), the poet of the LiebesLieder waltzes, whose words Brahms would set more than any other poet. None of the songs has a title and they
are known by their first lines. Nicht mehr zu mir zu gehen, the second song, is quiet, dark and brooding.

An die Nachtigall, Op. 46 No. 4, set to a poem by Ludwig Holty (1748-1776), closes this group with an impassioned cry to silence the nightingale’s song.

Wie Melodien zieht es mir. 1t pulls me, like a quiet melody in my mind, it blossoms and wafts away like fragrance. It turns pale like gray mist and disappears like a breath. And yet, it remains
with me, in my poetry and my sweet, quiet tears.

Nicht mehr zu dir zu gehen. 1 swore never again to visit you, but have lost my strength and resolve. I would perish instantly from such a fate and would gladly suffer it, but long fervently to
live for you, with you, and never, ever to die. I beg but a single clear word to give me either life or death, only reveal to me your true feelings!

An die Nachtigall. Do not pour forth your love-enflamed songs so loudly. You call me and awaken love within me, and already the depths of my soul are stirred by your melting cry. Sleepless,
deathly pale and haggard, I stare tearfully at the sky. I beg you, nightingale, fly off into the green darkness, and shower kisses on your faithful mate in your own nest!
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Richard Wagner and the Wesendonck-Lieder Op. 91

Five songs set to poems by Mathilde Wesendonck

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) wrote the “Five Songs for a Female Voice,”—to translate their official title—between November 1857 and
May 1858 to poems of Mathilde Wesendonck (1828-1902), a minor figure in German Romantic poetry, and the wife of the wealthy silk
trader Otto Wesendonck, one of Wagner’s patrons.

Wagner’s relationship with Mathilde Wesendonck seems to have given him inspiration to begin in a new direction. Although the exact
nature of their relationship is unclear, many assume that they were romantically involved, but it is not possible to say this for certain. At the
very least, Wagner and Mathilde Wesendonck found a common bond in art.

It was during his stay on the Wesendonck estate that Wagner conceived his next operatic project, Tristan and Isolde, composed between
1857 and 1859. Only a month after beginning the opera, however, he put it aside temporarily to set to music five poems of Mathilde
Wesendonck, two of which he specifically labeled “studies for Tristan and Isolde.” The song Trdume includes passages that foreshadow the
great love duet in Act II of Tristan, while Im Treibhaus (the last of the songs to be composed) contains ideas that are further developed in
the beginning of Act III.

(A note on the spelling of Wesendonck: Otto and Mathilde used Wesendonck, while their son called himself Franz von Wesendonk. There
were several German spelling “reforms” at the end of the nineteenth century in Germany. The forms Wesendonck and Wesendonk are found
in roughly equal proportion in literature pertaining to Wagner.)

Der Engel. In early days of childhood, often I heard talk of angels, who would exchange heaven’s sublime bliss for the earth’s sun lead
the soul heavenwards, far from every pain. When the soul longs for release and prays ardently to melt away in a trickle of tears, the
angel comes on glittering wings to redeem the mortal who bears it.

Stehe still! Time, always in motion, is the measure of eternity, and yet joy, not time, is measured when two souls unite. The mutual
understanding of the united souls transcends words. Eternal creation, halt! Slow your breathing, still your urge! When one eye drinks
another in bliss and one soul sinks into another, then man recognizes the sign of Eternity and solves your riddle—holy Nature!

Im Treibhaus. Palm branches reach longingly into thin air only to grasp a desolate
emptiness. (To strains of the opening Act III of Tristan and Isolde) Canopies of emerald, you
children of distant zones, why do you lament? You open your arms and embrace the
desolate, empty void. I know well, poor plants, a fate that we share; though we bathe
in light and radiance our homeland is not here!

Schmerzen. Sun, your daily rising and setting are the joys and sorrows of life, and
indeed, as one gives way to another, sorrow becomes the source of joy. Bathing in the
mirror of the sea, seized each evening by early death—your rising—the glory of the
gloomy world. If death gives rise to life, and pain to bliss, thanks be to nature for
such anguish!

Trdume. (Once again foreshadowing Tristan and Isolde, this time the great love duet of Act II)
Abandon worldly concerns in spirit-redeeming dreams before dying! Dreams, which
like sacred rays of light that plunge into the soul, there to paint an eternal image—
forgetting all and thinking of only one. With each passing hour, blooming and
bestowing their fragrance, these dreams gently glow and fade on your breast, and
then sink into the grave.

Program notes compiled by Kristen Brown.
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