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Pretace

RECENTLY as I was rummaging through bins
of old documents, I stumbled across man-
uscripts of four songs I composed in 1984.
Those four songs were Nachtlied, Herbstbild,
Erleuchtung, and Abendgefiihl on poems by
Friedrich Hebbel (1813-1863). I was a doctoral
student at the University of Texas at Austin then
and the impetus for these compositions was a final
project for a course I was taking on nineteenth-
century harmony. Friedrich Hebbel’s poems obvi-
ously resonated with me back then, as they do
today, and my intent was to set them in the musi-
cal language of Romantic composers.

I am happy that, at the time of their compo-
sition, I was unaware of Robert Schumann’s set-
ting of Hebbel's Nachtlied which resulted in
Schumann’s Opus 108 for choir and orchestra.
Schumann’s genius surely would have stymied
my creative endeavors. Schumann’s setting, like a
dramatic and extended tone poem, contrasts with
my version which is more like a gentle and under-
stated lullaby. Hebbel’s brief three-stanza poem
starts out innocently enough with a description
of the night sky (“Quellende, schwellende Nacht,
voll von Lichtern und Sternen” Flowing and grow-
ing night, full of lights and stars), before alluding
to some anxiety (“Herz in der Brust wird beengt”
My heart feels cramped in my chest) which sleep
eventually pacifies (“Schlaf, da nahst du dich leis”
Sleep, you come gently).

Herbstbild is the only poem of the four whose
images and concepts are not metaphorical. This
is a pure description of an autumn day: beautiful
leaves, mild rays of sun, the celebration of nature.
No hidden meanings, no questions about mortal-
ity or life’s purpose. The happily rustling piano
accompaniment and song’s brevity, just over one
minute, contribute to this experience of simple
pleasure.

Then we come to Erleuchtung, as deep and
painful a reflection on life’s meaning as ever artic-
ulated. The first stanza pretty much sums it up:

In unermeflich tiefen Stunden

Hast du, in ahnungsvollem Schmerz,
Den Geist des Weltalls nie empfunden,
Der niederflammte in dein Herz?

In immeasurably deep hours,

Have you never felt, with ominous pain,
The spirit of the universe

Burning in your heart?

Of course mortality, Sterblichkeit, literally
translated as the ability to die, also appears as a
main theme (leave it to the nineteenth-century
Germans to cheer us up). Thankfully, there is a
glimmer of hope later on, “ein leuchtend Bild der
Welt” (a bright image of the world), that coun-
terbalances our doom. The musical language of
Erleuchtung — the changing meters, chromatic
mediant harmonies, and octatonic scale — tran-
scends nineteenth-century norms, pointing more
toward early twentieth-century compositional
techniques. But fin de siecle angst and existen-
tial dread existed in both centuries and are surely
just as relevant in 2018. Erleuchtung speaks to all
people of all eras.

As with Schumann’s setting of Nachtlied, 1
am glad I was ignorant of Johannes Brahms’ set-
ting of Hebbel’s poem Abendgefiihl when 1 wrote
my own version. Brahms renamed the poem
Abendlied and it became the third song in his Op.
92 set for SATB choir and piano. His genius would
have surely obstructed my initiative. My setting
is slightly more intimate and less bouncily happy
than Brahms’ rendition.

Abendgefiihl is a fitting close to the set. There
is an assuaging quality to the music that relieves



Preface

any anxiety lingering from the previous song. One
of nature’s most beautiful moments, dusk, is the
first image described in the poem. Night and day
are “peacefully” at war (“friedlich bekampfen”)
but, unlike the natural images in Herbstbild, these
earthly phenomena become metaphors for the
human emotions of joy and sorrow. Ultimately,

10

both lead to the peace of sleep and life seems like a
lullaby (“Schlummerlied”).

So these Hebbel Lieder begin with a lullaby and
end with a lullaby. Happy sleeping!

John Salmon
30 June 2018



The Poems

Nachtlied

Quellende, schwellende Nacht,
Voll von Lichtern und Sternen:
In den ewigen Fernen,

Sage, was ist da erwacht!

Herz in der Brust wird beengt,
Steigendes, neigendes Leben,
Riesenhaft fuiihle ich’s weben,
Welches das meine verdrangt.

Schlaf, da nahst du dich leis,

Wie dem Kinde die Amme,

Und um die diirftige Flamme
Ziehst du den schiitzenden Kreis.

— Friedrich Hebbel (1813-1863)

Herbstbild

Dies ist ein Herbsttag, wie ich keinen sah!
Die Luft ist still, als atmete man kaum,

Und dennoch fallen raschelnd, fern und nah,
Die schonsten Friichte ab, von jedem Baum.

O stort sie nicht, die Feier der Natur!

Dies ist die Lese, die sie selber hilt,

Denn heute lost sich von den Zweigen nur,
Was vor dem milden Strahl der Sonne fallt.

— Friedrich Hebbel (1813-1863)

Night Song

The flowing and growing night,
Full of lights and stars:

In the endless distance,

Tell me, what has awakened there?

My heart feels cramped in my chest;

I feel the ebb and flow of life,
Weaving gigantically through my soul,
Ultimately crushing it.

Sleep, you come gently,

As the nursemaid to the child,
And around this small flame
You create a protective circle.

Picture of Autumn

This is an autumn day as I have never seen before!
The air is still, as if one were barely breathing,
And yet, far and near, the most beautiful fruits
Are falling with a rustle from every tree.

Do not disturb this celebration of Nature!
This is the harvest that she alone gathers;

For today the only things leaving the branches
Are those touched by the mild sunrays.



Erleuchtung

In unermeflich tiefen Stunden

Hast du, in ahnungsvollem Schmerz,
Den Geist des Weltalls nie empfunden,
Der niederflammte in dein Herz?

Jedwedes Dasein zu erganzen

Durch ein Gefiihl, das ihn umfafit,
Schliefit er sich in die engen Grenzen
Der Sterblichkeit als reichster Gast.

Da tust du in die dunkeln Risse

Des Unerforschten einen Blick

Und nimmst in deine Finsternisse
Ein leuchtend Bild der Welt zurtick;

Du trinkst das allgemeinste Leben,
Nicht mehr den Tropfen, der dir flof,
Und ins Unendliche verschweben
Kann leicht, wer es im Ich genof?.

— Friedrich Hebbel (1813-1863)

Abendgefiihl

Friedlich bekampfen
Nacht sich und Tag.

Wie das zu dampfen,
Wie das zu 16sen vermag!

Der mich bedriickte,

Schlafst du schon, Schmerz?

Was mich begliickte

Sage, was war’s doch, mein Herz?

Freude wie Kummer,
Fihl ich, zerrann,
Aber den Schlummer
Fiihrten sie leise heran.

Und im Entschweben,

Immer empor,

Kommt mir das Leben

Ganz, wie ein Schlummerlied vor.

— Friedrich Hebbel (1813-1863)

The Poems

Enlightenment

In immeasurably deep hours

Have you, with ominous pain,
Never felt the spirit of the universe
Burning in your heart?

Fulfilling every being

With a feeling that embraces us,
Closing in within the narrow limits
Of mortality as the richest guest.

There, in the dark cracks of the unexplored,

You catch a glimpse
And in your darkness you take back
A bright image of the world;

You drink the most common life

No longer the drop which flowed to you,

And hover about in infinity,
Easily enjoying it in the I.

Evening Feeling

Night is fighting peacefully
With day.

How can we soften

Or solve that?

That which oppressed me,

Are you already sleeping, Pain?
That which filled me with joy,
Tell me, what was it, my heart?

Happiness, like sorrow,
Has melted away,

But they have both led
Gently to slumber.

And as I float upward
Ever upward,

Life seems to me

Just like a lullaby.

o/
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TEXT MUSIC

Friedrich Hebbel, 1852 John Salmon
(1813-1863)
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(1813-1863)
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