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Gretchen am Spinnrade

ORIGINAL GERMAN LYRICS:

Meine Ruh ist hin,
Mein Herz ist schwer,
Ich finde sie nimmer
Und nimmermehr.
Wo ich ihn nicht hab,
Ist mir das Grab,
Die ganze Welt
Ist mir vergällt.
Mein armer Kopf
Ist mir verrückt,
Mein aremer Sinn
Ist mir zerstückt.

Nach ihm nur schau ich
Zum Fenster hinaus,
Nach ihm nur geh ich
Aus dem Haus.

Sein hoher Gang,
Sein’ edle Gestalt,
Seines Mundes Lächeln,
Seiner Augen Gewalt,

Und seiner Rede
Zauberfluss,
Sein Händedruck,
Und ach, sein Kuss.

Mein Busen drängt
Sich nach ihm hin.
Auch dürf ich fassen
Und halten ihn,

Und küssen ihn,
So wie ich wollt,
An seinen Küssen Vergehen sollt!








ENGLISH TRANSLATION:

My peace is gone,
My heart is heavy,
I will find it never
and never more.
Where I do not have him,
That is the grave,
The whole world
Is bitter to me.

My poor head
Is crazy to me,
My poor mind
Is torn apart.

For him only, I look
Out the window
Only for him do I go
Out of the house.

His tall walk,
His noble figure,
His mouth’s smile,
His eyes’ power,
And his mouth’s
Magic flow,
His handclasp,
and ah! his kiss! 

My peace is gone,
My heart is heavy
I will find it never
and never more.

My bosom urges itself
Toward him.
Ah, might I grasp
And hold him!

And kiss him,
As I would wish,
At his kisses
I should die.




Transcription of Schubert’s “Gretchen am Spinnrade”

Instrumentation: This piece is written for a soprano singer (high female voice) accompanied by a piano.

Mode: The piece starts in minor, moves briefly to major, and then finishes in minor. This transition from the darker, sadder-sounding minor mode to the brighter, happier major mode and then back to minor directly reflects the text and the character’s emotions. As you explore this work, see if you can figure out why Schubert, the composer, decided to shift modes like this, and think about how it affects the way the you understand the text.

Section 1
0:10 The pianist begins by playing a circular figure in the right hand (higher notes) with a “bum-bum… bum-bum” sound in the left hand (lower notes). This static figure repeats throughout most of the piece, providing an accompaniment for the singer. 

0:13 The singer enters with the main melody, the part of a musical work that grabs the listener’s attention. She sings plaintively and sorrowfully in the minor mode. Her phrase begins with low pitches starting on the first word, “Meine” (“My”), and moves generally upward until the end of the phrase on the word “nimmermehr” (“nevermore”). Her peace is gone, her heart is heavy, and she doesn’t think she will ever find contentment again now that her lover is gone. This phrase will become the refrain (repeating section) of this song. 

0:28 With a little flourish from the piano, the first verse begins. This part is relatively low in pitch, reflecting the darkness and despair felt by the character, Gretchen. Now that she has lost her lover, the whole world is bitter. Losing him is like a death sentence, and she doesn’t know how she can go on without him.

0:44 The melody jumps up an octave, which is the distance of eight notes in the scale. This shift in pitch range is accompanied by an increase in dynamic level (volume of the piece), which allows Schubert to heighten the dramatic impact of this phrase as the singer expresses her confusion, saying that she feels like she is going crazy and her mind has been torn apart. 

1:00 The piano, which has been playing variations of the same circular figure throughout the piece, now returns to the original figure from the beginning, signaling the refrain. There is a repeat of the original melody (“Meine ruh ist hin… nimmermehr”). Like it was at 0:13, the dynamic level for this refrain is relatively soft, but the singer gets a bit louder to emphasize key words including “Herz” (“Heart”), “Ich finde” (“I find”), and “nimmermehr” (“nevermore”). 

1:20 The music here is very similar to the first verse, but with a few extra notes added to accommodate the changed lyrics. Gretchen’s only motivation to gaze out the window or leave the house is the hope that she might see her lover again. Despite this hint of hopefulness, the somber mood of the minor mode suggests that Gretchen doesn’t believe her own words. In her heart, she knows that he won’t return, but she cannot accept that or she will lose her motivation to live. 

Section 2
1:32 A sudden change happens here. The music shifts into the major mode, which instantly brightens up the otherwise gloomy mood of the piece. The circular figure in the piano is more fluid and smooth, creating a dreamlike atmosphere. The first part of this new melody is similarly dreamy as the character reminisces about the lover. Each line of the lyrics describes something that attracted her to him. As she works her way through each of the six characteristics, she becomes increasingly excited as she remembers more and more. To reflect this excitement, the music becomes higher in pitch, louder in dynamic level, and faster in tempo. 

1:55 When she reaches the words “Und ach” (“And ah!”), the piano stops its propellant rhythm for the first time. The pianist plays a sequence of three dramatic chords to heighten the impact of the singer’s words, which reach a theatrical high point called a climax on the words “his kiss!”

2:02 There is a brief silence as the singer’s final note rings out, then fades. 

Section 3
2:04 A low note from the piano breaks the silence. The pianist attempts to start the circular pattern again. After two false starts, he resumes the same minor mode accompaniment heard at the beginning of the piece, which again leads us back to the refrain (“Meine ruh ist hin… nimmermehr”). 

2:31 With a last burst of energy, the tempo speeds up and the accompaniment shifts back into the major mode. With each line of the lyrics starting from “Mein Busen drängt” (“My bosom longs”), the singer climbs higher and higher in pitch until she reaches another climax on the word “küssen” (“kisses”) from the phrase “und küssen ihn.” 

2:48 The intensity drops slightly on the words “An seinen Küssen Vergehen sollt!” (“I would die for his kisses!”).

2:55 The intensity builds back up as she repeats the last two lines, building to a new climax on the word “Vergehen” (“Die”) which is the highest note in the song. 

3:12 As she finishes her proclamation, the piano slows down dramatically, returning to the minor mode. It is as if the intensity of the singer’s emotion has left her exhausted and broken. She slowly and softly sings the first two lines of the refrain “Meine Ruh ist hin, Meine Herz ist schwer” (“My peace is gone, my heart is heavy”), but trails off before she can complete the rest of the refrain. The piano finishes the last two circular patterns alone before it, too, softly and slowly comes to an end.
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