Hugo Wolf's Der Feuerreiter. Text Painting and Form

By John D. Miles



Der Feuerreiteris one of fifty-three songs composed by Hugo Wolf in 1888 on the
Maler Nolter, a set of poems written lByduardMorike in 1832. Wolf has dealt with the
problem of text setting by considering the various roles of individuals, actions and events and
their interaction, and composing music which is representative of the plot of the poem. Wolf
shifts the emphasis from melody and harmony towards rhythm and texture, and to a lesser
degree, timbre; in this way he avoids the leitmotif idea in favor of rhythmic motives and
textures which are more easily combined according to the dramatic interactive requirements
of the text. The resulting harmonic structure maintains traditional tonal structure globally
while a highly chromatic fabric is achieved locally.

A problem of much 19th century music basedupon extra-musicalmodels such as
literature,asin the caseof this song,is musicaldiscontinuitycausedoy many charatersor a
complexliterary plot. In muchof this music a referentialpoint is neededn orderto provide
thematicor othertypesof musicalunity. While thereare limited charactersn this song,the
typesof interactionin which the Fire-rideris involved are numerousand complex,requiring
new music for eachdifferenttype of encounter.In orderto dealwith this type of problem
effectively while ensuringmusical unity, Wolf hasslightly alteredthe form of the poem by
repeatingoneline of the text as a musical refrain (m. 23-26), resulting in a use of return
which suggestsa rondo-like structure;at the very leasta much neededreferentialpoint is
providedthroughoutthe songaftereachstrophesothatWolf is free to dealwith the textin a
mannerwhich follows the spirit of the poem. The solution is most effective; omitting the
refrain and dealing with the poem strophesby composingsimilar strophesof music would
unify the songmusically at the expenseof losing the senseof actionimplied by the text.
While this might appearto be speculation;it also suggestsWolf was awareof the musical
pitfalls of the 19th centuryaestheticand was preparedio experimentwith other elements
suchasa rhythmandtexturein orderto unify his compositions.

Analysis of the actionin the poemrevealsthe interactivedramaticelementsupon
which Wolf hasbasedthe interactionof his musical material, which may be identified as
follows:

1. Crowd: this is an idea of general bustling confusion and activity,
representeadnusically throughoutthe pieceby the triplets and dotted rhythms
introducedat m. 15.

2. Firebell: this persistentinging playedby the pianoon a B pedalwhich
alsofunctionsto supportthetonal plan, asit is usedasa refrain throughoutthe
pieceasan elementf returnfirst introducedn mm.23-26.

3. Fire-rider/Deuvil : alsoto be considerecthereareideasof the supernatural
and horror as well asthe idea of the soundsof hoof-beatsas the Fire-rider
rideshis horse,terrorizing the cowntryside. The music associatedvith these
ideasvariesthroughoutthe piece,asthis charactethasmusic associatedvith
him personallyaswell asthe consequences his actions. His first appearance
in the songat m. 27 is characterizedby a rhythm which includesa sixteenth-
note triplet; however, wheneverreferencesto the supernaturaloccur, most
notably at mm. 55-70, as well as mm. 111-120,the harmonic progressionis
extremelychromatic. As the interactiondescribedin the text concernthese
dramaticthemesthe musicalrepresentatinsareasvariedand problemati¢ as
eachtype of encounterequiresa differentmusicalsolution.



Wolf's use of text-paintingis quite intriguing and sophisticatedand similar to his
organizationof tonal structure ,operatesat variouslevels. On one hand,thereexistsa very
surfacetype of text-paintingwhich is fairly obvious,suchastheuseof the ringing B-pedalin
the pianofor thefirebell, usingincreasinglydistortedand twisted chromaticismat references
to the supernaturalhe “bustling” andbusyrhythmicideaassociatedvith the crowd, having
the piece end by having the music fade, like “ashes” (Asche¢ into nothingness,etc.
However,at a deepenrevel, this usageof text-paintingsuppliesthematicmateria ( in the
caseof thecrowd,firebell, andthefirerider) and further emphasizeshe musical structureby
providing textural contrastscorrespondingo major sectionsas well as significant musical
arrivalsandclimaxes! Also, as previouslynoted,textual amalgamationsuchasthe one at
mm. 35-42,wherethe Fire-riderrides throughthe countryside,interactingwith the “folk”
(“crowd” motivein pianoleft hand)serveto reflectin the musical structurethe actionof the
text. In this particularinstarce, not only areliterary ideasfrom the poembeing represented,
but two musicalideasare combinedto obtaina new texturewhich is an integral part of the
song’s musical structure. Finally, text-painting servesto support the backgroundtonal
structureof the song. Wolf builds upon third relationshipsas a tonal framework which
supportB minor asthe backgroundonality. It is simple to observehow the ringing B-pedal
of the“firebell” of therefrainreinforcesthis. At the mostobvious referenceo a functional
tonal frameworkandchordprogressionat mm. 47-54 and againat mm. 103-110,the useof a
markedly“folk-like” progressiorandmelodyreferto thecommort‘folk” of the poem. These
sections stand out particularly becauseof the textural contrast to the music which
immediately precededt; the homophonicrepeatedblock chords repeata simple four-bar
harmonic progression which immediately is transformed into the contorted twisted
chromaticisnrepresentativef the Fire-rider. However,while this type of text-paintingis
not quite asobvious as othertypesWolf usesin this song,it is functional as well: the D-
majortonality supportsthe overall B-minor in the aforementionedhird relationshipaswell
asbeingits relativemajor.

An examinationof tonal structureloosely basedupon Schenkeriarprinciples reveals
the following model, which is obtainedfrom the first-level middle-groundstructurein the
attachedyraphof tonal structure:
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I am supportingthe argumentthat D is the “headtone” basedon the third scaledegreein
thatthe fifth scaledegree F#, occursasan inner voice supportedby its upper neighborG.
This relationshipis givena rathernebulousbeginningin the openingmotive (m. 1) where F#
is implied andthe piece openson G, its upperneighbor. However,this relationshipis finally
confirmedquite stronglyat m. 123-25,occurringwith a 4-3 suspensioron V in its obligatory

1 While “climax” mayseemto be a dated musical concept,irregardlessof its sexualimplications, this is, after
all, apieceof 19thcenturymusic,andassuchcontainghe baggagef 19thcenturyaesthetics.This songhasboth
“climaxes” (mm.60-67,91-102)and“arrivals” (mm. 15, 23,35,etc.). Dueto the extremely “volatile” natureof
thetextin this songto referto these“climaxes” asmere“points of highesttension’seems bit tame.



register. In instancesvhereF# abovethe “headtone” D, it shouldbe consideredasa cover

tonemisplacedromits obligatoryregister. It shouldalsobe notedthat the resolutionfrom G

to F#is approabedfrom thelower neighborE; this interval of a minor third appeardo be an

significant middle-groundhiddenrepetition (also given in the first motive and continuing
throughtheinitial ascento D) throughoutthework which also occursat more surfacelevels.
While thework doesnot quite conformexactlyto the Schenkeriammodel,in that root position
triadg are sometimessubstitutedfor the correct bassbut reharmonized Another curiosity
concerningthe G-F# neighboringmotion occursat the end of the piece. As | regardthis as
inner-voiceactivity, its resolutionafterthe urlinie hascometo restuponthe first degrees a

strokeof genius! Eventhe harmonicactivity supportsthis final resolution:while a “V” is

implied atm. 120in supportof theresolutionto B (givenin the piano!), the “real” V7 occurs
at 124. The entire eight-barclosingsectionrevealsWolf's masterfulhandlingof the urlinie

with theinner-voiceactivity which are technicallyout of phase put supportedoy harmonies
which enableboth partsto cometo rest.

Finally, it shouldbe notedthat the tonal structureis deeplyimbeddedn the mazeof
chromaticactivity thatdominatesnostof the work. This senseof chromaticismis reflected
in deepetevelsof structurewherechromaticvariantsaresubstituted F naturalfor F# at m.
29, 71-79,and C naturalfor C# at m. 76-79). This type of 19th century chromaticismalso
manifestdgtself aschromaticvariantsof repeatednotivesthroughoutthe piece;the passage
fromm. 27-34is a rathertypical exampleof this gesturehatis not unusualin this work.

Hugo Wolf's Der Feuerreiter maintains traditional Germanic conceptsof tonal
structurewhich is deeplyimbeddednto anincredibly chromaticsurface. While the leitmotif
ideahasbeentransformednto “leit-rhythm,” Wolf is easilyableto juxtaposeand combine
contrastingnaterialsaccordingo requiremerd that are governedby text requirements.His
willingnessto explore using other musical elements such as rhythm and texture thusly is
achievesa brilliant solution in the problem of dealing with setting text which involves
complexplot relationships.The songrepresenta senseof innovation,asit foreshadow=0th
centurycompositionatechniquesuchasthe investigationinto and useof musicalelements
which havebeentraditionallynot a partof Westernmart-musicdevelopment.

2 Thisoccursmostnotablyasavi dim7in first inversionsubstitutingfor i (m. 15, etc.) The first significanti chord
with its correctharmonyoccursat m.49with thethird scaledegreestill active.



