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Verklärte  Nacht


I cannot tell by what logic we call a toad, a bear, or an elephant ugly; they being created in those outward shapes and figures which best express the actions of their inward frames; and having passed that general visitation of God, who saw that all that he had made was good. 
Sir Thomas Browne, 1642.

I
A Record and a Poem 


Though my older brother was fine musician who sent me money for piano lessons and later for clarinet lessons, I did not have the genes of an instrumentalist. I found it difficult to connect the action of my fingers with the printed notes. If I had mastered the notes and knew what to play, I found it difficult to play in a group with other musicians. I would listen to what they played and I could not concentrate on my part or coordinate it with theirs. 


On the other hand and again through the ministrations of my brother, when I was ten or eleven, I  became familar with classical music.  I have enjoyed such music  ever since. Piece after piece came to my attention. Beethoven, Brahams, Handel, Hayden, Mozart, Tschaikovsky, Later on: Bach and the French colorists: Debussy, Poulenc. Add Delius to this list.  I recall hearing Rimsky-Korsakoff's Scheherezade on the radio when I was eleven. It seemed to me that I had known all these pieces ab ovo, so to speak. I could hum by heart the major themes from all of them. 

We had a large cabinet sized wind-up phonograph , five feet tall, whose sound quality was quite good -- by no means tinny. I had a number of classical 78's and a number of orchestral scores. I followed Tschaikowsky's Fourth Symphony many times with its score. In the score I marked where each record side ended.   

One day -- I was about thirteen -- my brother brought me a set of records: Arnold Schoenberg's Verklärte Nacht.  He said something like this: "maybe you'll like it" I had never heard of Schoenberg. I knew some German, but the word "Verklärte" was strange to me. The album translated the title as "Transfigured Night"  The word "transfigured" was equally strange to me. I looked it up in the dictionary and learned that the word meant transformed into a new and exalted or spiritual form.  The album also included an insert of  the English version of a long German poem that it said had been  Schoenberg's inspiration.The first stanzas are 



Transfigured Night

 Two people walk through a bare, cold grove;
 The moon races along with them, they look into it. 

 The moon races over tall oaks, 
  No cloud obscures the light from the sky, 
  Into which the black points of the boughs reach. 

  A woman’s voice speaks: 

   I’m carrying a child, and not yours, 
   I walk in sin beside you. 
   I have committed a great offense against myself.


The original German version: 

Verklärte Nacht

Zwei Menschen gehn durch kahlen, kalten Hain;
der Mond läuft mit, sie schaun hinein.
Der Mond läuft über hohe Eichen,
kein Wölkchen trübt das Himmelslicht,
in das die schwarzen Zacken reichen.
Die Stimme eines Weibes spricht:
Ich trag ein Kind, und nit von dir,
Ich geh in Sünde neben dir.


I did not understand what I read. The music ? I had not heard its like before. It was not immedidately "graspable", as was the case , for example, with Mozart's G-Minor Symphony. There was nothing in it I could hum easily.  Though  the music seemed moody and mysterious I couldn't relate it to the poem.

My brother said "Don't give up on it." And I did not. I played it over and over again. Though not graspable in some sense, the music clung to me. Slowly it grew into something that I believed was hauntingly beautiful. I got to know it thoroughly. If I heard it on the radio  (which did occur,  but not often) I could identify it on the basis of hearing just  a few measures. I recommended it to other people; I hauled them in and played it for them, and I observed their impatience. As for myself,  Verklärte Nacht was now stored permanently in my memory as a full-fledged part of my musical  repertoire. 
II
The End of an Era and the Meaning of a Word


Fast forward now seventy years. Yes, seventy. In the intervening decades, I heard much jazz, popular music, and so-called classical music. It struck me that the age of classical music, having fulfilled its potentialities, came to an end with Stravinsky's Rites of Spring (1913). I considered that  at best, Rites was music to accompany a film script or at worst, simply programmed noise. Though there were many, many pieces, e.g., string quartets, that I had never heard, my book of what I considered to be classical music was essentially closed. Well, there were perhaps a few post 1913 compositions that made it into my book. 

In the intervening decades, other concerns grew to the forefront of my consciousness. I learned more German, English literature, and especially more mathematics; the latter would constitute my professional life. More logic, though I had doubts about that subject. 

As I have said,  Verklärte Nacht  was simply one more symphonic work that became part of my personal classical "repertoire."  And yet, there was a different residue from the Schoenberg work  and it consisted not of the music, but pondering over the German word "verklärt". Words have always interested me. My brand new German dictionary (no longer in the old Gothic typeface) yielded verklärt : etherialized, glorified, transfigured. The root word was obviously "klar", meaning clear or evident. And I found many compounds; Aufklärung:  elucidation, or, historically, the French or German Enlightenment. Erklärung: explanation, description. Ausklärung: xxx

One cannot argue with language for language  has a life of its own, but I wondered about the prefix "ver." I consulted a dictionary of German prefixes and learned that there were at least eight different senses in which the phrase was used. Ahh, I thought I've found the right one: "ver" conveys the passing into or bringing about a state of whatever. Verklärt, then, brings about a state of clarity, hence, by extension, a state of etherialization or of  transfiguration.  

But transfiguration ? Now that's an uncommon word in English. A change of figure or appearance ? A metamorphosis ? That word suggested to me The Golden Ass or the Metamophoses of Lucius where a man is transformed into an ass. No. The word transfiguration carries the aura of a religious experience, an epiphany: Jesus on the mountain, becoming radiant and speaking to Moses and Elijah, an event that's celebrated in the Church calendar; Saul on the road to Damascus.   
III

The Original Version and the Decline of Lyricism


My interest in Verklärte Nacht and all its ancillary aspects was reawakened by my recent hearing a performance on the radio. Well, it wasn't the version that was lodged in my private classical repertoire. It turned out to be the original 1899 version for string sextet that Schoenberg later orchestrated for string symphony-- i.e., my version. For all that I've been to many chamber music concerts, I'd never heard the original version played. I feel certain that the violinists, etc. would love to do it, but it's not that easy to assemble a group of two violins, two violas, and two cellos. After the rich sonorities of the full string orchestra, I found the original sextet version rather thin. But still it was Verklärte Nacht and as I heard each bar,  I remembered -- no, I knew -- what the next bar would bring.

Also reawakened was my shock when I recalled  how, years ago, having fallen so to speak in love with  Verklärte Nacht, I sought out further compositions by Schoenberg. I had listened to part of a post V N Schoenberg string quartet and that was enough for me . Its atonality irritated me and offended me. Schoenberg was the father of the twelve tone scale and of a kind of ugly chromaticism. I've  heard that an announcement of any post VN Schoenberg work on a program would result in empty seats; yet  it was clear that the cutting edge of classical musical composition was moving steadily towards anti-lyricism and logically programmed ugly chromaticism.  Such compositions were played in public out of a sense of obligation and as a sop to the new wave of composers, but they were often found on the program tucked in or sanitized between a piece by Mozart and one by Brahms. The pill of bitter sound was coated in this way.

Art creates critics of art almost immediately. And since few of us would like to admit that old modes are exhausted and that our current modes may not exhibit the great qualities of the former, a generation of critics arise who puff the present in prose that is largely gobbledy-gook.  

. From a bit of flesh, from a hair, a geneticist can reconstruct the cellular structure of a person. Can one reconstruct the Zeitgeist or a civilization from a few bars of its music ?  Does Beethoven's Ninth predict Metternich's career? Do the waltzes of Johann Strauss anticipate the witty cynicism of Schnitzler ? "When the music changes," said Plato, "the walls of the city tremble." Somehow, music encapsulates in some measure the spirit of the age.and the spirit of 1900 was ugly. Schoenberg's later compositions were prophetic harbingers of the horrors of  the First World War.

Lyricism did not entirely disappear, it was to be found in the popular music of  the day : in Broadway musicals , in the songs of the crooners. In certain circles "popular" is a pejorative word. In Nineteenth Century Paris,  there were two opera houses; one for the real stuff such as Verdi, and one for the light stuff such as Offenbach.  And  even the lighter forms, having fulfilled their potentialities just as an organic form reaches its limit,  gave way to songs that fewer and fewer people , young or old, wanted to sing as their parents had sung in the 1920's and '30's. 


And in the schools ? When I graduated from grammar school at the age of 12, the graduating class sang  in four part harmony a portion of Haydn's oratorio The Creation, and I can still hum the tune, though I've forgotton the words. Today? Today, the schools couldn't do it. And if they could, what music would it be ? 

IV

                      The Decline of Poetic Lyricism 

As I've said, my interest in Schoenberg's Verklärte Nacht was reawakend by hearing the string sextet version. And the word "verklärt" still fascinated and mystified me. I consulted a Viennese friend and she told me that she thought the word was old-fashioned, and suggested to her " looking up at the sky and dreaming." The word was not Schoenberg's; it is the title of  the poem that inspired Schoenberg. 

The author was  Richard Dehmel (1863-1920), in his day a much admired late romantic German poet whose principal theme was the liberation of human eroticism from Victorian strictures. His poems were set to music or inspired compositions by Richard Strauss, Max Reger, Anton Webern, and even Kurt Weill . And of course, by Schoenberg. Songs by Dehmel are available on CD's. Do you consider Dehmel's poem Verklärte Nacht to be old fashioned not only in structure but in sentiment;  in form and in content,  even as the word verklärt appears to be ? We live in a tough age and no crying is allowed. When poetic modalities change (as they most certainly have) do the walls of the city tremble? What would you say about that, Mr. Plato ? 

V
A Puppet Transfigured 

On the radiator against the wall opposite to the bed where I sleep you can find a copy of the abridged, but still large Oxford Dictionary of English. On top of the dictionary, sits a hand puppet in the form of a frog. The puppet, a gift from a friend, about a foot from head to toe , is made of frog-green plush. It  has large beautiful, soulful frog-like eyes. 

One day I opened the dictionary to the entry "transfigure" and read again : To be transformed into the more beautiful or spiritual. Without closing  the dictionary, I set Froggie (that was my private name for the puppet) on the page in question. Froggie straddled the word "transfigure." At the time I thought no more about it 

 One night, weeks later, as I lay in bed facing the puppet, I spoke to it. 


"Dear Froggie. You are a beautiful thing. I do not know who conceived of your form and made you so beautiful. But there you are sitting on top of the explanation of  transfiguration. Has the contiguity led you to yearn to be changed into a puppet prince ? Or even into a real prince?  Or is it that the art and the cunning of the puppet maker has already abstracted you, spiritualized you, transfigured you and made you beautiful; you who were once an ugly frog in the frog pond ?  Tell me by what logical process this occurred. 

  Tell me also by what logical process the reverse also occurs; that the darkness residing in souls wells up and transfigures what is loved to what is hated. Tell me why we ourselves have created Hell, and why Schoenberg's  later music, based on a logical system and reflecting the 'inward frames' of so-called civilization, prefigures Hell."     

 Philip J. Davis 

January, 2008 

Ich hab mich schwer an mir vergangen;
ich glaubte nicht mehr an ein Glück
und hatte doch ein schwer Verlangen
nach Lebensfrucht, nach Mutterglück
und Pflicht - da hab ich mich erfrecht,
da ließ ich schaudernd mein Geschlecht
von einem fremden Mann umfangen
und hab mich noch dafür gesegnet.
Nun hat das Leben sich gerächt,
nun bin ich dir, o dir begegnet.

Sie geht mit ungelenkem Schritt,
sie schaut empor, der Mond läuft mit;
ihr dunkler Blick ertrinkt in Licht.
Die Stimme eines Mannes spricht:

Das Kind, das du empfangen hast,
sei deiner Seele keine Last,
o sieh, wie klar das Weltall schimmert!
Es ist ein Glanz um Alles her,
du treibst mit mir auf kaltem Meer,
doch eine eigne Wärme flimmert
von dir in mich, von mir in dich;
die wird das fremde Kind verklären,
du wirst es mir, von mir gebären,
du hast den Glanz in mich gebracht,
du hast mich selbst zum Kind gemacht.

Er fasst sie um die starken Hüften,
ihr Atem mischt sich in den Lüften,
zwei Menschen gehn durch hohe, helle Nacht.

 
	

	


