The Use and Function of the Folk Element
in Weber’s “Der Freischitz”
Erick M. Vasconcel os

Carl Maria von Weber was born in Eutin in 1786 and died in
Londonin 1826. Besides being acomposer he was a virtuoso pianist
and conductor. Asacomposer he wrote much orchestral music, pia-
no music, chamber music, songs, but principally operas. As a
conductor, he introduced many French and Italian operas in Praga
and Dresden.

His most important operais Der Freischitz. It hasalibretto by
Friedrich Kind about the story Der Freischitz from the
“Gespensterbuch” (Book of Ghosts) by August Apel and F. Laun.
The story is based on a German legend, a folk tale, reflecting the
simple life of the inhabitants of a German village, the forest, old
superstitions, the supernatural, faith in the power of God, and the
love between two simple people of the village.

In the 19" century some of the German literature dealt with old
legends or fairy tales, where supernatural and mysticism are present.
Asintheliterature of thistime, the story of the opera Der Freischtitz
takes place in the Middle Age in a small village surrounded by the
forest in the German mountains, immediately following the Thirty
Years War. The characters that take part in the plot are: Max, a
young huntsman and “ assi stant gamekeeper” ; Prince Ottokar; Cuno,
the “chief gamekeeper” of the Prince; Agathe, the daughter of the
“gamekeeper” and Max’slove; Aennchen, ayoung relative of Agathe;
Caspar, a huntsman and also “assistant gamekeeper”; Samiel, the
“Black Huntsman” that is the Devil; Killian, a village man; the
Hermit, hunters, bridesmaids, country people, and musicians. Max
and Agatheareinloveand want to marry. Cuno promised hisdaughter
to Max if hewon the shooting competition. Max was afraid he might
loose the competition and consequently Agathe's hand because of
bad luck that he was having lately. Caspar offered to help him in
achieving his goals with magic bullets he could get from Samiel, the
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Black Hunter, the Devil. Caspar had a pact with Samiel and getting
freefromit, he made an agreement in which Samidl will have Agathe's
soul through Max. Max wins the competition but with his last shot
hits Caspar who diesinstead of Agathe. Through the intervention of
the Hermit, Prince Ottokar reduced Max’s sentence and allows him
to marry Agathe after one year.

In Der Freischitz we find not only influences of Singspiel but
also of Italian opera and the French comic opera. The story of a
German legend is a characteristic of the Singspiel. At the sametime
the plot for Der Freischitz is a characteristic of the French opera
comique plot in, which it has an idyllic situation (the love between
Max and Agathe), theinterference of external forces(Samiel demoniac
power through Caspar), confrontation with the external force (thelove
of Max and Agathe and Agathe’'s innocence and pureness), and
triumph over adversity. Besides this, the German Singspiel usageis
found in the spoken dialogue and in some ariain the form of strophic
song.

From the Italian opera we can find its influences in the scene
and aria of Agathe (N° 8), in Act Il, that is nothing more than a
recitative aria. It is constituted by an accompanied recitative (We
nahte mir der Schlummer), a melodic part (Leise, leise), another
recitative (O wie hell die goldnen Sernen), the repetition of the
melodic part with another strophe (Zu dir wende ich die Hande),
another melodic section in “ Andante” (Alles pflegt schon langst der
Ruhe), recitative with an “Agitato” in the middle (Nachtigall und
Grille...), and finally the aria (Alle meine Pulse schlagen). All these
elements are united by the drama and combined as a whole. The
character of Aennchen’spersonality has manifestations of the French
comic opera, but despitethis, the romanze and arie that she sings (N°
13inAct 1), shows characteristics and influences of the Italian ope-
ra—bel canto —with the coloratura texture of the voice. IntheAct |
N° 5, Caspar aria, we hear atypical Italian coloratura.

The use of melodrama technique, founded principally in the
Wolf’s Glen scene, a spoken dialogue and an accompanied recitative
for intensifying the more dramatic sections, and an Entre-Actein the
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Third Act are present in Der Freischiitz. Besides these a big choir
(remembering the fétes of the French comic opera), a men choir, of
the characters of the personages max and Aennchen, the sentimental
melody of Max aria Durch die Walder (N° 3 — Act 1), the melodic
line, shape, and character of Aennchen Ariette (N° 7 — Act 1), and
the plot, that has the same characteristics of the rescue-opera’s plot,
also present in thisopera, show the great influence of the French ope-
rain Der Freischiitz.

Comparisons can be made directly with the French opera Les
Deux Journées by Cherubini. Both operas have a great “amount of
sentiment and adventure” and the intensity of the dramais not given
by the spoken dialogue and scenes, but by the music itself. Weber
performed this opera many times and was enchanted by the fullness
of harmonic and orchestral treatment.*

Les Deux Journées has a dramatic plot and Cherubini made use
of musical effects by giving a new treatment and significance to the
orchestra. He gave, principally, more feeling in the characters of the
personages by using character motifs or recalling motifs, that is an
insinuation of Leitmotif. Les Deux Journéesisafolk opera, arescue-
opera, therefore Cherubini aso made use of melodrama, male voice
choir, popular mass choir, popular music, strophic songs sounding
like hymnsfor characterizing the common people, and the“hero” isa
people’'sman. In Der Freischitz we can find al the elements cited
above. With this, we can verify the influence that the French opera,
the rescue-opera, and mainly Cherubini with his Les Deux Journées,
had on Weber. In Der Freischitz, Weber used motives that
characterized personages of the opera. Max is represented by the
melodic line O dringt kein Strahl durch die Nachte played by the
clarinetinthe overture and sung by Max inthefirst Act, N° 3—Scene,
Waltzand Aria. (Ex. 1).

1 Gaynor G. Jones. Backgrounds and Themes of the operas of Carl Maria von
Weber. Ann Arbor, Michigan: Cornell University (University Microfilms), 1972.
JohnWarrack. Carl MariavonWeber. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
Second Edition, 1976.
Phillip Spitts and John Warrack. Carl Mariavon Weber. New Grove Dictionary
of Music, XX, p. 241-264.
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Agathe has her recalling motif or character motif in the melody
In sliss entziickt entgegen ihm that she sings in the second scene of
Act Il —N° 8, Scene and Aria, and that also appears in the Overture
played for the first time by the clarinet and first violin. (Ex. 2)
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The diminished seventh chord and tritone are the recalling motif
of Samiel. (Ex. 3)
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Ex. 3:
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The demoniac power is represented by the ascending scale of ¢
minor (Ex. 4) and the appearance of the evil is symbolized by the

melodic line originated by the arpeggio of ¢ minor (Ex. 5).
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Ex. 5:
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Der Freischitz haselementsof nature, hunting life, superstitions,

country people, demonic power, religiosity, and folklore.
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Nature and hunting life are together because both are correlated
with the German forests with “benign” and “malefic” aspects. The
nature is implied by the forest with the hunt in daylight and the
maleficent, “terror” and anxiety in the night and by the ssimplelifein
the country. Max’s aria (N° 3) Durch die Walder, durch die Auen
transmits all the harmony and beauty of the nature.

The elements of superstition together with the supernatural,
demonic power, and the religious, are characteristics of the Middle
Ages, principally inthecountry. For characterizing the demonic power,
Weber used the diminished seventh chords. In Agathe's cavatine
(Third Act) Und ob die Wolke sie verhtlle, die Sonne bleibt am
Himmel szeit, we hear the spirit of religion and the power of God being
the supreme force over nature.

Itisvery clear that the use of folklorein Der Freischitz not only
in the music but also in the character and representation of the spirit
of the German country people. Weber absorbed the styleof folk music
and transferred it to his melodies. Some of the melodies used by
Weber arereally folk music, in which he gives a special treatment or
by modifying themelodic lineor by giving an elaborated orchestration.
Other melodies are folk like songs composed by Weber in which he
trand ates the popular and folkloric spirit well.

Without considering the overture, folk elementsarefoundinthe
following parts of the opera:

First Act

N° 1 - Introduction

a) The chorus Victoria, der Meister soll leben

Itisafolk-like song in four parts mixing the spirit of the village
(Ex. 6) with the fétes (EX. 7) of the French rescue opera. The beat of
6/8 iswhat makes you feel the hunters' presence.
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Ex. 7:

s < s 5 3] 8 s s
3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Frr )
K
K
I~ A SEN <IN, T SN 2. m &N m SENI - I X b, ahy €«
AL AU .ap imyy.aM | e (Wl 2 Wl e 4l m& TIMIA AN ANS
M olel] T et 5 (amN 5 lamy Bany|] B jeld ./l ML ey o
LI L RIE AR e MN 5 (MN B (e S ER|| 8 (oY o | an [ st oy
= 2 P =
™ L 1N T T ) 17 z T, z Pal = L1 . A Indl I
o . M2 M 2 N2 Ld 2 L1 L8 «
M ol sl LI At 5 (amy B e Seny|] B (elld 2l ML ey Laxy
M sl LI sty 2 (a2 e Sa|] 2 o] v/} (S| R aeY LY
TN olsl LA {N S (MM S (e s = o] % |l Lt L s
N N N N LT N arL SIS o 1N L AN ¢ =N E A S TN 1aN N ey oy
(8 (9 (o (4 (9 (o ¥ [ 9 (# (9 9 o o (o (# o 9
SeSYETEY SN Narh T T “IN| e ||an NSV N 1N R T SN - S N B S VY 1 [L $2N 52N
AU A | ALl Adfll TieTRa ARDeL AR Alfeme Wl = (W o2 WU e dl|] sl AL AdmlL Al adl
i taN ”.Frvv mﬂ -eaTy| ﬁ e a e | (e [[eH 1= VU ta N T ¢ A S L SN s 15 O e RSN Et
R 4l & & hit 1] & \\J . el -8l
I ot e “ N iL u || || e ot ard N | s =] N -~ ..\\M u .P%g .P\;
l i - l il B PR . i it i 1=V § Py e ™ el et
el - ﬁ‘alh . ﬁth l & T S e [ {8l
N N No N | Y Elani T N INH ar | -y TS i o
§ o & & RSN i1 =N 51 SN i 8 & o <1 2 |4 & el - RN
2er o] 3= o} ji=rel ja=r ] 3= o} mﬂ i<t el ﬁ jSer el mﬂ 3= ol i<t el jaer ] [3=r ol = i=e o} jS=v el B=r ol j4=1 o] ﬁ i=rel ﬂ j2ee el ”
o
BE
B L b Hl b 4+ L b+ 228 bt +H i b
R R = Pz, i3 R R pt=. A & . + 88
e R e e B e W MmN N S B N e B
\ f L 1 . {
< @ 2 & = ~ ~ @ £ g 52 & @ = = = 2 @
] E] 2 < g = = k| g Z 33 2 g £ = & 3 g
1 = =} £ 2 = = 2 5 P o ] = > 2 a
& 3 S g B3 E & 2% 7 s £ 5 ]
= Z £ = CE 2 E
= 2 -
= IS a

29



F—-

e

T i = N S, =S | w w a w. o w. 1 p=2l _.ﬂ".
| I i, i . . _ . )
LT 1l -] -1 |.!___ - Nl = = il = h.____. Tt ntadd el
T wiml! 1 i B b R Ball| % ML L=21
L ul) .* ﬁ I < IR B R & -] ny L= L=
Il H E] 3 el || 2 H H
N I LIt 1 o 2 i om 2 L2 2 mL L=21 L=21
KT wlil ) i B LR RS £ Wil wl L=
i wl) .H ﬁ ] H M m. i1 m._ﬂ" m. 1k (=1 (=21
il il 1l 1 m a 2 M 9wy a m A o
H I L Wi, SR Hi 2 2 ml 2w 2 = N L=
1 ] rhe e e = 1l m m. - m. m. o et -
1 il ] s nulinl  n- m. m. 1 m_ Wl m.._._ A o a4
1 el 1 S 2 2 ol 2w 2 -0 L =1 -1
-l 1. [ Ik g -+
<
\ " N W.__ P || | S ! "SI .|.__ h”.. ._.u il
H kH L . - - H pol 2 1.l 0 e
b -.u - | K M. - e h
¥ pea oL '™ . ta | " m. T M -
H i kH R TIT O 1 S 1 H M- u H ik R R L
B ﬁ e ﬁu.. P 2-1]
. = L= B b b
- i
e
- R T 3 2 3% % : : F 5 3
i = o z a m xa F 3 z ¥
= H 3 i 3 F 2 3 =
B 2 = a3 q 3
3 E E|
D [=]

30




b) Bauern-Marsch
In conformity with August W. Jones, the Bauer n-March comes
from a village march that was very popular in Bohemia at the time
that Weber wasin Prague? (EX. 8).
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Thismarchisplayed onthe stage, itsorchestration issimple and
the harmony isbasically constructed over Tonicaand Dominant, with
only one appearance of the Subdominant in its second part. The
orchestration consistsof aclarinet in C, ahornin G, atrumpetinC, a
first and second violin, and avioloncello. Therangeof theinstruments
arevery limited, thereisnot acontrast in dynamic, themelodiclineis
doubled in clarinet and first violin, and the accompaniment is very
simple, principally the easy lineof thevioloncello. All these examples
show that Weber wanted to transmit all the impression of a village
band and the technical restrictions of its players performing a very
easy, popular, and festive march. (Ex: 9).

2 Quoted in John Warrack: Carl Maria von Weber. 2nd. Edition, p. 222 (1976)
from“MMW, Val. 2, p. 307 and in August Ambros. Culturnbistorischen Bildern
ausdemMusikleben der Gegenwart, p. 47 (1865). Ambrossuggeststhisfolk march
may in turn have been based on Mozart'sin La Clemenza di Tito” and in Jones
Gaynor Grey: Backgrounds and Themes of the operas of Carl Maria von Weber, p.
190 (1972).
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¢) Killian song: Schau der Herr mich an als Konig!

Itisastrophic song, atypical Weber’s melodic line, with choral
refrain. Thefinal part of Kilian melody, principally the continuation
inthechoir refrain, soundssimilar to afolk-like song (Ex. 10). Kilian,
avillage man, a common man, is teasing Max and is helped by the
village people for doing this. The use of major second in the choir
transmits the laughing of the inhabitants of the village during the po-

pular féte.
Ex. 10:
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N° 2 - Terzett mit Chor

a) Chorus: O lass Hoffnung dich beleben

The song begins with a three-voice male choir. Later in the
repetition of the strophe, two femalevoicesareintroduced. Therefore,
the three male voices are what give the characteristic of afolk-like
song. Despite these characteristics, the song is originally composed
by Weber. Its melodic shape and diatonic harmony, basically tonic
and dominant, soundslike “student song” (Ex. 11). Themalechoiris
avery old tradition in Germany and every small village has at least
one. Inthiscasg, it representsthe hunters of the village, even though
it issung not only by the hunters but by village people aswell. The
choir isvery simple and, for reinforcing theidea of the hunters, there
is adoubling of the voicesin the two bassoons and, principally, the
two horns.
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b) Choir: Wir lassen die Horner erschallen.

It isafolk-like melody sung by the hunter choir (Ex. 12). After
five measures, the inhabitants' choir is added, singing basically the
same melody but changing the tense of the verb, singing in the
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imperative referring to the hunters. It isin 6/8, a characteristic of
hunter choir, with a three-part diatonic harmony. Weber wants to
depict not only the mood of the country people but also the hunters.
This he accomplishes by using, now, the four horns doubling, in part,
the choair.

Ex. 12:
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N° 3 - Scene, Walzer und Arie

Walzer

Weber utilized the Landler, akind of Tyrolese, whichwasadan-
ce very popular in all southern Germany in the 19" century, to
characterize both the spirit of thefolk and popular melodies (Ex. 13).
Thismelodic line appearsin the Introduction - N° 1 at the end of the
choir, before the Tempo di Marcia - Bauern-Marsch.

Ex. 13
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Its figuration is in sixteen note with a 6/8 rhythm and is played
by theflutesand first violinin unison. Thisappearanceindicatesand
anticipates the atmosphere of folk and popular dance. A description
and characterization of this waltz is given by Gaynor G. Jones as
follows:
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The ABA’ form of this number, the accented first
eighth of each measure of the melody which is
announced by first violins and oboes (violins and flutes
in the B section) and finally by violins alone, together
with the typical waltz bass figure (heard in the second
violinsandviolasinthe A section andinthevioloncellos
and bassesin the B section) and the repetition of similar
melodic figures in the first violins give this piece the
impression of acountry dance played by rusticfiddlers.®

N° 4 - Lied

Caspar song: Hier imirdischen Jammerthal

Weber used atwo-parts strophic song of the traditional German
Lied. It is a melody with three strophes with a very simple
accompaniment. The second part of the lied, the first four measures,
resemblesasafolk likesong (Ex. 14). Inthispart, themelody isvery
simple accompani ment without ornamentation and transmits Casper’s
hunter characteristics.

Ex. 14:
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3 Backgrounds and Themes of the operas of Carl Maria von Weber, p. 191-192
(1972).
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Second Act

N° 7 - Ariette

Aennchen song: Kommt ein schlanker Bursch gegangen.

This is a polacca, originaly an instrumental folk dance from
Poland, withamelody inthevocal. Weber used thisfolkloric rhythm
to give more grace to the personage of Aennchen. (Ex. 15).

Ex. 15:
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Third Act

N° 14 - \olkslied
Choir of the Bridesmaids

This choir isdivided in two parts, the solo and the refrain with
an instrumental introduction. It is a strophic song in which the first
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part, the solo part, sounds as a folk-like tune. According to John
Warrack, the second part, the choir refrain, is originated from a
\olkstanz, Der Windmiiller (Ex. 14). Initstotality it soundsasafolk
dance. The melody and accompaniment are very simple and the
harmony builds over the tonic and dominant with only one use of the
subdominant.

Ex. 16:
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Bridesmaids' Chorus

N° 15 - Jagerchor
Was gleicht wohl auf Erden dem Jagervergniigen

The hunter choir is afour-part male choir with ssmple diatonic

harmony. Thefirst part of the choir, Was gleicht wohl auf Erden ..., is
afolk-like song (Ex. 17).
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Bass

Was gleicht wohl auf Er-dendem Ja - ger-ver-gni - gen,wem...
Di - a - na ist  Kun-dig die Nacht zu er - hel - len, wie...

In conformity with John Warrack and Gaynor G. Jones, the
second part, wenn Walder und Felsen unshallend umfangen, isderived
from the melody Malborough s'en vat’en guerre* (Ex. 18).

Ex. 18:
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Huntermen Chorus

4 Gaynor G. Jones. Backgrounds and Themes of the operas of Carl Maria von
Weber, p. 188-189 (1972).
John Warrack: Carl Maria von Weber. 2nd. Edition, p. 223 (1976).
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Thethird part isarefrain in which four or eight soloists sing the
melody while the choir sing a pedal in unison (Ex. 19). Neither one
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nor the other group sing words but only the syllable “la’. Again the
horns are present doubling the voices.
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Thischoir transmitsall the happiness, emotions, characters, dan-
ce, of the fétes because of the shot competition that happens in the
small village. But the music does not transmit only the nature of the
hunters but, also, of al the inhabitants of the village. The melody of
the hunter choir is announced in the beginning of thethird Act, n° 11
— Entre-acte.

Thehornsrepresent nature, the glade of theforest, and the hunting
life but in this moment also the obscure places of the forest and the
appearance of the evil, Samiel. Weber uses the horns in a different
way to produce this new aspect of nature. Thethird and fourth horns
play a G sharp (A flat) peda note that leads to a third inversion
diminished seventh chord built over B. Thedensity of thishornseffect
reinforced by the use of the bassoons and bass trombone resultsin a
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Ex. 20:

there is atritone between the bass trombone and thefirst horn (A flat

—D) and in the fourth and second horns (B — F). The tritone was an
example tremolo in the strings, timpani playing together with the
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dark sonority that reflects the darkness of the forest. Besides this
interval that represented the evil (Ex. 20). To give amore propitious
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Oneimportant factor to consider isthekey relationshipin all the
whole opera. Der Freischiitz begins and ends in C major but the
predominant key in al the operais D major. Weber gave a specific
key for characterizing each representation of power, mood, or nature.
With this we have:

C major represents the benign power and the simplicity,
pureness, and virtue of the countryman.

C minor is the representation of the supernatural and devilish
power.

D minor symbolizes the huntsmen, the forest village life, and
the happy and relaxed life of the village folk.

With this principle in mind Weber wrote Aennchen’s ariettaand
the Bridesmaidsin C mgjor, the Bauern-March and Killian’ssong in
G major, the choir of the village menin D magjor, and the huntsmen’s
choirsin D mgor and F major.

In conclusion, Weber composed Der Freischitz using el ements
of the folklore in a new way for achieving his goals, that was to
compose a popular operathat carries the German romantic spirit. He
gave expression and significance to the folklore or folklore spirit, as
away to transmit all the atmosphere and mood of the plot. For this,
he gave more emphasisto the wordsthrough melodic lines, orchestral
effects and orchestration. He used the brasses and woodwinds in a
different manner, giving a new importance to these instruments,
including assoloists, likethe French hornand Clarinet. Weber exploits
the range of the instruments and gave more importance to the middle
voice of the orchestra. He made use of effects such as. pizzcato,
tremolo, muted, divisi in the strings, etc for giving more drama and
emotion and for transmitting more intensively the atmosphere and
the plot of the opera.

Some writers expressed themselves as follows:

... But herein lay part of his [Weber]
genius, in discovering anatural melody
which brought folksong in to the realm
of art Der Freischitz was not the first
operato reflect German feeling by actual
use of folksong —many Singspiele drew

47



upon it —but never before had folksong
been so perfectly epitomized.

Theuse of arecalling theme emphasizes
the importance which Weber placed on
setting the scene and the folk-type
elements.?

The ingredients of Der Freischitz are
not new, yet Weber shows how to blend
and distill them into anew creation. In
his overtures, Weber certainly set the
tone of the action to follow in far more
complete a manner than did any of his
predecessors. His technique of using
leitmotifs and recalling themes has
precedents, asdid many of hisorchestral
and harmonic effects. But no onebefore
Der Freischiitz had so unified an opera
through leitmotifs and tonality nor so
well integrated the supernatural,
musically and dramatically, into an
operatic work. ®

5 John Warrack: Carl Maria von Weber. 2nd. Edition, p. 223 (1976).

6 Gaynor G. Jones. Weber's" Secondary Worlds’ : Thelater operasof Carl Maria
von Weber, p. 197 (1976).

7 Ibid. Backgrounds and Themes of the operas of Carl Maria von Weber, p. 232
(1972).
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