
 
 
 

Character and Image Work in Schubert’s Winterreise: 
A Tragic Existential Angst Coming into Play as Hope, Innocence and Beauty Are 

Taken Away from Us. 
 

With featured stylistic reinterpretations and concept art 
 
 

I did not want to do it. There was nothing in my life that was missing. I was a 
stranger and you took me in. You gave me everything. The future was set. Yet the 

past was so empty and so was the  
present. 

 
 
I could not take the urge that was eating me on the inside anymore. There had to   

be something out there, waiting for me when... if I could ever get to it.  
 
 

The piano builds to the sound of his footsteps as he descends the stairs of her 
house. 

 
 

Good night. 
 
 
 
A dramatic monologue suspended in darkness and despair rather than a story with 
a plot, this collection of ghastly songs is nothing like the works of Schubert’s peers 
during the Romantic Era. Having Winterreise in one’s repertoire is regarded as a 
milestone of maturity for many singers, due to its solemn and pensive subject 
matter. 
 
Nevertheless, this claim can be left open for discussion. 
 



I, as an actor with the not much prior experience in classical music, would be 
considered far away from the state of what many would call ready to attempt such 
a complex cycle, especially at my less than mature twenty-seven years of age. 
However, these songs felt eerily familiar to me, and have since moved me in a 
direction that ultimately changed my way of perceiving a cruel world of people 
driven by self-interest. 
I was introduced to Schubert’s work in the early hours of January 28th 2018, when, 
while suffering from insomnia, I came across In der Ferne from the later 
Schwanengesang, with the next playlist being Winterreise, which led to me 
listening to it repeatedly in the following days. Its tunes were hauntingly 
captivating, following me around like the crow itself, surprisingly coming up on me 
in my times of solitude, eventually leading to my decision to attempt interpreting 
it. I devoted myself to the cycle despite realizing what I was getting myself into 
upon first glance of the sheet music. 
 
As we are about to learn, beautiful singing alone does not cut it when it comes to 
Winterreise. I did attend extensive vocal lessons, master classes and enrolled into 
the conservatoire, but I felt the need to learn the songs inside out, not just 
musically. The resulting preparation extended beyond practicing songs into 
character and image work, as well as understanding what the songs really mean to 
me. In acting, there are various techniques of portraying a character. To avoid 
going into lengthy explanations, those can be categorized into two main styles. 
Technical acting, which involves consciously delivering the lines and movements in 
a certain way which would be considered “believable” has been long-practiced, 
and typically the style most commonly associated with wise words and dramatic 
gestures, and the words acting and theater altogether.  
 
On the other hand, the craft of acting underwent great changes with the emerging 
of Stanislavski’s System in the early 20th century, which opened up an entire new 
niche. The System was followed by Lee’s Strasberg focus on the psychological 
approach through various emotional memory exercises, which became commonly 
known as the Method. These exercises can evoke real emotions that can later be 
assigned to the character and allow for an authentic performance without the 
actor having to pace him- or herself or perform scripted movements or gestures. 
While some of those character emotions can be imagined, the vast majority of 
them come from the actor’s personal memories and experiences. 
 
Further down the line, the question of how I could possibly warrant my decision to 
perform Winterreise arose as I was repeatedly looked down on by full-time 
musicians. What impact could it possibly have had on me? It is an outrage for an 
actor to attempt classical music, right? My response was in the words of Schubert 
himself: Soon you will hear and understand. I dare say I am no stranger to any of 
the subjects covered in Winterreise. Below you will find excerpts from my personal 
notes. 



 
I have found myself in the middle of my  
own winter journey through life, looking  
back on my own personal life and 
relationships, with individuals and society 
alike. I am immediately reminded of just 
how fremd I am with the first verse of  
Gute Nacht. 

 
Following a wasted youth comes the cruel  
state of here and now as manifested in 
Erstarrung, I know the sense of security 
that once existed before the lapse in Der 
Lindenbaum only to be awaken back into 
the cold reality: 

 
 

The grassy lea where I and she would by each other stroll 

Has veiled itself elusively beneath a quilt of snow 

We did not feel by youth betrayed 

into the ground its colors bleeding 

The grass is pale, the flowers fade 

The love we had was slowly fleeting 

 
Referencing my personal notes while doing image work for Erstarrung, the theme 
of youth suddenly comes up, outlining its transience portrayed by the spring 
flowers and tracks in the grass, but also the transience of love, leaving the 
protagonist in a frantic, desperate search as he is left with nothing but memories. 
The problem of youth will also appear later in the cycle with its complete 
resignation in Der greise Kopf. In the following song, Der Lindenbaum can also be 
seen in the present: 
 

Streets and alleys white with snow 

I had wandered night and day 

In the end I stand in woe 

Amidst a field of cold decay 

 

By the fount beyond the gates 

There a linden tree stands proud 

Unforgiving winter grazed 

And ripped apart its leafy shroud 

 



Such a sorry sight to see 

A mighty giant badly beaten 

To hear its branches cry to me 

its whisper in the wind repeating: 

 

“Come here, companion, come close, 

for your losses do not weep, 

I will offer you repose 

if you sit here a while with me” 

 
Ultimately, waking up from the Frühlingstraum in complete physical and emotional 
isolation climaxes with the end of Einsamkeit. That heart-wrenching E4 (performed 
in A minor) in so elend would have been my last message to the world as the 
protagonist, had Schubert not discovered the second volume of Müller poems. 
Shifting the theme to songs like Gefror’ne Tränen and Wasserflut, comes up the 
dear feeling that sometimes the only genuine thing are the tears coming from the 
heart, so burning they could melt into a flood of emotions, held still under a layer 
of ice. 
 

Mocked and unwanted I too wish to 
venture out to leave the hideous 
Wetterfahne and the dogs Im Dorfe in 
the past and, standing before Der 
Wegweiser, to wonder which way leads 
to resolution. Down that road where no 
one has walked back from, I have 
trembled knowing that my Letzte 
Hoffnung is hanging by a dry and fragile 
leaf stalk, after encountering the omens 
of the vicious Krähe and having seen my 
future as a marginalized artist like Der 
Leiermann on Vienna’s many streets and 
plazas. 
 
A winter journey need not necessarily 
start with the departure from the loved 
one’s home. The option to interpret 
Winterreise in various historical, social, 
political or religious aspects makes it 
that much more relatable, based on the 
interpreter’s own experiences. And 

while we all go down that road, the only journey worth crying over, is the one we 
leave untravelled. 
 
 


