
Wilhem Müller. A Biographical Sketch 
 

 

Wilhelm Müller's poems are still printed in numerous anthologies, but he is not seen as one of 

the most important poets of German Romanticism. Heine leads the pack, followed by Eichendorff 

follows, then Novalis, Tieck, Brentano, von Arnim, Uhland, Platen. Then minor poets are added, 

amongst them Müller. 

 

The truth is: No one would probably choose a poem by Müller for an anthology had his poems 

not been set to music by Schubert. Apart from Die schöne Müllerin and Die Winterreise he is 

virtually unknown. No one reads his poems about the Greeks, his novellas, his numerous reviews 

or his translations. 

 

And yet Wilhelm Müller was an important figure in his time, a well-known intellectual, an 

influential reviewer. He initiated a Europe-wide craze for the Greek Revolution. While Müller was 

still alive, more than 30 composers chose his poems for compositions. He was friends with almost 

all of the most influential German Romantiker. 

 

Müller died tragically young but published a great deal in the few years he had: reviews, a 

travelogue, novellas, translations of medieval German literature and Christopher Marlowe's 

Doctor Faustus, an introduction to Homer, anthologies, encyclopaedia articles. He worked for two 

of the most important German publishers and for all the influential journals. 

 

And today this man is only known as the man who wrote the ''lyrics'' for Schubert; a latter-day 

Bernie Taupin to Elton John ... 

 

As we know, Schubert famously set some of the greatest German poems to music: Goethe's 

Erlkönig, his Prometheus and An den Mond and many more, Heine's Doppelgänger, Claudius' 

Abendlied, Schiller's Taucher – all great creations in their own right. But Schubert also chose 

terrible and utterly poor texts by minor poets forgotten today: Rellstab, Mayrhofer, Schober. 

 

Schubert's taste in poetry was eclectic and vast, to put it mildly: he gave unforgettable life to 

Goethe's Gretchen but also wasted precious time on Friedrich Anton Franz Bertrand's mastiffs - 

surely his song Minona oder Die Kunde der Dogge offers some of the most unintentionally funny 

and downright dumb lyrics ever set to music by a major composer (and the competition is stiff). 

 

Wilhelm Müller was no Bertand. He was a major intellectual and a talented poet. Both his poetry 

cycles Die Schöne Müllerin and Die Winterreise, aroused Schubert’s interest because here a 

gifted writer expressed an almost modern feeling of existential desperation in poems that were 

as straightforward and profound as folk songs. Schubert could not have chosen more wisely. 

 

Who, then, was this Wilhelm Müller? 

 

Johann Ludwig Wilhelm Müller was born on 7 October 1794 in Dessau, a provincial town of some 

8,000 citizens, but a town that was seen as a model community since the reigning Duke, 

enthused by the Enlightenment, had changed the city's look with modern buildings and spacious 

parks and set reforms in motion: a school was founded where children of all classes could receive 

good education, better health care was provided, a modern graveyard was built, two newspapers 

were published - one of them Jewish - and there now was a theatre with a fixed ensemble. 

Wilhelm was born in the right place at the right time. 

 

Philosophy and literature were Germany's pride and joy; giants like Kant and Goethe made the 

country the European forerunner for new ideas and new ways of expressing emotions in poetry 

and prose. But Germany lacked unity: fragmented into more than 300 sovereign entities, the 

Heilige Römische Reich Deutscher Nation was politically impotent and an easy target for 

Napoleon's imperialistic dreams. Müller's life was to be influenced in more ways than one by this 

background. 

  



Müller's father, Christian Leopold, was a master tailor who obviously dreamed of moving up in 

the world. Gifted with the Protestant's talent for work and thrift, he could afford a spacious house 

in Steinstraße and thus was able to marry Marie Leopoldine, daughter of a locksmith working for 

the Duke. All was set for the founding of a happy dynasty. 

 

But destiny struck and made the Müllers a grieving family. Christian and Leopoldine had seven 

children but only Wilhelm survived. When the boy was three he was an only child: his parents 

had had to bury six brothers and sisters. Infant mortality was high in these times, but this was 

extraordinarily terrifying even for the standards of the 18th century. It is tempting to see this as 

foreboding for the later works of the poet of grief Müller was to become. 

 

Christian Leopold fell ill, and he had to write humiliating letters to the Duke, asking for money. 

The dreams of a successful dynasty, of a son attending the expensive grammar school and 

studying further, seemed to vanish into thin air. But the father's health improved, the spectre of 

poverty was somehow banished, and in 1800 Wilhelm could go to the Dessau Hauptschule where 

he soon excelled in languages, promising an academic career. 

 

And then in 1808 the mother died. 

 

We have no documentation of the impact this had on Wilhelm, but it is fair to say that the 

melancholic trait in his character either developed through this trauma or was profoundly 

deepened. Christian Leopold married a master butcher's wealthy widow six months after his first 

wife's death, who helped to expel the danger of poverty for good. 

 

In 1812 Müller graduated successfully.  Less than six months later he enrolled at the Berlin 

University. Dessau and Berlin – the change was extreme. Berlin boasted more than 100,000 

citizens, innumerable shops, cafés and clubs lured in the students, the streets were crowded, 

life was hectic, loud, colourful. Müller threw himself into all of that, not least into the patriotic, 

borderline nationalistic anti-France vogue. 

 

In 1813 he joined the Prussian army as Garde-Jäger (chasseur); he took part in some minor and 

some major battles, then served in the Prague military depot, the next year in the German 

headquarters at Brussels, promoted to the rank of Leutnant (lieutenant). It was here, in Brussels, 

that he fell unhappily in love and experienced a deep crisis. In sonnets of the time he uses for 

the first time the motif of the Fremdling (stranger) that was to play such a prominent role in Die 

Winterreise. 

 

We know virtually nothing about this love affair (if one could to call it that). Müller said the young 

woman's name was Therese, maybe he meant Thérèse – he may even have invented the name. 

And that's about the information we have. Since he later wrote the autobiographical novella 

Debora about a young German falling in love with a Jewish girl, there is speculation that the 

object of his affection was indeed Jewish and thus Müller was thrown into a profound conflict, as 

the red-hot patriot he was wanted to be German (or rather Teutonic) and nothing else. 

In November he left Brussels. He had come a stranger and left a stranger. He visited Dessau and 

returned to Berlin where he resumed his studies, got to know the wonders of the Nibelungenlied 

and Minnesang, so long neglected but now in the forefront of interest because of the desire to 

celebrate German literature and its beginnings. Müller founded a kind of literary circle with a 

number of friends (Friedrich von Kalkreuth, Georg von Blankensee, Wilhem Hensel), and they 

wrote extremely violent and terribly bad anti-France poems. 

 

The next year he really got around: he became a member of the Berlinische Gesellschaft für 

deutsche Sprache (Berlin Society for German Language), neglected his Classics somewhat and 

translated medieval literature without really knowing the basics of Middle High German. He 

learned some of the most important poems of Romanticism (Achim von Arnim, Clemens Brentano, 

Ludwig Tieck). And he fell unhappily in love again. 

 

  



His friend Wilhelm Hensel had a sister, Luise, a young and gifted woman who was deeply religious 

and thus, although strikingly beautiful, not really interested in romance. And she had already 

set her (pretty chaste) eyes on someone else. Müller tried to impress Luise by vowing to love 

her platonically (diary passages show how hard that proved to be for him). But she was wise 

and left Berlin, thus leaving behind Müller and the danger he proved. 

 

Interestingly he wrote about this experience that it turned him from a child into an old man (see 

Der greise Kopf) and vice versa. He had idolised Luise, now he wallowed in misery and self-pity. 

After she left, he had nothing to cling to but his unhappy love and his pain. Well, he did not die 

but maybe he wanted to. It is not difficult to see that both Die schöne Müllerin and especially 

Die Winterreise began here, in the heartbroken days of 1815. 

 

1816 saw Müller's first publication, the anthology Bundesblüten (Blossoms of Friendship) by 

Müller's literary circle. Müller's contribution was a number of anti-French poems, epigrams, and 

some Anacreontic love poems; nothing really interesting, nothing resembling the poems of the 

two cycles. The literary world did not really welcome his poetry with open arms, one reviewer 

even exhorting Müller to abstain from poetry in the future. 

 

It was in May (Der Mai war mir gewogen) that Müller began to take part in social gatherings in 

the house of Friedrich August von Stägemann, a Prussian diplomat. One of this salon's various 

poetic and musical games took its form from Paisiello's opera La Molinario (The Miller's Daughter) 

and Goethe's Miller romances: a young miller's apprentice falls in love with the master's daughter 

- but she finds a hunter more attractive. 

 

Müller, partly because of his name, was chosen to write the libretto. As the poems needed to be 

easily singable for the amateur group, he was asked to write in a folk-song manner. Being a 

great admirer of von Arnim's and Brentano's folk-song anthology, he copied the tone, structure 

and rhythm of the printed texts. To show off his knowledge of the Classics – and to lighten the 

mood of the surprisingly tragic cycle somewhat - he added an epilogue and a prologue, both 

learned and wittily ironic. 

 

This year also brought an end to his studies. He published his translations of Minnesang and an 

essay on medieval literature and began to write the first of his innumerable reviews on literature 

by which he quickly made a name for himself and became known to more and more writers 

(among them the prominent Romantic poets Fouqué and Schwab). 

 

But Müller just prolonged the unavoidable: deciding what to do with his life. Financed by his 

father (and his wealthy stepmother), he lived among the writers and intellectuals, visited the 

theatre and afterwards (and often before) the cafés and pubs, wrote more reviews, translated 

Christopher Marlowe's Doctor Faustus – and, growing out of his naive patriotism, felt more and 

more harassed by police and censorship. 

 

Napoleon was history, but the Congress of Vienna had brought about a restoration of anti-

democratic structures that smashed all the dreams of a new Europe, of something resembling 

democracy. A whole generation of young artists, musicians and writers, among them Franz 

Schubert, was condemned to political impotence. 

 

All of this added to the extreme introversion of Romanticism, the preoccupation with dreams, 

fantasies, gothic nightmares, supernatural beings and happenings, unhappy love, suicide and 

madness. Many works were written in fanciful imagery, with open endings and sometimes even 

left deliberately fragmented. Novalis' motto ''The secret way leads inward'' was the guiding line. 

 

Goethe, believing in active political work within the given structures (well, his Weimar Duke was 

relatively liberal) and propagating literature that educated people, viewed all these dark fantasies 

with unease. He called Romanticism ''sick'' but was still the centre of admiration by all the 

Romantic poets who undertook the pilgrimage to Weimar to see the most important German and 

perhaps European writer. Müller himself visited Goethe twice – and Goethe did not like the man. 

 

  



Goethe, interrupting his work in the Weimar government, had undertaken a voyage to Italy, a 

Grand Tour of sorts, thus deepening the Germans' unwavering love for Italy. It was therefore not 

surprising that Müller welcomed the Berlin University’s offer to accompany Baron Albert von Sack 

on a research trip to Greece and Egypt and maybe Italy, Goethe's Italy. (There is speculation 

that the reason for Müller later leaving Sack in Italy were homosexual advances by Sack that 

Müller refused.) 

 

On the first leg of the 1818 journey they stayed from September till the end of October in Vienna, 

where Müller met Greek emigrants and learned Modern Greek. He was deeply moved by the 

Greeks' stories about their fight for freedom, an experience that transformed him even more 

into a liberal. (And nearby lived an unknown teacher's assistant who had published his first 

composition that very year...) 

 

In November they left Vienna and travelled on to Italy. The original plan had been to go directly 

to Constantinople, but there was an outbreak of the plague, so travel plans were changed. The 

painter Julius Schnorr von Carosfeld travelled with them; they visited Trieste, Venice, Ferrara, 

Bologna and Florence and on 4 January arrived in Rome where they met with the lively German 

colony of painters and writers. 

 

In April Sack went on to the Middle East and Müller stayed in Rome where he became an active 

and welcome part of the German colony. He visited Naples, Pompeii and Paestum, befriended 

the major Romantic poet Friedrich Rückert (whose life he saved when Rückert nearly drowned). 

He made another important and influential friend in Per Daniel Atterbom, the Danish writer, who 

stayed in Albano. But the Italian period, the seemingly endless holiday of sunshine, culture and 

friendship, came to an end. Via Munich and Dresden, he was back in Dessau for good. Like 

Goethe he longed for Italy for the rest of his life. 

  

1819 then saw Müller in the utterly mundane position of teacher of history, Latin and Greek at 

the Dessau grammar school, a rather poorly paid job. He was a popular teacher, friendly with 

the pupils, a fish out of water in this strict and formal institution. He felt unchallenged, he knew 

he could use his knowledge and talents better. Assistant work in the Ducal library did not help 

much. The deus ex machina to better this situation was the famous and influential Leipzig 

publisher Friedrich Arnold Brockhaus. 

 

Impressed by Müller's published review and the high esteem his university still held him in, he 

wanted the Dessau teacher for his publishing house. And thus, Müller began to write - yes, 

reviews again - staying and getting in touch with most of Germany's most important poets and 

intellectuals. He reviewed German and English poetry. He did much to make Byron, the poet of 

freedom, known in Germany. 

 

1820 saw Müller in a situation much better suited to his abilities. He was promoted to Ducal 

Librarian, edited six editions of a journal (that sold poorly), published a travelogue about Italy, 

presenting not so much the famous sights but the life of the ordinary Italian. He became a 

member of the Leipzig Freemasons. 

 

And he published a volume of poems: Gedichte aus den hinterlassenen Papieren eines reisenden 

Waldhornisten (Seventy-seven Poems from the Posthumous Papers of a Travelling French Horn 

Player). The poetic cycles Die Winterreise und Die Schöne Müllerin are included in this volume. 

 

His father died, so now Müller was on his own. He immediately thought about founding a new 

family. He became engaged to Adelheid Basedow, granddaughter of the famous pedagogue 

Johann Bernhard Basedow and daughter of a Dessau Regierungsrat (member of the council). 

This liaison obviously was not as passionate as the Brussels and Hensel affairs, but offered 

stability although Adelheid's parents were not too happy about the prospective poor son-in-law, 

so Müller tried to work even more to make money. 

 

  



A married man now, he fell into a sort of working frenzy: teaching, writing, publishing, 

structuring the Ducal library. He could not refuse incoming offers: he began to work for the 

famous Stuttgart publisher Johann Friedrich Cotta, edited the first volume of the Bibliothek 

deutscher Dichter des siebzehnten Jahrhunderts (Library of German 17th Century Poets) for 

Brockhaus, thus editing the most important German Baroque poets (Opitz, Fleming, Gryphius, 

Harsdörffer, Günther). 

 

He travelled, he maintained his friendships with the important and intellectual, he wrote poems 

supporting the Greek fight against the Turks, thus initiating a kind of Europe-wide vogue for 

Greece (and becoming known as Griechen-Müller – Müller of the Greeks). He fathered two 

children: Auguste and Max (Max was to become one of the founding fathers of Indology). In 

1822 Wilhelm Müller took part in the Leipzig Musikfest (did I mention he also was an active 

member of the Dessau Liedertafel?). 

 

He published a second volume of his Greek songs, adapted Andreas Gryphius' Baroque play Peter 

Squentz, wrote the dramatic fragment Leo, Admiral von Cypern. He published a third volume of 

Greek songs. He published the Homerische Vorschule (Homeric Preparatory School), an 

introduction to The Iliad and the Odyssey. He took part in the celebrations for Klopstock's 100th  

birthday and became acquainted with Carl Maria von Weber. He befriended Ludwig Tieck, one of 

the giants of German Romanticism. He was promoted to Hofrat (courtier); maybe his father-in-

law's influence helped here. 

 

And he became ill. His frantic work schedule took its toll. From now on his health became more 

and more fragile. 

 

But Müller did not stop. It seems as if he simply did not want to rest, as if his ambition, his 

curiosity, his desire to express himself, perhaps also a feeling that he had to prove himself worthy 

of being in the circle of the important and gifted, was driving him. Maybe the early experiences 

of poverty and loss and his Protestant education added to this finally self-destructive behaviour. 

 

In 1825 he travelled to Berlin, hiked on Rügen (telling himself he was doing it for his health), 

visited Stralsund and Rostock, then Berlin again. He published a biography of Lord Byron. He 

translated Modern Greek Folk Songs. And, because he miraculously had some free time at hands, 

became co-editor for the second section of the Allgemeine Enzyklopädie der Wissenschaften und 

Künste (General Encyclopaedia of Sciences and Arts). 

 

In March 1826 he contracted whooping cough from his children and fell seriously and 

dangerously ill. The Duke granted him a flat in the Luisium Park out of town to improve his health. 

Müller undertook several visits to spas (among others in Franzensbad where a Müller monument 

can still be seen), but his health steadily deteriorated because he continued to work wherever 

he went. 

 

Despite being an increasingly sick man, he published the novella Der Dreizehnte (The Thirteenth), 

travelled to Wunsiedel, Bayreuth, Nürnberg, Bamberg, Coburg, Weimar (where he visited Goethe) 

and Leipzig. All this time Müller worked for several important German journals. He published 

Missolunghi, a collection of, yes, new Greek poems. And he began to work as director for the 

Dessau Ducal Theatre. 

 

He was chronically ill by now, looking pale and old. But he was unable to stop. He published the 

tenth volume of the Bibliothek deutscher Dichter des siebzehnten Jahrhunderts and the 

autobiographical novella Debora. Although he became very ill in June and had to take sick leave, 

he published Lyrische Reisen und epigrammatische Spaziergänge (Lyrical Travels and 

Epigrammatical Walks). 

 

And then, telling himself (and others, not least his wife and his young children) he was going on 

a recreational journey, he did not go to a spa but undertook an extremely long and extremely 

strenuous trip along the Rhine and through Swabia. From 31 July till 25 September he was on 

the road, enduring bad coaches, poor lodgings, attacks of short breath, while working all the 

time. 



 

He went to Frankfurt am Main, Koblenz, Cologne, Wiesbaden, Heidelberg, Karlsruhe, Baden-

Baden, Strasbourg and Stuttgart. In He Stuttgart, he met Gustav Schwa (who was shocked by 

how bad his friend looked), he visited Justinus Kerner, Ludwig Uhland, Wilhelm Hauff, Friedrich 

von Matthisson, and then Goethe again in Weimar (he hated that Müller wore glasses). He talked 

about poetic plans and discussed business on behalf of Brockhaus and Cotta. 

 

Utterly exhausted, he finally arrived back in Dessau. He was in a good mood though. Seven days 

before his 33rd birthday, on 30 September, he died in his sleep, probably of a heart attack. 

 

Müller was buried in the Historische Friedhof I (Historical Graveyard I) in Dessau where his grave 

is still to be seen. His wife died in 1883, surviving him by almost 56 years; she was buried next 

to her husband. Goethe did not like the man,  but the young Heine praised him highly and the 

older Heine remembered him fondly. Müller's poems have been set to music by more than 240 

composers. It is not known whether he knew of Schubert’s existence. 


