
Essay #1 

The important musical features used to define this composition are lyrics, tempo, voice, 

message, and pitch. Initially, I did not bother to read the lyrics along with the song because I 

knew it would be difficult to match up to the German voice. Plus, I wanted to get a sense of just 

the sound of the piece to see what mood it put me in.  My first impression of this piece was that 

the instruments were catchy and kind of gloomy but did not leave much of an impression to me 

until the second time I listened to it. 

Normally, I declare the most important musical feature of any composition to be the 

lyrics. However, because the lyrics of Gretchen am Spinnrade by Franz Schubert are in German, 

translated to English through text, I declared the most important feature of this particular piece to 

be the pitch of the singer’s voice. The pitch of the singer’s voice was low with a slower tempo 

with a tone that exudes sorrowful storytelling. However, the pitch does not remain constant; the 

song takes you on a ride, giving a variety of tempos and instruments preventing a monotone 

sound. Essentially, the piece starts with the singer voicing a lower pitch and eventually ending in 

the same lower pitch, showing that is the overall tone of the piece. 

After my initial hearing of the composition, I decided to analyze the lyrics in depth, with 

and without music, to see how it further contributes to the tone. This surprisingly gave me two 

different interpretations of the piece. When I read the translated lyrics without the music, which 

was after I listened to the song for a first impression of the sound, it confirmed my thoughts that 

the composition was a sad love story of heartbreak. But I found the lyrics to be overly simplistic 

and shallow without the music to match. The second time, I read the translated the lyrics while 

listening to the piece. Needless to say, it was easier to match the lyrics to the rhythm and identify 

the message of the piece. However, I noticed that the lyrics of the song were translated to 



English but not the title. I put the title of the composition in Google Translate, and it translated to 

Gretchen at the Spinning Wheel, which totally threw me off. I did not even attempt to try to 

understand how the title and the lyrics related, especially with the contextual differences that 

often happen in language barriers. Maybe perhaps the title is saying that Gretchen, or whoever is 

singing is on a love rollercoaster and she keeps going round and round with no end of her 

misery. However, going back to the sound of the piece, the lyrics definitely matched the sound. 

This could be Gretchen at the spinning wheel as she spins at the never ending wheel of 

heartbreak, forcing her to constantly relive her sorrow.  

Another important musical sound features such as the tempo and beat helped me develop 

any overall impression of the piece along with the pitch. The tempo is the beats per minute of a 

composition while the beat is the “pulse” of a composition. It made sense for the tempo to be 

slower and less occurring, considering it is a story of a woman’s heartbreak and sorrow. During 

the climax of the song, or what I felt to be the climax, I could hear the pitch of the singer’s voice 

rising in intensity, as well as the instruments used. This is when she says “my peace is gone; my 

heart is heavy,” which she says on multiple times throughout the song, but this time she says 

with a higher intensity. There is a strong piano presence in the piece, which I like. A string 

instrument is lightly used, but hard to determine which. Perhaps the violin. I like to be able to 

clearly identify and differentiate between what instruments are used. The piano is what made the 

tempo faster, indicating a change in tone from silent sorrow to perhaps passionate pain. 

One thing I was not able to piece together until listening to the piece a few times was the 

connection of the pitch and tempo of the song to the lyrics and title. Each musical feature 

contributed in its own way to the meaning of this composition. Unlike the pitch, the lyrics and 

melody remain pretty much constant. As the singer’s voice and tempo rose in intensity and speed 



when Gretchen repeats “my peace is gone; my heart is heavy” the significance of the title 

became clearer. The singer repeats the same lyrics throughout the song, just at different pitches 

with the instruments changing the rhythm to match the climax.  This analysis has not only 

changed but helps develop a more detailed interpretation of the piece, as Gretchen takes the 

listener on a ride on her spinning wheel. 

 

Essay #2 

 Gretchen am Sprinnrade is a piece that was composed in 1814 by the German composer, 

Franz Schubert. This piece is very dramatic in terms of vocals and the accompaniment of the 

piano. Franz Schubert composed this piece from a woman’s perspective which leaves me to 

believe that Gretchen am Spinnrade communicates that he stereotypically views women as 

relationship-oriented, dependent, and emotional. Three musical features that I feel are important 

to take into consideration while listening to this piece are gender, text and texture. 

 The most important feature to think about in order to understand what this piece 

communicates is gender. The fact that a woman is performing Franz Schubert’s Gretchen am 

Spinnrade leads me to believe that this song communicates the stereotype of women being 

relationship-oriented, dependent, and emotional. I believe that gender plays an important role in 

music because if a man performed this song, it would change the whole meaning. I would still 

think he sounds like a hopeless romantic grieving over the loss of a woman, but it wouldn’t be a 

song about a male stereotype. Men aren’t stereotypically known to be relationship-oriented or 

dramatic like women. Also the fact that the piece’s title is Gretchen am Spinnrade proves that 

Franz Schubert’s initial intentions were to make this song about an overly dependent and 

dramatic woman because Gretchen is a woman’s name. Lastly, gender is important in 



understanding this piece’s meaning because it sets a norm for women in 1814. It shows how 

women should be during that time period, dependent on men. Women were nothing without a 

man back then, and they were expected to behave this way. For women to be relationship-

oriented, dependent and emotional was considered feminine. Any woman who didn’t act this 

way was considered deviant. 

Another important feature to keep in mind in order to understand what Franz Schubert’s 

Gretchen am Spinnrade communicates is the text. Gretchen is singing about how her peace is 

gone and she will never find peace again. She is referring to a man that she loves and the way 

she sings is very dramatic which makes it sound like she is hopeless without him. When 

Gretchen says, “For him alone do I look out the window. For him alone do I go out of the 

house.”, It means that she has completely lost motivation to do anything, even simple things like 

looking out the window, which shows how dependent Gretchen is. The most repetitive verse 

which I assume is the chorus says, “My peace is gone, my heart is heavy; I’ll never, I’ll never 

find peace, never again.” The fact that Gretchen repeats this verse three or four times makes it 

very clear that she will never find peace again, which backs up the stereotype of women being 

dependent on men. My last example from the text that proves women to be relationship-oriented 

and dependent is when she says “My poor heart races to feel him near. Ah, just to clasp him and 

hold him here! And kiss him and kiss him again. In his kisses I would be lost!”. This shows how 

infatuated Gretchen was in her relationship. It proves the stereotype of women being 

relationship-oriented, dependent, and emotional. 

Finally, texture also contributes to the main idea that this piece communicates. The 

melody, which is the text that Gretchen is singing, and the harmony, which is the accompaniment 

of the piano, create a rich texture that gives off a dramatic and deeply emotional mood. At 



certain sections of the piece, the melody and harmony grow louder together which means when 

she sings at a higher volume, the piano also increases its volume to intensify the dramatic mood. 

Wherever there is an exclamation mark, is when the texture’s volume grows louder. At the end 

of the piece the melody and harmony grow equally louder when Gretchen sings, “My poor heart 

races to feel him near. Ah, just to clasp him and hold him here! And kiss him and kiss him again. 

In his kisses I would be lost! My peace is gone, my heart is heavy!”. I think the accompaniment 

of the piano somewhat acts like a background singer that sings along with Gretchen to add 

suspense and make the piece more emotional. The dramatic mood that the texture gives off 

emphasizes Fran Schubert’s idea of women being overly dramatic.  

In conclusion, I interpret Franz Schubert’s Gretchen am Spinnrade as a piece that 

emphasizes the stereotype that women are relationship-oriented, emotional, and dependent on a 

man. Gender, text, and texture are three major features that are necessary in order to understand 

what this piece communicates. These musical features which I used to analyze this piece can also 

apply to other works of music, such as the song we used in class to compare gender, “Say my 

Name” by Destiny’s Child. We used gender, text, and texture to understand the meaning of that 

song from a woman’s perspective and a man’s perspective. When we listened to it from a man’s 

point of view, it was completely different. The way I interpreted Gretchen am Spinnrade isn’t 

exactly the same as other people’s interpretations. For example, maybe I view Franz Schubert’s 

Gretchen am Spinnrade as a stereotype for women because I am a woman myself, but a man 

might view it differently. A man might not even view it as a stereotype, they might view it as 

women being fragile or delicate and in need of someone to comfort them. There are many ways 

of understanding what a piece communicates and no interpretation is wrong as long as there is 

enough evidence to prove the point. 


