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E.T.A. Hoffmann and Music: a Background

John Louis Miller

Hoffmann would gppreciate the irony in his being aforce centra to some of today’ s best-
known concert music and yet remaining a relatively obscure figure for the average concert-goer, for
whom his name might come to mind only vaguely, in connection with Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann,
or perhaps from program notes on Tchaikovsky’'s “Nutcracker” ballet. E.T.A. Hoffmann (1776-1822)
did profoundly influence the course of western music. Among composers other than Offenbach and
Tchaikovsky who adapted his stories to their musical purposes are Busoni, Hindemith, Maipiero and
Wagner. Hoffmann was of perhaps greatest influence on Robert Schumann, and Hans Ehringer has
demondtrated that dl the music of Schumann’s early period would have been quite different without
Hoffmann’s spiritud guidance Three of Schumann's piano suites, Nachtstiicke, Fantasi estiicke, and
Kreideriana, are based directly on Hoffmann “suites’” of stories with the sametitle, and the Carnaval
is also suffused with Hoffmann’ s tone.

But Hoffmann’s influence on music went far beyond (inadvertently) providing literary
materia for musica adaptation. Hoffmann was himsdf amusician, though his reputation as an author

now tends to obscure this fact, and he devoted amgor part of his creetive life to activities as com-

IHans Ehringer, E.T.A. Hoffmann als Musiker und Musikschriftsteller (Olten und Ko1n:
Water Verlag, 1954), pp. 240-241.
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poser, conductor, theeter director and music critic. A list of Hoffmann's mgor musical compositions
includes eight operas and Singspiele, music for various other stage works, a symphony, motets,
cantatas, songs, two masses and a Miserere, chamber pieces and four piano sonatas. Hoffmann's
music was widdly performed and was an important influence on younger composers of the period.
Though Carl Mariavon Weber's Der Freischitzis usudly consdered to mark the beginning of
German romantic opera, the work was obvioudy and by Weber himsdlf admittedly dependent on
Hoffmann’ s two fairy tale operas Aurora and Undine, which Weber heard and enthusiagticaly
reviewed before beginning work on Der Freischiitz.

Hoffmann’swork asamusc critic interests us here, for it is through this activity thet he first
turned to expressing himsdf in words rather than musical tones. Hoffmann has been cdled “the firgt
classicigt of music criticism” (Ehringer), setting standards for writing about music thet are valid to this
day. Schumann, Wagner, Berlioz and al subsequent music commentators owe him a debt for hiswork
inthisarea. Hoffmann's essays on Beethoven (at that time by no means the universaly-acclaimed giant
he has since become) are now, after nearly two hundred years of musicologicd probing, till remark-
ablefor ther ingght. Hoffmann's knowledge of music history was astonishing for a time when musicol-
ogy aswe know it did not yet exist, and his discussons of unendliche Melodie and the Leitmotiv
found an enthusiagtic ear in Wagner. Indeed, Paul Greef Satesflatly that neither Wagner's essay Oper
und Drama nor Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft would have been possible without Hoffmann's far-

reaching and prophetic treatises?

2Paul Greef, E.T.A. Hoffmann als Musiker und Musikschriftsteller (Koln: Staufen Verlag),
1948, p. 258.
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Hoffmann was a highly gifted graphic artist as well as alawyer and government officid. (He
lost one government position precisely because his caricatures of loca officids were abit too pointed.)
He discharged his dutiesin the lega profession conscientioudy and well, but was dways torn between
his desrefor the life of afree artist and his need for the security of a government post. Hoffmann's
clear-eyed, “legdigtic’ view of the multi-colored dream world of German Romanticism results in that
curious fluctuation between ironic humor and romantic longing which is Hoffmann's centrd stylidtic
Characteridtic.

The first two decades of the nineteenth century--Hoffmann’s period of greetest literary
activity--were strange yearsin Germany. Music and literature were intermingled as perhaps never -
before or since, while Germany was torn by interna politica rivaries and faced repeated invasion and
occupation by the French. Indeed, Germany as apalitica unit didn't yet exist. The times encouraged
the first greet wave of “escape literature,” which at that time also meant escgpe from government
censors, and German cregtive artists turned to the romantic fantasy and in particular to the fairy tae for
akind of encoded self-expression.

The romantic fairy tale and music found their naturd meeting-place in thefairy tale opera, led
by Mozart's grest example, Die Zauberfl6te, which Hoffmann conducted severa times. Thisimpulse,
picked up and developed by Hoffmann in his two fairy tale operas, Aurora and Undine, was carried
further by Weber in Der Freischiitz, and finds echoes as late as Richard Strauss and Carl Orff.
Wagner's“Ring” cycle wasfirst conceived as afairy tale opera, but the figure of Siegfried took hold of
Wagner’' s consciousness, with the result the world now knows.

The romantic conception of music and musicians became the conception of music, and the
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notion of the musician dternately swept away by floods of uncontrolled, demonic passion and then
transported to other relms on clouds of heavenly bliss has not yet wholly vanished from the popular
imagination. Beethoven, by nature irascible and becoming more withdrawn with increasing desfness,
had the role thrust upon him; Wagner, Liszt, and others accepted it eagerly, and so it went, down
through music higory.

Into this early nineteenth century world of enchanted princesses and tear-drenched illusions
comes Hoffmann, amusician-writer with the clear-eyed vision of an experienced lawyer--alawyer who
must have had his sense of redity further sharpened by having been thrown out of one seemingly secure
government position by bureaucratic skulduggery and out of two others by the French occupation. If
Hoffmann knew the ecstatic escape route into another world through music, he also knew the hours of
drudgery required to walk that road, knew first-hand of society people who served music to their
guests dong with the drinks. He knew of being forced to earn his living accompanying tone-deaf
sngers and of dedling with incompetent and spiteful concert masters and theater directors. When
Hoffmann wrote of the plight of the musician compelled to “turn his passion into money to keep body
and soul together” he saw the tragedy in the Situation without losing Sght of itsfarcica dements. The
same penetrating glance that let Hoffmann see that the acclaimed virtuoso was “redly” an ape dressed
in human cdothes, the feminineided of romantic longing actudly awind-up doll, let him see dso the
preposterous side of the holiest endeavor. Hoffmann has in common with Kafka and the French
absurdigts that he looks unblinkingly at theillusion and records it as meticuloudy as alegd brief. He
sees the unredity of the “red” and the redlity in the fantasy. By leaving pegp-holesin theillusons he

creates, by making the marionette strings controlling the “redl” people visble, Hoffmann makes the
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“red” suspect, and so creetes a higher redlity in unredity. Hoffmann believes he can “redly” put on his
Chinese dressing-gown and fly out the window on Mephistopheles' codttalls, just as he recognizes
those bureaucrats and officids one dedswith daily as “redly” animas and automatons disguised as
humans. Thiswitty and brilliant mixture of redl and sur-red, of the reverent and irreverent, is Hoff-
mann’s leitmotiv, which separates him utterly from other romanticists, and which forms alarge part of

his apped for audiences of the present day®.

A few remarks about the musica essays specificaly: They were written between 1810 and
1814, when Hoffmann was making one of his attempts to pull away from the legd profession and live
from his artistic efforts alone, this time as theater director-composer-teacher in Bamberg. The pieces
appeared individudly, modtly in Rochlitz' s Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung. Hoffmann later gathered
the Kreideriana essays with some other works, including Ritter Gluck, and had them printed as
Fantasiestiicke in Callots Manier Thefigure of Johannes Kreider, the hdf-mad muscanwhoina
different frame of reference seesonly too clearly, was inspired in part by Wackenroder’ s Joseph
Berglinger and by the figure of the mad musician sketched by Hogarth. The scurrilous etchings of
Jacques Callot dso found eager echo in Hoffmann. Studying the figure of Johannes Krelder, it is easy

to see why he held such appedl for Robert Schumann, who must have seen Kreider’ s quasi-schizo-

3|t is tempting, though it strays from the point of this paper, to trace Hoffmann's Wirklichkeits-
marchen (“redlity fairy tal€”) to the popular fantasy of today. In the traditional fairy tale, perhaps
beginning “Once upon atime, in afaraway land . . . .” the parameters are set to “somewhere else and
some other time,” so that it's no great surprise when afrog turns out to be an enchanted prince.
Hoffmann takes great care to set a utterly redistic scene, with specific, verifiable time and place, into
which he introduces his utterly unreal events. The two most prominent present-day purveyors of fantasy,
Stephen King and Stephen Spielberg, follow the same scheme. The first part of every story sets an
utterly mundane scene, to heighten the effect of the unreal events to come.



phrenic fantases reflected in his own subconscious.
After aday’ s contact with
musicians, would-be musicians, never-
could-be musicians and musicd Philistines
on whom he depended for his bread and

butter, after haf anight’s drinking with his

actor-poet-musician friends, Hoffmann
would go hometo histiny attic room on
Bamberg's Schillerplatz (now amuseum),
would open the dormer window so hisfa
vorite neighborhood cat could wander in

and out, and take up his pen as Johannes

Kreider, spinning his dreamsiinto the night.
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