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“O, If only I knew the way back.” “Heimweh II” “O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück.” - An illustrative Case Study.  
  
Introduction  
Through this case study, I will explore historical context, personal and academic reasoning as well as textual analysis, examining how Brahms intertwines Klaus Groth’s text with music to evoke nostalgia, longing, and homesickness. I aim to provide an objective perspective woven with personal experience.   
“O, Wusst Ich Doch Den Weg Zuruck” is a piece of music by Johannes Brahms, the setting is by the German poet Klaus Groth.   
Short biography of Johanne Brahms 
Johanne Brahms (1833- 1897) was the leading Romantic composer of the era; his work maintained a classical structure whilst interpolating complex melodic lines with rich harmonies. His most famous work is Wiegenlied otherwise known as Brahm’s Lullaby.  
Johannes Brahms began his musical education at a very young age, and his early exposure to music shaped his future career as a composer, coming from a working-class family in Hamburg, his father was a double bassist. Brahms’ formal training began at age 7 under the guidance of his teacher Eduard Marxsen. When Brahms reached his teenage years, he began composing his music, which included piano compositions and chamber music.   
The influence of Beethoven on Brahms's work is evidenced by the classical framework that molds the structure of Brahm’s compositions, Brahms was also influenced by the lieder of Schubert and the folk traditions of many regions in Germany and afar, as evidenced in his Hungarian Dance composition. 
Short biography of Klaus Groth  
Klaus Groth (1835-1900) was a German poet, primarily known for his work in Low German (Plattdeutsch), Plattdeutsch was a dialect spoken in Northern Germany, the difference between the dialect of High German and Low German being the consonants, this dialect is still spoken Northern Germany among the more elderly inhabitants and in specific regions, Groth is regarded as one of the most significant contributors to the preservation and development of Low German literature, Groth was deeply connected to his roots and sought to preserve the dialect through poetry. 
O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück is a Low German poem, written by Groth in 1861, Groth’s poems spoke of the human condition, longing, regret, and loneliness, through this symbolising a need to return to “der Mutter hand”, which can be described as an unconditional safe love. 
Brahms and Groth’s friendship 
Brahms and Groth’s friendship began in the mid-1850s, their friendship developed and flourished through letter writing and they met in person in April 1856 at the Lower Rhine Music Festival and continued their friendship through letter writing, each having a mutual respect for one another’s discipline.
 

Composition of Heimweh II  
In the summer of 1874, Brahms composed the Neue Liebeslieder, Op 65. And Brahms had composed three further songs set to poems by his friend Klaus Groth. Their first lines being ‘Wie traulich war das Fleckchen’ - Heimweh I. ‘O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück’ - Heimweh II and ‘Ich Sah als Knabe Blumen blühn’ - Heimweh III. 
Brahms expressed dissatisfaction over ‘O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück’ critically the most loved of the three, stating his intention to set it to music “once again and better”, this did not come to pass. 
Brahms's own homesickness influenced the theme of nostalgia and longing in the composition of Heimweh II, writing to his stepmother in the preceding months “I still yearn for Hamburg, and I spend my dearest, if melancholy hours, sitting alone in the evening and thinking back”. Brahms' letters and personal correspondence provide insight into his feelings of homesickness. His letters to his friends and family often express a longing for the comfort and stability of home. In a letter to Clara Schumann, a close friend and confidante, Brahms wrote about his feelings of isolation and his desire to return to familiar surroundings.  
In October 1874 Brahms sent his publisher the nine solo songs of Op. 63 of which the three Groth settings I mentioned above form part.    
Brahms asked Groth for help entitling the name of this collection, the titles Heimweh I Heimweh II, and Heimweh III, was initially rejected by Groth as being “too hackneyed”. Despite Groth’s fear of these titles being cliche, Brahms went ahead with them.  
Number 8, Heimweh II (Homesickness II) is a deeply longing composition. The arpeggiated chords sweep over and under, the chromaticism in the line offers to carry one into the past. The vocal part begins slowly with introspection, the title of the piece is the first line, O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück which translates to “oh if only I knew the way back” embarks on a bittersweet indulgence in fantasy. As we reach the ending of the last stanza, the resignation is dawning upon us and ends with an abrupt full stop of defeatism, we are now ringed round by barren shores, the journey the piano has taken us on has left one stranded and alone.   
A general singer’s approach  
Singers of this piece will need to maintain a legato line to confidently accompany the rich arpeggio chords given to us by the piano accompaniment. The use of rubato is necessary for in singing the words “und liess der mutter hand, der mutter hand” especially in the repeat of “mutter hand”, to emphasise the feeling of regret. The voice’s steady progression works towards a sense of final resignation of loneliness. 
A personal approach  
In this section, I will extrapolate my reason for choosing O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück as my case study by drawing on my personal experience.   
For the majority of 2023 and into the first half of 2024, I have personally struggled to find repertoire that I felt comfortable performing, I was behind my peers in terms of progress and my grades only just reached the 40% pass rate threshold, this was a result of lack of security in my vocal technique. The enveloping sound of Heimweh II gave me a sense of presence so that I felt comfortable expressing myself vocally, the need to keep a legato line throughout grounded me in my technique.  The content of the text helped me express my feelings of isolation and longing, as I developed technically, I developed emotionally as a performer letting my vulnerability come through. 
  
Conclusion  
In this case study I have explored historical context, personal experiences, and musical composition. Brahms' setting of Klaus Groth’s poem O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück has the themes of longing and nostalgia which resonates with my own feelings of homesickness.  
The examination of Brahms' relationship with Groth and the composer's personal correspondence has provided an insight into the making of the composition. The song's musical structure, with its rich harmonies and evocative melodies enhance the poetic text and how performing O wüßt ich doch den Weg zurück has helped me achieve the emotional and technical demands required on my course.
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