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RCM Editions of Songs Op. 5-10 by Karl Rankl 

Created for research and performances at the Royal College of Music, these performing 
editions are faithful transcriptions of the manuscripts. Digital reproductions of Rankl’s 

manuscripts are available publicly on the website of the KUG Library: 
https://phaidra.kug.ac.at/ 

Editorial interventions have been kept to a minimum. Below is a small list of corrections 
made by editor Louis Stanhope: 
 
Op/No. Bar Change 
 
Op. 7/2  Spelling of Sara Teasdale – h removed on Sara. 
Op. 7/3 9 B-flat changed to dotted quaver in piano right hand. 
Op. 7/3 18 5th quaver rest changed to dotted quaver in piano left hand. 
Op. 7/3 38 Minim changed to dotted minim. 
Op. 7/5 26 Spelling of ‘being’ corrected. 
Op. 7/9 70 C changed from crotchet to dotted crotchet in piano left hand. 
Op. 7/9 74 Spelling of ‘physic’ corrected. 
Op. 7/9 74 Added staccatos to the whole bar. 
Op. 7/9 93 Quaver rest changed to semiquaver. 
Op. 8/5  Spelling of Mendez corrected. 
Op. 8/5 49 Changed crotchet tied to minim to dotted minim. 
Op. 9/6 14 C-sharp changed to semiquaver. 
Op. 10/7 4 Added hyphen to ‘amaze’ to show it is one word. 
Op. 10/7 4 Semiquavers changed to demisemiquavers on beat 1 left hand piano. 
Op. 10/7 14 The word ‘a’ changed to ‘an’. 
Op.10/10 4 B-flat minim changed to dotted minim in baritone 

A special thank you to Mag.Phil. Robert Schiller, Library director of the 
Kunstuniversität Graz, Austria, for his support of this project. 
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Karl Rankl’s Songs Op. 5-10 
by Norbert Meyn 

 
Born near Vienna in 1898, Karl Rankl studied privately with Arnold Schoenberg and 
Anton Webern from 1918-1921, often together with his close friend Hanns Eisler. 
From 1922 to 1925 Rankl was repetiteur and chorus master for the Volksoper 
Vienna. He later worked as conductor and repetiteur at Liberec, Königsberg and 
finally at the Krolloper Berlin from 1928. In 1931 Rankl became Kappellmeister in 
Wiesbaden, moving to Graz as Music Director from 1933 to 1937 and finally to 
Prague from 1937 to 1939.  
 
Rankl was persecuted by the Nazis for political reasons due to his known association 
with socialist worker choirs during the 1920s. He was forced to emigrate to Britain 
via Prague in August 1939. Following his escape from the Nazis, Rankl and his wife 
Adele first settled in Bristol, but like most German, Austrian, and Italian nationals in 
Britain during this period, he was interned as an “enemy alien” during the summer 
of 1940. By the time he was released his health had declined, and, unable to accept 
paid employment because of his refugee status, Rankl turned to composition, in 
particular to setting English texts by British and American authors. All the English 
songs in Op. 5-10 date from this period, written in Oxford between 1941 and 1942. 
The German songs in Opus 6 and 10 were written in Bristol in 1939.1 Some of the 
songs were performed in Oxford at the time, and the cycle A Chinese Picture Book 
was submitted to the BBC in 1944 but rejected.   
  
After that, things started to improve for Rankl as he was offered opportunities to 
conduct the London Philharmonic Orchestra toward the end of the war. In 1946 he 
was appointed music director of the Royal Opera House at Covent Garden, one of 
the most important positions in post-war British musical life. He held this position 
until 1951 and afterward conducted several other leading orchestras in Britain and 
Australia. Rankl later orchestrated some of his songs for his oratorio Der Mensch 
(1963/64), but none of these songs were ever published. Eventually, their 
manuscripts were donated to the Kunstuniversität Graz, where they have been 
digitized and made available to the public. Rankl’s compositions in Britain during 
and after the war included, in addition to Der Mensch, eight symphonies and an 
opera, Deirdre of the Sorrows. Unlike most migrant musicians of his generation, and 
despite the fact that he spent less than a third of his life in Britain and re-migrated 
to Austria toward the end of his life, Rankl is characterized as a “British conductor 
and composer of Austrian birth” in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians. This forms a stark contrast with the views of many at the time of his 

 
1 For a list of all the songs with dates of composi4on see:  
Nicole Ristow, Karl Rankl, von Bockel Verlag, Neumünster, 2017, p. 514-522 



appointment at Covent Garden who criticized the selection of an Austrian refugee 
and foreigner rather than a British artist.  
  
Attempts to place the English Songs within a clear national or geographical context 
can lead to similar tensions. Their style of composition demonstrates clear roots in 
the Second Viennese School, unsurprisingly since Rankl studied with Arnold 
Schoenberg and Anton von Webern in Vienna. His treatment of harmony and 
atonality is associative and rather free, reminiscent sometimes of the earlier works of 
Schoenberg and of those of Zemlinsky. At other times, the songs feature elements 
of the more rhetorical style of his friend Hanns Eisler, a representative of the 
socialist art of Bertolt Brecht’s circle in Berlin, where both musicians lived and 
worked for a number of years. This music arguably sounds more “Austro-German” 
than “English” to a majority of listeners, yet their English-language texts, consisting 
of poems by Siegfried Sassoon and Thomas Lisle as well as a number of twentieth-
century American authors, locate the songs within an Anglo-American cultural 
context.   
  
About twenty of these songs were performed during a 2017 student workshop at 
the Austrian Cultural Forum (with Austrian pianist Joseph Breinl), London and in 
concerts by Ensemble Émigré in London and Oxford in 2019. Then, in late 2022 and 
early 2023, 18 songs were recorded by advanced students and recent graduates of 
the Royal College of Music as part of the Music, Migration and Mobility project. 
Musicians and audiences found them well-crafted as well as engaging, humorous, 
and approachable. However, several performers commented on the occasional 
oddity of the text setting, sometimes felt to be more German than English. A similar 
observation could apply to Handel’s English oratorios and Britten’s settings of 
German and French poetry, which likewise reflect the mobility of these composers, 
but in the case of a less familiar composer such as Rankl, the discrepancy engenders 
another obstacle to appreciation of the music. If one maintains the ingrained habit 
of evaluating music with reference to fixed geographical location, then these songs 
may easily be regarded as deficient, “not really German” or “not really English,” 
difficult to place exactly. However, if they are regarded as constituted not only by 
fixity but also by movement, then the path opens toward a favourable assessment 
of their stylistic hybridity and innovative nature, and to acceptance of Rankl as a 
positive agent of cultural mobility, rather than dismissal of him as a historical 
anomaly.  
 
An earlier version of this text and further information about the research of the 
AHRC project Music, Migration and Mobility can be found in: Meyn, N. and Grosch, 
N. and Adey, P. (2023) Foregrounding mobility rather than belonging: a conceptual 
framework for engaging with music shaped by transnational migration. Acta 
Musicologica, 95 (1) pp. 4-20. 
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half turn'd a bout,- "Your tears put it out;
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smile,
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Mezzo-soprano

Piano

Moderato molto rit. 
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Sara Henderson Hay (1906-1987) Karl Rankl (1898-1968)
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No. 5: Old Manuscript

Karl Rankl (1898-1968)Alfred Kreymborg (1883-1966)
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No. 6: Where lies the land...

Arthur Hugh Clough (1819-1861) Karl Rankl (1898-1968)
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