The Cemetery Entrance

by Caspar David Friedrich (1774 — 1840)




STORY PLOT

The piece begins with a painting hanging on a distant museum wall. Even from afar,
one can already sense the music embedded within it. As the one gradually
approaches, the music grows louder and more monumental, just as the title of the first
scene suggests: “Approaching and arriving at The Cemetery Entrance”.The two
final chords of this opening scene symbolise the two pillars depicted in the painting.

Having arrived before the painting, one metaphorically steps inside it. The first
encounter is with “The mourners at the gate”, the second scene. Here, the alto flute
laments the story of the woman, while the English horn mourns the story of the man.
After their sorrowful narratives unfold, attention turns to “The open grave”, the third
scene, over which they grieve.

In the first bar of this scene, the violas, cellos, double basses, timpani, bassoons, and
contrabassoon symbolise the increasingly heavy beating of ones heart. Rapid scales
in the upper woodwinds and violins represent the shock of seeing the unimaginable
within the grave. In bar 89, muted trumpets (with Harmon mutes) enter piercingly;
their sound should feel raw and painful — like a dagger striking the heart in a
moment of stunned disbelief. In the bars that follow, one seems to hallucinate,
overwhelmed by the unthinkable sight. From bar 96 onward, the music narrates the
unspoken heroic struggle of those lying in the grave. The<hord in bar 103 recalls the
trumpet chord from bar 89, symbolising the same shogk — but now from the

perspective of the deceased. C e intensity of personal shock experienced
earlier, this chord feels less titig the’ contrast between the observer’s
sutvival.

horror and the dead person

As this story concludes, a fo:'te ges 1n the harp in bar 119. This A symbolizes a
hidden, unseen Angel standing justbehind one’s shoulder. One turns around,
“Looking Back”, and sees from within the painting outward — through the gates and
into the museum where the painting hangs. The memory of life before entering the
painting returns. Yet it seems impossible to go back. A new sense of “Mourning”
arises — mourning both over the past and the revelations of the open grave, as well
as the sorrow carried by the mourners one heard earlier.

During this reflection, the same A sounds again in the harp: the unseen angel remains
present, witnessing everything. Then, “The Angel Appears”. The angel sings words
of gentle consolation. Beneath this, echoes of an off beat funeral march feel persist in
the timpani, doubled by pizzicato cellos and basses. Gradually, these fade as the angel
continues to calm and reassure. At the Piu mosso in bar 157, the celesta represents the
angel’s growing excitement, as if sharing a secret about a special grave nearby. With
the key change in bar 161, the angel reveals whose grave it is. This revelation is
symbolised in the celesta’s first chord: C-D—F-G. These notes (CDFG) become a
symbolic motif that carries through to the end of the piece.



In the first bar of the seventh and final scene, the angel presents a large grave covered
by a veil. One unveils “Caspar David Friedrich’s Grave (CDFG)”. When the organ
enters in bar 169, the grave is revealed in its full grandeur for the first time, no longer
hidden. The final bars convey the overwhelming impression of standing before the
grave of the master — the master of the world within the painting, a world that one
has now irrevocably entered and become part of.

COMPOSER’S NOTE

This piece marks my first orchestral work after a long pefiod of hibernation from
composing large-scale music. The renewed motivationand courage to undertake such
a project again are deeply con t @ eum'der Kulturen Basel, Switzerland,
which included my orchest %ﬁ ¢ Island of the Dead” in its exhibition
“The Path to the Beyond” 25— April 26, 2026).

Having my music recognized an sénhted in this context was profoundly
meaningful to me — especially considering that I composed “Visit of the Island of
the Dead” while I was still a teenager. That experience reminded me that if [ was

capable of creating such a work then, I am certainly capable of doing so again now, in
my mid-thirties.

I have always felt that certain paintings contain music trapped within them. My
symphonic paintings are a humble attempt to release that music — to give voice to
what already resonates silently within the painting.

yocE
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