
Carl Orff 1895-1982 

 

Carl Orff first received international attention when 

he founded an experimental school for movement and 
dance in Munich.  Here he developed a pedagogical 

approach to music education incorporating melody, 
speech, and gesture as a single unit.  This approach was 

published as Schulwerk and became so popular that the 

Orff Institute was founded to train teachers throughout 
the world. 

 As a composer Orff has evoked strong reactions for his innovations in 
musical theater and for his compositional style.  He broke with traditional 

concepts of harmony and thematic development, replacing them instead 
with repeated rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic patterns called ostinato.  His 

music also reflects his interest in folk melodies, modal progressions, and 
pronounced rhythms.  Critical accounts of his music range from "relapse in 

primitivism," "the dreariest lack of harmony," to "gifted creator of a true 
music theater," and "apostle of a new feeling for life." 

 Carmina Burana, called a "dramatic cantata," is performed either as a 
concert work or on the stage as a ballet with an eurhythmic chorus 

coordinating simple, improvised bodily actions with musical rhythms.  The 
cantata is based upon twenty-five 13th century poems written by itinerant 

scholars, minstrels, and runaway monks;  these poems were discovered in 

the Benedictine monastery of Beuren, Bavaria-- hence the Latin name 
Carmina Burana (Song of Beuren). They are written in medieval Latin and 

Middle High German. The theme running through the work is that of the 
wheel of Fortune, the goddess of fate who rules our lives.  The poems touch 

on all aspects of life:  the defects of the church, state, and manners; 
complaints on the power of money and the decline of moral values; the 

sensual joys of food, drink, and physical love. 

 

1. O FORTUNA 

The uncertainty of Fortune was a regular motif in medieval literature; various 

symbols and examples of her caprice became commonplace.  

O Fortune, like the moon of ever changing state, you are always waxing or waning; 

hateful life now is brutal, now pampers our feelings with its game; poverty, power, 

it melts them like ice.  



Fate, savage and empty, you are a turning wheel, your position is uncertain, your 

favour is idle and always likely to disappear; covered in shadows and veiled you 

bear upon me too; now my back is naked through the sport of your wickedness.  

The chance of prosperity and of virtue is not now mine; whether willing or not, a 

man is always liable for Fortune's service. At this hour without delay touch the 

strings! Because through luck she lays low the brave, all join with me in 

lamentation!  

 

2. FORTUNAE PLANGO VULNERA 

Another song against Fortune, rather more clearly expressed than the previous 

one.  In the first stanza Opportunity is described as having hair only on the front of 

her head - she can be seized as she approaches, but once she has passed, a person 

grabs futilely at the back of her head.  In the second and third stanzas reference is 

made to the Wheel of Fortune, a common motif in the Middle Ages and often 

represented in art, where it was conceived as a primitive Ferris wheel 

accommodating four - one up, one down, one about to achieve prosperity, one 

about to be plunged into misery. The name of Hecuba was a suitable inscription 

for the axle as she was the supreme example of Fortune's malice. From being 

Queen of Troy, after its sack she suffered such misery as a captive of the Greeks 

that the gods, out of pity, turned her into a dog.  

I mourn the blows of Fortune with flowing eyes, because her gifts she has 

treacherously taken back from me.  Opportunity is rightly described as having hair 

on her forehead, but there usually follows the bald patch at the back.  

On the throne of Fortune I had sat elated, crowned with the gay flower of 

prosperity; however much I flourished, happy and blessed, now I have fallen from 

the pinnacle, deprived of my glory.  

The wheel of Fortune turns; I sink, debased; another is raised up; lifted too high, a 

king sits on the top.  O let him beware of ruin! Under the axle we read, Queen 

Hecuba.  

 

 



3. VERIS LAETA FACIES 

A spring song  

The happy face of Spring comes to the world. The army of Winter, conquered, is 

now put to flight.  In gay clothes Flora rules, and she is praised by the sweet sound 

of the woods.  

Stretched out in the lap of Flora, Phoebus in his new way laughs.  She is now 

covered with these gay flowers.  Zephyrus goes blowing the scent of nectar.  In 

competition for the prize let us run in the race of love.  

Sweet Philomela accompanies her song with the lyre.  The fields, now bright, 

smile with gay flowers. A flock of birds hop through the pleasant places of the 

wood.  A dancing band of girls now brings a thousand joys.  

4. OMNIA SOL TEMPERATA 

A love song  

The sun, pure and gentle, calms all things; the face of April opens to the new 

world; the mind of a young man hastens to love, and over men of charm rules the 

boy god.  

So great a renewal of the world in festive Spring and the authority of Spring order 

us to rejoice; it shows its familiar ways; and in the Spring of your life sincerity and 

honesty require that you keep him who is yours.  

Love me faithfully! Mark my loyalty; completely, in my heart and in my whole 

mind I am with you, though absent in a far place.  Whoever loves in this way is 

turned on the wheel of torture.  

5. ECCE GRATUM 

A spring song  

Behold, the welcome and desirable Spring brings back joys.  The brightly coloured 

meadow is in flower. The sun brightens everything. Now let sorrows depart! 

Summer returns, now the rage of Winter retires.  



Now hail, snow, and the rest turn to water and flow away.  Winter flees and 

already Spring sucks at the breasts of Summer.  He bears an unhappy heart who 

neither lives nor plays under Summer's right hand.  

They who strive to enjoy the reward of Cupid rejoice and take pleasure in honey 

sweetness. Let us be at the command of the Cyprian (Venus), glorying and 

rejoicing to be the equals of Paris.  

6. TANZ- DANCE- INSTRUMENTAL 

7. FLORET SILVA NOBILIS 

A love song in Latin and Middle High German.  

The noble forest is in bloom with flowers and leaves.  Where is my old 

companion?  He has ridden away.  Alas, who will love me?  

The forest is in bloom on all sides. I grieve for my companion.  

The forest is green on all sides.  Why is my companion so long?  He has ridden 

away.  Alas, who will love me?  

8. CHRAMER, GIP DIE VARWE MIR 

Song of a medieval sex-worker (female), who begins by asking a merchant for 

rouge.  Middle High German.  

Merchant, give me the colour to redden my cheeks so that I may make young men 

love me whether they wish it or not.  Look at me young men!  Let me please you!  

Give your love, virtuous men, to lovely women!  Love gives you high spirits and 

lets you shine in high honour.  Look at me young men!  Let me please you!  

O World, I wish you well as you are so rich in pleasures.  I will surely always be 

your servant on account of your bounty.  Look at me young men!  Let me please 

you!  

 

 

 



9. SWAZ HIE GAT UMBE 

A combination of two songs. The first stanza is a dancing song for girls and uses 

an old trick of expressing a wish which is exactly the opposite of what one really 

wants. The idea behind this odd practice is that some higher power (Luck, Fortune, 

or something of the sort) controls our everyday lives and, being totally perverse, 

always effects the opposite of what a person states his wish to be.  Stanzas two and 

three form a love song.  Middle High German.  

Those who dance around here are all girls who wish to spend all this summer 

without men.  

Come, come, my beloved, I am awaiting you with desire, I am awaiting you with 

desire, come, come, my beloved.  

Sweet mouth, the colour of roses, come and make me well, come and make me 

well, sweet mouth, the colour of roses.  

10. WERE DIU WERLT ALLE MIN 

It has been suggested that these lines refer to the wife of Henry II of England, 

Eleanor of Aquitaine, a celebrated beauty who died in 1204. Middle High German.  

If the world were all mine from the sea up to the Rhine, this I would willingly 

forego to have the queen of England lie in my arms. 

11. AESTUANS INTERIUS 

This poem is the only one in our selection which can be assigned to a particular 

author, as it has survived in manuscripts other than that of the Carmina Burana. It 

is the work of the Archipoeta, a wandering scholar of the twelfth century whose 

real name is unknown. The stanzas given below are only five out of over twenty. 

The poem seems to have been famous in the late Middle Ages as it vividly 

expresses the spirit of the Ordo Vagorum.  

Burning inwardly with strong anger, in my bitterness I speak to my soul; created 

out of matter, ashes of the earth, I am like a leaf with which the winds play.   

Whereas it is proper for a wise man to place his foundations on rock, I, in my folly, 

am like a flowing river, never staying on the same course.  



I am borne along like a ship without a sailor, just as a wandering bird is carried 

along paths of air; chains do not keep me nor does a key; I seek men like myself, 

and I am joined with rogues.  

For me a serious heart is too serious a matter; a joke is pleasant and sweeter than 

honeycombs; whatever Venus orders is pleasant toil; she never dwells in faint 

hearts.  

I go on the broad way after the manner of youth; and I entangle myself in vice, 

forgetful of virtue.  Greedy for pleasure more than for salvation, I, dead in my soul, 

attend to the needs of my flesh.  

12. OLIM LACUS COLUERAM 

A swansong, precisely so called.  

Once I had dwelt on lakes, once I had been beautiful, when I was a swan.  Poor 

wretch! Now black and well roasted!  

The cook turns me back and forth; I am roasted to a turn on my pyre; now the 

waiter serves me.  Poor wretch!  Now black and well roasted!  

Now I lie on the dish, and I cannot fly; I see the gnashing teeth.  Poor wretch! Now 

black and well roasted!  

13. EGO SUM ABBAS 

A mock liturgy.  Several parodies of a religious nature have survived from the 

Middle Ages; this one is put in the mouth of the Abbot of Never-never land, 

Cockaigne. “Secta Decii” was an expression used of gamblers; “wafna” is 

apparently an expletive used by the Abbot's victim to express his sorrow and 

anger; the last three lines are addressed by the latter to Luck, not to the Abbot.  

I am the Abbot of Cockaigne and my counsel is with soaks, and my pleasure is in 

the order of gamblers.  Whoever seeks me early in the tavern will leave naked after 

vespers, and stripped of his clothing he will cry:  

Wafna, wafna!  What have you done, Luck most foul!  You have taken away all 

the joys of our life!  

 



14. IN TABERNA QUANDO SUMUS 

A drinking song.  In the third and fourth stanzas the Latin frequentative adverbs 

are translated with their classical meanings:  three times (ter), four times (quater), 

etc.  

When we are in the tavern, we do not care about what earth is (i.e. what we are 

made of), we set about gambling and over that we always sweat.  We must 

investigate what happens in the tavern where money is the butler; pay attention to 

what I say.  

Some gamble, some drink, some live without discretion.  From those who spend 

their time in gambling, some are stripped bare, some win clothes, some are dressed 

in sacks; there no one fears death, but for the wine they throw dice.  

First, for the payment of the wine (i.e. who pays for the wine).  Then the boozers 

start to drink; they drink once to those in prison.  After that, three times for the 

living, four times for all Christendom, five times for the faithful departed, six times 

for sisters of loose virtue, seven times for soldiers of the forest, eight times for 

brothers in error, nine times for scattered monks, ten times for those who sail, 

eleven times for men quarrelling, twelve times for those doing penance, thirteen 

times for those on journeys. For pope and king alike all drink without restraint.  

The mistress drinks, so does the master, the soldier drinks, so does the cleric, that 

man drinks, that woman drinks, the servant drinks with the maid, the fast man 

drinks, so does the slow, the white man drinks, so does the black, the stay-at-home 

drinks, so does the wanderer, the fool drinks, so does the scholar.  

The poor drink, and the sick, the exile and the unknown, the boy, the greybeard, 

the bishop, the deacon, sister, brother, old woman, mother, that woman, this man, 

they drink by the hundred, by the thousand.  

Large sums of money last too short a time when everybody drinks without 

moderation and limit, even though they drink with a happy heart; in this everyone 

sponges on us and it will make us poor.  Damnation to those who sponge on us! 

Put not their names in the book of Just.  

 

 



15. AMOR VOLAT UNDIQUE 

A love song.  

Love flies everywhere, and is seized with passion. Young men and women come 

together, as is right.  If a girl has no boyfriend, she is quite without joy; she 

harbours the depths of night shut up in her inmost heart.  It is pure bitterness. 

16. DIES, NOX, ET OMNIA 

The love song of a man in Latin and Old French.  In the last stanza “glacies” 

should be in the genitive; the following line is here punctuated to suggest a break 

in the construction, but it may be corrupt.  

Day, night, everything is hostile to me; the talk of maidens makes me weep, alas! 

Makes me sigh often, makes me more afraid.  

O friends, make merry, speak to me, you who know, have mercy on me in my 

misery; my pain is great, but advise me for your honour's sake.  

Your fair face makes me weep a thousand times, but your heart is ice; to restore me 

...immediately would I return to life with one kiss.  

17. STETIT PUELLA 

A girl stood in a red dress; if anyone touched it, the dress rustled.  Eia!  

A girl stood like a little rose; her face shone and her mouth bloomed.  Eia!  

18. CIRCA MEA PECTORA 

The love song is in Latin and Middle High German, which is put in the mouth of a 

man whose intentions were clearly not honourable.  

In my heart there are many sighs for your beauty which torture me miserably.  

Send a message, send a message, my beloved does not come.  

Your eyes shine like the rays of the sun, like a flash of lightning which gives light 

to darkness.  

Send a message, send a message, my beloved does not come.  



May God grant, may the gods grant, what I have set myself to do, and that is to 

unlock the bonds of her virginity.  

Send a message, send a message, my beloved does not come.  

19. SI PUER CUM PUELLA 

A love song.  

If a boy lingers with a little girl in a cellar, their meeting is fortunate.  As Love 

increases and for both (pariter) boredom is dispatched far from their midst, an 

indescribable game occurs with limbs, shoulders, lips.  

The following translation of J.A. Symonds is rather free, but captures the spirit of 

the original:  

 

When a young man, passion-laden,  

in a chamber meets a maiden,  

then felicitous communion,  

by Love's strain between the twain,  

grows from forth their union;  

for the game, it hath no name,  

of lips, arms, and hidden charms.  

20. VENI, VENI, VENIAS 

The love song of a man.  The third and fourth lines have so far defied analysis.  

Come, come, please come, don't make me die.  Hyrca, hyrca, nazaza, trillirivos…  

Beautiful is your face, the glance of your eyes, the tresses of your hair; oh how 

beautiful is your appearance!  

You are redder than the rose, brighter than the lily, more beautiful than all; you are 

my constant pride!  

 

 

 



21. IN TRUTINA 

The love song of a woman.  

In my mind's wavering balance wanton love and chastity sway in opposite scales. 

But I choose what I see, I offer my neck to the yoke; to a yoke so sweet I cross. 

22. TEMPUS EST IOCUNDUM 

A love song sung in parts.  

It is the time of joy, O maidens; now enjoy yourselves together, O young men.  

Oh, oh, I am all aflower, now with my first love I am all afire, a new love it is of 

which I am dying.  

I am elated when I say yes; I am depressed when I say no.  

Oh, oh, I am all aflower, now with my first love I am all afire, a new love it is of 

which I am dying.  

In the time of winter a man is sluggish; when spring is in his heart he is wanton.  

Oh, oh, I am all aflower, now with my first love I am all afire, a new love it is of 

which I am dying.  

My innocence plays with me, my shyness pushes me back.  

Oh, oh, I am all aflower, now with my first love I am all afire, a new love it is of 

which I am dying.  

Come, my mistress, with your joy; come, come, fair girl, already I die.  

Oh, oh, I am all aflower, now with my first love I am all afire, a new love it is of 

which I am dying.  

 

23. DULCISSIME 

The love song of a woman.  

 

Sweetest of men,  

I give myself to you wholly!  

 

24. AVE FORMOSISSIMA 

The love song of a man who in the last two lines puts his mistress on a par with 

Blanchefleur, the heroine of a celebrated medieval romance, then Helen of Troy, 

and finally Venus herself.  

 



Hail, fairest of women, precious gem; hail, glory of maidens, noble maiden; hail, 

light of the world, hail, rose of the world; you are Blanchefleur and Helen, [even] 

noble Venus. 

 

25. O FORTUNA 

The wheel of Fortune returns to its original position and will continue its cycle 

with new loves and new pleasures. 

 


