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Clara Schumann (1819-1896) was a composer, concert pianist and teacher. She
was born in Leipzig, the daughter of two musicians. Her father Friedrich Wieck
was a renowned piano teacher and through him she received a thorough music
education. A child prodigy, she soon began giving concerts throughout Europe.
As a respected composer-pianist she regularly performed her own works

for piano including her Piano Concerto in A minor, a three-movement work
completed when she was only 15.

The composer Robert Schumann was also one of Friedrich Wieck's pupils. Clara
married him in 1840, much against her father’s wishes. She continued to perform
in public and her career as an international concert pianist lasted for most of

her life; she was often referred to as the ‘Queen of the Piano’ She was highly
influential in the way that concert programmes developed and was one of the
first pianists to give solo recitals and to perform from memory.

In 1853 she met the young composer Johannes Brahms. They were to become
lifelong friends. Clara Schumann was well-respected as a composer during her
lifetime and Brahms confided in her about his work, often rewriting passages if
he agreed with her criticisms.

She wrote a body of works including Lieder, many solo piano pieces, choral
pieces and Three Romances for violin and piano. Many of her compositions were
published and received positive reviews. One of her most famous works is her
Op.17 Piano Trio in G minor, which she completed in 1846. As with most piano
trios, the work is scored for violin, cello and piano. The three instruments are
well-balanced and each receives its own prominent passages. The piano trio
was written during what is often described as the Romantic period (roughly
1820-1910).

Following the score

The two string instruments, violin and cello, are placed above the piano part.
The violin part is in the treble clef whereas most of the cello partis in the bass
clef. It will help you to familiarise yourself with the piece if you listen to the
music whilst following each of the three instruments in turn.

The Piano Trio is a substantial work in four movements:

1. Allegro mederato

2. Scherzo and trio

3. Andante

4. Allegretto




C. Schumann: Piano Trio Op. 17

melancholic opening movement has much lyrical melodic material and
n rich, chromatic harmony. It is in sonata form and falls into three sections
thé exposition, development and recapitulation. Here is the opening theme.
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s the beginning of the first subject. It is played by the violin and
p by the piano. Notice how this theme includes many of the motifs
which are then manipulated throughout the movement.

s theme i
ntakenu
ort ideas)
he lyrical first subject leads to a contrasting theme which starts in the tonic
 of G minor, but leads into the relative major, B flat, just after the end of the
otation below. This contrasting theme is the start of a bridge passage that
eéds from the first subject to the second subject (in the relative major) at bar 45.
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puring the 1840s Clara studied counterpoint and fugue. This is evident in
e music of her piano trio, which includes many contrapuntal passages,
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The development section moves into the recapitulation, which, as is usual for
sonata form, is marked by the return of the first theme in the tonic key.

What to listen for

{ * Listen to the opening theme. Which short fragments are used later onin
this movement?

£y + How would you describe the theme that opens the bridge passage?

g | * How would you describe the mood of the piece? Which aspects of the

composition contribute to this mood?

Wider listening

Listen to further examples of chamber music and Romantic music. You could
: listen to movements 3 and 4 of Beethoven’s String Quartet in C, Op. 59 No. 3
: §1808). Notice the various ways the instruments are used in the quartet and
look out for examples of motivic development. Notice the different approach
10 piano writing found in Chopin’s Ballade No. 4 in F minor, Op. 52.
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C. Schumann: Piano Trio Op. 17
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:INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC

SAMPLE MATERIALS
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SCHUMANN: PIANO TRIO IN G MINOR OP.17:
MOVEMENT |

INTRODUCTION

Clara Schumann’s Piana Trio in G minor Op. 17: movement | is an example of chamber music written in the Romantic
era. The piano trio was popularised in the Classical era by composers such as Mozart and Beethoven but was then
developed by Romantic composers such as Brahms (a composer Schumann worked closely with). Clara Schumann is
the daughter of Wieck, a celebrated piano teacher and the wife of Robert Schumann the famous composer and is
often referred to as ‘Queen of the Piano’. She is one of a limited number of female composers in the 19th century to
have their works recognised. This particular work is one of her best known and has moments of melancholy and
tension, which reflect her troubled life.

STRUCTURE

Although this essay only concerns the first movement, the work contains four movements in total. The first
movement is written in sonata form. This structure was developed in the late 1700s/early 1800s by composers such
as Mozart and was used for chamber music and symphonies, and was a development of rounded binary form. There
are three main sections in this work: the exposition, development and recapitulation. The exposition section
contains a first subject and a second subject linked by a transition section and ends with a codetta. The exposition is
then repeated. The recapitulation follows this pattern but ends with a more substantial coda section. Thisis a very
traditional use of sonata form and can be seen in Classical works such as Mozart’s Piano Sonata in Bb: movement |
and also Beethoven’s Septet in Eb: movement |. Later composers such as Berlioz used sonata form in his Symphonie
Fantastique but developed it in a more original way.

TONALITY

In the Classical era, composers of pieces in Sonata form tended to follow a set pattern of modulations in their work
and Schumann generally followed these conventions. Her first movement begins in the tonic of G minor before
modulating to Bb major (the relative major) during the transition section of the exposition. The codetta then sees a
return to the tonic of G minor as the exposition is repeated. It is common for composers to modulate frequently
during the development section and visit a wide range of more distant keys. Schumann starts her development
section in € minor (subdominant) before moving to Eb major (relative major) and F minor. As would be found in the
Classical era, Schumann ends her development with a dominant pedal in order to prepare for a return to the tonic
key in the recapitulation. Traditionally recapitulation sections remain in the tonic key. Schumann however writes the
second subject of the recapitulation in the key of G major (tonic major) which shows a development the Classical
sonata form modulation pattern found in Mozart’s Piano Sonata in Bb: movement I. Similar modulation patterns are
also found in Beethoven’s Septet in Eb: movement |, proving the convention.

HARMONY

Schumann’s harmony is functional with a reliance on chords | and V(7) to help define the key. Perfect and imperfect
cadences are also used to define structure and can be found during the first subject of the exposition. The piece
ends with a plagal cadence rather than a perfect cadence as it sounds softer and is more typical of the Romantic
style. Brahms also ends his Piano Quintet in F minor: movement 1l with a plagal cadence proving it to be convention.
As in Classical sonata form convention, there is a dominant pedal at the end of the development section in order to
propel the music back to the tonic key at the start of the recapitulation section. This can also be seen in Beethoven’s
Septet in Eb: movement |. Suspensions and appoggiaturas are used to create moments of brief dissonance in the
exposition perhaps reflecting the troubles in her life. It was common for Romantic composers to use chromatic
chords in their works to strike emotions in their works. Brahms includes many chromatic chords in his Piano Quintet
in F minor: mavement Ill. Schumann uses diminished 7' and augmented 6" chords during her development section
and ends this section with a Neapolitan 6" chord. It should be noted that Classical composers would also use more
adventurous harmony in their development section and this can be seen in Mozart’s Piano Sonata in Bb: movement
I




MELODY

This movement is unified by the repetition and development of motifs. The opening melody of the movement
consists of two, four bar phrases (periodic phrasing) reminiscent of the balanced approach to melodic writing in the
Classical era, as does the use of sequential repetition found a little later on in the first subject. These features can all
be found in Mozart’s Piano Sonata in Bb: movement . The first bar opens with a yearning descending perfect 5™
interval before ascending to the original pitch. This interval is then expanded to an augmented 5% and contracted to
a diminished 5" when the idea is repeated in the development section. The second phrase features a disjunct
octave leap that also creates an emotional effect. Brahms relies on emotive disjunct intervals in his Piano Quintet in
F minor: movement lll proving it to be a common trait of Romantic composers. Other significant melodic intervals
include an augmented 4™ and a minor 6. Chromatic melodies can be found in the exposition and add tension and
suspense to the melodies. This is typical of Romantic composers and can be seen in Robert Schumann’s
Kinderscenen.

RHYTHM

The movement is marked at a reasonably paced ‘Allegro moderato’ and remains at this tempo throughout. However
there are some rare moments where the tempo slows down {‘poco rit’) and the final passage in the piece is marked
‘animato’, inviting a greater sense of energy to end. Romantic composers are known for including tempo changes in
their pieces to create maximum tension and drama. The movement remains in common time throughout which is a
conservative approach to metre compared to typical Romantic music suggesting a heavy Classical influence. There is
persistent quaver movement at the start of the movement, especially in the piano accompaniment. Syncopation is
used to add some variety in the second subject and is frequent in much melody writing of the Classical and Romantic
eras. One of the melodic motifs in the first subject consists of a forceful dotted rhythm which sounds very agitated
in contrast to the more lyrical opening melodies. This may be to represent the anguish in the composer’s life.
Brahms heavily relies on dramatic dotted rhythms in his Piano Quintet in F minor: movement Ill which could
represent the closeness between the two composers.

TEXTURE

A large variety of textures are used by Schumann as was typical of the Romantic era. The movement opens with a
clear melody dominated homophonic texture where the violin has the melody and the piano provides a broken
chord guaver accompaniment. Later on in the first subject there is a dramatic loud homorhythmic phrase which is
very contrasting to the gentle opening texture. This heavy use of contrasting textures is also used by Brahms in his
Piano Quintet in F minor: movement Il proving that is was convention of the era. In the development section, a
contrapuntal texture is created by exchanges between the violin and piano. This creates tension in the middle of the
movement. Brahms also uses contrapuntal passages in his aforementioned piece. Sometimes the cello doubles the
violin melody in octaves in order to reinforce the melodic content and other times is doubles the left hand bass line
of the piano part in order to emphasise that. During the codetta the piano hands play in parallel 6ths and parallel
3rds.

INSTRUMENTATION/RESOURCES/SONORITY

A piano trio contains a piano and two other instruments, in this case a violin and a cello. There is some limited use of
pizzicato in the cello part during the development. There is also some use of double stopping in the violin part
during the exposition. There are occasional directions for the piano’s sustaining pedal to be used in order to create a
more lyrical effect. Clara Schumann has written a reasonably demanding piano part especially towards the very end
of the movement where there are some significant and awkward stretches which shows how talented she was as a
pianist. It is likely she would have performed the piano part herself during performances of this work. The ranges of
the instruments are typical of early/mid Romantic writing in that they are wider than that of the Classical period but
not as wide as late Romantic/early 20* century writing. The string parts have ranges of approximately 3 octaves and
the piano part has a range of about 5 and a half octaves which would have been large given that pianos of that era
did not have the range of today’s pianos. In comparison to Brahms’ Piano Quintet in F minor: movement Il it would
be fair to say that Schumann has been far more conservative in her use of instrumentation and their timbral
capabilities.

DYNAMICS

Following the conventions of Romantic music, a lot of dynamic detail is included. The dynamics range from ff to p
and there are many crescendo/diminuendo markings to provide maximum expression. Brahms Piano Quintet in F
minor: movement Il contains a range of very contrasting dynamic markings for continued drama.




CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it is clear that Schumann uses the dramatic and emotive conventions of early Romantic music but is
still heavily influenced by the structure and balance of Classical music. Moments of tension can clearly be linked to
the anguish in her life. This piece also proves that women in the 19" century were very capable and exciting
composers weorthy of fame akin to their male counterparts but due to the culture of women being restricted in what
they could do and the education they could receive, they did not always receive the appreciation they were due.




