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being the youngest participant. Her concerts were
broadcast on national TV and radio stations. Her
teachers in Ukraine were professors Anna
Stolarevich and Alexander Edelmann, peers of
Vladimir Horowitz in the class of Felix
Blumenfeld and disciples of Heinrich Neuhaus.
At fifteen, Ms. Agranovich entered the Juilliard
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Robert Alexander Schumann (June 8, 1810,
Zwickau — July 29, 1856, Bonn) was one of the
most significant composers of the 19th century
and a pioneering music critic. His works repre-
sent some of the purest expressions of
Romanticism in music. The son of a bookseller,
Schumann was deeply influenced in his youth by
German Romantic literature, particularly the writ-
ings of Jean Paul and E.T.A. Hoffmann.

In 1830, he began studying law at the University
of Leipzig but soon turned his attention to music,
studying piano with Friedrich Wieck—whose
daughter, Clara, would later become his wife and
artistic partner. A hand injury ended his hopes of
becoming a concert pianist, redirecting his focus
toward composition and music criticism.
Schumann co-founded the influential journal
Neue Zeitschrift fiir Musik, where he champi-
oned new talent and advocated for the ideals of
Romanticism. In both his writings and composi-
tions, he created and used fictional alter egos—
passionate Florestan and introspective
Eusebius—to express contrasting aspects of his
personality and musical vision. Even his early
works stand out for their originality and emotion-
al depth.

An idealist, Schumann opposed shallow virtuosi-
ty and championed artistic integrity. In 1834, dis-
illusioned with the state of music in Germany, he
founded the imaginary “Davidsbund” (League of

David) to symbolically fight against artistic medi-
ocrity and convention.

Although Schumann composed in all the major
forms of his time, his exceptional gift for convey-
ing the most subtle and profound emotions found
its fullest expression in his piano works and
songs. In these genres, he achieved a fleeting but
powerful fusion of music and poetry—the ideal
sought by the Romantic poets and musicians.
Widely regarded as one of the greatest composers
for piano, Schumann enriched its repertoire with
poetic pieces that blend classical structure with
Romantic expression. His vocal and chamber
music are equally distinguished, marked by the
same freshness, vitality, and lyricism that perme-
ate his orchestral works. Across his compositions,
Schumann often employed musical quotations,
allusions, and cryptograms, embedding layers of
meaning that reflect his deeply personal and liter-
ary approach to music.

Schumann likely suffered from bipolar disorder, a
condition that worsened in his later years and
ultimately led to his death in a mental asylum at
the age of 46. Schumann’s legacy and profound
influence endures through his richly imaginative
music.

Symphonic Etudes, Op. 13 (1834-1835), origi-
nally titled Etudes en forme de variations, is one

of Schumann’s most ambitious and technically
demanding works for piano. Structured as a
theme and variations, it blends the intimacy of
études with the grandeur of a symphonic sound-
scape. The theme, by Baron von Fricken—the
guardian of Ernestine von Fricken, Schumann’s
former fiancée and the “Estrella” of his
Carnaval—carries autobiographical significance.

Schumann initially composed 18 etudes but later
reduced the set to 12 for publication. The final
variation, a triumphant, orchestral flourish, is
based on a theme from Marschner’s opera Der
Templer und die Jiidin, adapted from Ivanhoe,
and was written in tribute to Schumann’s English
friend William Sterndale Bennett, to whom the
work is dedicated. In the 1890s, Brahms repub-
lished the set with five additional “posthumous”
variations.

The variations explore a wide emotional and tex-
tural range from delicate, lyrical explorations to
ferocious, virtuosic outbursts, showcasing his
dual personas—Eusebius’s tenderness and
Florestan’s fire. Far more than a display of tech-
nique, the work delves into rich polyphonic com-
plexity, making the piano sound orchestral in
scope. It remains a cornerstone of Romantic
piano literature and a pinnacle of Schumann’s
pianistic legacy, marrying structural ingenuity
with profound expressivity. It is described by

Hutcheson as “one of the peaks of the piano liter-
ature, lofty in conception and faultless in work-
manship.”
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Piano Sonata No. 2 in G minor, Op. 22, com-
posed between 1833 and 1838, is a compact yet
electrifying work that fuses Classical form with
Romantic intensity. One of only three piano
sonatas Schumann completed, it reflects his
youthful ambition, literary imagination, and
pianistic brilliance. Though rooted in sonata
form, the piece is emotionally expansive, charac-
terized by volatile contrasts and virtuosic flair.

The first movement, marked So rasch wie
moglich (“as fast as possible”), bursts forth with
relentless energy and technical demands,
embodying the impulsive side of Schumann’s
personality—often linked to his alter ego,
Florestan. Its secondary theme evolves organical-
ly from the first, a technique inspired by
Beethoven. The second movement, Andantino,
offers lyrical respite. Based on Schumann’s earli-
er song Im Herbste, set to a poem by Justinus
Kerner, the theme had already passed through
several transformations—including a piano piece
titled Papillote—before finding its place here. Its
tender, singing quality may also reflect his deep
affection for Clara Wieck.

The scherzo-like third movement is playful and
rhythmically sharp, full of syncopation and
light-footed charm. The original finale, a dizzy-
ing Presto in 6/16 time, was composed in 1835
and reflected Schumann’s daring rhythmic
experimentation, switching between duplets and
triplets. However, Clara—his future wife—
advised him to revise it, fearing it was too diffi-
cult for audiences to follow. Schumann agreed,
writing in 1838 that he “much disliked it,” and
composed a new, more straightforward rondo
finale that he felt better complemented the earli-
er movements. This revised version became part
of the 1839 first edition.

With its fiery outer movements, lyrical core,
and expressive extremes, Sonata No. 2 remains
a cornerstone of Schumann’s piano oeuvre. It
offers a vivid portrait of his evolving style,
emotional volatility, and unique ability to bal-
ance structural rigor with poetic freedom.
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The Arabeske, Op. 18 (1839), is a tender, lyri-
cal piano work often seen as a musical reflec-
tion of Schumann’s longing for Clara Wieck
during their forced separation. Composed dur-
ing a period of personal turmoil and legal bat-
tles over their union, the piece radiates intimacy
and emotional depth, despite its modest scale.
Written in rondo form, the Arabeske opens with

a graceful, flowing theme in C major, its deli-
cate ornamentation evoking the intricate pat-
terns of an arabesque design. This main idea
recurs between contrasting episodes—at times
wistful, at times buoyant—before gently return-
ing to the familiar refrain. A poignant coda,
marked Zum Schiuss (“to the close”), ends the
piece in quiet reflection, like a fading memory.
Blending charm, melancholy, and subtle con-
trasts, the Arabeske exemplifies Schumann’s
gift for infusing small forms with profound
feeling. Often associated with his introspective
Eusebius persona, it remains one of his most
accessible and beloved works—a Romantic
miniature of striking emotional clarity.
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Papillons, Op. 2 (1831), is an imaginative suite
of twelve short piano pieces composed by
Schumann at age 21. Inspired by the masked
ball scene in Jean Paul’s novel Flegeljahre (The
Awkward Age), the work evokes a swirl of fleet-
ing dances—waltzes, polonaises, and rustic
moments—each capturing a mood or character
in a vivid, narrative sequence. Though not a lit-
eral depiction, Schumann aimed to reflect the
novel’s spirit, writing that “the thread running
through my Papillons will not be easy to follow
unless the performer understands that the pieces
were born from reading the book.”

The personalities of Walt and Vult, characters in

the novel who switch masks in pursuit of Wina,
foreshadow Schumann’s own dual alter egos,
Florestan and Eusebius—figures he would later
develop more fully.

Opening with a fanfare-like motif, Papillons
shifts kaleidoscopically between dreamy lyri-
cism and exuberant dance, mirroring the flutter-
ing nature of its title (“butterflies”).

The suite culminates in a remarkable finale,
where Schumann quotes the Grossvatertanz
(“Grandfather’s Dance”), a well-known tradi-
tional tune often played at the close of 18th-cen-
tury balls. Layered over a 26-bar pedal point on
low D, Schumann intertwines this theme with
the opening waltz, musically symbolizing the
passage of time and the merging of memory
with present experience. In a masterstroke of
theatrical imagination, six tolling notes—marked
in the score as the clock striking six—announce
the end of the carnival. The music then dissolves
as individual notes of a dominant seventh chord
vanish one by one, mimicking dancers dispers-
ing at dawn and the magical evening fading into
silence.

Papillons is a psychologically rich gem of early
Romanticism. It reveals many hallmarks of
Schumann’s mature style: literary allusion, struc-
tural innovation, technical brilliance, psycholog-

ical complexity, and a seamless fusion of
Classical tradition with Romantic imagination.
Papillons flutters at the threshold between fanta-
sy and reality—an insightful early portrait of
Schumann’s inner world.

~Sophia Agranovich
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