
Études Symphoniques, Op. 13 -- Robert Schumann 

Robert Schumann (1810-1856) worked on the Symphonic Etudes (1837) over a period of several years, and after 

their initial publication would continue to alter and re-arrange them, adding or removing variations, making changes 

within each variation, etc.  This has resulted in an odd phenomenon—there are hardly any two performances of 

the Symphonic Etudes which are the same—some pianists play the initial published version, while others perform a 

revised version, and still others make their own arrangement taking a bit from each.  The performance you will hear 

is (hopefully) more or less the initial version. 

Schumann’s theme was evidently the improvisation of a (quite wealthy) “amateur” flautist—a flautist who was, 

interestingly, also the father of one of Schumann’s first romantic interests, Ernestine von Fricken. (The attraction 

would mysteriously wane after Schumann discovered Ernestine would not inherit the family wealth).  Nonetheless, 

the work is one of incredibly high quality, and is rightly counted beside Kreisleriana, 

Carnaval, and Davidsbündlertänze.  Many have noted the truly remarkable ambitions (and successes) of 

the Etudes—whether in approximation of Paganini-esque virtuosity, grandiose orchestral textures, contrapuntal 

intricacy and invention, or in melting lyricism.  In a way, the Symphonic Etudes is a perfect Romantic touchstone, 

containing “a bit of everything.” 

Theme – Andante 

In ABA form, the opening theme is one of austere melancholy.  But, even in its most simple figuring Schumann 

finds ways to hint at the virtuosity yet to come—impossibly wide stretches, delicate legato melodic voicing, and one 

notoriously difficult interior trill just before the A section returns. 

Etude I (Variation I) – Un poco più vivo 

Here we see a 4-voice fugato in a march-like staccato figuration; the harmonic impulse of the B section steps 

unexpectedly out of bounds, and then just as easily, back in—I suspect this moment might have been somewhat 

disturbing for some of Schumann’s contemporary listeners. 

Etude II (Variation II) – Andante 

A truly orchestral (if nocturnal) creation.  The theme can be glimpsed in the bass, while the soprano’s melodic 

counterpart seems to “wear its heart on its sleeve”—the writing is extraordinarily vocal.  Both hands must share 

dense chordal pulsations while yet balancing both the bass and soprano—at times these inner textures become 

overwhelming (and, in at least one spot, physically impossible to realize). 

Etude III – Vivace 



A beautifully intimate, virtuosic variation—this seeming contradiction is an example of the transcendent scope of 

Schumann’s compositional voice.  Here we can glimpse a string quartet—the 2nd violin (or viola, perhaps) sings a 

warm, legato melody while the 1st violin provides ornamental staccato filigree.  The right hand is assigned this 

filigree, which is, in its own right, incredibly difficult—perhaps Schumann had the famous Italian violin virtuoso 

Paganini in mind as his 1st fiddle? 

Etude IV (Variation III) – Allegro marcato 

An exhilarating march in alla breve time, this variation’s sforzandi and ceaseless chordal writing lend it a kind of 

martial character.  Certainly the étude element can be detected here—if nothing else, this is an exemplary chord 

study. 

Etude V (Variation IV) – Scherzando 

Almost a scion of the previous variation, this brisk, rhythmic canon is of a more furtive, even sneakily playful 

character than its martial predecessor.  Its use of canon also reveals Schumann’s familiarity with other criterion 

works in the genre of keyboard variations (Bach’s Goldberg, Beethoven’s Diabelli).  

Etude VI (Variation V) – Agitato 

A breathtaking, athletic sprint, this variation’s frightening left hand leaps constitute a notorious devil-may-care 

provocation to the pianist.  This obvious technical challenge is exacerbated by Schumann’s gleefully difficult 

rhythmic figuring—each leap is displaced/syncopated by an infinitesimal 32nd-note space. 

Etude VII (Variation VI) – Allegro molto 

The midpoint is a motoric, rhythmically-obsessive study in repeated chords, wide leaps, wide stretches, running 

octaves—perhaps above all, sheer endurance.  Some may detect a virtuosic connection with Schumann’s 

infamous Toccata, except in this case, the pianist is asked to endure for only about 1 minute instead of 7. 

Etude VIII (Variation VII) – Sempre marcatissimo 

Some have noted a possible sighting of Schumann’s rare third musical personality, Raro, in the 7th variation. (For 

those unfamiliar, Schumann adopted two primary personas in his music and writing—one (Florestan) was fiery, 

passionate, excitable and impulsive, while the other (Eusebius) was much more introverted, poetic, and 

deliberate.  Raro, the third, was governed by rational thought.  Schumann was so deeply involved with these created 

personalities that he would sometimes sign his writings as “Florestan,” or “Eusebius.”)  In any case, the strictly 

austere, rhythmically antiquated writing is striking—many will hear the French Overture style (there is also an 

obvious connection with Kreisleriana’s 6th movement).  



Etude IX – Presto possibile 

A scampering, skittering incandescence smolders in this diabolical variation.  Some pianists feel this is a perfect 

example of Schumann’s compositional cruelty on the performer, namely because of a passage consisting of 

recklessly quick chords and octaves which is, by most accounts, physically impossible to realize accurately.  One 

pianist has declared this passage so upsetting that it must preoccupy the mind of any performer from the first notes 

of the theme (!)—as if to add injury to insult, Schumann asks that this entire variation be played “as fast as 

possible.” 

Etude X (Variation VIII) – Allegro con energica 

The rare survivor of Variation 8 will immediately come face-to-face with yet another chimeric technical 

provocation.  The moto perpetuo study Schumann has created here (somehow, to be played always with energy) is a 

true physical challenge—under the right hand’s trenchant, unrelenting insistence is a motoric, unyieldingly difficult 

left hand non legato accompaniment.  

Etude XI (Variation IX) – Andante espressivo 

The lone lyrical respite in the entirety of the Symphonic Etudes, the 10th variation is a beautiful (if elegiac) 

nocturne.  An oscillating, atmospheric left hand enswathes a right hand which seems a distant reflection of the 

theme.  The rhythmic freedom lent this melody is remarkable—at times nearly ad libitum.  It becomes a duo in its 

second statement, joined by a tenor canon—the dialogue of these two voices is profoundly expressive, and reaches a 

climactic outcry in unison at the middle section. 

Etude XII (Finale) – Allegro brillante 

A true show-stopping test of virtuosity and endurance, the Symphonic Etudes’ finale is said to have been meant as a 

kind of homage to the English pianist and composer William Sterndale Bennett, with whom Schumann was good 

friends.  The theme itself is lifted from an opera based on the (English) legend of Ivanhoe, and acts as a perfect 

upward foil to the downward opening theme—its character is throughout one of heroicism and celebration.  A 

persistent dotted rhythm pervades the entire etude—its consistent threading in the fabric of this music is such that 

the rare moments it is not perceived become especially striking.  It is perhaps unnecessary to point out the minefield 

of hair-raising technical challenges Schumann has thought up—some of them are nothing short of cruel (including 

one moment at the end of the A section where Schumann writes consecutive left hand stretches of a 10th in an 

impossibly fast tempo).  The coda is a truly symphonic apotheosis of the Etudes’ abundant Florestan-esque 

impulses. 

 


