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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The ordering of movements in Schumann’s Symphonic Etudes is a question that 

pianists have yet to fully resolve. This problem is a result of decisions that Schumann 

made when he wrote, revised, and edited different versions of the Etudes during the 

course of eighteen years (1834-52). Previous writers have not addressed the structural 

differences between the versions and have not dealt with the issue of incorporating the 

posthumous variations in performance.  

This essay first surveys the compositional history of the Symphonic Etudes and 

compares the various orderings that Schumann arranged, placing the posthumous 

variations back into their original context. Next, it analyzes and identifies the topics and 

characters of the individual variations, followed by a narrative analysis of Schumann’s 

own two representative orderings, Fantaisies et finale and XII Études Symphoniques. The 

difference of the two versions lies in how the overall structure is defined and the strategic 

changes in where the shift to D-flat major occurs. In the Fantaisies et finale, the overall 

structure is determined by the character of individual pieces and the shift to D-flat major 

occurs in the finale. In the XII Études Symphoniques, the structure is determined by the 

key of pieces. The work as a whole projects a more dynamic harmonic progression, i-III-

v-I. Later pianists might incorporate the posthumous variations accordingly. Finally, 

several representative orderings of later pianists illustrate the strategy. 
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1. Introduction  

Robert Schumann’s Symphonic Etudes, Op.13, has remained a staple in the 

repertoire of generations of concert pianists, but there is a significant performance-

practice problem with this piece. Modern editions of this work usually consist of a 

theme and twelve etudes that form a set of variations, plus five posthumous variations. 

Many of these modern editions, however, fail to distinguish between two versions of 

the score that were published during Schumann’s lifetime. The theme and twelve 

etudes were first published by the composer in 1837 under the title XII Études 

Symphoniques. In 1852, Schumann changed title to Études en forme de Variations and 

published a second edition that omits Etude III and Etude IX. The two editions reveal 

variant readings and discrepancies in time signatures: several pieces are in alla breve in 

the 1837 edition, but in common time in the 1852 edition, as shown in Table 1.1 After 

Schumann’s death in 1856, others made significant editorial decisions about the Etudes. 

In 1861, Adolf Schubring reinstated Etude III and Etude IX in an edition that otherwise 

resembles the 1852 edition, setting a precedent that many later editors would follow.2 

The posthumous variations belong to an early version of the work, the Fantaisies et 

finale, which Schumann planned to publish during 1835-36. Brahms advocated for the 

release of the five posthumous variations, which were first published by Simrock in 

1873, despite Clara Schumann’s objection.3 In addition, there is a sixth posthumous 

                                                        
1 Robert Schumann, Symphonische Etüden, ed. Ernst Herttrich, 2 vols. (Munich: G. Henle, 2006). In 

this edition the 1837 version and the 1852 version are printed in separate volumes.  
2 Ernst Herttrich, preface and comments to Symphonische Etüden, by Robert Schumann (Munich: G. 

Henle, 2006), 2:v. 
3 Linda Correll Roesner, “Brahms’s Editions of Schumann,” in Brahms Studies: Analytical and 

Historical Perspectives: Papers Delivered at the International Brahms Conference, Washington DC, 5-8 May, 
1983, ed. George S. Bozarth (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 260-64.  
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variation, which was not published until 1984 in Wolfgang Boetticher’s Schumann 

study and was not included in a performance edition until Ernst Herttrich’s 2006 Henle 

edition.4  

Table 1: 1837 Edition versus 1852 Edition 

1837 edition:  
XII Études 
Symphoniques 

1852 edition:  
Études en forme de 
Variations 

 

Theme           in 2/2        

Etude I           in 2/2 

Etude II          in 2/2 

Etude III        in 2/4 

Etude IV         in 2/2 

Etude V           in 12/8 

Etude VI         in 2/4 

Etude VII        in 2/4 

Etude VIII      in 2/2 

Etude IX         in 3/16 

Etude X           in 2/2 

Etude XI          in 2/2 

Etude XII        in 2/2 

Theme                  in 4/4 

Variation I           in 4/4 

Variation II          in 4/4 

 

Variation III         in 4/4 

Variation IV         in 12/8 

Variation V           in 2/4 

Variation VI          in 2/4 

Variation VII         in 4/4 

 

Variation VIII        in 4/4 

Variation IX           in 4/4 

Finale                       in 4/4 

C# minor 

C# minor 

C# minor 

C# minor-E major 

C# minor 

C# minor-E major 

C# minor 

E major 

C# minor 

C# minor 

C# minor 

G# minor 

Db major 

                                                                                                                                                                            
 
4 Robert Schumann, Symphonische Etüden (Munich: G. Henle, 2006). In another format, this 

variation was first published in Wolfgang Boetticher, Robert Schumann Klavierwerke, Neue Biographische 
und textkritische Untersuchungen, vol. 2 (Wilhelmshaven: Heinrichshofen Verlag, 1984). Some other 
articles also mentioned it: Kathleen Dale, “The Piano Music,” in Schumann: a Symposium, ed. Gerald 
Abraham (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1977), 12-98; Thomas Warburton, “Some 
Performance Alternatives for Schumann’s Op.13,” The Journal of the American Liszt Society 31 (January-
June, 1992): 38-46; Damien Ehrhardt, “Les Études symphoniques de Robert Schumann: Projet 
d’intergration des variations posthumes,”Revue de Musicologie 78, no.2 (1992): 289-306. 
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In actual performance, pianists have played the Symphonic Etudes with and 

without the posthumous variations. When playing without the posthumous variations, 

most performers use the 1861 Schubring edition. When playing with the posthumous 

variations, pianists have tried many varied ways of incorporating them into the 

published variations; the resulting performances are filtered and altered by the 

pianist’s personal judgment. For example, Sviatoslav Richter and Maurizio Pollini 

inserted the posthumous variations as a group between Etude 5 and Etude 6; Alfred 

Cortot inserted them individually, as shown in Table 11.5 Playing the Symphonic Etudes 

in this manner, in different orderings with or without the posthumous variations, is an 

accepted practice nowadays, although Schumann did not leave any indication of this 

kind. The ordering issue of the Symphonic Etudes becomes a significant performance-

practice problem. 

This performance-practice problem has received relatively little scholarly study. 

Earlier writers tended to emphasize the “formal organicism” of a composition, a belief 

that alteration of details will lead to the collapse of the work’s unity.6 They usually 

reject the idea of incorporating the posthumous variations.7 Later scholars started to 

                                                        
5 Alfred Cortot, Alfred Cortot-Schumann, Grammofono2000 AB 78 819, 1998 [recorded in 1929]; 

Maurizio Pollini, Schumann: Klavierkonzert, Symphonische Etüden, Arabeske, Deutsche Grammaphon 445 
522-2, 1990 [recorded in 1984]; Sviatoslav Richter, Sviatoslav Richter VOL.9, Olympia OCD 339, 1993 
[recorded in 1971]. 

6 David Ferris, Schumann’s Eichendorff Liederkreis and the Genre of the Romantic Cycle (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 61. 

7 This includes Joan Chissel, Schumann’s Piano Music (Seattle: The University of Washington Press, 
1972), 25; John Kollen, “Robert Alexander Schumann (1810-1856): Tema, Opus 13,” in Notations and 
Editions, ed. Edith Borroff (Dubuque, Iowa: WM. C. Brown Company Publishers, 1974), 166; Mark Madson, 
“A Comprehensive Performance Project in Piano Literature with an Essay on Robert Schumann’s 
Symphonic Etudes, Op.13,” (DMA essay, University of Iowa, 1980), 111; Carolyn Maxwell and William 
DeVan, eds., Schumann: Solo Piano Literature. A Comprehensive Guide: Annotated and Evaluated with 
Thematics (Boulder: Maxwell Music Evaluation Books, 1984), 96. 
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value the “dynamic organicism” of a composition in constant change.8 Consequently, 

Damien Ehrhardt and Thomas Warburton proposed to perform the Symphonic Etudes in 

an alternative ordering, which is based on the unpublished Fantaisies et finale.9 

Alexander Stefaniak went a step further, linking the Fantaisies et finale to the idea of 

Witz.10 These writers, however, have not really addressed the structural differences 

between the versions and have not dealt with the issue of incorporating the 

posthumous variations in performance. This essay aims to study what role Schumann 

might have intended for the individual variations, and the musical narratives different 

orderings project. I will also point out some considerations that pianists should take 

into account when preparing the performance. 

 Regarding the methodology, I will first survey the compositional history of the 

Symphonic Etudes and compare the various orderings that Schumann arranged, putting 

the posthumous variations back into their original context. Next, I will analyze and 

identify the topics and characters of the individual variations, followed by a narrative 

analysis of Schumann’s own two representative orderings, Fantaisies et finale and XII 

Études Symphoniques. The narrative analysis reaffirms the roles of individual variations. 

The analysis will reveal how Schumann himself formed different musical narratives 

from the same material and set a basis for later pianists to consider when they are 

preparing to perform the Symphonic Etudes. Finally, I will select several representative 

orderings to test the findings in the analysis and illustrate how the posthumous 

variations might be incorporated. 

                                                        
8 David Ferris, 59-61. 
9 Ehrhardt, 289-306; Warburton, 38-46. 
10 Alexander Stefaniak, “’Poetic Virtuosity’: Robert Schumann as a Critic and Composer of Virtuoso 

Instrumental Music,” (PhD diss., University of Rochester, 2012), 112-29. 
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2. Compositional History   

Schumann began to compose the work that later became the Symphonic Etudes 

in 1834. Its genesis is closely related to his love affair with Ernestine von Fricken, 

whom Schumann met and was secretly engaged to in the same year. Schumann wrote 

the work based on a theme by Ernestine’s adoptive father, Baron Ignaz Ferdinand von 

Fricken. A sketch written around this time is the earliest known autograph (A1) of the 

work.11 There is no date on the sketch, but from a letter to the Baron, dated September 

19, 1834, we know that Schumann was composing the work and called it Variations 

pathétiques.12 In this letter and another one that is dated November 28, Schumann said 

that he aimed to “paint its [the theme’s] pathetic element in various hues” and to 

“elevate the funeral march bit by bit into a triumphal march.”13 In other words, the 

theme and variations show the pathetic element from different perspectives and 

eventually the “Tema, quasi Marcia funebre” will proceed to the triumphal “Finale 

marcia.” As shown in Table 2, the sketch contains the theme, eleven variations, and 

some passages without numbering. Variations 1 to 6 are mostly complete, but others 

only show one measure or a motive. One can see that Schumann set up the scheme and 

sketched initial conceptions, including ideas foreign to the theme, such as the motive of 

the Romanza. As he worked out the details later, he might add, drop, or reorganize 

ideas.  

                                                        
11 Ernst Herttrich lists the sketch as “source A1,” Ernst Herttrich, 1:51; Kathleen Dale refers it as the 

Berlin sketch, Kathleen Dale, 25; it is preserved in Yale University Music Library and available online, 
http://www.library.yale.edu/musiclib/exhibits/schumann/. 

12 Ernst Herttrich, 1:v. 
13 According to Herttrich, 1:v, the words “paint its pathetic element in various hues” are from the 

letter to the Baron on September 19; the words “elevate the funeral march bit by bit into a triumphal 
march” are from the letter on November 28, also to the Baron.  

http://www.library.yale.edu/musiclib/exhibits/schumann/
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Table 2: Content of 1834 Sketch (A1) 

Schumann’s mark Corresponding numbering in published 

edition 

Tema, quasi Marcia funebre 

Var. 1 

Var. 2 

Var. 3 

Var. 4 

Var. 5 

Var. 6 

Var. 7 

Var. 8 

Var. 9 

Var. 10 

Theme 

P. Var. IV 

P. Var. III 

Etude X 

The unfinished variation 

P. Var. I 

Etude V 

A motive 

Opening of P. Var. V 

A motive 

Opening of the imposed melody in Etude II 

Finale marcia Opening of Etude I 

[Passage without numbering 1] Opening of P. Var. II 

Romanza [P. w/o numbering 2]  Etude II 

[Passage without numbering 3] Fragment of the middle section of Etude 

XII 

[Other Passages without numbering] No corresponding piece 
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The next autograph (A2) is a manuscript dated January 18, 1835.14  The 

manuscript actually consists of two parts. The first part contains the theme and eleven 

variations in twelve numbered pages (1-12); the second part contains the finale in 

another six numbered pages (1-6). Schumann originally wrote “Variations pathétiques” 

on page one of the first part, but then crossed it out to instead write “Fantaisies et 

Finale sur un thême de Mr. Le Baron de Fricken composées p. l. Pfte et dediées à 

Madame la Baronne de Fricken née Comtesse de Zedtwitz. par R. Schumann. Oeuv. 9 

[sic],” as shown in Ex.1. Similarly, the pieces of the first part of the manuscript have the 

headings that consist of the word variation and an Arabic numeral. These headings are 

crossed out and replaced with the new ones that omit the word variation and instead 

comprise the word number and a new Arabic numeral. Ex.2 shows how it looks. 

Schumann again changed the numbering of Etude V, Posthumous Variation III, and the 

unfinished variation, for instance, by crossing out “No. 4” and writing “No. 5.” Obviously 

the variation ordering goes with the title Variations pathétiques. The renumbering, on 

the other hand, goes with the new title Fantaisies et finale. In Table 3, the first column 

shows the order of the pieces appearing in the first part of the manuscript; the second 

column shows the crossed-out Variations pathétiques and the “Var.”; and the third 

column shows the new title Fantaisies et finale and the “No.” 15 

  

                                                        
14 Robert Schumann, [1835-01-18] Fantaisie et Finale sur un thème du baron von Fricken, pour piano, 

Morlanwelz-Mariemont, Belgium, Musée Royale de Mariemont, MS Aut. 1132c. It is available in the 
museum’s online library. http://www.musee-
mariemont.be/web/wwwopac.exe?DATABASE=integral&OPAC_URL=/web/index.php&LANGUAGE=2&B
RIEFADAPL=../web/adapls/jsbrief&DETAILADAPL=../web/adapls/jsdet&%250=600000423&LIMIT=25 
Herttrich lists the manuscript as source A2. See Herttrich, 1:51-52. 

15 Ehrhardt, 292-92, described the manuscript. Schumann only wrote “No.” in Posthumous 
Variation I; he wrote “attaca Var. 6” in the end of Etude X and “No. [7] da capo” in the end of Posthumous 
Variation V. 

http://www.musee-mariemont.be/web/wwwopac.exe?DATABASE=integral&OPAC_URL=/web/index.php&LANGUAGE=2&BRIEFADAPL=../web/adapls/jsbrief&DETAILADAPL=../web/adapls/jsdet&%250=600000423&LIMIT=25
http://www.musee-mariemont.be/web/wwwopac.exe?DATABASE=integral&OPAC_URL=/web/index.php&LANGUAGE=2&BRIEFADAPL=../web/adapls/jsbrief&DETAILADAPL=../web/adapls/jsdet&%250=600000423&LIMIT=25
http://www.musee-mariemont.be/web/wwwopac.exe?DATABASE=integral&OPAC_URL=/web/index.php&LANGUAGE=2&BRIEFADAPL=../web/adapls/jsbrief&DETAILADAPL=../web/adapls/jsdet&%250=600000423&LIMIT=25
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Example 1: Page One of the 1835 Manuscript, A2  

 
 

 

 

Example 2: Renumbering of Etude V 
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Table 3: Ordering and Renumbering of Pieces from the 1835 Manuscript (A2) 

Appearing Order Variations pathétiques Fantaisies et finale  

Theme 

Etude II  

Etude V  

P. Var. I  

P. Var. III 

Etude X  

P. Var. V 

the unf. var.  

Etude IV 

P. Var. IV 

P. Var. II 

Etude I 

 

Var. 1 

Var. 2 

Var. 3 

Var. 4 

Var. 5 

Var. 6 

Var. 7 

Var. 8 

Var. 9 

-- (No “Var.” heading) 

 

 

No. 2 

No. 4 (crossed out), No.5 

No.  

No. 5 (crossed out), No. 6 

No. 7 

 

7 (crossed out), 8 

No. 9 

No. 10 

No. 4 

No.1 

 

As a result, one can deduce three orderings from the manuscript. The first ordering 

goes with the old title Variations pathétiques; the second and the third orderings go 

with the new title Fantaisies et finale. The three orderings are shown in Table 4.16    

  

                                                        
16 Ehrhardt, 303. 
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Table 4: Orderings in the 1835 Manuscript (A2) 

Variations pathétiques Fantaisies et finale 1 Fantaisies et finale 2 

Theme 

Etude II  

Etude V  

P. Var. I  

P. Var. III 

Etude X  

P. Var. V 

the unfinished var.  

Etude IV 

P. Var. IV 

Etude I 

Theme 

Etude I 

Etude II  

P. Var. I 

Etude V  

P. Var. III 

P. Var. V 

Etude X 

the unfinished var. 

Etude IV  

P. Var. IV 

Etude XII 

Theme 

Etude I 

Etude II  

P. Var. I 

P. Var. II 

Etude V  

P. Var. III 

Etude X, P. Var. V as middle 
section, and Etude X da 
capo 
 
the unfinished var. 

Etude IV  

P. Var. IV 

Etude XII 

 

Comparing the ordering of Variations pathétiques here to the ordering in the 

earlier sketch, one can see that Schumann only kept the theme and the last piece, Etude 

I, in the same position but reorganized the pieces between. In these two orderings, he 

planned to start the “Finale marcia” with Etude I. Etude I, however, is not a triumphal 

march since its tempo mark is grave here and it is still in C-sharp minor. It seems that 

Schumann planned to start the “Finale marcia” in minor and end it in major. This might 

be what he really meant in the earlier letter, in stating his intention to “elevate the 
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funeral march bit by bit into a triumphal march.” Pieces from the theme to the 

penultimate variation are basically pathetic in character, and the salvation only comes 

in the finale. Schumann, however, encountered difficulty in starting the finale with 

Etude I and lifting it to a triumphal march. In the letter dated November 28, 1834, he 

wrote “I’m still stuck in the finale of my variations…I can’t escape the minor mode.”17 As 

we see in the manuscript, later in the two orderings of the Fantaisies et finale, he gave 

up the previous plan, wrote another finale and renumbered the pieces. The change of 

the ordering is actually a solution to the above-mentioned difficulty. When the pieces 

are grouped in the way shown in Table 5, the change would not seem as large. 

Schumann kept Posthumous Variation III to the penultimate piece basically intact. In 

order to give way to the new finale, he moved Etude I to the beginning, and made some 

adjustments. The new finale (Etude XII) is significant. It does not elevate the funereal 

bit by bit, but enters in parallel major with a heroic gesture not related to materials in 

the previous music. This musical gesture is quoted from “Wer ist der Ritter,” a Romanze 

hailing King Richard the Lionhearted in Heinrich Marschner’s opera Der Templer und 

die Jüdin.18 Thus, the quotation signals an outside rescue, a change in the narrative 

trajectory that leads into triumphal march. In the middle section of the finale the theme 

appears in major repeatedly, cheering the victory. 

  

                                                        
17 Herttrich, 1:v. 
18 Stefaniak, 120. 
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Table 5: Grouping of the Orderings in the 1835 Manuscript (A2) 

Variations pathétiques Fantaisies et finale 1 Fantaisies et finale 2 

Theme Theme Theme 

Etude II  

Etude V  

P. Var. I  

 

 

Etude I 

Etude II  

P. Var. I 

 

Etude V  

Etude I 

Etude II  

P. Var. I 

P. Var. II 

Etude V  

P. Var. III 

Etude X  

P. Var. V 

The unfinished var.  

Etude IV 

P. Var. IV 

P. Var. III 

P. Var. V 

Etude X 

The unfinished var. 

Etude IV  

P. Var. IV 

P. Var. III 

Etude X, P. Var. V as middle 
section, and Etude X da 
capo 
 
The unfinished var. 

Etude IV  

P. Var. IV 

Etude I Etude XII Etude XII 
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Schumann must have thought the work as a whole was complete enough 

because he used this manuscript as the basis of a copyist’s manuscript produced by the 

Viennese firm Haslinger in February, 1836, for the work’s publication.19 

The copyist’s manuscript (CM) was prepared from A2 and proofread by 

Schumann.20 The pieces appear in the order of Fantaisies et finale 2 in A2, but on the 

flyleaf Schumann wrote in a new ordering. Thus, there are two orderings in the 

copyist’s manuscript, shown in Table 6.21 This change, unlike the renumbering in A2, is 

not a minor adjustment. Schumann took out Posthumous Variation I and the unfinished 

variation. He kept Etude I and Etude II, as well as Posthumous Variation III and Etude X, 

paired together, and rearranged the others. Taking the two pairs of pieces as vantage 

points, one can see that the number of pieces between the first and the second pair 

remains the same but there is now only one piece instead of three between the second 

pair and the finale. Notably, with the thick sonority and virtuosic figuration, the pair of 

Posthumous Variation III and Etude X marks the most intense point between the theme 

and the finale. The new ordering suggests a radical change of the set’s overall shape. In 

the old ordering, the dynamic peak is located slightly after the middle of the whole set. 

There are still three variations to follow before the finale. In the new ordering, the 

dynamic peak shifts to near the end, separated from the finale only by the lyrical 

Posthumous Variation II. Furthermore, Posthumous Variation II ends in C-sharp major 

and thus prepares for the following triumphal march.  

  

                                                        
19 Herttrich, 1:v-vi. 
20 Herttrich lists it as source CM. It is preserved in the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, Vienna. Some 

articles refer it as Vienna MS. See Herttrich, 1:52. 
21 Herttrich, 1:52. 



 14 

Table 6: Orderings in the Copyist’s Manuscript (CM) 

Fantaisies et finale 2 New Orderings on the Flyleaf 

Theme Theme 

Etude I 

Etude II  

Etude I 

Etude II 

Posthumous Variation I 

Posthumous Variation II 

Etude V  

 

 

 

 

Etude V 

Posthumous Variation IV 

Etude IV 

Posthumous Variation III 

Etude X, Posthumous Variation V as 
middle section, and Etude X da capo 
 

Posthumous Variation III 

Etude X, Posthumous Variation V as 
middle section, and Etude X da capo 
 

The unfinished variation 

Etude IV  

Posthumous Variation IV 

Posthumous Variation II 

 

 

Etude XII Etude XII 
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The next available source is an engraver’s copy (EC),22 which is the basis of the 

1837 edition. It is basically identical with the published Symphonic Etudes. The 

posthumous variations are absent. Schumann composed six new etudes, Etude III, VI-IX, 

and XI, and arranged a new ordering. On the surface, this ordering has little 

resemblance to the previous ones. Nonetheless, when comparing the overall shapes, it 

is actually similar to the ordering on the flyleaf of CM. As shown in Table 7, the dynamic 

peak, Etude X, is still located near the end, separated from the finale by Etude XI. Similar 

to Posthumous Variation II, Etude XI is a lyrical variation and prepares for the finale in 

terms of harmony. It is in G-sharp minor, the dominant of the whole set, and implies the 

coming of major-mode-tonic. 

Despite the seemingly diverse titles and orderings found in the manuscripts, 

there are only two basic overall shapes. The incomplete ordering of Variations 

pathétiques and the ordering of Fantaisies et finale 1 are preliminary versions of 

Fantaisies et finale 2. Because of the similar overall shapes, the ordering on the flyleaf of 

CM can be seen as a preliminary version of XII Études Symphoniques (EC and 1837 

edition). The ordering of Fantaisies et finale 2 and that of the XII Études Symphoniques 

represent two distinct designs. A more detailed comparison between these two 

versions will tell how different combinations of pieces project different musical 

narratives. 

  

                                                        
22 Herttrich lists it as source EC. It is preserved in Heinrich-Heine Institut, Dusseldorf. See Herttrich, 

1:52. 
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Table 7: Similar Overall Shapes of XII Études Symphoniques and the Orderings on 
the Flyleaf of CM 

 
XII Études Symphoniques Orderings on the Flyleaf of CM 

Theme Theme 

Etude I 

Etude II 

Etude III 

Etude IV 

Etude V 

Etude VI 

Etude VII 

Etude VIII 

Etude IX 

Etude I 

Etude II 

 

 

Etude V 

Posthumous Variation IV 

Etude IV 

Posthumous Variation III 

 

Etude X Etude X, Posthumous Variation V as 
middle section, and Etude X da capo 
 

Etude XI (lyrical variation) Posthumous Variation II (lyrical 

variation) 

Etude XII Etude XII 
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3. Descriptions of Individual Variations: Function and Category23 

 Schumann’s original conception of the theme is a funeral march. Although it only 

sparsely presents the typical features of the funeral march, such as dotted rhythms and 

an imitation of military drumbeats, several features indicate that it is a religioso funeral 

march similar to Purcell’s funeral march for Queen Mary. It is in minor mode, its 

chorale-like texture is homophonic, and its downward melodic motion is consistent. 

The initial melody can be segmented into two motives, the downward C-sharp minor 

arpeggio, T1, and the pianto of A-G#, T2, as shown in Ex. 3. The two motives are 

connected by a leap of sixth. The leap of sixth from C#-A suggests a struggle to escape 

the tragic surroundings. Overall the initial melody delineates a falling down, a trial to 

lift, and a falling back. T1 and T2 are the agents of falling and tragedy. The narrative role 

of a later variation is largely determined by the presence or absence of T1 and T2, and, if 

they appear in their original key and shape. The emphasis on the A major chord in m.6, 

with an upward gesture leading to a cadence on E major at m.8, suggests that A major is 

the agent of potential salvation. It leads to a desired triumphant outcome.  

  

                                                        
23 The music examples and measure numbers are from vol.1 [1837 version] of Robert Schumann, 

Symphonische Etüden, ed. Ernst Herttrich (Munich: G. Henle, 2006). 
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Example 3: The Initial Melody of Theme 

 

The finale, as mentioned above, enters with a quoted heroic gesture in the 

parallel major. The change of mode is further consolidated in the middle sections, 

mm.17-81 in A-flat major, and mm.110-174 in G-flat major (measure number of 1837 

edition), where the motive T1 appears in major and the motive T2 is turned from 

downward to upward, as shown in Ex.4. The finale is over two hundred measures long 

and takes about one-fifth of the whole set’s playing time. Some pianists, such as Harold 

Bauer and Abbey Simon, consider it overlong and suggest cutting out the second middle 

section.24 I would argue that in order to dispel all the tragic effects of the previous 

variations it is necessary to have a lengthy major-mode finale. The obsessive dotted 

rhythm in fast tempo and thick texture suggest a euphoric quality of plentitude,25 which 

completely fulfills the redemption. 

  

                                                        
24 Robert Schumann. Symphonic Studies, ed. Harold Bauer (New York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1944), 28; 

Abbey Simon, interview by author, Houston, TX, September 9, 2014. 
25 Plentitude is a term coined by Robert Hatten. It “implies saturation or repleteness,” and “may be 

understood as a desired goal achieved by processes that lead to the ultimate saturation of texture…” 
Robert Hatten, Interpreting Musical Gestures, Topics, and Tropes (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2004), 43. 
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Example 4: T1 in Major and T2 upward in Finale 

 

 

Except the theme and finale, all the variations of the two sets can be divided into 

three categories. Variations in different categories have different characters, treatment 

of the theme, mode and keys. Consequently, they have different potential roles in the 

musical narrative.  

The first category includes Etude I, II, IV, VI, VIII, X, Posthumous Variation I, III, 

and IV. They all begin and end in C-sharp minor and almost always keep the melody of 

the theme recognizable. Their characters tend to be solemn and tragic. Despite the 

common features, the different interactions and transformations of musical agents T1, 

T2, and A major generate different meanings as well as different “degrees of tragedy.” I 

use the term “degree of tragedy” to indicate the relative dysphoric effect of each 

variation. 

Etude I features a dotted rhythm and suggests a march topic. The tempo 

markings of this piece differ radically in the Fantaisies et finale and the XII Études 
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Symphoniques. In the former it is Grave, whereas in the latter it is marked Un poco più 

vivo. Grave is funeral march and Un poco piu vivo is closer to a military march. Notably 

the note A is the top of the ascending line in m.1 and it falls back immediately. In this 

variation, the potential salvation of A major is not fulfilled. I set Etude I‘s degree of 

tragedy “average” as the basis of comparison with other variations. 

In Etude II Schumann uses the theme melody as a cantus firmus bass and 

imposes a new melody, R (he calls this variation Romanza in A1), which features 

upward gesture. The quotation of new melody cues a shift in the level of discourse and 

Romanza bears the connotation of a sentimental or romantic tale. Hence R might point 

to a euphoric past. However the coexistence of T and the dominance of C-sharp minor 

show that R is unreal. In this variation A major again cannot be sustained. Etude II’s 

degree of tragedy is lower than Etude I. 

In Etude IV, T1 is in canon at the octave, with each voice in full chords. The 

rhythm and the eighth-note chords resemble the “Soldiers’ March” in the Album for the 

Young, Op.68. Etude IV suggests a military march. Here A major only appears briefly. In 

this variation T1 is marching decisively. The “falling” is inevitable and this variation’s 

degree of tragedy is higher than average. 

Etude VI features rhythmic displacement. Both hands play the theme, but left 

hand is syncopated and one thirty-second note earlier than right hand. T1 and T2 now 

form a continuous downward line. The leap of sixth is absent. Chromaticism replaces A 

major. Etude VI has a poignant quality and high degree of tragedy. 

Etude VIII makes use of the French Overture topic. There is no appearance of T1, 

but T2 pervades the whole variation, reaching the state of plentitude in mm.11-13. 
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Although the note A is accented in mm.1, 4, 5 and 7, and the A major chord is touched in 

m.7, in the reprise, mm.14-18, F-sharp minor replaces the A major completely, right 

after the plentitude of T2. This variation might signal the dying of the agential A major, 

resulting in high degree of tragedy. 

In Etude X, T1 and T2 are decorated by neighboring notes and accompanied by 

the chromatic sixteenth notes in the bass. The active and thick sound suggests the 

dysphoric plentitude. Although A major still appears in m.6 and m.14, it is transient and 

has lost its original significance. This variation marks the peak of tragic narrative, the 

highest degree of tragedy. 

Posthumous Variation I features an arabesque figuration in the accompaniment, 

producing a softer and exotic atmosphere. What is even more striking is the 

transformation of T1, which now consists of C#-A-E-C#, an A major chord. Although the 

variation is still in C-sharp minor, the synthesis of T1 and A major shows that the 

musical agents are in a different state. The desired goal might be achieved afterwards. 

The degree of tragedy is low. 

In Posthumous Variation III, T1 enters forcefully in C-sharp minor. The 

accompanying figuration is the diminution of T2. In m.2, T1 goes to the background and 

a variant of R is imposed. The A major chord appears in mm.11-12 and mm.19-20. Both 

R and A major are presented with sharp dotted rhythm, implying struggling for hope. 

Nonetheless T2 comes to the foreground in m.6, m.12 and m.20, arresting the hope. The 

music leads back to affirmative tragic mode of C-sharp minor. It has a high degree of 

tragedy. 
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Schumann introduces a mazurka topic in Posthumous Variation IV. The agents, 

T1, T2 and A major, are all present, yet in metric displacement. The displacement might 

suggest a temporal or spatial distance. When positioned toward the end of set, this 

variation might suggest a memory of tragic event; when followed by several pieces, it 

might suggest a zoom-out-zoom-in effect. The degree of tragedy is average. 

The second category includes Etude III, V, IX, and the unfinished variation. In 

these variations the theme melody is either only implied or completely left out, and the 

sonorities are lighter. Etude III, V, and IX are scherzo-like. The unfinished variation has 

a lyrical melody, but the triplets in its accompanying figure seem to mock the lyrical 

melody. The absence of T and the special character distinguish these variations from 

others. They are best understood in terms of Romantic irony. They are ironic 

commentaries to the variations in the first category. The sudden change of tone cues a 

shift in level of discourse, suggesting artistic self-consciousness.26  

Both Etude III and Etude V start in C-sharp minor and end in E major. The E 

major ending gives a natural pause in the musical narrative. When the next variation 

starts in C-sharp minor, the contrast might cue a shift in level of discourse. Etude IX is in 

C-sharp minor and, in terms of harmony, connects Category One Variations more 

smoothly. 

The incompleteness of the unfinished variation is an issue. In the manuscript A2 

Schumann wrote an eight-measure period with repeat sign and another four measures 

in the dominant area. The harmonic scheme corresponds to the first twelve measures of 

                                                        
26 For detailed discussion of Schumann and Romantic irony, see Heinz J. Dill, “Romantic Irony in the 

works of Robert Schumann,” The Musical Quarterly 73, no.2 (1989): 172-95. 
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the theme. It lacks the corresponding mm.13-16 and the left hand part of m.7. The left 

hand part in m.7 can be filled in according to the harmony and recurring figuration. The 

question of how mm.13-16 should be completed is more problematic. Thomas 

Warburton proposed two ways to complete this piece. One is to repeat mm.5-8 and 

close the piece in E major. The other option is to continue with m.5 and a transposition 

of mm.6-8, thus ending in C-sharp minor.27 I would argue that the positioning of the 

variation will determine the key of its ending. Ending in C-sharp minor works well in a 

context that requires continuous flow. Ending in E major serves better to punctuate the 

musical narrative and set up a restart. Later I will show that the E major ending suits 

better in the Fantaisies et finale. 

The third category includes four variations that are not in C-sharp minor. In 

these variations T1 and T2 are present in alternative keys. Thus, they mark special 

moments in the musical narrative. 

Posthumous Variation II starts with a new melody and a waltz topic. The 

opening cues a shift in level of discourse. In m.5, the waltz topic disappears, and T1 

emerges in tremolo-like sixteenth notes. The four appearances of T1 are in C-sharp 

minor, B major, F-sharp major and C-sharp major. In mm.11-12, R is quoted. All the 

events happen in very slow harmonic motion and quietness that create the simplicity of 

a pastoral. The shift in level of discourse and the pastoral topic indicate that this 

variation cues an idealized past in the musical narrative. 

Posthumous Variation V is in D-flat major. Its melody results from extending T2 

to stepwise long line. The major mode, stasis and dreamy quality evoke an image of 

                                                        
27 Warburton, 43. 
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idealized Arcadia. The metrically displacement of melody, however, shows that the 

image is unreal. 

The E-major-Etude VII is marked sempre brillante, the only place Schumann uses 

the word other than in the finale. It is a heroic variation. In mm. 13-14 T1 appears in C 

major and in mm.16-17 it appears in B major. Its significance lies in that it partially 

fulfills the goal of the whole set, lifting the funeral march to the triumphant march. This 

partial fulfillment is nonetheless premature. 

Etude XI is in G-sharp minor. The dense chord and chromatic neighboring tone 

blend together through the use of pedal. T1 and T2 appear in minor mode with 

ornaments. This variation sounds poignant and desperate. It seems there is no hope to 

escape from minor mode. By itself the piece shows no positive sign. In the structure of 

the whole set, however, C-sharp minor is undermined and loses its persistence its 

power. The sixth degree note of C-sharp tonality has been lifted from A to A-sharp. C-

sharp major is readily prepared. 

Table 8 shows the keys, topics, characters and narrative roles of the theme, all 

the variations and the finale. The variations are categorized. Since variations in the first 

category are more or less tragic, I list their “degrees of tragedy.” To form a musical 

narrative of a particular ordering, one simply has to cut and paste accordingly. The 

resulting chart serves as basis of interpretation. However, the interpretation of any 

particular ordering is by no means fixed. 
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Table 8a: Topics, Characters, and Narrative Roles of Theme and Finale 

 Key Topic/Character Musical Agent Narrative 
Role 

Theme C# minor Funeral march T1, T2, A major Falling, 
tragedy 

Finale Db major Triumphant march Quotation of 
“Wer ist der 
Ritter”; T1 and 
T2 in major 
(euphonic 
plentitude) 

Ultimate 
triumph 
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Table 8b: Topics, Characters, Narrative Roles and Degree of Tragedy of Category 
One Variations 

 
 Key Topic/Character Musical Agent Narrative 

Role 
Degree 
of 
tragedy 

Etude I C# minor Funeral march 
(Fantaisies et 
finale); military 
march 
(Symphonic 
Etudes) 

T1, A major Continuation 
of theme 

Average 

Etude II C# minor Romanza T1, T2, A major, 
R 

Remembering 
euphoric past 

Below 
average 

Etude IV C# minor Soldier’s march T1, A major Falling is 
inevitable  

Above 
average 

Etude VI C# minor agitato T1, T2 in metric 
displacement 

Poignant High 

Etude 
VIII 

C# minor French overture T2 plentitude, 
A major 
replaced by F# 
minor 

Dying of 
potential 
salvation 

High 

Etude X C# minor Energetic T1 plentitude Tragic peak Highest 

P. Var. I C# minor Arabesque Synthesis of T1 
and A major 

Transition to 
potential 
salvation 

Low 

P. Var. III C# minor Despondent T1, diminution 
of T2, A major, 
variant of R 

Dying of 
potential 
salvation 

High 

P. Var. IV C# minor Mazurka T1, T2, A major 
in metric 
displacement 

Distanced 
tragedy  

Average 
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Table 8c: Topics, Characters, and Narrative Roles of Category Two Variations 
 
 Key Topic/Character Narrative Role 

Etude III C#m- EM Scherzo Ironic 
commentary 

Etude V C#m- EM Scherzo Ironic 
commentary 

Etude IX C# minor Scherzo Ironic 
commentary 

Unfin. Var. C#m- (EM) Lyrical in melody; 
scherzando in 
accompaniment 

Ironic 
commentary 

 
 
 
Table 8d: Topics, Characters, and Narrative Roles of Category Three Variations 
 
 Key Topic/Character Musical Agent Narrative 

Role 
Etude VII E major Heroic T1 in major Premature 

fulfillment of 
ultimate goal 

Etude XI G# minor Lyrical T1+T2 
ornamented 

Desperate in 
character, but 
dominant key 
implies 
salvation 

P. Var. II C#m- C#M Waltz, pastoral T1 in major, R Euphoric past 

P. Var. V Db major Dreamy T2 in major Idealized 
Arcadia 
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4. The Fantaisies et finale and the XII Études Symphoniques 

 Table 9 shows the individual pieces assembled to form the Fantaisies et finale. 

One can see that the musical narrative starts with the falling to tragedy, a remembered 

the euphoric past at Etude II, steps on the transition to potential salvation at 

Posthumous Variation I, and attainment of a euphoric past at Posthumous Variation II. 

The degree of tragedy goes down from “average” (Etude I) to “below average” (Etude II) 

to “low” (Posthumous Variation I), making a smooth transition from the tragic theme to 

the euphoric past. Because the euphoric state is in the past, the salvation cannot 

become reality. This path actually leads to a dead end. Etude V then makes an ironic 

commentary on this failure. The musical narrative starts again with Posthumous 

Variation III. Now the dysphoric reality gets crueler and reaches its peak at Etude X. 

During the storm, an illusion of idealized Arcadia emerges at Posthumous Variation V. 

The da capo of Etude X destroys the illusion immediately. When there seems no hope 

existing in the world, the unfinished variation jumps out to make an ironic commentary. 

After the pause in narrative, Etude IV continues with decisive steps. Then, Posthumous 

Variation IV ponders the tragedy distantly. When it seems that the musical narrative is 

going to end disappointedly, the finale arrives to rescue. The euphoric plentitude dispels 

all the shadow and restores euphoria that once existed in the past. Notably I am 

assuming the unfinished variation ends in E major, producing a pause and setting a 

restart for Etude IV. If the unfinished variation ends in C-sharp minor, the trajectory 

from Etude X to Posthumous Variation IV becomes a gradual process of reducing 

intensity. The ending in E major gives a more dramatic narrative. 
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Table 9: Topics, Characters, Narrative Roles and Degree of Tragedy in the 
Fantaisies et finale 

 
 Key Topic/Character Musical 

Agent 
Narrative 
Role 

Degree of 
tragedy 

Theme C# minor Funeral march T1, T2, A 
major 

Falling, 
tragedy 

 

Etude I C# minor Funeral march  T1, A major Continuation 
of theme 

Average 

Etude II C# minor Romanza T1, T2, A 
major, R 

Remembering 
euphoric past 

Below 
average 

P. Var. I C# minor Arabesque Synthesis of 
T1 and A 
major 

Transition to 
potential 
salvation 

Low 

P. Var. II C#m- C#M Waltz, pastoral T1 in major, 
R 

Euphoric past  

Etude V C#m- EM Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

P. Var. III C# minor Despondent T1, 
diminution 
of T2, A 
major, 
variant of R 

Dying of 
potential 
salvation 

High 

Etude X C# minor Energetic T1 plentitude Tragic peak Highest 
P. Var. V Db major Dreamy T2 in major Idealized 

Arcadia 
 

Etude X C# minor Energetic T1 plentitude Tragic peak Highest 
Unfin. 
Var. 

C#m- 
(EM) 

Lyrical in 
melody; 
scherzando in 
accompaniment 

 Ironic 
commentary 

 

Etude IV C# minor Soldier’s march T1, A major Falling is 
inevitable  

Above 
average 

P. Var. IV C# minor Mazurka T1, T2, A 
major in 
metric 
displacement 

Distanced 
tragedy  

Average 

Finale Db major Triumphant 
march 

Quotation of 
“Wer ist der 
Ritter”; T1 
and T2 in 
major 
(euphoric 
plentitude) 

Ultimate 
triumph 
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Overall, the narrative trajectory of the Fantaisies et finale starts with the falling 

to tragedy and ends in triumph. It can be divided into three sections, Theme to Etude V, 

Posthumous Variation III to the unfinished variation, and Etude IV to Finale. Etude V 

and the unfinished variation punctuate the division by the sudden change of tone. 

Although Posthumous Variation II and Posthumous Variation V touch D-flat major/C-

sharp minor, it is a temporary relief that cannot become reality. The actual shift to D-

flat major does not happen until the finale. The complete narrative trajectory is: 

remembered euphoric past–falling down to tragedy–restored euphoria.  

 When assembling pieces into the XII Études Symphoniques, as shown in Table 10, 

the structure of whole set changes. If the overall structure is still punctuated by the 

ironic commentaries, the resulting musical narrative is not as convincing as the 

Fantaisies et finale’s. Defining the structure of the XII Études Symphoniques by the keys 

makes much more sense. In this point of view, Etude VII marks the divisions of whole 

set. From Theme to Etude VI, the degree of tragedy generally gains, with some detours 

at the ironic variations. Etude VII comes to lift the music from minor to major. However, 

the elevation by Etude VII is premature. The grandeur of Etude VIII announces the 

dominance of C-sharp minor and sentences the A major agent to death. Etude VIII, 

Etude IX and Etude X form a block of C-sharp minor and marks the dysphoric peak. 

Because of the demand of key, the ironic Etude IX is in C-sharp minor thoroughly, 

differing from Etude III and Etude V. The dysphoria is so strong that Etude XI sounds 

poignant. While Etude XI is desperate in character, the dominant key implies the 

coming salvation. 
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Table 10: Topics, Characters, Narrative Roles and Degree of Tragedy in the XII 
Études Symphoniques 

 
 Key Topic/Character Musical 

Agent 
Narrative 
Role 

Degree of 
tragedy 

Theme C# minor Funeral march T1, T2, A 
major 

Falling, 
tragedy 

 

Etude I C# minor Military march T1, A major Continuation 
of theme 

Average 

Etude II C# minor Romanza T1, T2, A 
major, R 

Remembering 
euphoric past 

Below 
average 

Etude III C#m- EM Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

Etude IV C# minor Soldier’s march T1, A major Falling is 
inevitable  

Above 
average 

Etude V C#m- EM Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

Etude VI C# minor agitato T1, T2 in 
metric 
displacement 

Poignant High 

Etude VII E major Heroic T1 in major Premature 
fulfillment of 
ultimate goal 

 

Etude 
VIII 

C# minor French overture T2 plentitude, 
A major 
replaced by 
F# minor 

Dying of 
potential 
salvation 

High 

Etude IX C# minor Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

Etude X C# minor Energetic T1 plentitude Tragic peak Highest 
Etude XI G# minor Lyrical T1+T2 

ornamented 
Desperate in 
character, but 
dominant key 
implies 
salvation 

 

Finale Db major Triumphant 
march 

Quotation of 
“Wer ist der 
Ritter”; T1 
and T2 in 
major 
(euphoric 
plentitude) 

Ultimate 
triumph 
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 Comparing the Fantaisies et finale and the XII Études Symphoniques, one can see 

that the difference of the two versions lies in how the overall structure is defined and 

the strategic changes in where the shift to D-flat major occurs. In the Fantaisies et finale, 

the overall structure is defined by the character of individual pieces. The ironic 

variations mark the divisions of the whole set by sudden change of tone and control the 

musical flow. Inclusion of the two variations clarifies the overall structure. The actual 

shift to D-flat major only occurs in the end of the whole set. The ultimate goal comes as 

a surprising and forceful salvation. On the other hand, in the structure of the XII Études 

Symphoniques, key rather than character, is the more important factor. The work as a 

whole projects a more dynamic harmonic progression, i-III-v-I. The shift to D-flat major 

occurs before the finale. If the composer takes out either Etude VII or Etude XI, the 

structure will collapse. Here the ironic variations provide the diversity of color and 

character. They are not structurally important as in the Fantaisies et finale. Lacking of 

these variations will not change the structure fundamentally.  

The above discussion shows several important points. First, the background 

narrative trajectory, preexistent euphoria–falling down to tragedy–restored euphoria, 

is determined by the essences of the whole Symphonic Etudes complex. It will not 

change with different orderings. The narrative of mid-ground level, however, will. 

Second, Category Two Variations and Category Three Variations serve as punctuations 

in the musical prose. Third, the arrangement of Category One Variations controls the 

musical flow. It gets more intense when the degree of tragedy goes up; it relaxes when 

the degree of tragedy goes down. Consequently, these points will be appropriate 
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guidelines for the incorporation of the XII Études Symphoniques with the posthumous 

variations.  

 
5. Orderings in the Recordings  

 5.1. Short Survey of the Recordings 

 Concerning when pianists started to incorporate the posthumous variations into 

the Symphonic Etudes, Alexander Stefaniak asserts that Brahms “often interpolated the 

posthumous variations into the work,” but he did not provide the evidence for this 

statement.28 Alfred Brendel said, “Alfred Cortot was the first to reinstate them.”29 

Cortot’s recording of the Symphonic Etudes was made in 1929 and it is the earliest 

evidence of the incorporation available for this study.30 Cortot inserted the posthumous 

variations separately. His ordering is influential. His pupil Vlado Perlemuter recorded 

the work in the same ordering.31 Russian pianist Vladimir Sofronitsky recorded in an 

ordering that does not include Posthumous Variation III but otherwise resembles 

Cortot’s.32  

 The other influential ordering is inserting the posthumous variations as a group 

in the order of 1873 edition between Etude V and Etude VI. Many pianists, including 

                                                        
28 Stefaniak, 204. 
29 Alfred Brendel, Alfred Brendel on Music: Collected Essays (Chicago: A Cappella Books, 2001), 230. 
30 Alfred Cortot, Alfred Cortot-Schumann, Grammofono2000 AB 78 819, 1998 [recorded in 1929]. 
31 Vlado Perlemuter, Schumann: Kreisleriana and Études Symphoniques, Nimbus NI5108, 1992 

[recorded in 1985]. 
32 Vladimir Sofronitsky, Robert Schumann: Symphonic Studies, Novelettes, Arabesque, Arlecchino ARL 

39, 1998 [recorded in 1959]. 
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Sviatoslav Richter, Maurizio Pollini, Peter Rosel and Sergei Edelmann, recorded in this 

ordering.33 

 These two orderings represent two ways of incorporating the posthumous 

variations. One is inserting them as a group to the XII Études Symphoniques. Besides the 

aforementioned pianists, Pierre-Laurent Aimard inserted the group between Etude VII 

and Etude VIII.34 Vladimir Ashkenazy inserted them between Etude IX and Etude X.35 

Harold Bauer, although did not leave a recording of the Symphonic Etudes, 

recommended inserting them between Etude IX and Etude X in his 1944 performance 

edition of the Symphonic Etudes.36  

 The other way of incorporating is inserting the posthumous variations 

separately. Alfred Brendel and Earl Wild, among others, have their own orderings that 

are distinct from Cortot’s, as shown in Table 11.37 

  

                                                        
33 Sergei Edelmann, Schumann: Fantasy Op.17, Arabesque Op.18, Symphonic Etudes Op.13, Triton 

EXCL-00025, 2009; Maurizio Pollini, Schumann: Klavierkonzert, Symphonische Etüden, Arabeske, Deutsche 
Grammaphon 445 522-2, 1990 [recorded in 1984]; Sviatoslav Richter, Sviatoslav Richter VOL.9, Olympia 
OCD 339, 1993 [recorded in 1971]; Peter Rosel, Schumann: Symphonic Etudes, Papillons, Berlin Classics 
0032862BC, 1996. 

34 Pierre-Laurent Aimard, Schumann: Études Symphoniques, Carnaval, Werner Classics 
825646342662, 2006. 

35 Vladimir Ashkenazy, Robert Schumann, Decca 473 280-2, 2003 [recorded in 1965]. 
36 Robert Schumann. Symphonic Studies, ed. Harold Bauer (New York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1944), 35. 
37 Alfred Brendel, Beethoven; Schumann: Theme and Variations II, Philips D 163939, 1991 [recorded 

in 1990]; Earl Wild, Earl Wild: Schumann, Ivory Classics 71001, 2000 [recorded in 1990]. 
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Table 11: Recorded Diverse Orderings  

Cortot Brendel Wild 

Theme 

Etude I 

P. Var. I 

Etude II 

Etude III 

Etude IV 

Etude V 

P. Var. IV 

Etude VI 

Etude VII 

P. Var. II 

P. Var. V 

Etude VIII 

Etude IX 

P. Var. III 

Etude X 

Etude XI 

Etude XII 

 

Theme 

P. Var. III 

Etude I 

P. Var. I 

P. Var. II 

Etude II 

Etude III 

Etude IV 

Etude V 

P. Var. IV 

Etude VI 

Etude VII 

Etude VIII 

Etude IX 

P. Var. V 

Etude X 

Etude XI 

Etude XII 

Theme 

Etude I 

Etude II 

Etude III 

Etude IV 

Etude V 

P. Var. I 

Etude VI 

P. Var. II 

P. Var. III 

Etude VII 

Etude VIII 

P. Var. IV 

Etude IX 

P. Var. V 

Etude X 

Etude XI 

Etude XII 
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 5.2. Analyses of Selected Orderings  

 Notably all pianists were inserting the posthumous variations into the ordering 

of the XII Études Symphoniques, which serves as the norm in this case. Hence the new 

orderings are in dialogue with the XII Études Symphoniques, and might depart from it in 

varied degrees. 

 When inserting the posthumous variations as a group, one can still sense the 

structure of the XII Études Symphoniques strongly. The group of posthumous variations 

functions as a narrative digression. This strategy has its origin from Schumann’s own 

composition. In the first movement of the Fantasy in C major, Op.17, Schumann 

interpolated the section “Im Legendenton” into the scheme of sonata form. When the 

section is taken out, the remaining parts of the movement comprise a sonata-allegro 

form. John Daverio connects this strategy to the idea of Arabeske.38 By Arabeske Daverio 

means a design wherein the peripheral constituent invades the center. He compares 

this practice to quirky digression originating in Greek comedy. Inserting the 

posthumous variations as a group shows a similar strategy. The group is analogue to 

the “Im Legendenton” section, being interpolated into the norm.  

 The next question would be where to make the digression. As mentioned above, 

Category Two and Category Three Variations punctuate the whole structure. Inserting 

the posthumous variations after the punctuation is then a natural choice. In the XII 

Études Symphoniques this would be after Etude III, Etude V, Etude VII, Etude IX, or 

Etude XI. The position after Etude XI, however, is inadequate. The connection of Etude 

XI and Etude XII marks the structural dominant. Breaking the connection is tearing 

                                                        
38 John Daverio, Nineteenth-Century Music and the German Romantic Ideology (New York: Schirmer 

Books, 1993), 19-48. 
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down the whole work. The position after Etude III might be too early for such a 

digression since listener might not have built the expectation of norm at that point. The 

remaining three positions are more adequate and they are also the choices of the 

aforementioned pianists. 

 Inserting the posthumous variations separately is more complicated. The 

resulting orderings are very diverse. Cortot’s ordering, the most representative one, 

shows a deep understanding of the set’s structure and masterful control of musical flow, 

as shown in Table 12. Cortot positions Posthumous Variation I after Etude I, making it a 

transition to Etude II. The flow from Etude I to Posthumous Variation I to Etude V is as 

smooth as the original XII Études Symphoniques. After the pause at Etude V, he puts 

Posthumous Variation IV, which again does not interrupt the flow but provides variety 

to the original set. Etude VII, Posthumous Variation II and Posthumous Variation V 

comprise a group in major mode. After the elevation of Etude VII, the music stays in a 

euphoric state temporarily. Finally, he adds Posthumous Variation III into the block of 

C-sharp minor. The pairing of Posthumous Variation III and Etude X marks the 

dysphoric peak as in the Fantaisies et finale. This ordering combines the features of the 

Fantaisies et finale and the XII Études Symphoniques, while connecting all the pieces 

smoothly. 

  



 38 

Table 12: Topics, Characters, Narrative Roles and Degree of Tragedy in Cortot 
Ordering 

 
 Key Topic/Character Musical Agent Narrative Role Degree of 

tragedy 
Theme C# minor Funeral march T1, T2, A major Falling, tragedy  
Etude I C# minor Military march T1, A major Continuation of 

theme 
Average 

P. Var. I C# minor Arabesque Synthesis of T1 
and A major 

Transition to 
potential 
salvation 

Low 

Etude II C# minor Romanza T1, T2, A major, 
R 

Remembering 
euphoric past 

Below 
average 

Etude III C#m- EM Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

Etude IV C# minor Soldier’s march T1, A major Falling is 
inevitable  

Above 
average 

Etude V C#m- EM Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

P. Var. IV C# minor Mazurka T1, T2, A major 
in metric 
displacement 

Distanced 
tragedy  

Average 

Etude VI C# minor agitato T1, T2 in metric 
displacement 

Poignant High 

Etude VII E major Heroic T1 in major Premature 
fulfillment of 
ultimate goal 

 

P. Var. II C#m- C#M Waltz, pastoral T1 in major, R Euphoric past  
P. Var. V Db major Dreamy T2 in major Idealized 

Arcadia 
 

Etude VIII C# minor French overture T2 plentitude, A 
major replaced 
by F# minor 

Dying of 
potential 
salvation 

High 

Etude IX C# minor Scherzo  Ironic 
commentary 

 

P. Var. III C# minor Despondent T1, diminution 
of T2, A major, 
variant of R 

Dying of 
potential 
salvation 

High 

Etude X C# minor Energetic T1 plentitude Tragic peak Highest 
Etude XI G# minor Lyrical T1+T2 

ornamented 
Desperate in 
character, but 
dominant key 
implies 
salvation 

 

Finale Db major Triumphant march Quotation of 
“Wer ist der 
Ritter”; T1 and 
T2 in major 
(euphoric 
plentitude) 

Ultimate 
triumph 
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 On the other hand, Brendel’s ordering and Wild’s are not as successful. Brendel 

plays Posthumous Variation III right after the theme and inserts Posthumous Variation 

I and Posthumous Variation II between Etude I and Etude II. This arrangement causes a 

sudden outburst of intensity that cannot be sustained. Wild’s ordering leaves an 

impression that he considers the contrast between individual pieces without regard for 

the whole structure. 

  

6. Conclusion 

 The ordering issue of the Symphonic Etudes originated from its very genesis, and 

may continue to as long as the work remains in the repertoire. This study has shown 

how Schumann’s varied orderings project varying narratives, depending on how 

pianists might incorporate the posthumous variations. Of Schumann’s own orderings 

there are two basic overall shapes, one best represented by the Fantaisies et finale and 

the other by the XII Études Symphoniques. The difference of the two versions lies in how 

the overall structure is defined and the strategic changes in where the shift to D-flat 

major occurs. In the Fantaisies et finale, the overall structure is defined by the character 

of individual pieces. The two ironic variations mark the divisions of the whole set by 

sudden change of tone, and the ultimate goal of D-flat major comes in the end as a 

surprising and forceful salvation. In the XII Études Symphoniques, the structure is 

defined by the key of pieces. Etude VII marks the end of first part by lifting the theme to 

E major. The G-sharp-minor Etude XI starts the shift to D-flat major subtly.  

 Categorizing all the variations in terms of topic, character, and narrative role 

provides a guide in how pianists might incorporate the posthumous variations in the 
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performance. The arrangement of Category One Variations controls the musical flow. It 

can build up or reduce the intensity of music. Category Two Variations mark pauses in 

the musical narrative by their ironic character. Category Three Variations punctuate the 

overall structure by their keys. Several selected orderings adopted by later pianists 

illustrate the validity of the strategy. 

The Symphonic Etudes has been in the state of becoming since the time 

Schumann started to work on it. Pianists may continue to invent new orderings and 

interpolations of movements, altering the narrative trajectory with each new 

interpretation while the artistic integrity of the Symphonic Etudes endures. 
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