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PIANO CONCERTO IN A MINOR

Clara Wieck Schumann was one of the 19th Century’s most celebrated pianists in a century of pianistic 
stars.  Beginning at the age of nine, she enjoyed a sixty-one year distinguished career during which 
she performed to adoring audiences and superlative critical reviews in every major venue in Europe and 
during 1874 in the United States.  At one of her early concerts, a frenzied audience summoned her back 
to the stage for thirteen curtain calls.  She was one of the first to play from memory.  Her prodigious 
technique emphasized a singing and expressive quality consistent with the romantic esthetics of her 
times.

Clara Wieck was nine years old when eighteen year-old Robert Schumann began advanced piano 
studies with her famous father, Friedrich.  When Robert fell in love with Clara seven years later, her 
father flew into a rage and threatened to kill him.  Friedrich had been preparing Clara for a career as a 
concert pianist, and he feared marriage would interfere with his plans.  Friedrich forbade his daughter 
to see her determined suitor.  Undaunted, Robert and Clara communicated by mail for five years during 
which Clara did become one of Europe’s foremost concert pianists.  Robert’s love for Clara was so 
powerful that he finally sued her father, successfully seeking a court order permitting him to marry her.  
After many ugly months in court, the two lovers were married.

Because of their timeless compositions, many of Clara’s performing contemporaries are better known 
today.  Unfortunately, she left us very little in her artistic will.  Had Beethoven, Liszt, Brahms, Chopin, 
Schubert, and her husband, Robert, not composed, they too might be but bright footnotes in musical 
history.

Her compact catalogue certainly was not the result of a lack of talent or interest.  One of her diary 
entries says, “Composing gives me great pleasure.  There is nothing that surpasses the joy of creation, if 
only because through it one wins hours of self-forgetfulness, when one lives in a world of sound.”

Two factors, one practical and one cultural, conspired to thwart her productivity as a composer.  First, 
the practical.  Clara was her family’s primary breadwinner, the mother of eight children, always on tour, 
and her periodically depressed husband succumbed to mental illness in 1856 and committed suicide.  
She had very little time to herself.

The second factor was cultural: Instrumental music in her time was a man’s world.  Her diary tells the 
tale:  “I once believed that I possessed creative talent, but I have given up this idea.  A woman must not 
desire to compose – there has never yet been one able to do it.  Should I expect to be the one?”  She 
ceased composing altogether in 1853, forty years before her death.  What a shame.

Clara wrote tonight’s concerto when she was only fourteen, and she premiered it under the baton of 
Felix Mendelssohn with the fabled Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra.  Not bad company.  Robert did not 
get around to composing his exceptional Concerto in A minor, which he dedicated to her, until ten years 
later.  Clara introduced it to the world and made it popular.

Clara’s Concerto unfolds in three movements without pauses in between. It contains no extramusical 
program or content, so we’ll let her poetry speak for itself.  I would highlight one signature moment 
in the unconventional second movement when the piano and the cello interact in an interlude of 



transcendent beauty.  Oh, had she been able to gift us more of these idyllic episodes. 

Until the European Union adopted the Euro in 2002, the 100 Deutsch Mark banknote featured Clara’s 
likeness on its face and her grand piano on the back.  It’s time again to accord her the value which she 
earned in a lifetime of devotion to her art.  Thank you, Gabriela, for introducing us to this treasure.


