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Romantic Medievalism in Piano 
Romances by Robert & Clara 

Schumann and Johannes Brahms
When we describe Brahms as a “Romantic” composer, we 

typically mean that he belonged to a generation of musicians 
and artists who inherited an aesthetic tradition based in the ide-
als of self-expression, individualism, and divine or supernatural 
inspiration.1 How exactly the “Romantic” generation of the ear-
ly nineteenth century developed those characteristics and ideals 
is not typically a concern. Some music scholars have connected 
German Romanticism to the emergence of the novel (Roman) 
and the new literary possibilities that this genre fostered, but 
most texts on “Romantic” music have ignored the role of the 
Medieval genre that gave this movement its name, the romance 
(or Romanze). Literary scholar Corinne Saunders notes that the 
term Romanticism has become

so associated with a political and intellectual movement of 
the nineteenth century … that it has nearly lost its original 
association with romance—but the root of the word rightly 
implies the fundamental influence of the romance genre on 
the period. In the reactions of writers and artists against the 
Enlightenment, and the growing emphasis on the individu-
al, nature, the affective and the sublime, medievalism and 
romance narrative more generally played formative roles.2

Nineteenth-century artists, authors, and composers recognized 
the romance as a carrier of the ideals that they themselves held 
dear, and they found models for their own artistic impulses in the 
formal freedom and raw expressive power of those ancient tales 
dealing with Tristan and Isolde, Parsifal, King Arthur, Lancelot 
and Guinevere. Nineteenth-century artists often evoked these 
images to express nostalgic longing for a past “Golden Age” 
before the technological and political revolutions that accompa-
nied industrialization, but they also turned to Medieval themes 
as inspiration for future reform and renewal, seeing in the Goth-
ic cathedrals, castles, and troubadour songs or Minnelieder a 
predecessor to their own moment of cultural awakening.3  

Brahms composed several vocal works that he labeled “Ro-
manze” and that draw inspiration from Medieval texts and relat-
ed imagery. In the most famous of these works, the “Magelone 
Romances,” Op. 33, Brahms celebrates Medieval chivalry and 
idyllic love in the tale of Peter of Provence, as retold in the 
poetry of Ludwig Tieck (1773–1853). Brahms’s six published 
sets of “Lieder und Romanzen” and “Balladen und Romanzen” 

likewise employ Medieval tropes in an idealized way, much as 
Robert Schumann’s similarly titled vocal collections do.4 Jon-
athan Bellman has demonstrated that Schumann and Brahms 
used a shared set of musical features, which he calls a “Chi-
valric Style,” to evoke a Medieval atmosphere in vocal works 
like the Magelone Romanzen. This style also appears in instru-
mental pieces such as the Scherzos of Brahms’s piano chamber 
works Opp. 8, 34, and 87 and in a striking passage in the First 
Symphony “to suggest ancient heroism and grandeur.”5 

Brahms and the Schumanns also turned to Medieval themes 
in slow-tempo instrumental pieces, and in these works the effect 
is somewhat different.6 Here I will suggest that when composers 
of the nineteenth century labeled a work Romance or Romanze, 
they were drawing upon a different aspect of Medievalism than 
the swashbuckling adventures of armor-clad knights and com-
rades in arms. Rather, the instrumental romance (and especially 
the piano romance) suggests campfire storytelling—tales of 
lovers in clandestine meetings, of fate intervening for or against 
them, and of the lessons these stories bear for modern audiences 
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manze as “a song which narrates a tragic or amorous incident 
in a lyric verse form.”8 In the following decades, German writ-
ers defined the Romanze as a stylized Ballade in the tradition 
of epic-lyrical poetry, describing it as an adventure story with 
fantastical elements. By the 1830s and ’40s, any poem, story, 
song, or instrumental piece could be considered Romantic if it 
dealt in 

painterly, poetically beautiful, magical, and as the most 
significant character of knights’ poetry [Ritterpoesie] ... 
that mixture of the wonderful and mysterious with the 
great and noble, that moves us in an unknown magic-life 
and through the blaze of its peculiarity makes us forget the 
bald reality.9 

Later folksong collectors and aestheticians characterized the 
Romanze as distinct from the Ballade. Theodor Echtermeyer’s 
1839 definition describes the Ballade as expressing the Spirit in 
its natural state, vulnerable to uncontrolled passions and emo-
tions, in contrast to the Romanze, which expresses self-aware-
ness, morality, and civility.10 These characteristics reinforce the 
Romanze’s connection to tales of chivalry and noble deeds and 
probably to a growing divide between popular and folkish tra-
ditions (the ballad) and “art” genres with long histories in a 
cultivated, written tradition (romance).

The formative influence of the literary romance, perhaps 
mediated by Medievalist operas such as Andre Grétry’s Richard 
Coeur-de-Lion and Giacomo Meyerbeer’s Robert le Diable, is 
evident in early works by the young Clara Wieck (later Schu-
mann) and Robert Schumann from the 1830s.11 When these 
composers included a romance movement in a collection of di-
verse character pieces or within a larger work, a clear change in 
style and address marks a shift from the prevailing mood of the 

and artists. In the piano romances considered here, the designa-
tion “Romance” or “Romanze” suggests a sort of remove from 
the prevailing “modern” style of surrounding works or of the 
composer’s usual mode of composition as the pianist-composer 
withdraws into a ruminative style filled with gestures that con-
note intimacy, reminiscence, and loss.

Robert and Clara Schumann composed several piano ro-
mances in the 1830s that appear to have a special connection to 
their early struggles as a couple longing to be united in matrimo-
ny. After their marriage in 1840, Robert composed many instru-
mental and vocal Romanzen in a Medievalist style; he included 
a Romanze in several multi-movement works and composed a 
set of Drei Romanzen for oboe and piano. The only piano ro-
mance he composed in this period, in Book 2 of the Album für 
die Jugend, connects the archaism of the Medieval romance to 
the reminiscences of adults and to storytelling, as we shall see. 
In Düsseldorf in September 1852 the couple moved to an apart-
ment in the Bilkerstrasse that afforded Clara a separate music 
room and a piano to practice without disturbing Robert, and 
Clara began composing again after a hiatus of several years.7 

When the young Johannes Brahms arrived on their doorstep in 
September 1853, he provided a further stimulus for composi-
tional activity, and Clara dedicated her set of Drei Romanzen, 
Op. 21, for piano to him when it was published in 1855. The 
subtle connections between this private tradition of piano ro-
mance composition and the Medieval romance provide some 
useful context for Brahms’s only published piano romance, Op. 
118, No. 5, a piece from the last years of his creative activity.

The musical and literary romance has long been associated 
with storytelling, particularly with tales of heroic deeds and fair 
maidens or with fairy tales involving mystery and magic. In his 
1802 Musikalisches Lexikon, Heinrich C. Koch defined the Ro-

Example 1: Clara Schumann, “Romance,” Op. 5, No. 3, mm. 1–16
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surrounding music, effecting a temporal and stylistic remove. 
For example, in an early autograph manuscript of Robert Schu-
mann’s monumental Fantasie, Op. 17, the discursive section 
marked “Im Legendenton” in the published version was origi-
nally labeled “Romanza.”12 In their piano romances, Robert and 
Clara frequently employ musical gestures that impart an archaic 
quality, connecting these works more clearly to the Medievalism 
of the genre’s roots. They strike a melancholy tone by thwart-
ing harmonic closure in a specifically archaic way (as opposed 
to the surprise endings of their more fragment-like character 
pieces), and the persistent use of minor mode or modal mixture 
increases these effects. Piano romances suggest a narrative style 
through quasi-strophic repetitions within three-part song forms 
(A B A’), and the use of subdued textures in comparison to sur-
rounding pieces conveys a folk-like simplicity. These features 
combine to create a special mood in these piano romances that 
engages the sorrowful Medieval stories with which Clara and 
Robert (and the sheet-music-buying public) would have been 
familiar.

In Clara Wieck’s set of Quatre Pièces caractéristiques, 
Op. 5, composed in 1833–36, three of the four pieces are witty, 
charming, and technically challenging (though not so blister-
ingly difficult as her other virtuosic works of the time). The 
pieces bear playful titles such as “Impromptu: Le Sabbat” 
(Witches’s Dance), “Caprice à la Boléro,” and “Scène fantas-
tique: Le Ballet des Revenants” (Ballet of Ghosts). They revel 
in playful chromaticism and surprising forte cadences at the end 
of otherwise soft melodic passages, and in myriad ways display 
a “modern” Romantic approach to the piano miniature. The 
slow “Romance” that comes third in the set stands apart from 
that playful style in several respects. 

Unlike the surrounding works, the Andante con sentimento 
employs a simple melody in a vocal style and homophonic tex-
tures with minimal ornamentation. Wieck shuns the showier 
theme and variations format common in more virtuosic works, 
favoring instead an A B A’ structure with much repetition of 
motives and phrases. The piece begins in B major with sweet, 
lyrical antecedent and consequent phrases (see Ex. 1). The 
foreboding and melancholy of the romance genre is expressed 
here in the melody line’s constant delays and avoidance of har-
monic or melodic resolution. For example, the opening motive 
(F#–B–A#) prepares the listener for a stepwise descent that is 
thwarted by the D-sharp on the downbeat of m. 2, delaying the 
expected G-sharp until the last sixteenth note of that beat. The 
dotted rhythms and repeated motives throughout this theme act 
to slow down the progress of the melody, allowing (or requir-
ing) the performer and listener to pause reflectively at various 

points. The upper neighbor tones in m. 3, for example, decorate 
the V and I chords in the first two beats of the measure, thereby 
highlighting the unexpected D-Major chord (flat III) that fol-
lows. The third phrase (mm. 9–16) introduces wider leaps and 
thicker textures. The potentially jubilant accented leaps on beats 
2–3 of mm. 10 and 11, however, are answered with gasping 
rests and a descending short-long gesture that almost “deflates” 
the space created by the leap, rather than filling it in. 

The descending stepwise motion in the B section of the piece 
(mm. 26–51) gives it a lament-like quality, too, while the use of 
suspensions and escape tones creates a persistent wistfulness, 
despite the prevailing D-major key. When the A theme returns 
in m. 52, it does so unexpectedly in tonic minor and marked 
“dolente” (sadly), as though this melodic return represents an 
unhappy remembrance of the earlier song-like theme. The Ro-
mance ends in minor with strummed open fifths in the final two 
measures that cast a bardic patina over the piece. 

The titles Clara Wieck assigned to the other movements of 
Op. 5 may suggest “Medievalist” origins for the set sparked 
by her first concert tour in Paris in 1832. During that trip, Gia-
como Meyerbeer welcomed Clara and her father to the city and 
attended her performances. He presented them with tickets to 
his own romance-based opera Robert le Diable, which featured, 
in addition to its supernatural Medieval setting, a scintillating 
ballet of ghostly nuns brought to “life” from their graves out-
side a cloister.13 Certainly this popular set of character pieces, 
intended to promote their composer as a cosmopolitan pianistic 
star, capitalizes on the same themes of love and betrayal, and of 
knightly valor in the face of temptation, that made Meyerbeer’s 
operas so successful with nineteenth-century audiences. The 
variety of supernatural elements and emphasis on the macabre, 
with an “antique” or “ancient” theme that appealed to Romantic 
tastes surely also connects both of these works to the Medieval 
romance.14 The sad ending of Wieck’s romance in the minor 
mode, the strummed final chords, and the wistful quality of the 
harmonic and melodic language throughout suggest a reflective 
remove from the macabre revelry of the other movements.

In a similar way, the Romanzen that Robert Schumann in-
cluded in published sets of character pieces from 1838–39 stand 
apart from the collections to which they belong and engage a 
subtle archaism and melancholy. In the Faschingsschwank aus 
Wien (Carnival-Farces from Vienna), Op. 26, the G-minor sec-
ond movement presents a surprisingly sad visage in the midst of 
happy, playful works. Like Clara’s Romance, it evokes a “once 
upon a time” quality through texture and harmony, and is in a 
ternary form (A B A’). The simple, even stark, textures in the 
outer A sections (mm. 1–12 and 22–25) suggest an improvi-

Example 2: Robert Schumann, “Romanze,” Op. 26, No. 2,  mm. 1–6
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satory lament filled with descending stepwise motion over an 
open-fifth drone in m. 1 and tenths in mm. 3 and 5 (Ex. 2). 
The pick-up note in the right hand’s melody prepares a suspen-
sion: the D-natural is held while the accompaniment strikes a 
C-minor chord (iv) on the downbeat, then resolves down to C. 
This simple gesture and the off-tonic opening give this piece 
a meditative style that is enhanced by the insistent repetition 
of the opening two-measure motive throughout the short work. 
Robert emphasizes the dissonance of the suspension in subse-
quent repetitions. For example, in m. 5 the E-flat previously 
heard only in the alto voice is doubled at the octave, clashing in 
the same register as the D. The rhythmic style compounds the 
effect of inevitability or resignation with tumbling rhythms that 
speed up as the melody descends: first a dotted eighth and six-
teenth note, then one sixteenth and two thirty-seconds, finally 
triplet sixteenth notes that land on tonic.  

The middle section in C major behaves in a more “mod-
ern” way with clearer cadential and phrase patterns. When the 
opening theme returns in m. 20, it replaces the tonic chord with 
E-flat major in the second phrase (m. 23, beat 2) by moving 
the bass line up instead of down. That E-flat harmony is fol-
lowed by a dissonant anacrusis, a D-flat/F-natural dyad over 
the held E-flat – dissonant preparations for a double suspension 
within the following Neapolitan sonority. In this hazy harmonic 
atmosphere, the piece closes quietly, drifting slowly with a ri-
tardando down into the lowest registers of the keyboard and 
ending with a Picardy third on G major. 

In 1838–39, when they were separated during their legal 
battle with Friedrich Wieck (Wieck refused to allow his daugh-
ter to marry Schumann, resulting in a series of lawsuits and 
attempts to win his approval), Robert and Clara each composed 
a set of three piano romances. Clara’s French-titled set of Trois 
Romances, Op. 11, came first; they were published in 1839 with 
a dedication to Robert. In the wake of studying and playing this 
set of works, Robert effused in a letter: “You complement me as 
a composer as I do you. Every one of your thoughts emanates 
from my soul, just as I have you to thank for all my music.”15 

His musical response came in the form of a matching set, titled 
Drei Romanzen, composed in 1839 and published as Op. 28 in 
1840. In these sets of piano romances, Robert and Clara used 
the genre’s connection with intimate love stories to communi-
cate musically about their longing to be united. At this time, 
Robert expressed his confidence in their case in Medieval chi-
valric terms: “I will hold you aloft like a trophy won in the 
fiercest of battles.”16  

Like their earlier character-piece romances, the individual 
movements favor song forms in three or four parts, such as ABA 
or ABAA, and they tend to be in the minor mode or move to 
the minor mode. Both composers employ varied melodic rep-
etitions as their primary structural device. This approach is in 
keeping with earlier descriptions of the romance. For instance, 
in 1779 Rousseau described the romance as having a “rather 
antique taste,” and went on to say:

A well composed romance which has nothing soaring does 
not immediately affect; but each couplet adds something 
to the effect of the preceding; the interest augments insen-
sibly, and we find ourselves sometimes melted into tears, 
without being able to discover the charm which has pro-
duced that effect.17

In each of these sets of short pieces, the first two romances align 
with Rousseau’s description by repeating short melodic ideas 
with small variations—Clara’s Romance No. 1 in E-flat minor 
provides a good example. The piece opens with a harp-like, ar-
peggiated accompaniment in the left hand that establishes the 
brooding, bardic style of an ancient troubadour, then presents 
a seven-measure phrase in the right hand.18 The next phrase 
(mm. 9–15) maintains the earlier one’s active accompaniment 
of sixteenth notes with a new ascending pitch pattern, and the 
right hand’s repetition of melody uses the same rhythm and 
texture, while Clara added new interest by moving the melody 
into the lower range and requiring the hands to cross. Similarly, 
the B section’s theme is heard three times (mm. 16–19, 20–24, 
25–27), each time in a different harmonization: first in G-flat 
(the relative major), then in A major, and finally in G-flat modu-
lating toward E-flat minor. In a telling sign of the connections 
between their two sets and between these piano romances and 
evocations of the Medieval romance, Robert’s Romance No. 
1 in B-flat minor also begins with a left-hand evocation of the 
harp or lyre in the minor mode.

John Daverio has already noted the deep connection be-
tween Robert’s Op. 28 and Clara’s Op. 11. He cites the duetting 
textures in both middle Romances (her Andante in G minor, his 
Einfach in F-sharp major) as especially significant, but Robert 
borrowed other elements from Clara’s works, too. That same 
F-sharp Romanze (Einfach, No. 2) is set in 6/8 time, with prom-
inent siciliano rhythms in the melody, which frequently appears 
in the middle of the texture on a third staff. This dance rhythm, 
which had long been associated with pastoral scenes, but also 
with lamenting or melancholic characters in opera, appears in 
the rondo refrain of Clara’s Romance No. 3. Clara’s theme is 
in 3/4, so it only suggests the siciliano with two-bar groupings 
before moving on to other musical styles in the intervening 
episodes, but the theme’s repetition throughout the movement 
gives it a special prominence that may have inspired Robert’s 
exploration of the topical reference. Both composers use a more 
complex “instrumental” (as opposed to song-related) form for 
the third romance of their respective sets: Clara’s Romance No. 
3 is a five-part rondo in A-flat major. Robert’s Romanze No. 
3 in B major incorporates two labeled “Intermezzo” passages 
into an elaborate ternary form with nested a b a thematic struc-
tures. Designated Sehr markirt in 2/4, this movement is twice as 
long as the preceding Romanzen, and its martial rhythmic style 
echoes the impassioned staccato accompaniment in the middle 
section of Clara’s Romance No. 2 (Allegro passionato, in com-
mon time). 

Both composers incorporate “olden-style” gestures that may 
connect these works to the style and content of Medieval ro-
mances. For instance, none of Clara’s Romances closes with an 
authentic cadence. Rather, plagal cadences and Picardy thirds 
at the ends of movements give each one an archaic, “timeless” 
quality, sometimes suggesting folkish styles, sometimes more 
church-like genres. Her No. 2 (Andante) stands out for its pla-
gal closure in G major, despite its earlier rootedness in G mi-
nor. Robert’s third Romanze closes with an authentic cadence 
in tonic B major in m. 372, but then alternates E-major (IV) and 
B-major harmonies for four additional measures. The chords 
descend from one octave to the next in an almost anticlimac-
tic fade-out, much like the ending of his earlier Op. 26, No. 2 
Romance discussed above. 
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All that said, in these romances the primary artistic or ex-
pressive feature is not an audible and obvious engagement with 
the Middle Ages in the style of an exotic parlor piece. Rather, 
the Schumanns’ piano romances of the 1830s seem to express a 
connection to the tradition of age-old love stories that the genre 
represents; they tell a private story of perseverance and triumph 
in music that they then shared with a discerning public. Rob-
ert engaged in more thoroughly Medievalist interpretations of 
the instrumental Romanze in several Hausmusik works of the 
1840s, such as the Phantasiestücke for piano trio (Op. 88) and 
the Drei Romanzen for oboe and piano (Op. 94), but the solo 
piano romances of this period continue to bear a strong resem-
blance to his earlier conception of the genre shared with Clara. In 
Book 2 of the Album für die Jugend, labeled “Für Erwachsene” 
(for adults), the opening piece is titled “Kleine Romanze.” Just 
twenty measures long, the simple binary form in A minor with 
abundant parallel octaves and other archaic harmonic gestures 
shares many features of his and Clara’s piano romances of the 
1830s. These features introduce an “otherworldly” (or “other-
timely”) quality of reminiscence appropriate to the storytelling 
style of the volume. This group of pieces is meant to express 
musically the stories that parents tell their children, often draw-
ing upon their own childhood experiences. Similarly, the 1835 
Romanze that Robert revised as No. 11 in his Albumblätter, 
Op. 124 (published in 1854), features a ternary song form 
(A B A’), an archaic tone achieved here with octave doublings 
and stark textures, and a couplet-like thematic structure built 
on varied repetitions of short melodic motifs. Schumann adds 
a narrative “frame” (mm. 1–2 and 35–36) that succinctly estab-
lishes a “once upon a time” context for the Romanze: the quick 
sweeping gesture emulates the experimental tuning up of a 
harp or lyre. At the beginning and the ending of the work, it 
suggests that the intervening music had been merely a fanta-
sy—a story or dream retold for the listener or remembered by 
the performer.

Clara returned to the instrumental romance in 1853, when 
she produced a set of Drei Romanzen for piano privately com-
posed for “my beloved husband,” according to the inscribed au-
tograph.19 Clara’s three piano romances hearken back to the sets 
of romances she and Robert composed in the 1830s. Whereas 
Robert’s Romanzen in the intervening years were quite short, 
often just twenty to thirty-five measures long, Clara’s newly 
composed set contains two extended pieces and a consider-
ably longer third movement in an A B A + Coda format. The 
original three pieces were composed in June, not long after the 
Schumann family moved into a new apartment in Düsseldorf; 
Robert, too, was experiencing a creative burst of activity at this 

time. Less than a year later, however, the family’s fortunes had 
changed, with Robert committed in Endenich and Brahms and 
Joseph Joachim sharing the burden of assisting Clara and her 
children and tending to the mentally ill composer. 

In this atmosphere, Clara composed a new piece to replace 
the first work of her Drei Romanzen in April 1855. She pub-
lished the set with a dedication to Brahms later that year.20 Clara 
seems to have associated the romance with expressions of sor-
row. She described the new romance as really sad and noted that 
“I myself was so sad when I wrote it.”21 In the normative A B A 
form, the piece’s outer sections hold a repetitive phrase struc-
ture familiar from the Schumanns’ earlier piano romances; here 
Clara employs an a a′ b a″ arrangement. The A section is filled 
with rolled chords that evoke a strummed accompaniment and 
parallel motion in the right hand over resonant, widely spaced 
chords in the left hand (Ex. 3). The B section, marked Sehr 
innig bewegt (very deeply moved), features rhythmic ambigu-
ity in the submediant (VI, F major). The accompanying figura-
tion in triplets in the middle voices provides a rippling texture 
amidst the conflicting groupings of five quarter notes per mea-
sure in the left hand and four quarter notes in the right hand.

By revisiting the romance genre, Clara looked back to the 
happier times of musical exchanges with Robert. In a similar 
way, Brahms’s single piano romance, Op. 118, No. 5, celebrates 
his own musical exchanges with Clara Schumann. Published in 
the fall of 1893, this short, concentrated work reflects on the 
nearly four decades of music-making they had spent together. 
In the years immediately following his first “retirement” from 
composition in 1890, Brahms composed several apparently 
new piano works in short forms, resulting in the collections 
Opp. 116–119, all published in 1892–93.22 His Op. 118 set of 
six Klavierstücke contains four Intermezzi, a Ballade (No. 3), 
and a Romanze (No. 5). Brahms completed these along with 
the Op. 119 Intermezzi and Rhapsodie in Bad Ischl during his 
annual summer retreat, and he sent each work individually 
to Clara Schumann for her comments. Now in her seventies, 
Frau Schumann suffered from a variety of maladies that pre-
vented her from practicing or concertizing regularly, and these 
short works allowed Brahms to continue the musical dialogue 
that had sustained their friendship. As scholars and musicians 
have long noted, these late piano works present Brahms’s most 
economical musical language. Schoenberg’s phrase “musical 
prose” to describe melodies and harmonies flowing from one 
idea to the next without structural repetitions, and Brahms’s 
own description of the contemporaneous Op. 117 as “lullabies 
to my sorrow” hint at the complexity and the autumnal quality 
of these works. It seems fitting, then, that Brahms would finally 

Example 3: Clara Schumann, “Romanze,” Op. 21, No. 1, mm. 1–8



- 6 -

turn to the genre that had marked the beginning and ending of 
the Schumanns’s musical dialogue: the piano romance.

Like earlier piano romances discussed above, Brahms’s work 
is structured as a ternary form (A B A′). Although both formal 
sections are set in the major mode (F major and D major), the 
outer sections continually pull toward minor by emphasizing 
the submediant (vi, D minor). Already in m. 3 the downbeat’s 
D-minor chord suggests the importance of this sonority, and the 
fourth phrase of this section (mm. 7–8) is wholly in D minor, 
with a dominant-functioning anacrusis (A major). 

In the A section of the piece, Brahms employs varied repeti-
tions to create the cumulative effect that Rousseau described 
as standard for the romance genre and that Clara’s and Rob-
ert’s romances frequently employed. Measures 1–4 present a 
descending chordal melody with parallel motion in the outer 
voices against a more rhythmically active melody in the inner 
voices (Ex. 4). In measure 1, the countermelody’s chain of as-
cending quarter notes provides a crosscurrent that contradicts 
the inevitability of the upper line’s stepwise, downward prog-
ress through the octave. That tension extends to the two phrases’ 
rhythmic profiles as well: the main melody in the outer voices 
consists of quarter- and half-note patterns that emphasize the 
duple division of measures in 6/4 time, whereas the counter-
melody in slurred quarter notes emphasizes a triple subdivision. 
When the upper melody adopts the triple-division pattern of its 
counterpart in m. 4, but with a wholly descending pitch pattern, 
the autumnal quality of the piece is confirmed. Brahms’s devel-
opmental variations on this simple four-bar theme represent a 
series of nostalgic retellings of the same story with ever more 
vivid details emerging from the texture in each version. In mm. 
5–6, an eighth-note addition increases the rhythmic and me-
lodic tension; in mm. 9–12, doubling the inner voices’ counter-
melody at the octave envelops the upper melody so that it fades 
into the harmonic tapestry, allowing the inner-voice melody to 
take center stage. Marked piú espressivo, this section also lends 
additional motion in the middle voices, creating increasingly 
thick textures with more forward motion, as though the musical 
phrase (like a bittersweet memory) has taken on new signifi-
cance through its persistent repetitions. Finally, in mm. 13–16, 
the simpler version of this phrase reappears, but with an impor-
tant change in the harmonization of the second measure (see 
Ex. 5). In the original version of the phrase, B-flat harmonies 
resolve to F major, then a G-minor pick-up leads to D minor 
on the downbeat (IV – I – ii – vi). In m. 14, though, the same 
passage eschews tonic and more firmly tonicizes D minor with 

a dominant seventh chord (IV – ii – V7 of vi – vi). With further 
emphasis on D minor and a half cadence in that key to end the 
section, this phrase transitions from the soft reminiscences of 
the A section to the B section’s full-blown fantasy of happier 
times. 

Brahms creates that fantasy-like element here primarily 
through texture. Although the tessitura of the A section is not 
significantly lower than that of the B section, the close harmo-
nies and intricate interweaving of lines give that section a subtle, 
dark tone. When the B section begins in m. 17, the lighter ho-
mophonic texture, major mode, and faster tempo immediately 
convey raised spirits. The pace and meter also give this section 
a dance-like rusticity enhanced by the rocking dotted-rhythm 
of the left hand’s accompaniment (see Ex. 6). Just as the A sec-
tion of the Romanze presented a single four-measure melody in 
four varied iterations, the B section (Allegretto grazioso, in cut 
time) consists of an eight-measure phrase pair offered in three 
different guises, each a bit more elaborate than the last, with 
delicate passagework introduced gradually. The foundation of 
the phrase is, like the A theme, a combination of two motives 
in contrary motion: the right-hand melody plays a descending 
theme in eighth notes while the left-hand accompaniment plays 
a rocking dotted-quarter-and-eighth-note pattern that outlines 
the D-major harmonies. 

Only one gesture points toward an overt archaism in 
Brahms’s Romanze. The short return of the A section ends with 
definitive authentic cadences in m. 54, but in m. 55 the harmony 
moves toward B-flat major for two beats, creating a plagal end-
ing for the piece when B-flat resolves to F on the downbeat of 
m. 56. The final two measures contain a series of tonic chords 
(note the strumming effect of the rolled chord in m. 56) over a 
long decrescendo and ritardando. 

Several details in Brahms’s Romanze recall similar gestures 
in Robert’s Op. 26, No. 2 discussed above. Both composers 
begin with descending motion organized as three two-measure 
phrases. Schumann’s phrase unfolds over a iv – V7 – i progres-
sion that emphasizes the subdominant, and two of Brahms’s 
phrases close with plagal cadences (IV–I in F major, mm. 2 and 
6). Both composers modulate to a new key for the fourth two-
measure phrase. Schumann’s short piece ends with a colorful 
Neapolitan deviation from the opening phrase’s usual iv – V7 – 
i progression; the tonic chord is replaced by E-flat Major, which 
resolves to A-flat (flat II) in m. 24. Brahms also alters a familiar 
phrase when it returns at the end of his A section by replacing 
tonic with an unexpected chord: the insertion of G minor cre-

Example 4: Brahms, “Romanze,” Op. 118, No. 5, mm. 1–4
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ates a iv – V – i progression in D minor. These connections 
suggest a shared conception of the piano romance and possibly 
a pointed allusion to Robert’s work. 

The A sections of Brahms’s piece function almost like the 
contextualizing preludes and postludes in Robert Schumann’s 
songs and in some of Clara’s and Robert’s piano romances. Al-
though it would be inappropriate to describe Brahms’s B sec-
tion as vocal or song-like, the homophonic texture and defini-
tive separation into melody and accompaniment between the 
hands make it more song-like than the surrounding materials, 
and the presentation implies not just a contrast of style here, 
but a commentary on this central episode. The return of the 
A section after that sunny, shimmering middle section pres-
ents an impassioned closing statement before the plagal coda 
(mm. 54–57). The compression of the second phrase, marked 
with subtle changes in slurs and phrase markings, makes the 
entire work, but especially the intervening B section, feel fleet-
ing and short-lived. The work as a whole mirrors the proce-
dures of the Schumann romances in Brahms’s later, more con-
trapuntally focused musical language. As Brahms described 
these late works in terms of both “lullabies” and “sorrow,” we 
might speculate that the Romanze for piano allowed Brahms to 
express a deep nostalgia or reflection on his relationship with 

the Schumanns and with their wider circle of friends and ac-
quaintances in a manner similar to their earlier expressions of 
solidarity and love in the same genre. Whereas the Schumanns’ 
romances looked forward to a long life of shared experiences 
that would fulfill the prophecy of ancient Medieval romances 
for all noble, true lovers and warriors (in their case, for right 
and for art), Brahms’s Romanze looks back on those experi-
ences and offers a tender rumination on lives and careers well 
spent, but in Robert’ s case cut painfully short.

Marie Sumner Lott

Example 5: Brahms, “Romanze,” Op. 118, No. 5, mm. 13–16

Example 6: Brahms, “Romanze,” Op. 118, No. 5, mm. 17–24

Notes. 1. The author would like to thank Alexander Stefaniak 
and William Horne for their insightful comments and sugges-
tions on earlier versions of this article. 2. Corinne Saunders, 
“Introduction,” in Companion to Romance, from Classical to 
Contemporary (Malden, MA and Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 6. 
3. See the Gothic Revival style of Berlin-based Karl Friedrich 
Schinkel and in the paintings of Caspar David Friedrich. 
4. Brahms’s interest in the ancient past and its icons appears 
in many forms: Annotations in his early piano sonatas explic-
itly connect them to “old German” texts or Minnelieder, and 
he set or alluded to texts from “Altdeutsch” sources through-
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out his career. 5. Jonathan Bellman, “Aus alten Märchen: 
The Chivalric Style of Schumann and Brahms,” Journal 
of Musicology 13, no. 1 (1995): 117–35, quote from p. 120. 
6. Bellman refers briefly to “a certain expansiveness of pac-
ing, a capricious shifting of meters and textures, that suggests 
the allusive and episodic nature of a recounted story” which 
he notes in some of the Op. 33 Magelone Romances and in 
Schumann’s Op. 94 Romances for oboe and piano, but does 
not discuss in detail (ibid., 119). 7. Nancy B. Reich, Clara 
Schuman: The Artist and the Woman, rev. 2d ed. (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 2001), 112. Clara had com-
posed and published some works in the decade between her 
wedding and the move to Düsseldorf, but the works of 1853–55 
are more numerous and more ambitious. 8. As translated by 
Nicholas Marston, “‘Im Legendenton’: Schumann’s ‘Unsung 
Voice,’” 19th Century Music 16, no. 3 (Spring 1993), 227. 
Marston briefly discusses Sterndale Bennett’s Drei Romanzen, 
Op. 14 (1837), which Schumann reviewed favorably in 1838, 
and notes some similarities to Schumann’s Op. 28 set of Drei 
Romanzen, discussed below. 9. Wilhelm Hebenstreit, entry for 
“romantisch” in Wissenschaftlich-literarische Encyklopädie 
der Aesthetik (1843), quoted in Rainer Gstrein, “Romanz / ro-
mance / Romanze,” in Handwörterbuch der musikalischen Ter-
minologie XVI, edited by Hans Heinrich Eggebrecht (Stuttgart: 
Steiner, 1988), 14, my translation. 10. Theodor Echtermeyer, 
“Unsere Balladen- und Romanzen-Poesie,” Hallische Jahrbu-
ch für deutsche Wissenschaft und Kunst 97 (1839). Quoted in 
Gstrein, idem, 8. 11. Robert Schumann also knew (at least some 
of) Heinrich Marschner’s Medievalist opera Der Templer und 
die Jüdin (1829). In 1834 he incorporated the melody from its 
romance “Wer ist der Ritter” in an unpublished movement of 
the work that became his Symphonic Etudes. Alexander Ste-
faniak, “‘Poetic Virtuosity’: Robert Schumann as a Critic and 
Composer of Virtuoso Instrumental Music” (PhD diss., Univer-
sity of Rochester, 2012), 116–29. 12. See Marston, “Im Leg-
endenton,” 230. 13. The original story of “Robert the Devil” 
comes from a twelfth-century romance and subsequent French 
and English poems of the Renaissance period. It was retold in 
nineteenth-century collections of ancient poetry. 14. Clara’s 
work also engages a style similar to French operatic songs and 
simple arias frequently labeled “Romance.” Popular Medieval-
ist examples include short, often diegetic songs in Meyerbeer’s 
Il crociato in Egitto (1824), Marschner’s Der Templer und 
die Jüdin (1829), and Grétry’s Richard Coeur de Lion (1784). 
15. Quoted in Daverio, Robert Schumann: Herald of a New Po-
etic Age (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 
188. 16. Ibid., 184, quoting from Georg Eismann, ed., Robert 
Schumann: Ein Quellenwerk über sein Leben und Schaffen, 2 
vols. (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1956). 17. J. J. Rousseau, A 
Complete Dictionary of Music, trans. William Waring, 2d ed. 
[1779] (New York: AMS Press, 1975), 347–48. 18. This evoca-
tive framing is familiar from Ossianic examples, as well. See 
Daverio, “Schumann’s Ossianic Manner,” 19th Century Music 
21, no. 3 (Spring 1998), 247–73; and Sarah Clemmens Waltz, 
“The Highlands Muse in German Romantic Music” (PhD 
diss., Yale University, 2007). 19. Clara composed a set of Drei 
Romanzen for violin and piano in the same year, which she 
dedicated to Joseph Joachim when they were published as her 
Op. 22 in 1855. 20. This piece replaced her 1853 A-minor Ro-
manze when the set was published as Op. 21 in 1855; the earlier 

2015 Geiringer Scholarship 
Competition

The ABS welcomes applications for the Karl Geiringer 
Scholarship, awarded annually as meritorious candidates pres-
ent themselves. The competition is open to those in the final 
stages of preparing a doctoral dissertation in the English lan-
guage. Work related to Brahms should form a significant thread 
within the project, but it need not be the only one. Guidelines 
for applicants are posted on the Society’s website. Applications 
should be emailed to Dr. Ryan Minor, Chair, Geiringer Scholar-
ship Committee, at ryan.minor@stonybrook.edu by 1 June.

Brahms News
     The ABS’s Board of Directors is happy to announce that 
the Society’s non-profit status has been restored by the Inter-
nal Revenue Service. All donations made to the ABS from 27 
January 2014 onward are tax deductible. The Board is deeply 
grateful to Treasurer Kevin Karnes for working with the IRS to 
achieve this outcome. 

Correction
When listing the contents of the book Brahms in the Home 

and the Concert Hall: Between Private and Public Perfor-
mance, edited by Katy Hamilton and Natasha Loges (Cam-
bridge 2014) in the Fall 2014 issue of the Newsletter, the editors 
inadvertently failed to include Michael Musgrave’s Foreword 
entitled “A Different Brahms? New Perspectives on His Out-
put” (xix–xxiii). In this essay Musgrave offers insights into the 
role of Brahms’s domestic and amateur music in his creative 
output and in the musical culture of his time. The editors regret 
the error.

Joachim Conference 
Upcoming in 2016

Robert Eshbach and Valerie Goertzen are organizing a con-
ference celebrating the life and work of Joseph Joachim, to be 
held in Boston in June 2016. It will feature papers and per-
formances. Further details and a call for papers will be issued 
through the AMS listserv and included in the Fall issue of the 
Newsletter.

work was eventually published in Girl’s Own Paper in 1891. 
21. Reich, Clara Schumann, 314. 22. Some of these works, like 
the Op. 122 chorale preludes and Op. 113 canons, may have 
been composed earlier and reworked in 1891–93, but whereas 
the evidence of sketches and letters among friends allows mod-
ern scholars to document earlier origins for Opp. 122 and 113, 
these piano miniatures leave no such traces.
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JBG Society members visit Laboe, near Kiel. Left to right: Michael 
Musgrave, Robert Pascall, Jakob Hauschildt, Valerie Goertzen, 

Claus Woschenko, Siegfried Oechsle, Katharina Loose, Otto Biba, 
Katrin Eich, Johannes Behr, Michael Struck, Kathrin Kirsch. 
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On 6 July 2014 the “Bremen version” of Brahms’s Triumph-
lied received its first modern performance at the opening con-
cert of the Schleswig-Holstein Music Festival in the Music and 
Congress Hall in Lübeck by the NDR Symphony Orchestra, 
the NDR Choir, and the Rundfunkchor Berlin, conducted by 
Thomas Hengelbrock. In C major, rather than the published 
key of D major, this single-movement original version of the 
Triumphlied, long thought to be lost, was reconstructed from 
orchestral and choral parts discovered in the archive of the Bre-
men Philharmonic Society by Ulrich Tadday and Katrin Bock.  
The performance was broadcast live on NDR television, and 
by the European Broadcasting Union to audiences in Belguim, 
Catalonia, the Czech Republic, Latvia, Romania, and Den-
mark.  

Members of the Society of the New Brahms Collected Edi-
tion (Johannes Brahms Gesamtausgabe) met on 8 October 
2014 in the project’s editorial office at the Christian-Albrechts-
Universität Kiel. The edition is progressing at a steady pace. At 
the time of the meeting, twenty-two volumes were in print and 
another 17 in preparation. These volumes are scheduled to be 
published two or three per year through 2021. The JBG now 
has four full-time editors whose positions are secured through 
the end of 2026: Michael Struck, Katrin Eich, Johannes Behr, 
and Jakob Hauschildt. Kathrin Kirsch divides her time between 
the JBG and the Institute for Musicology at the University. A 
volume entitled Brahms am Werk. Konzepte, Texte, Prozesse, 
including papers presented at a symposium held in October 
2011 in Kiel in conjunction with the annual meeting of the Ge-
sellschaft für Musikforschung, will be published this year by 
G. Henle. After the business meeting, members of the Society 
enjoyed an excursion by boat across the Kieler Förde to La-
boe, where they toured a German submarine (see photo below) 
and visited the Naval Memorial, built to commemorate German 
sailors who died in World War I, then rededicated in 1954 to the 
memory of those of all nationalities lost in the two World Wars. 
A dinner at the restaurant “Schöne Aussichten” on the water 
brought the day to a convivial close.

(Continued on page 12)
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The First Color Photograph of 
Brahms’s Birthplace

In June 2014 as I was browsing through a large catalog from 
a mail-order bookshop, the following item caught my eye:

Lauffer, Otto: Die Hansestädte in Farbenphotographie, 
Hamburg, hrsg. von Professor Dr. Otto Lauffer. Direktor 
des Museums für Hamburgische Geschichte. Mit 40 
Tafelbildern auf Karten und 52 Textbilder in Naturfarben 
nach Aufnahmen von Julius Hollos. Berlin 1927. 
Verlagsanstalt für Farbenphotographie Carl Weller.

I remembered that in about 1970 I had searched in the Hamburg 
Museum for “realia of the Johannes Brahms Foundation in 
Hamburg” on behalf of the Brahms Foundation at the Hoch-
schule für Musik und Theater and the Board of the Johannes-
Brahms-Gesellschaft. This partial Nachlass belonged to 
Brahms’s stepbrother Fritz Schnack, who had provided for a 
Johannes Brahms Foundation to be established after his death in 
1919. According to written inventories the collection included 
the furniture from Brahms’s parents’ house in Hamburg, letters 
of the family and others, autographs and scores, photographs, 
and a small endowment from Fritz Schnack and his mother 
Caroline (Brahms’s stepmother) intended to support gifted 
students. In this way they continued Brahms’s own legacy of 
generosity.

Otto Lauffer (1874−1949), the first Director of the Hamburg 
Museum, had received the donation on 2 June 1919, and thus I 
suspected that his book of photographs might contain something 
related to Johannes Brahms. And so it did! Page 33 shows a 
color photograph of Brahms’s birth house that was unfamiliar 
to me. The photo, in upright format (10,4 x 9,9 cm.) and warm 
colors, conveys an idyllic atmosphere and is much more true 
to life than all known black and white pictures (see the black 
and white image of the photo above, right). People standing 
at the windows and in front of the house curiously watch the 
photographer at work. Directly above the main door to the 
house at Specksgang 24 (later Speckstraße 60) hangs the bronze 
plaque installed on 7 May 1906. Surrounded by laurel wreaths, 
the inscription reads: “An dieser Staette ist / JOHANNES 
BRAHMS / am 7. Mai 1833 / geboren worden. / Gestiftet vom 
Zentral=Ausschuss / Hamburgischer Bürger-Vereine 1906”. 

Brahms’s biographer Max Kalbeck wrote about the house 
during a visit in 1901 (his notebook is now in the Brahms 
Archive in the Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Hamburg 
Carl von Ossietzky):

Birthplace second floor on the left side, a low door at the 
top of the thirteen steep wooden steps. The door opens into 
the kitchen. From there into the living room, 2 windows 
side by side without grids. Low ceiling. From there a small 
door into a bedroom with one window looking out to the 
courtyard.

A column entitled “Hamburg Sunday Morning Walks” in 
the Hamburger Tageblatt gives a lively report about a visit to 
the “Brahms house” in the early 1940s: 

Many people felt moved standing before the five-story 
building and reading the bronze plaque.… Those wishing 

to go up and visit the room in which Johannes Brahms re-
ceived his earliest childhood impressions would shy away, 
being true Hamburgers, when they realized that people 
were living in the small apartment on the second floor, just 
to the left of the steep stairs, and there was not even a small 
museum. Foreign visitors, musicians, and friends of music 
from the whole world … have shown far fewer inhibitions, 
as witnessed by the guest book on the old mahogany chest 
of drawers that Mother Hintz, a hardy old citizen and 
guardian of this place, gladly shows any visitor.… She 
herself has made of the small dwelling a showcase, as 
well as she could. A kitchen extends the entire depth of 
the apartment, the front with a narrow window seat, the 
back wider and dark. In the center, right in the heart of the 
dwelling, stands the tile stove on which Mother Brahms 
cooked. From the kitchen one passes into a bright, sunny, 
two-window anteroom and from there on back into the 
small dark room where the great composer was born. Over 
the bed hangs his picture. A bed in the anteroom comes as 
a surprise to many visitors. But Mother Hintz says it had to 
be so for the Brahms family in such a limited space.

The property, in a state of disrepair, passed from private 
hands to the Deutsche Brahms-Gesellschaft in 1914, then was 
sold to the City of Hamburg in 1921. The house was renovated 
and the Brahms apartment rented. The building was destroyed 
in the bombing of the city in 1943. 

The color photo of the Brahms house is virtually unknown 
in the Brahms literature. Our image counts therefore as a 
“rediscovery.” The history of color photography can be traced 
back to the nineteenth century. In 1925−1927 the well-known 
photographer Julius Hollos made a series of color photographs 
of buildings and plazas in Hamburg under contract with 
the Berlin publishing house Carl Weller and using the very 
costly three-screen process. That series includes the photo of 
Brahms’s birthplace shown above. Hollos’ photographs are 
also published on CD-ROM in the collection Deutschland in 
frühen Farbfotografien.    

 Kurt Hofmann
Trans. Valerie Goertzen
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ary 2014. We thank our members for their patience as we have gone 
through the process of reinstatement.
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Editors’ Notes
     The Editors would like to thank the contributors to this issue. 
Marie Sumner Lott is an Assistant Professor of Music History 

Publications, continued from page 9:

Venn, Edward. “Thomas Adès and the Spectres of Brahms.” 
Journal of the Royal Musical Association 140, no. 1 (April 
2015): 163‒212.

Weaver, Andrew H. “Towards a Narratological Analysis of the 
Romantic Lied: Events, Voice, and Focalization in Nineteenth-
Century German Poetry and Music.” Music and Letters 95, 
no. 3 (2014): 374‒403.

Papers Presented

Papers read at the symposium “Brahms’ Bremer Triumphlied 
‒Symposium anlässlich der neuendeckten Fassung, 29 May 
2013, Bremen:
Siegfried Oechsle (Kiel), “Die Johannes-Brahms-Gesamtausgabe 
und die aktuelle Situation der musikalischen Editionsphilologie in 
Deutschland”
Michael Struck (Kiel), “Brahms-Funde der letzten drei Jahrzehnte und 
ihre wissenschaftliche Bedeutung”
Katrin Bock and Ulrich Tadday (Bremen), “Die C-Dur und D-Dur 
Fassung des Triumphliedes von J. Brahms im Vergleich”
Christiane Wiesenfeldt (Weimar/Jena), “Jubel, Trauma, Bitterkeit: 
Musik zum Deutsch-Französischen Krieg von 1870/1871”
Christian Jansen (Münster), Zur Inszenierung von Nationalstaatlich-
keit in der Gründerzeit”

at Georgia State University (USA). Her research has focused 
on the culture of string chamber music in nineteenth-century 
Europe. Her 2012 article on Brahms’s Op. 51 string quartets, 
published in the Journal of the Royal Musical Association, won 
the ASCAP Deems Taylor Award for outstanding writing about 
concert music, and her essay on Brahms’s two string sextets 
is included in the 2014 collection Brahms in the Home and 
Concert Hall (Cambridge University Press). Dr. Sumner Lott’s 
book The Social Worlds of Nineteenth-Century Chamber Music 
is forthcoming from the University of Illinois Press. Her latest 
research project explores Romantic Medievalism, or evocations 
of the Middle Ages in art and music during the long nineteenth 
century. 

Kurt Hofmann is the author of many of the standard works 
on Brahms, including Die Erstdrucke der Werke von Johannes 
Brahms (Tutzing 1975), and together with Renate Hofmann Jo-
hannes Brahms, Zeittafel zu Leben und Werk (Tutzing 1983) and 
Johannes Brahms als Pianist und Dirigent: Chronologie seines 
Wirkens als Interpret (Tutzing 2006). The Hofmanns currently 
are working towards the creation of a room in Brahms’s mem-
ory at the rebuilt Schloß Altenstein, the home of Herzog Georg 
II von Sachsen-Meiningen and his wife, Freifrau von Heldburg, 
where Brahms was a welcome guest.
     We are grateful to Prof. Dr. Otto Biba, Director of the Archive 
of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Wien, for providing the 
photo for the cover. Correspondence, ideas, and submissions 
for the Newsletter are always welcome, and email communica-
tion is especially encouraged. Materials for the Fall 2015 issue 
should be sent by 1 September.


