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Preface

Composed: January / February 1841 in Leipzig

First performance: 31 March 1841 in Leipzig,

conducted by Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1841 (parts)
and 1853 (score)

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —

4 Horns, 2 Trumpets, 3 Trombones — Timpani, Triangle — Strings
Duration: ca. 33 minutes

On 23 January 1841 Schumann noted in his Haushaltbuch — the household account book that
he also employed as an abbreviated diary — ‘Friihlingssymphonie angefangen’ (‘Spring Sym-
phony begun’). He also wrote ‘Friihlingssymphonie’ at the top of the first page of his sketch.
This symphony, which continued to have associations of springtime for the composer even
though he later suppressed its title as well as the titles of the individual movements, was
sketched at a breathless pace in the unbelievably short time of four days. Schumann’s pro-
gressively exalted mood can be seen in his entries in the Haushaltbuch:

‘23. Jan. Spring Symphony begun

24. Jan. Finished the Adagio and Scherzo of the symphony

25. Jan. Symphony fire — sleepless nights — on the last movement
26. Jan. Hooray! Symphony finished!’

Although Schumann had written a symphony years earlier (the ‘Jugend Symphonie’ (or
‘Zwickauer Sinfonie’) in G minor, 1832-3), his published works at the time he began the
‘Spring’ were all for solo piano or for voice and piano. Indeed, what is usually called the com-
poser’s ‘song year’ of 1840 continued into January 1841 with the setting of eight Riickert
poems. Then on 21 January Schumann began a Symphony in C minor, abandoned it on the
22nd, and began the ‘Spring’ on the 23rd.

On 27 January, the day after he finished the sketch, Schumann turned to the orchestration of
the symphony, completing his score on 20 February. In a reflective mood on 21 February, the
composer wrote the following in the Ebetagebuch, a diary kept jointly by Robert and Clara
Schumann:

‘The symphony has brought me many happy hours; it is pretty well finished; such a work will
not be entirely finished until one hears it. I am often thankful to the good Spirit who allowed
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me to turn out such a large work so easily and in such a short time. Indeed, the sketches for
the entire symphony were finished in four days, and that is saying a great deal. Now, however,
after many sleepless nights a slackening also follows [...]. It would be a great gain if I could
have the symphony performed this year [...]."

Schumann’s wish for a performance was granted almost immediately. He brought his score to
Mendelssohn on 6 March and was very pleased with Mendelssohn’s opinion, recording the
following in the Ebetagebuch:

‘Friday, the 6th, T went in the morning to Mendelssohn with my score. I wanted to hear his
opinion of it. What he said pleased me very much. He always sees and hits the mark. Remark-
ably, most of his corrections were concerned with passages [that I had] altered, and for the
most part [his corrections] corresponded to my first sketch. That was a revelation.’

It is not clear exactly when it was decided that the symphony would be performed at the
Leipzig Gewandhaus that season, but for the period between 6 March and 31 March the
Haushaltbuch records another session with Mendelssohn to work over the symphony (on 10
March), and many days on which corrections and revisions were made. The autograph score
bears witness to the process of revision, containing numerous alterations on every page of
details of orchestration, figuration, notation, etc.

On 31 March 1841 the symphony had its premiere at an end-of-season concert given by Clara
Schumann for the benefit of the Gewandhaus musicians’ pension fund. Mendelssohn con-
ducted. The symphony was a success, and Schumann was able to sell it immediately to
the publishing firm of Breitkopf & Hirtel. However, he did not submit the work to the pub-
lisher until after he had again revised the score and heard the revised version in a special
rehearsal at the Gewandhaus on 13 August 1841 under Ferdinand David’s direction.
Schumann delivered the symphony for publication on 16 August, and the first edition —
orchestral parts only — appeared on 10 November 1841. The full score was not published
until January 1853. This gap of more than eleven years between parts and score is of some
importance for the early performance history of the work. The symphony was widely per-
formed in the 1840s and, since Schumann was obliged to lend out copies of the score to con-
ductors, a number of manuscript scores in copyists’ hands were in circulation. In fact, one of
these conducting scores later served as the engraver’s model for the printed edition of the
full score (see below). We are fortunate in that the composer often took time to express his
wishes about the performance and interpretation of the work in letters to conductors to
whom he sent scores.

Schumann’s sketches and autograph score of the B flat major symphony are of great interest
as compositional documents. Their publication in a good facsimile edition makes them read-
ily available for study. With the aid of the facsimile one can, for example, follow Schumann’s
indecision with regard to the pitches of the opening brass ‘motto’ of the first movement. In
Schumann’s autograph score the motto theme is a major third lower than in the final version,
beginning on the tonic, B flat, rather than on D:
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Consequently, this passage has often been cited as an example of the composer’s un-familiar-
ity with the orchestra, in particular with the capabilities of the natural horn. Valve horns were
not yet in general use in 1841, and two of the notes (G and A) sounded muffled because they
had to be produced by hand stopping. After hearing the passage in rehearsal Schumann set it
a major third higher, beginning on D as in the final version (but he never took the time to
enter this revision into his autograph score). When valve horns had become common some
conductors (for example, Gustav Mahler) restored the B flat opening so that it would reflect
Schumann’s ‘initial’ conception and also be analogous to the beginning — on B flat — of the
principal theme of the exposition. Study of the sketches, however, reveals that Schumann
originally began the motto on D, and furthermore, that he also began the principal theme of
the exposition on D. There are several layers of corrections of the introductory motto in the
sketch, with the B flat opening prevailing in the end. But the principal theme of the exposi-
tion — beginning on D - was not altered in the sketch. Schumann even entered the passage on
D into the full score, changing it to B flat only in the course of a subsequent revision.

The speed with which Schumann sketched the ‘Spring’ Symphony is vividly reflected in his
sketches. For example, one sizeable passage — the extensive coda of the first movement — was
apparently left for later working-out and is represented in the sketch by only the vaguest
jottings. The development section of the first movement was constructed almost entirely out
of blocks of repeated musical material, one of them extracted bodily from the exposition;
these transfers of material are clearly observable as such in the sketch.

Linda Corell Roesner
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Symphony No. 1
‘Spring Symphony’

Robert Schumann
(1810-1856)
Op. 38
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