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Preface

Composed: Diisseldorf, November/December 1850,

completed 9 December 1850

First performance: 6 February 1851, Diisseldorf, Geislerscher Saal in the
6" concert of the Allgemeine Musikverein, conducted by the composer
First publication: Nicolaus Simrock, Bonn, October 1851 (score and parts)
Orchestration: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons — 2 valve-horns,

2 natural hotns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones — timpani — strings

Duration: ca. 32 minutes

Schumann’s Thitrd Symphony (1850) stands almost midway, chronologically, between its
stylistic model, Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’ Symphony (1803), and its most obvious successor,
Elgar’s Second Symphony (1911). All three works share not only the tonality of E flat major,
but a mood of heroic aspiration in their outer movements, balanced in each by a deeply
reflective and emotionally powerful slow movement. Schumann’s reputation as a composer
was slow to develop in his lifetime, but the subsequent influence of his work upon composers
such as Tchaikovsky and Rachmaninov, Mahler and Richard Strauss, was highly significant.
His particular gift for creating emotionally charged gestures from small mosaic-like motifs
proved to be stimulating for these and other composers who found such processes adaptable
to their individual styles of invention. This gift for creating musical atmosphere was achieved
by subtle forms of variation, sudden changes of dramatic focus, and the controlled deploy-
ment of obsessive rhythmic repetition.

Forced by a hand-injury to abandon an intended career as a virtuoso pianist, Schumann first
turned to musical criticism, in which he proved himself a gifted and far-seeing writer; compo-
sition itself only gradually becoming the focus of his creative life. His compositional activities,
which during his 20s had been remarkable but somewhat intermittent, really flourished after
his marriage to Clara Wieck in 1840. Herself a composer of real merit, Clara became one of
the foremost pianists of the 19% century, and the first woman player to achieve a lasting inter-
national career. Her forceful character proved an essential foil to Robert’s introspective and
withdrawn nature, and Clara inspired him to engage with more substantial musical forms
than the highly original piano miniatures he had so far written. He developed his compo-
sitional technique, particularly in counterpoint, by an assiduous study of Bach, and found
himself drawn towards a classical manner in which the influence of German folksong played
a decisive part. The publication of collections of folksongs and folk poetry by such scholars as
Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano (Des Knaben Wunderborn, 1806) and Zuccalmaglio
{Deutsche Volkslieder, 1840) had deeply impressed upon German consciousness the natural
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charm of an untutored art. As such it was highly sympathetic to the comfortable and com-
forting bourgeois style of the Biedermeier period, with which the music of Mendelssohn and
Schumann can to some extent be associated. The cultural discovery of folksong led Schu-
mann towards a refinement of his always inventive melodic style in the direction of a more
consistently diatonic manner, underpinned by the rich harmonic resources he had developed
in his early piano music.

The Third Symphony triumphantly celebrates the union of these elements; the immediate
occasion of its composition was Schumann’s appointment as music director to the principal
orchestra at Dusseldorf. The scenery of the Rhineland made a deep impression upon him,
and he evidently resolved to write a work expressing not just the satisfaction of his new
appointment, but his pleasure at the surroundings in which he found himself. The Symphony
was completed in a month: the first movement took Schumann only a fortnight, the remain-
ing four sections came in a matter of days. The amazing rapidity with which he could work
was actually born of stark necessity, for there were extended periods when he was completely
incapable of compositional activity, suffering as he did from two major disabilities: besides
syphilis, of which he mistakenly believed himself cured, he had to endure bouts of manic-
depressive psychosis, or what today would likely be diagnosed as bi-polar disorder.

One curiosity of the creative mind is its ability to transcend mere circumstance. The Third
Symphony, with the ardent optimism of its outer movements, and the reflective inwardness of
the central three sections, shows its composer’s heroic commitment to overcoming difficul-
ties, which even though they eventually destroyed him, could temporarily be held at bay
by creative action. A revealing diary note reads ‘one must work while there is still light’; evi-
dence that Schumann well understood the drastic nature of his personal situation, and of his
determination to hold on to the one thing which seemed to make sense of his life, his ebullient
creativity.

Schumann himself referred to the Third as his ‘Rhenish’ Symphony, and the grandly swinging
theme of the opening might well stand for the broad expanse of the fast flowing Rhine itself.
The sketches show the composer cutting out many tempting contrapuntal details in order to
move the music forward with an irresistible power. The force of this thrusting motion is
achieved by Schumann’s unusual rhythmic sense, in which duple rhythms are superimposed
on a triple pulse, giving a splendid vitality to every paragraph of this beautifully unified
sonata-form.

Schumann’s orchestration has often been criticized for its density of texture, with many rich
doublings of the inner parts, but in the Third Symphony this fullness of sound seems quite a
natural part of the work’s heroic, urgent nature. The second movement, called Scherzo, but in
reality a leisurely dance of the Lindler type, actually benefits from this rustic heaviness of
tone. The slow movement too has the richness and warmth of an almost organ-like texture,
while the fourth section — in 2 new departure in symphonic style — is a second slow move-
ment, a direct pictorial reminiscence of a solemn ceremony in Cologne cathedral witnessed by
the composer and his wife. Here the deliberate use of an archaic imitative style sets the scene
perfectly, as well as providing a kind of introduction to the total contrast of the vigorous
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finale. Here too, Schumann has a rhythmic surprise in store, for the main theme opens with a
5-bar phrase instead of the expected 4-bar unit; the extra bar seems to give an impression of
the music tumbling over itself in its haste. Towards the end, the chorale from the fourth
movement reappears to crown the entire symphony, a gesture surely not lost upon Anton
Bruckner, yet another of Schumann’s later admirers, and of all composers perhaps the closest
to him in musical temperament, sharing a similar ability to reconcile emotional intimacy with
an expansive grandeur, in order to express the fundamental connectedness of two comple-
mentary aspects of human experience, the endurance of sorrow and difficulty, and the search

for fulfilment and joy.

Justin Connolly
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Robert Schumann
(1810-1856)
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