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The piano constitutes the ideal musical 
vehicle for Romanticism. This is not 
simply a result of the design and 
construction of the instrument alone, 
although these characteristics grant 
the skilled player a remarkably diverse 
palette of sounds for the purposes of 
artistic creation. The piano is more than 
a machine capable of a wide range of 
different tone colours, for it embodies an 
attitude toward music which subsumes 
all that the instrument itself makes 
possible: virtuosity, nuance of expression 
and attention to detail as artistic ideals, 
communication of affect through contrast 
in timbre and intensity, and the ability to 
master both large, substantial forms, as 
well as intimate miniatures. The program 
featured on this recording exemplifies 
this attitude to music as much as it 
represents what the instrument is 
physically capable of. 

Undoubtedly, the composer who left the 
greatest impression on the Romantic musical 
tradition was Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827). 
The very characteristics for which Beethoven is 
best-known and most revered are on display in 
the work selected for this recording, namely the 
Variations and Fugue in E flat major, op. 35. This set 
of variations, commonly referred to as the ‘Eroica’ 
variations due to the thematic material it shares 
with Beethoven’s Third Symphony, showcases the 
composer’s inexhaustible aptitude for inventiveness 
and development of melodic material, while still 
maintaining the sense of large-scale coherence 
treasured by the Romantic generation.

As a principal theme, the ‘Eroica’ variations 
feature a jaunty dotted-rhythm melody that must 
have been running through Beethoven’s mind 
a fair deal, for it appears in several of his works 
from this time. The very same theme makes its 
most famous appearance in the finale of the 
Third Symphony, a work often referred to as the 
‘Eroica’ (‘Heroic’). This nickname originates from 
the dedication on the title page of the symphony’s 
score. Beethoven had originally intended to honour 
the Emperor Napoleon with a dedication, but later 
chose to honour the hero-figure in general. The 
Third Symphony was completed in 1803, and thus 
postdates the ‘Eroica’ piano variations by a year. 
Neither of these works feature the dotted-rhythm 
theme’s earliest appearance, however. In 1801, 



to vary the ‘Eroica’-theme, the listener is advised 
to listen to the Symphony as well, for Beethoven’s 
ideas didn’t run out in the piano variations!

In addition to three variations of the bass 
part when it is first presented, the ‘Eroica’-theme 
is subjected to 15 variations. Beethoven the 
master of thematic development is at work here, 
with alterations both subtle and rigorous, never 
masking the core identity of the theme. In a nod 
back to the Baroque, and as if to show the listener 
that no development technique is beyond his 
talents, Beethoven then proceeded to round off 
the work with a supreme display of contrapuntal 
composition, in the form of a fugue. This 
impressive ending did not go unnoticed amongst 
the Romantics: when Johannes Brahms embarked 
on a similar project of keyboard variations – the 
Variations on a Theme of Haydn – he too included 
an exercise in Baroque-inspired contrapuntal 
technique, only in the form of a passacaglia.

❧

History is often covered in the fingerprints of 
the society responsible for its recording. This was 
sagely noted by the German musicologist Carl 
Dahlhaus, who wrote in his Foundations of Music 
History that when you read about the past, you 

Beethoven had completed music for a ballet 
Die Geschöpfe von Prometheus (The Creatures 
of Prometheus), which featured this theme 
prominently. Yet another work from this period 
to feature this melody was the 12 Contredanses. 
Indeed, Beethoven’s preoccupation with this 
theme can be spotted in unpublished work as well 
– various other permutations of it can be found in 
his sketchbooks, for all of the works featuring this 
melody were sketched at roughly the same time. 
But whereas the Third Symphony was dedicated 
to the hypothetical hero-figure, the keyboard 
variations bear a dedication far more mundane and 
worldly: they are dedicated to Beethoven’s student 
Moritz Lichnowsky, who was the brother of one of 
Beethoven’s patrons, Prince Karl Lichnowsky. 

In both the Third Symphony and the piano work 
featured on this recording, the dotted-rhythm 
theme is the subject of extensive variation. As a 
performer, Beethoven was well-known for his talent 
for extemporisation, being able to spontaneously 
create intricate and lengthy improvisations 
on any given melody. This incredible thematic 
inventiveness was committed to more permanent 
display when Beethoven put pen to paper in 
variation form compositions. Although there are 
similarities in his strategy in tackling the theme 
in both the symphony and the ‘Eroica’ variations, 
the two do not share common variations. That is, 
to appreciate the full scope of Beethoven’s ability 



learn as much about the historian as you do about 
history. Popular conceptions of the relationship 
between Robert Schumann (1810-1856) and his 
wife, Clara Wieck, have undoubtedly been shaped 
by the views of Romantic historians. The image of 
Robert Schumann as a poetic genius, who due to 
his extreme artistic disposition suffered the tragedy 
of going insane, persists alongside the image of his 
marriage to Clara being the exemplar of the love-
conquers-all fairy tale, archetypically Romantic and 
marked by devotion to both Love and Art. Of course, 
there can be no denying that their relationship was 
indeed remarkable. Clara and Robert Schumann 
met when the former was only eight years old. 
Robert Schumann was so impressed with Clara’s 
playing that he sought out her father and teacher, 
Friedrich Wieck, and asked to become his pupil. 
(Friedrich Wieck was also the teacher of Hans von 
Bülow.) When Clara became a teenager, however, 
a romantic relationship between her and Robert 
Schumann began to develop. Friedrich Wieck did all 
in his power to put an end to the liaison, forbidding 
that his daughter see the older Schumann at all. 
When Robert and Clara decided to marry, Friedrich 
opposed the union vehemently. The fight dragged 
on for years, eventually ending after a protracted 
court battle, settled in the couple’s favour only days 
before Clara turned 21 – at which age she wouldn’t 
have required her father’s consent for marriage in 
any case. The couple were married the day before 
Clara’s 21st birthday. Clara, already a well-known 

pianist, then went on to support her new husband 
by championing his works, raising his family, and 
earning an income for the household, all the while 
attempting to manage Robert’s increasingly fragile 
mental health.

The composition Carnaval, op. 9, dates from 
a formative period in Robert Schumann’s life, 
prior to his marriage to Clara Wieck. Schumann 
completed Carnaval in 1835, having commenced 
work on the project during the previous year. In the 
springtime of 1834, Schumann had founded Die 
Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, arguably the first truly 
important periodical for music criticism. His writings 
for the Neue Zeitschrift and other publications at 
this time provide many insights into his attitude 
toward music and other musicians, as well as 
his thinking about his own position as an artist. 
By the time he completed Carnaval, the famous 
‘Davidsbündler’ were in full flight in his writings. 
This fictional intellectual group rallied against 
the Philistines of the day, discussing the future of 
musical aesthetics in highly entertaining essays. 
The best-known members of the Davidsbündler are 
generally accepted to have been a representation 
of facets of Schumann’s own personality: Florestan, 
the extroverted and passionately outspoken; 
Eusebius, the introverted dreamer; and another 
character named Raro, the balanced, well-informed 
voice of artistic reason, probably representing 
Schumann the critic.



The artistic and intellectual activity of 1834 
followed a tumultuous 1833. After the death of 
his brother and sister-in-law, the seriousness of 
Schumann’s mental problems were laid bare. It 
was then that the troubled composer had his first 
major mental breakdown, and his first serious 
contemplations of suicide. When he sought 
medical help, Schumann was told that all that was 
required was for him to find a woman to entertain 
his whims and desires. Without any help in sight, 
Schumann became mortally terrified of going 
mad. He developed a severe and irrational fear of 
heights, prompting him to move to a ground floor 
apartment; he also took in a housemate to assuage 
the fear of sleeping in a house alone.

Another important event is associated with the 
time in which Carnaval was composed. Schumann 
was well acquainted and beginning to become 
romantically involved with the then 15 year old 
Clara Wieck. However, Carnaval was not inspired 
by Clara Wieck, but by another woman altogether, 
to whom he was in fact engaged. The object of his 
marital intentions at the time was Ernestine von 
Fricken, daughter to a wealthy Bohemian family. 
However, by the end of 1834, Schumann made 
a discovery that brought this relationship to a 
close: he found out that Ernestine von Fricken had 
been born out of wedlock. With this discovery, the 
possibility of inheritance and a substantial dowry 
evaporated, along with Schumann’s interest in 

the marriage. He broke off the engagement, and 
instead decided to pursue his affections for Clara 
Wieck. By the end of 1834, Robert and Clara had 
declared their love for one another, and Friedrich 
Wieck began his ultimately unsuccessful six-year 
campaign to separate them.

Carnaval depicts an imaginary masked ball, 
to which numerous well-known musicians, as 
well as one or two imaginary ones, are invited. 
Schumann paints this masked ball as a series 
of miniatures, complete with descriptive titles. 
Florestan and Eusebius, the extrovert and introvert 
characters from Schumann’s writings, each have a 
movement; as do Pantalone and Columbine from 
the Commedia dell’arte. Real musicians, such as 
Paganini and Chopin, are also represented, as is 
Clara Wieck (in the ‘Chiarina’ piece). At one stage, 
Ernestine von Fricken (‘Estrella’) is recognised from 
behind her mask, as illustrated in the movement 
‘Reconnaissance’. A jester-like figure, ‘Arlequin’ 
is also present, as is a flirtatious young lady 
(‘Coquette’), who is duly replied to (‘Réplique’). The 
suite ends with the ‘Marche des “Davidsbündler” 
contre les Philistins’, the triumphant musical 
defiance of the Philistines by the imaginary 
Davidsbündler, which features allusions to material 
from earlier movements. This section also features 
a quotation of a folk tune known as the ‘Grossvater 
Tanz’, or Grandfather’s Dance, labelled in the score 
as a ‘Theme from the 17th century’. This tune, today 



associated with marriage celebrations, is taken in 
Carnaval to depict the Philistines. Incidentally, this 
tune is also quoted in Schumann’s Papillons, op. 
2, and also makes an appearance in Tchaikovsky’s 
Nutcracker ballet. (It is also worth noting that the 
‘Papillons’ movement in Carnaval is unrelated to the 
standalone piece Papillons.)

Probably the most commented-upon feature 
of Carnaval is the use of musical pitch names to 
spell out musical anagrams. Carnaval is subtitled 
‘Scènes mignonnes sur quatre notes’, or ‘Little 
Scenes on Four Notes’, to reflect this musical game. 
The key notes in question are A flat, C, B and E flat. 
In German, A flat, E flat and B would respectively 
be spelt as As, Es and H. This allows for the 
construction of ‘AsCH’, the name of the town where 
Ernestine von Fricken was born; or alternately, 
the initials A SCH (Schumann’s middle name was 
Alexander). Depending largely which commentators 
you choose to read, the addition of Es (or ‘S’) and 
A allows for the motive SCHA, as in Schumann; 
AsCH has also been suggested to represent Ash 
Wednesday, or even the second to fifth letters of 
‘Fasching’, the German word for ‘carnival’.

•

In modern musicological circles, Clara Schumann 

(1819-1896) is often hailed as a rallying point for 
feminist critiques of a male-dominated musical 
world. Clara was, by trade, a concert pianist, 
and there can be little doubt that her performing 
career was compromised by her devotion to her 
composer husband. However, like so many practical 
musicians of her day, Clara was herself a composer, 
but arguably this aspect of her musical talent was 
most suppressed. Despite her well-publicised 
statements regarding the ineptitude of women in 
matters of artistic creation, Clara wrote a number 
of works during her courtship and marriage to 
Robert Schumann, including two piano concertos, 
a number of chamber and solo pieces for piano, 
and several songs. Her output was substantial 
enough that along with Fanny Hensel (Felix 
Mendelssohn’s sister), Clara Schumann should 
be remembered as possibly the 19th century’s 
most prominent female composer. In the popular, 
non-musicological consciousness, however, Clara 
Schumann’s aspirations as a composer, and to a 
large degree her eminence as a performer, have 
taken the historical backseat when compared to 
the tale of her devotion to her husband and an 
apparently higher artistic goal, namely the cause of 
her husband’s art. 

The relationship between Robert and Clara, 
as well as the bitter feud between the couple 
and Friedrich Wieck for permission to marry, 
have become the stuff of Romantic legend. 
Nonetheless, Robert Schumann was fairly 



traditionalist in his view of Clara’s marital duties, 
although he expressed some disappointment 
that it was (in his view) the pre-ordained lot of 
the wife to remain home and look after domestic 
affairs. Robert expressed his consternation that 
such a fine and promising composer, because 
of her dedication to her performing career and 
family, could not dedicate more time to writing 
music. As a performer, Clara remained the stable 
breadwinner in the Schumann household, despite 
simultaneously raising seven children (an eighth 
having died in infancy). After Robert’s death, Clara 
continued her career as a performer, championing 
the work of Brahms and her late husband while 
harbouring an intense distaste for the work of 
Liszt and Wagner – even going as far as publically 
boycotting Wagner’s concerts and operas. As a 
composer, Clara’s output dried up after the age of 
36, mostly because she was unconvinced that she 
had any talent. Clara herself even lamented that 
composing was not something women were truly 
capable of. 

 
Clara Wieck’s Trois Romances pour le pianoforte, 

op. 11, was composed between 1838 and 1839, 
half a decade after Carnaval was penned. It was 
published in 1840. At this time, the relationship 
between Clara and Robert was at its most uncertain. 
For some time during this period, an enforced 
separation was in effect, in virtue of the efforts of 
Clara’s father. In 1839 and 1840, Robert Schumann 

fought Friedrich Wieck in the courts. However, 
despite the couple’s extreme devotion to one 
another, and their belief that they would eventually 
triumph over Friedrich Wieck, Robert showed signs 
of severe stress. In 1840, Robert suffered a series of 
mental breakdowns, at one stage even threatening 
to kill both himself and Clara. 

Some historians might consider Clara Schumann 
a devoted artist, serving a higher goal – the 
promotion of Robert’s art. Others might call her the 
model of subservience, without traits that would 
be admired in a modern Western society. Others 
still might paint her as the victim of a misogynist 
society, and therefore a champion for achieving 
what she did. In academic circles, debates rage 
about how best to consider Clara Schumann. But 
arguably, the most important question is not what 
was the case, but what we think of these various 
historical narratives today. Just as history tells 
us about composers and performers, and about 
historians, our interaction with history can also 
tell us a lot about ourselves and the world that 
we live in today.

•

Carnaval, along with a great deal of music 
written by Robert Schumann, has come to be 
fundamental to the solo piano repertoire. The 



repertoire hasn’t been as kind to Clara Schumann. 
However, we now turn to another colossus of the 
modern solo piano genre: Sergei Rachmaninoff 
(1873-1943). Rachmaninoff has become well-known 
as a musical traditionalist in an age of Prokofiev, 
Shostakovich, Bartok, and Schönberg. His brand of 
lush romanticism was by no means the typical art 
music fare of the day, but Rachmaninoff was not 
one to forgo his own tastes in search of the cutting 
edge of artistic intellectualism. His piano works 
in particular have come to be seen as important 
pieces in their own right, and typically provide the 
performer with the greatest of technical challenges.

The works selected for this recording are from 
the op. 23 set of piano preludes, simply entitled 
10 Preludes upon publication in 1903 (the G minor 
prelude had been written around 1901, but the 
remainder of the pieces were written in 1903). 
Rachmaninoff would go on to write an additional 
set of 13 preludes, op. 32, seven years later. It is 
known that unlike the op. 23 set, the composition 
of these later preludes was not an easy feat for 
the composer. J. S. Bach’s famous 24 preludes and 
fugues comprising Das Woltemperierde Klavier 
initially set the fashion amongst composers of 
writing collections of keyboard pieces, usually 
cycling through all 24 major and minor keys. 
This fashion was firmly established during the 
nineteenth century Bach revival, with the prelude 
collections of Chopin and Scriabin providing 

particularly fine examples. Rachmaninoff and 
Debussy broke with this tradition of tonal relations, 
both writing preludes without concern for the 
overarching tonal architecture of their respective 
sets. Rachmaninoff himself never even bothered to 
play his preludes in any set order, instead opting 
to use the pieces as stand-alone concert pieces 
as he saw fit. Rachmaninoff’s treatment has been 
maintained for this recording.
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Lori Sims received the Gold Medal at the 1998 
Gina Bachauer International Piano Competition, 
where she also won the prize for the best 
performance of a work by Brahms.  She was also 
awarded a 1993 American Pianists’ Association 
Competition Fellowship, with outstanding 
distinction from the jury.

She has performed throughout North America, 
Europe, China and South Africa including 
engagements with the NDR Radiophilharmonie in 
Hannover, the Israel Philharmonic, the Cape Town 
Sinfonietta, the Indianapolis Symphony, the Utah 
Symphony, the Spokane Chamber Orchestra, the 
Denver Chamber Orchestra, and the Memphis 
Symphony Chamber Orchestra.  Her 2000 Alice 
Tully Hall recital debut in New York received 

critical acclaim from Bernard Holland in the New 
York Times and she has since returned to perform 
recitals at Carnegie’s Weill Hall and Zankel Hall.

Since 1997 Sims has been Professor of Piano 
at Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan. In 2003 she was honored with the 
distinction of the John T. Bernhard Chair. 

A native of Denver, Colorado, she resides in 
Kalamazoo with her über supportive husband, 
Kevin, their beloved exuberant son, Will, the 
astonishing Labradoodle Lola and the “free” cat, 
Sammy.  Sims is a passionate and intense cook, a 
committed runner, an avid yogi, a closet crossword 
puzzler, and, in general, an advanced practitioner 
of any sort of escapism. 
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