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Davidsbündlertänze, Op. 6  (15:16)
(Book I) 

1   Lebhaft 1:34
2   Innig 1:30
3   Mit Humor 1:23
4  Ungeduldig 0:56
5   Einfach 1:50
6   Sehr rasch 1:54
7   Nicht schnell 3:57
8   Frisch 0:41
9   Lebhaft 1:28

Fantasie in C, Op. 17 (31:53)
bu  Durchaus phantastisch und  

leidenschaftlich vorzutragen 13:30
cl  Mäßig  7:45
cm  Langsam getragen 10:38 

Geistervariationen (10:26)
cn  Theme – Leise, innig 1:52
co  Var. I  1:17
cp  Var .II – Canonisch            1:37
cq  Var. III – Etwas belebter 1:41
cr  Var .IV  1:56
cs  Var. V                                   2:00

 Total duration:  77:06

Davidsbündlertänze, Op. 6  (19:30) 
(Book II) 

bl  Balladenmäßig. Sehr rasch   1:34
bm  Einfach  1:08 
bn  Mit Humor  0:45
bo  Wild und lustig  3:34
bp  Zart und singend  2:35
bq  Frisch  2:00
br  Mit gutem Humor 1:42
bs  Wie aus der Ferne 3:49
bt  Nicht schnell  2:19

RobeRt SCHUMann (1810-1856)

Davidsbündlertänze, Op. 6
Fantasie in C major, Op. 17
theme with Variations in e flat major, WoO 24 
(‘Geistervariationen’)
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Robert Schumann was born in Zwickau, Saxony, in June 1810, the son of a 
bookseller. His birth followed eighteen months after that of Mendelssohn, 
three months after Chopin and sixteen months before Liszt. All four masters 
of piano music therefore arrived at their early maturity at approximately the 
same time: a time that was, in musical terms, dominated by several factors, not 
least consequent upon the respective deaths in Vienna, in 1827 and 1828, of 
Beethoven (at the age of 56) and Schubert (aged 31). 

By the end of the 1820s, therefore, those two great creative figures, who had 
raised the genre of solo piano music – the sonata, especially – to unprecedented 
heights, were no more: nor, in the case of Schubert, had his unique achievements 
in his final sonatas been known during his lifetime. They could not have been, 
for they remained in manuscript until 1839, when the composer and publisher 
Diabelli issued them with a (posthumous) dedication to Schumann.

The nature of this unauthorised dedication is readily explained, for it was 
Schumann who discovered a large number of unpublished manuscripts of 
Schubert’s late works, which were in the possession of the composer’s brother. 

Among those manuscripts were five unknown symphonies and the three late 
piano sonatas, and it was in those sonatas that Schubert had achieved his unique 
integration of large-scale structuralisation, stemming in part from Beethoven’s 
later works.

Within a few years of the deaths of Beethoven and Schubert, Schumann had 
begun to make a name for himself as a composer and as a musical commentator: 
Diabelli’s public linking of one of the more significant composers of the new 
Romantic movement with one of the major figures of the Biedermeier period 
may have been a subtle promotional ploy but it was also an acknowledgement of 
the underlying continuity of musical expression which the ten years from 1828 
to 1838 witnessed in the musical capitals of Europe.  

Notwithstanding Schumann’s greatly significant and wholly unique later 
contributions to orchestral music, chamber music and lieder, the piano 
remained central to his creativity, from his earliest compositions until the music 
of his final years. One only has to consider that Schumann’s first 23 consecutive 
opus numbers constitute the most consistent unbroken run of solo piano 
music of any great composer – not even Chopin was so dedicated wholly to 
writing music for solo piano in his earlier years as was Schumann – to grasp the 
importance the piano meant for him. 

Together with Schumann’s three major contemporaries – Chopin, Mendelssohn 
and Liszt – all four composers embraced the principles of the Romantic 
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movement, moving from sonata form towards shorter, more self-contained, 
structures. As with any movement in art, this new approach cannot be claimed 
to have arisen entirely spontaneously, for one should consider those greatly 
significant sets of short piano pieces Schubert composed in his final years, the 
Impromptus and Moments Musicaux (most of which were published during his 
lifetime), which were in turn partly a consequence of Beethoven’s late piano 
music: the Bagatelles, Op 119 and 126. Schubert’s Impromptus and Moments 
Musicaux saw the new shoots of extra-musical inspiration beginning to bloom, 
an approach to composition which Beethoven himself, in his final months, 
acknowledged to Schubert personally.

If the piano sonata as a large-scale integration of tonal and melodic expression 
did not fully inspire that young quartet of musical geniuses (an exception must 
be made in the case of Mendelssohn’s Opus 6), the grouping of shorter sets of 
individual pieces, often united by cross-thematicism or variation form, came 
to represent a more genuine – certainly, a more immediate – expression of 
what was in Romantic art termed emfindsamkeit (an expression of individual 
feeling). Schumann’s earlier piano works exemplified this more than those of 
any composer of his generation. 

From his earliest compositions, Schumann had been fascinated by the 
incorporation of what might be termed musical codes – his ‘Abegg’ Variations, 
his Opus 1, dating from 1830, are based on a theme utilising the notes A,B,E,G,G 

– taken from the name Pauline von Abegg, to whom the work is dedicated. As 

the decade wore on, coded references appear in his piano music to the young 
Clara Wieck, a pianist and composer nine years Schumann’s junior, with whom 
he was to become deeply in love – almost as if, but not entirely, circumventing 
her father’s forbidden contact between them. 

Notwithstanding Schumann’s eventual destiny as a truly great and original 
composer, as a young man (having finally abandoned law studies) he could equally 
have considered turning to writing literature – and did so. The two subjects came 
together in his critical writing, with his founding of the Neue Zeitschrift fűr Musik 
in 1834, two years after his famous critique of Chopin appeared in the Allgemeine 
Musikalische Zeitung – ‘Hats off, gentlemen – a genius!’

The work of Chopin’s which had famously excited Schumann was a set 
of variations for solo piano, the praise expressed in print through one of 
Schumann’s two alter egos – Florestan and Eusebius, the former the assertive 
side of his character, and the latter, Eusebius, the introspective. It is clear that by 
this time, in his early twenties, Schumann was aware of a schismatic split in his 
personality, which later had tragic consequences, but which in the years of his 
early maturity he was able to keep under control and which became a significant 
source of inspiration for his muse. 

In Schumann’s Davidsbűndlertänze, completed in 1837, we encounter arguably 
the most intimate yet coherent expression of the nature of his original genius. 
A collection of 18 pieces, clearly intended to be played continuously as a set, 
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Although originally conceived as a three-movement Sonata in 1836, the Fantasie, 
published by Breitkopf und Härtel in 1838, underwent various changes in the 
course of its composition, and whilst it is true that Schumann himself essayed 
the Sonata as a genre – producing three such titled works relatively early in his 
career – they do not, in purely organic terms, continue the line as exemplified 
by Schubert’s or even Weber’s Sonatas. Whilst it may be argued that Schumann’s 
three published Sonatas may be more sympathetically grasped as attempts to 
break free from formal straight-jackets, there is no doubt that the strictly classical 
genre of the sonata was one in which his muse was not invariably at ease or fully 
engaged. In the Fantasie we find his command of large-scale structuralisation 
allied perfectly with the seemingly spontaneous, more quicksilver, expression 
of variation form. 

The Fantasie was written in response to an idea first mooted by Liszt to raise 
money to build a monument to Beethoven in Bonn, Beethoven’s birthplace. 
The Fantasie is dedicated to Liszt and contains a number of subtle quotations, 
including one from Beethoven’s song-cycle An die ferne gelibte (To the distant 
beloved) set to the words: Nimm sie hn den, diese Lieder (Then take them, these 
songs I sing you), as well as coded references to Clara in the main first subject 
of the opening movement, but such was Schumann’s genius at thematic and 
cellular transformation that his threading of such ideas must not be considered 
a game of ‘spot-the-tune’: his inspiration is too vivid and wholly organic in 
consistent development for such characteristics to be considered superficial – 
but the references remain, nonetheless.

implying both Schumann’s highly developed variation technique and his 
large-scale structural integration. These ‘Dances of the League of David’ were 
initially a musical manifestation of characters from his unfinished 1831 novel, 
Davidsbund (The League of David), specifically Florestan and Eusebius, who 
fought to preserve the nature of high art against the attacks of the insidious 
(David named after the biblical King David against the Philistines).

For Schumann, the 18 pieces represented aspects of both characters, for he 
placed the initials E or F (and, in four of the pieces, together) after each piece, 
hoping to make (as he wrote to Clara) the entire work self-explanatory: but 
she did not immediately grasp the full implication, causing him to go into 
further (albeit broad) detail. An interesting point, as Joan Chissell pointed out, 
is that the Davidsbundlertänze carry an opus number (6) out of sequence. By 
January 1838, when the work was finished, he had reached his Opus 13; a clue 
as to why the Davidsbundlertänze used an earlier number is that the opening 
phrase of the work is taken from a mazurka in Clara’s own Opus 6, which 
Schumann had reviewed in the Neue Zeitschrift fűr Muzik before beginning 
the Davidsbundlertänze.

Yet there could be few greater contrasts in Schumann’s piano music than the 
work which also occupied his thoughts at that time: the scope, range and 
achievement of his Opus 17 Fantasie completely disabuses those who imagine 
that his finest creativity was to be found in his short pieces, either individually, 
or as part of a set.
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The Fantasie falls into three movements. In a letter of 1836 Schumann wrote: 
‘Florestan and Eusebius wish to contribute to Beethoven’s monument’ so his 
muse was fully engaged from the beginning. The result is a large scale (circa 30 
minutes) work, the movement headings directing the pianist variously to play 
‘constantly fantastically and passionately, moderately, vigorously, slowly’ – and 
so on, the instructions (originally in German, of course) demonstrating a wide-
ranging structure of considerable emotional range and depth. 

In no other work of Schumann’s did the composer achieve a synthesis of the 
twin sides of his creative impulse on such a scale, and if his eventual marriage 
to Clara in September 1840 (the day before her 21st birthday) saw him further 
inspired in new genres (for him) – lieder, orchestral and chamber music 
especially – as we noted earlier the piano was never far from his inspiration. 
Although their union was at heart a happy and fulfilling one, producing eight 
children, Schumann’s inherent mental condition worsened until his instability 
required him to be committed to an asylum.

This was in the early months of 1854, and although he survived for a further 
two years (Clara outlived him by 40 years), Schumann’s life as a composer was 
at an end. His final composition for the piano, a set of variations on a theme 
which he claimed had been dictated to him by ‘the angels’, known as the 
Geistervariationen, was written in February of that year. The theme is a variation 
of that which transfixes the slow movement of his Violin Concerto, completed 
in October 1853, the five variations which follow the theme being composed 

whilst Schumann was in a seriously disturbed state: he completed the work the 
day after being rescued from a suicide attempt, following which he was to end 
his days as a mental patient.

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2015
 

Cordelia Williams has been acclaimed as a pianist of great power and 
delicate sensitivity, drawing in audiences with her rich sound, natural eloquence 
and “spell-binding simplicity”. She has performed all over the world, including 
concertos with the English Chamber Orchestra, in Mexico City, and City of 
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, and recitals at Wigmore Hall, Royal Festival 
Hall and Beijing Concert Hall. In December 2014 she made her debut with 
the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, playing Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto at 
Barbican Hall, London and Symphony Hall, Birmingham. 

At the core of Cordelia’s musicality is a fascination with the human soul and the 
artistic expression of struggles and beliefs; alongside her performing career she 
gained a First in Theology from Clare College, Cambridge. She is recognised 
for the poetry, conviction and inner strength of her playing and the depth and 
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•
maturity of her interpretations. Her curiosity towards religions and faith has 
led to her current project, Between Heaven and the Clouds: Messiaen 2015. In 
collaboration with award-winning poet Michael Symmons Roberts, Lord 
Rowan Williams and artist Sophie Hacker, this year-long series of events and 
performances explores the music, context and theology of Messiaen’s Vingt 
Regards sur l’Enfant-Jésus. 

Cordelia has a great enthusiasm for presenting and introducing music; her Cafe 
Muse evenings bring classical music out of the concert hall and into the relaxed 
setting of bars and brasseries. She is also a passionate chamber musician, having 
appeared with the Endellion, Fitzwilliam and Maggini quartets among others. 
Since becoming Piano Winner of BBC Young Musician 2006, she has performed 
with orchestras including London Mozart Players and Royal Northern Sinfonia, 
and given recitals at the Barbican Hall and Purcell Room, as well as in France, 
Italy, Norway, Switzerland, Austria, Thailand, China, America, Mexico, Kenya 
and the Gulf States. This season includes appearances at the Cheltenham 
Festival, Cadogan Hall and King’s Place.

www.cordeliawilliams.net
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