
Music as Mirror
Music for the Heart: Schumann’s Dichterliebe



Robert Schumann grew up in a Europe poised between the Enlightenment and 
the 1848 revolutions. It was a period of retrenchment but cultural growth. The 
early Romantic era—which, in music, extends from the 1820s to about 1850—
was characterized by an increase in private, or ‘home’ music, with an emphasis 
on more intimate genres such as piano music, chamber music, and the art song.

The rise of the piano as the dominant keyboard instrument played right into that 
shift—the piano was much more capable of nuance than its predecessor, the 
harpsichord, and as such fit perfectly into Romantic mindsets.



Schumann’s life journey exemplified the new reality for composers. Court 
patronage and church positions, common in the 18th century, were rapidly 
vanishing as aristocrats were increasingly impoverished in the changed 
economy, and the role of religion in daily life began its long decline.



He was born on June 8, 1810 in Zwickau, Germany. Appropriately, he was the 
son of a literary intellectual and bookseller. Schumann was to become one of the 
most literature-oriented composers in history, and also may have been one of the 
most intelligent of all the great composers.



His education was for the law, but partway through his studies he made the 
commitment to a life in music.

He would never become a great pianist, although he was keen to do so. It was an 
era of keyboard flamboyance, with the first generation of big-name touring 
artists barnstorming through Europe and making gigantic profits. Most of those 
pianists are forgotten today—Herz, Thalberg, Stiebelt—but Franz Liszt’s fame 
went far beyond mere showboating.



Schumann settled in Leipzig in 1830 in order to study with Friedrich Wieck, one 
of the major piano teachers of the era.

He was probably best known for teaching his own daughter Clara, who was 
destined to become a ranking pianist of the 19th century.



By the time he was 21 years old Schumann was already making a name for 
himself as a fine writer and journalist. He had infallible taste in music and a 
superb eye (and ear) for the finest new talent.

Apropos Frederic Chopin: “Hats off, gentlemen! A genius.”

Apropos Johannes Brahms: “Destined to give ideal expression to the times.”



Schumann wrecked his hand with a silly gizmo called a chiroplast. He wound 
up with an almost useless left-hand middle finger.



Through the 1830s, Schumann grew as a writer of short piano pieces. His gift 
lay in writing brief, almost aphoristic compositions based on brief ideas. He was 
not a developmental type who could wring all manner of variation out of a seed 
motif, like Beethoven or Mendelssohn. Think of him as a writer of epigrams.

Because of his literary bent, Schumann tended to assign overriding ideas to his 
pieces—after he wrote them—and then thread them together into cyclic forms 
determined loosely by that basic idea.



Some of those ideas were downright neo-Freudian. Consider:

Eusebius: the poetic dreamer

Florestan: the impetuous, passionate man of action

Master Raro: the mediator between the two



Eusebius: the basic idea
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Repeat it a step higher
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Repeat it a step lower
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Add a finishing figure
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But if you just play it, nothing much happens:
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Here I play completely off the cuff, without giving any serious thought 
beforehand about what I’m going to do—except that I’m going to take it free 
and easy. 

Although you can’t do that with every Schumann piece, most of these short 
aphoristic pieces don’t take well to pre-planning or extensive study. The 
slightest hint of cold calculation ruins them.

But playing them precisely the way they’re written is even worse.



German Romanticism was shaped by numerous influences.

One of the most powerful was the move towards nationalism that began as a 
reaction against alphabet soup of principalities that had existed since the growth 
of the Protestant Reformation.

For many Romantics, folk music and fairy tales were the key to finding a unity 
in the German people. Thus the 1812 publication of Grimm’s Fairy Tales and the  
1806 Das Knaben Wunderhorn, a collection of fantasy tales.



Poetry played an important role in German Romanticism, especially poetry of a 
simple, folk-like quality. Among the poets whose work resonated the most 
strongly with composers was Heinrich Heine, whose aphoristic, clear, and 
sometimes deeply cynical verses inspired Schubert, Schumann, and a number of 
other writers.

Consider this short folk-like poem, No. 30 from the Lyrisches Intermezzo.



The blue violets of the little eye



the red roses of the little cheek



the white lilies of the little hand



they bloom and bloom always,



and only the little heart is dried up.



In 1840 Schumann entered an intensive phase of lieder composition. He wrote 
more than half of his 240 songs during this one year.

Various explanations for the Liederjahr have been floated:

1) He finally became engaged to Clara Wieck, despite her father’s opposition.

2) He may have been despondent about the future of instrumental music—
particularly the large sonata-based forms such as the symphony, which was in 
stasis by 1840. Thus piano composition seemed less attractive.

3) He might have been experimenting with the idea of writing an opera.



The Dichterliebe are the best known of the songs written in 1840.

They are based on poems from Heine’s Buch der Lieder, which was an 
anthology of his verses from about 1817–1827. 

The poems tend to be quite brief, and are also typically laid out in a folk-like 
stanzaic style.

By no means are they all guarded, cynical, or spiteful. Heartfelt sincerity is also 
found in abundance. Although many are about the pangs of unrequited or 
disappointed love, others are evocations of love that express happiness and even 
(occasionally) contentment.



The Dichterliebe are therefore perfect for Schumann’s epigrammatic style, and 
their ironies and ambiguities also lend themselves well to Schumann’s love for 
unsettled endings, vague key centers, and blurred rhythms.



Dichterliebe, Op. 48
Fritz Wunderlich, tenor / Herbert Giesen, piano



Im wunderschönen Monat Mai starts off the cycle with the perfect “mood” piece 
that combines hope, youthful ardor, some stock Romantic clichés about the 
spring, and a decidedly unsettled ending—both in the text and in the music.





Aus meinen Thränen picks up the mood perfectly: from my ears spring up many 
blooming flowers, and my sighs become a chorus of nightingales.

Note that the ambiguity of the ending of Im wunderschönen Monat Mai is not 
resolved here—if anything Aus meinen Thränen is even more ambiguous 
harmonically, although it ends on a rather tentative A-major chord.





Die Rose, die Lilie poses an interesting challenge: how to use clichés such as 
birds, flowers, and sunlight, and then compare them to a greater radiance against 
which all others are dimmed. 

Schumann not only carries this out with aplomb, but does so in a breathtakingly 
short song, one of the briefest in all lieder, in fact.





At this point the first instance of Heine’s cynicism surfaces. Wenn ich in deine 
Augen seh starts out as a simple love song, filled with images of bliss and 
healing.

And then comes the last line ...

Schumann’s setting is deceptively simple—almost like a recitative, with a gently 
rocking rhythm, sweet and calm. After that sudden thrust of the last line, 
Schumann provides a short piano solo still in the same rhythm, perhaps to give 
the listener a moment to absorb the twist at the end.





Although Heine’s poem Ich will meine Selle tauchen (I will dip my soul) is 
blissfully erotic, Schumann sets it to surprisingly sad music—especially during 
the piano solo that ends the song.





Im Rhein is one of the more somber songs in the cycle, as the narrator observes 
the reflection of the massive Cologne Cathedral in the water of the Rhine. The 
rhythm, especially in the piano part, brings up images of processionals. A long 
postlude in the piano contemplates the vision of moving water and unmoving 
stone, inspiring the idea of a selfless and eternal love—all of which slowly fades 
into silence.





Ich grolle nicht offers a fascinating instance of Schumann re-interpreting 
Heine’s original poem. The text speaks of forgiveness: “I bear no grudge, even 
though my heart may break, eternally lost love!” Schumann’s setting is 
somewhat stiffer in resolve: stern, repeated chords in the piano, and a rather 
choppy melodic line—mock-heroic in a way—implies a determination not ever 
to suffer again from emotional weakness.





Das ist ein Flöten und Geigen contains another of Heine’s last-line twists. The 
imagery is that of a swirling ballroom dance, as “there is playing of flutes and 
fiddles, trumpets blaring forth.” The beloved is there inside, dancing.

But guess who isn’t with her?





Hör ich das Liedchen klingen is one of Schumann’s most evocative settings. In 
the piano part, from time to time (including the very opening) we hear an echo 
of the “song that once my true love sang,” almost as though it has never been 
able to leave the bereaved mind. We also hear the same melody in the vocal line. 
There is no getting rid of the song; to the very end it persists, no matter how 
hard the mind tries to shake it—as the piano postlude makes all too clear.





Am leuchtenden Sommermorgen is slow and ruminative, but is devoid of 
bitterness, even if the poem is rather maudlin. The bereaved joins the flowers in 
the garden; they ask for forgiveness.

A number of commentators have noted Schumann’s response to the color of the 
flowers, as expressed in the fascinating harmonic changes in the otherwise 
simple song.





Ich hab’ im Traum geweinet leads towards to the end of the cycle as the poet’s 
grief intensifies. “I wept in my dream,” he says at the start of each line, each 
time the cause of his weeping ever more personal. The last line says it all ...





Die alten bösen Lieder is filled with hyperbole as Heine expresses the measures 
necessary to cast off such intolerable grief. Beginning with a sense of strength 
and determination, slowly the mood cools and becomes one of quiet resignation.

The long piano postlude at the end at first recalls Am leuchtenden 
Sommermorgen, with its message of reconciliation, but by the end has changed 
to a sense of hushed acceptance.

Nota bene: the very chord at the end could serve to prepare the harmony at the 
very beginning of the cycle (Im wunderschönen Monat Mai), leading to the idea 
of starting over anew—eventually.






