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Carnaval, Op. 9  
Robert Schumann 
Born: June 8, 1810, in Zwickau, Saxony 
Died: July 29, 1856, in Endenich (near Bonn) 
Composed: 1835 
Duration: 65 Minutes 
 
Early in 1834, Baron von Fricken of Asch in Bohemia heard 
little Clara Wieck play a recital in Plauen. So impressed was 
the Baron with the results of Papa Friedrich Wieck’s method 
of piano tutelage that he determined to send his daughter, 
Ernestine, to Leipzig to study with the noted pedagogue. 
Ernestine duly presented herself as a student and boarder at 
the Wieck household in April, and immediately became 
acquainted with Robert Schumann, the gifted 24-year-old 
pianist, composer and writer who was Wieck’s chief protégé 
at the time. When Fricken inquired about Schumann, he was 
told by Wieck, “There is no limit to the number of things I 
could write you about this rather fantastic person; 
headstrong he may be, but also noble, splendid, enthusiastic, 
wonderfully gifted, highly cultured and a writer and musician 
of genius.” Ernestine, then 17, also found much to admire 
about the dashing Robert, an affection returned by 
Schumann, who had been advised by his physician that to 
fully recover from his nervous breakdown of the previous 
year, “You need a wife. Medicine is no good here.” In July, 
Schumann described to his mother in Zwickau the many 
virtues of Ernestine, and then confided that she was “just 
such a one as I might wish to have for a wife.” The affair 
proved serious enough that he presented Ernestine with a 
ring in September and presumably proposed marriage, 
though the engagement was never announced publicly. The 
following month, her course of study with Wieck apparently 
completed, Ernestine was summoned back to Asch by the 
Baron. In the wake of her departure, Schumann’s ardor 
began to cool, and it was further chilled when he learned 

that the girl was not Fricken’s daughter but rather his ward. 
This amatory adventure was pretty well spent by the end of 
the year, when Schumann began to turn his attention to 
Clara Wieck, with whom he was to create one of the great 
love stories of the 19th century. Schumann’s brief fling with 
Ernestine von Fricken helped to inspire two of the most 
important piano compositions of his early years: the 
Symphonic Etudes, a splendid set of variations he erected 
upon a theme composed by Baron von Fricken; and Carnaval, 
which the redoubtable Franz Liszt assessed as “one of the 
greatest works I know.” Carnaval was conceived in the heat 
of Schumann’s ardor for Ernestine during the summer of 
1834, but not completed until, appropriately, carnival season 
the following winter, by which time his affection had swung 
round to Clara. The 21 movements of Carnaval “Vignettes on 
Four Notes,” as the composer subtitled them, depict 
characters at a masked ball, some real, some stock figures 
from the pantomime and commedia dell’arte, though 
Schumann admitted to the pianist Ignaz Moscheles that he 
added the titles only after the music was completed. 
Carnaval is a quintessential document of Romanticism—
colorful, evocative, virtuosic, varied, melodious, daring, 
stirring. It is the first music in which Schumann’s full genius 
blossomed, and the work which offers the most rounded 
view of him as creator, musician and person. “The more one 
penetrates Schumann’s ideas, the more power and vitality 
one finds in them,” wrote Liszt. “The more one studies them, 
the more one is astonished by their richness and fertility.”  
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