
Symphony no. 4 in D      Robert Schumann 

(1810 – 1856) 

 
Rather slow – Lively   
Romance: Rather slow   
Scherzo and Trio: Lively   
Finale: Slow – Lively 

Of the three main musical genres of the 18th and 19th centuries, namely opera, 
concerto and symphony, the last was the latest to develop. Against the lustre and stage 
spectacle of the opera, and the emphasis on a single soloist in dialogue with the 
orchestra in the solo concerto, the symphony appears to be more of an abstract nature, 
often even (as in the later 19th century) autobiographical. Whereas the earlier 
symphonies of Mozart and Haydn may appear as a repetition of recipes, those of 
Beethoven set new standards for originality and unique ideals.  

Understandably Beethoven’s shadow over the course of the 19th century could not be 
ignored. Robert Schumann and his close friend and contemporary, Mendelssohn – the 
most important contributors to the genre in the first half of the century – strove to uphold 
Beethoven’s example without forfeiting their own sense of originality. Schumann 
himself spared no criticism of contemporaries’ symphonic attempts, and categorised 
them as either weak imitations of Beethoven, or bad Mozartian “powder and wigs”. But 
ensuring originality proved easier said than done!  

After his marriage to Clara Wieck in 1840, Schumann experienced a creative urge, and 
this year was not only his famous Liederjahr, but he also started planning a host of 
other works, including three symphonies. Seen from a musicological point of view, 
Schumann’s symphonic history has the qualities of a detective novel. Already as a 
youth he had tried his hand at a symphony in 1832, which found little acceptance with 
the public, and was not published.  

His discovery of the score of Schubert’s last symphony (C major) in 1839 and its 
performance by Mendelssohn inspired him anew, and his new “first” symphony (named 
“Spring” by the composer himself) was completed in just four days of 1841. Fired by 
the success of the work he produced not only his now famous piano concerto, but also 
his second (D minor) symphony.  The title “Symphonic fantasy” was no doubt part of 
his strategy. At this point the symphonic plot starts to thicken, because the D minor 
work did not attract attention, and was laid aside for ten years, to make room for two 
new symphonies, including the famous Rhenish symphony of 1851, numbered no. 3. 
It was only at this point that the composer started reviewing (among others) the 
instrumentation of the D minor work, which was presented to the world as no. 4. The 
original Italian tempo indications were now replaced by German ones:   1. Ziemlich 
langsam – Lebhaft; 2. Romanze. Ziemlich langsam; 3. Scherzo. Lebhaft – Trio; 4. 
Langsam – Lebhaft – Presto. 

As the only true “romantic” musician of the time, the composer was more interested in 
presenting a series of ever-changing lyrical episodes, weaving through the whole 
symphony. Thus for instance the slow-moving Introduction to the first movement 



returns as middle section of the second (Romanze), and a theme characterised by 
three heavy orchestral blows, from the first movement proper, also forms the basis of 
the final movement. Part of Schumann’s strategy to ensure originality lay in planning 
the work as a “symphonic fantasy in one movement”. This enabled him to deviate 
somewhat from the classical mould.  

It may interest  listeners with a bent for heavy music analysis,  that the classical “sonata 
form” is diluted: Instead of  the expected exposition of two main themes, properly 
developed and followed by the “recapitulation”, i.e. a somewhat varied repetition of the 
exposition, Schumann ignores this format to a large extent, and the “development” 
contains two brand new themes – a deviation Beethoven allowed himself only in the 
Eroica symphony. One aspect of the symphony that Schumann could not alter, is the 
final bars of the finale, where –until Mahler changed it – tradition demands a fiery and 
victorious end to the drama.  


