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For my grandparents

Pauline Fritz, organist and piano teacher,

and Rev. Earl Fritz, who loved listening to her play.





Introduction

In 1840, the twenty-year-old internationally famous virtuosa, Clara Wieck, married a poor, little-known composer named Robert Schumann. Thanks to his wife’s promotion, Robert’s music became, and still is, standard repertoire for every piano student and his melodies are heard regularly in Hollywood movies. Yet few know Clara herself composed works of her own genius. Fewer still understand how much men like Johann Sebastian Bach, Ludwig van Beethoven, Frédéric Chopin, Felix Mendelssohn, and Johannes Brahms owe their enduring renown to Madame Schumann.

When Clara Wieck debuted in Vienna in 1837, she captivated audiences with her artistry, grace, and fire. The “girl with the sad eyes” and “noble bearing” spoke with “an endearing little lisp,” and onstage, her long white fingers darted elegantly across the piano keys with a “masculine” precision that “put the men to shame.” The Austrian emperor invited her to the Hapsburg Palace so often, he waived the Catholic requirement to name her Imperial Court Virtuoso—the first Protestant, young person, and woman to receive the honor. Restaurants served torte à la Wieck; fights broke out over her concert tickets. Critics declared a “Clara War,” every tongue wagging with the question: “Who is better, Franz Liszt or Clara Wieck?”

Her concerts changed music history. She was the first to play full programs from memory, and the first to perform Beethoven’s complete Appassionata Sonata in public. Her interpretation so enchanted the playwright Franz Grillparzer—who had known Ludwig himself and written the composer’s funeral oration—he penned a poem titled “Clara Wieck and Beethoven.” With effusive imagery, he narrated a tale about “the busy horde of little men” who, despite their greatest efforts, failed to unlock the genius of the great magician where “this gracious and pure-hearted mistress” succeeded. Her compositions were equally lauded; the Viennese audience and critics demanded three separate performances each of her concerto and her Bellini variations.

The Piano Concerto in A Minor (1835) was history-making on many fronts. Clara premiered the work in Leipzig with Felix Mendelssohn conducting. She was only sixteen years old, publishing her first orchestral work at a younger age than any composer in the European classical music canon, including Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. The concerto was heard by all the most famous composers of her day. In the coming decades, Robert Schumann, Franz Liszt, and Johannes Brahms each took inspiration from her concerto’s melodies, form, and orchestration for their concertos. Before she even took the name Schumann, Clara Wieck was an influential composer.

From birth, her father intended Clara to be the next Mozart and, according to Robert Schumann, as a child, she was. The aging Johann Wolfgang von Goethe called Clara a true artist when she was ten years old and said, “She plays with the strength of six boys.” Niccolò Paganini heard her first composition, her Polonaise in E-flat from opus 1, and praised it so highly, he put little Clara onstage with him during his concerts.

Robert Schumann and Franz Liszt published essays about her, calling her a musical genius. At age eleven, she premiered the “unplayable” music of Frédéric Chopin in Germany. She began orchestration lessons at age thirteen, studying with one of Bach’s successors during the same years as twenty-one-year-old Richard Wagner. During their early marriage, Robert Schumann was introduced as “the husband of Clara Wieck.” He used her melodies and ideas in over a dozen of his works. She premiered many of Robert Schumann’s and Johannes Brahms’s most-respected works. She even premiered Johannes’s most famous tune, the “Brahms Lullaby.” Clara used her fame to make both men into household names. Without her, it’s unlikely either composer would’ve lived on in history. Johannes said she was the “genius” he trusted to ensure he became the composer he was “meant to be,” and he called her musical ear “infallible…. No other musician has an ear like that.”

Critics revered Clara as a queen of the piano and the priestess of art. The late-nineteenth-century Viennese critic Eduard Hanslick published essays on her, crediting her with standardizing the enduring repertoire and with founding the “Priesthood of Art,” which most wrongly attribute to Johannes Brahms. She played a pivotal role in the culture war of her time—the “War of the Romantics”—keeping Enlightenment musical genres like symphonies, concertos, and sonatas alive when others claimed they were dead relics. She was a favorite of Queen Victoria’s and a regular at Buckingham Palace (her autograph is in the Prince Albert Archive). When she died in 1896, at seventy-six, The Guardian’s obituary credited her with the popularity of her husband’s works. In Vienna, on her death, the Wiener Allgemeine Zeitung called her an “unparalleled” Beethoven interpreter. The piano maker Steinway & Sons quoted her endorsement in advertisements for over a decade after her death.

Throughout the course of her sixty-year performing career—with thousands of sold-out concerts in ten different countries across Europe—Clara Schumann taught the public to love many of today’s most beloved classical music composers. She commanded a reverence not unlike a religious figure. She battled countless patriarchal systems while publishing dozens of musical works and accomplished what other canon composers had not: she became a major curator of the canon itself. Her influence on German Romanticism and the genre of classical music is immeasurable. Yet her compositions, her own works of genius—like all composers who were not cisgender white men—were ultimately excluded from the canon she helped create.

Clara was a cog that turned the wheel, not just a compositional genius, but a cultural changemaker and influencer. It’s a bizarre turn of history that today she requires the names of men to lend her legitimacy; while she lived, it was the other way round.



My awakening to the still controversial concept of gender equality in classical music happened during my sophomore year of music school, on the same day that I learned Clara Schumann was a composer. My song literature professor compared two settings of Heinrich Heine’s poem “Loreley”—one by Clara Schumann, the other by her pianistic rival, Franz Liszt. The professor led us through analysis in the Schubertian song tradition to an undeniable conclusion: Clara’s song was better than Franz’s. She ended the lecture with the next logical question hanging in the air—could Clara have been the superior composer?

My nineteen-year-old brain lit up like a firework. The possibility that a woman could have been a composer equal to one of the men I’d been taught to revere was something I did not know I’d been craving to hear. It changed how I saw myself, how I saw the women around me. No one had ever suggested I question the unwritten truth that all great composers were white men.

To the more literary minded, no women in the traditional music canon prompts questions; specifically, why? To most musicians, it’s accepted doctrine. The common “reasonings” or excuses are laid at women’s feet: they were uneducated, they were wives and mothers, they weren’t allowed, they didn’t compose enough, their music was low quality. And on and on. What goes little explored is cultural context. In nineteenth-century Germany, rising nationalism made Germanness synonymous with the Übermensch, a cultural identity defined by its masculinity, which meant its music must be appropriately masculine; that is, written by men. And if you have an art form that still promotes this era of German music as its standard for greatness, well, here we are.

Many nineteenth-century philosophers and music critics wrote that women were incapable of understanding genius, let alone creating it. From the 1870s, “Kinder, Küche, Kirche” (children, kitchen, church) was upheld as the righteous woman’s motto, which thrived into the Nazi era. Women who dared to have a career (and there were many) risked social ridicule, especially on the public stage or in artistic creation. From the age of ten, Clara relied on being seen as an exception among women, and endured slander all her life.

Most classify Clara Schumann by her more feminine designations of virtuosa (she was) or a muse (she was, of course, incredibly inspiring). Biographies have called her an artist, as she referred to herself, without accounting for the evidence that Clara shirked the distinction of composer because she thought it “arrogant” to define herself by a man’s profession—and so we perpetuate her own internalized misogyny. Clara’s compositions are most often taught as unquestionably inferior to those of her husband and her male contemporaries. But I argue what is still considered radical to many: that not only was she her husband’s equal, but her own unique genius and a powerful presence in the elite circle of German Romantic composers. Select insightful scholars and enlightened performers have dared, for many years, to turn the tide in Clara’s favor, yet much of the establishment pushes back. No woman composer has yet achieved canon status, but Clara Schumann is poised to break that glass ceiling.

Clara was instrumental in the creation of two truths we now hold self-evident: that music itself is an art form on par with poetry, and that in classical music there is a generally agreed upon repertoire that includes The Three Bs: Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms. Through her wildly successful public performances, and tireless promotion of composers we assume were always famous, she defined the canon and art form as was know it.

At the human level, her life is more fascinating than fiction. Surviving letters, diaries, manuscripts, and concert programs reveal the life and work of a great tragic hero whose story has most often been told with her father and husband at the center rather than herself, or in fictionalized contexts that prioritize her sensational love life and minimize her work. She was a deeply tortured artist, who knew her talents but doubted them; who wanted freedom but needed security; who fled the hard tyranny of one man (her father) for the patriarchal benevolence of another (Robert); who wanted to be a mother and also a creator of everlasting beauty.

In short, Clara Schumann is not a sideshow; she is the main event. For while she is an excellent figure in women’s history, her role in music history was far greater. The history of nineteenth-century German Romanticism is incomplete without her.

I dispute widely accepted tenets of music history, including that Clara, not her husband, was the primary mentor of young Johannes Brahms, and that many critics touted Clara’s playing as superior to Franz Liszt, undercutting his traditional status as the greatest pianist of the nineteenth century. The unfortunate consequence of dismissing her works as unquestionably inferior, and therefore unworthy of comparison to canon works, has led to quotations of her melodies being overlooked in the piano concertos of Johannes Brahms and the Sonata in B Minor of Franz Liszt—which I’ve uncovered and discussed here for the first time.

As a musician, researching Clara has given me frequent episodes of shock, confusion, and elation as I find truths that contradict my excellent music education. The music of Clara Schumann has been demeaned as “low quality,” but in reality, it’s misunderstood as too dissonant, too restrictive in form, too much like her husband’s or Chopin’s, unoriginal. The genius she weaves in harmonic complexity and contrapuntal mastery has gone little noticed, her unique voice of “feelings cloaked in sound,” as she called it, dismissed for lack of understanding. Her consummate skill set as a composer was what enabled her to popularize the tradition of playing with “composer’s intentions.” She presumed Beethoven or Bach’s intentions because she understood exactly how their sonatas and fugues were built, note by note, as only a fellow composer could. No doubt Clara herself would be uncomfortable with my calling her a composer, but this is not a book written to comfort its subject.

My research is drawn on a much-needed reexamination of her diaries. Her prodigy years were written primarily by her exploitative father, from his daughter’s point of view, a bizarre format but nonetheless a complete record of one of the greatest prodigy careers in history. Her marriage diary is an extraordinary love story but also the eternal struggle of the wife and mother to keep her career alive while being expected from all sides to put her husband and children first. Clara was far closer to a twenty-first-century spouse and mother than a stereotypical nineteenth-century one. But her diaries from 1845 to 1896 only survive in an abridged form—in the 1908 biography overseen by her daughter—which is a work of its time. It’s a murky business decoding the agendas portraying Clara as a traditional woman who knew her place. Contextualization of her within the societal structures of the era is as essential as peeling back Clara’s own misjudgments of herself. Her words often contradicted her actions and what others said of her.

The full integration of her compositions into the timeline of her life—their completion, descriptions, performances, and critical reviews—as I do in this book, has changed even my perception of Clara and just how vitally important composition was to her life. How we tell women’s stories is a work in progress. Her roles as wife, mother, daughter, and woman have taken undue priority above her actual work. If character flaws in men’s history are noted, it often serves to uplift their gruff masculinity—too focused on his ingenious creations to dote on his wife and children. The fact that Clara prioritized her career over her children is often placed as a mark against her, rather than as a sign of commitment to the art form and determination to support her family. Or, as Clara wrote to Johannes Brahms about the double standard she faced, “Does not every man, who is worthy of the name, give his life for his calling?”

Clara chafed at society’s limitations on women, even as she fought inwardly to accept them. Her husband wanted her to stop performing in public, to stay home and prioritize the children; she subverted him, giving concerts throughout her marriage, while still placing Robert’s needs above her own. He encouraged her to compose, yet only allowed her two hours a day at the piano because it disturbed his own composing. At age twenty-six, already a mother of four, she despaired at how childbearing—she would have eight in all—curtailed her career. She proclaimed herself an artist who lived for art yet, when facing difficult financial times, she was a mercenary, giving concerts until her arms ached. Her children wondered if their mother would choose her art over them. They never asked; they knew the answer. She was an “art monster”—avant la lettre.

The exploration of Clara Schumann is an intimate dive into the oppressions she and other women composers faced during the nineteenth century. Clara’s story would be incomplete without the many women composers in her circle—like Louise Farrenc, Fanny Hensel, Emilie Mayer, Pauline Viardot, Ethel Smyth, and more—whose works met with respect and acclaim during their time but were cut from history books, fueling the myth that women composers in history didn’t exist. Many of them accomplished what Clara never dared: composing large-scale works like symphonies and operas. Despite the seemingly insurmountable patriarchal systems working against them, women composed great music anyway, and their struggle is both disturbingly relatable and thoroughly inspiring. The facts call for a reexamination of their works and how we define musical genius, and confronting the possibility that being a white man is the only requirement which bars Clara and many others from that elite group.

Clara Schumann is all too relatable. Her struggles and flaws are validating; her triumphs and ambitions are empowering. The sensation she created in her prodigy years is comparable to Taylor Swift today, with her epic influence on culture and industry plus her enormous fandom, but later in life, she was more of a religious figure, a cultural icon in monastic devotion to art. Clara’s writings are heartbreaking and entertaining—a romantic to the core—full of big emotions, dramatic moods, and all her hottest takes packed with a strong sense of moral justice. With all the new research on how autism manifests in women, it’s necessary to explore Clara Schumann’s neurodivergent genius—a child prodigy who showed no interest in language or speech until age four, who read and wrote music before learning the alphabet, who improvised at the piano before speaking in full sentences. All her life she preferred to communicate her feelings through the piano rather than with words and was bored by any social gathering that did not involve the piano. This and many more examples strongly suggests she may have been neurodivergent, possibly even autistic—as many speculate about Wolfgang Mozart and other composers. While posthumous mental health diagnoses can never be certain, the evidence is too great to be swept under the rug, especially as autism in women and girls is often missed or misdiagnosed. Her emotional health struggles resemble conditions familiar to many of us: gifted child syndrome, high-functioning clinical depression, and suppressed grief disorder. Anxiety interfered with her parenting and performing, and impostor syndrome often debilitated her.



In essence, Clara Schumann lived three lives; she changed the course of music history in each of them. This book is divided accordingly into those three parts: first, the prodigy years of Clara Wieck; second, her growth into a mature composer amid marriage and motherhood; and third, after her husband’s death, her forty years of independence as a touring artist and eventual music professor; followed by an epilogue of how her legacy was distorted by the Nazis, including untold Schumann family secrets, concluding with her extraordinary revival.

A note on names: historically, last names belonged to men and, for women, denoted which man owned them, necessitating women rely more on first names. When it comes to how we write about history, this continues to serve as a tool for diminishing women beside their male counterparts, a problem for which there is no easy or clear answer. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the history of Clara Schumann, whose husband and father respectively owned both last names which she made famous with her career, requiring she put “née Wieck” (born Wieck) on her compositions and concert programs for decades. Though in her life she was Fräulein Wieck, Frau Schumann, Madame Schumann, or Professor Schumann, most know her today as simply Clara. In an effort to level the playing field, I refer to canon composers more often by their first names than is customary. I’ve found nothing better humanizes a pedestalized historical figure than a first name.

In addition, descriptors like “genius” and “great” are rightly falling out of fashion for their use as weapons of superiority and suppression, but I apply them to those in history who’ve been wrongfully denied them, which widens their definition and defuses their power. In Clara’s case, I’m merely restoring the distinction of “genius” that was given to her during life and denied her in historic retellings, and arguing it should apply not just to her playing but to her compositional prowess as well.

The true story of Clara’s long life often reads like fiction, complete with a secret engagement, marrying against her father’s will, and daring heroism during the Dresden Revolution of 1849. There’s the mythical love triangle with Johannes Brahms, followed by her husband’s dramatic leap into the River Rhine and his tragic death in an asylum, leaving her a single mother of seven children at the age of thirty-six. She lived her artist’s life as a public service, an evangelist mission during the philosophical and political conflicts of the so-called War of the Romantics. A real-life heroine who overcame countless obstacles and persevered. Two of the most romantic composers in history lived and died for her. She was told to quit by every man who loved her but resisted each one, not retiring until the age of seventy-one. She kept meticulous records of her life, and yet remains a paradox. No woman who wields as much power as Clara Schumann escapes slander. Many writings about her husband and Johannes liberally dole out microaggressions against Clara, casting her as the root of their flaws, the catalyst for their failures, and the prop to their masculinity—familiar tropes to those who have studied the portrayal of other women in history. From detractors, she inspires not so much indifference as hostility—a woman who dared step out of her proper place and change music history.





PART ONE CLARA WIECK, QUEEN OF THE PIANO (1819–1840)






CHAPTER ONE The Strength of Six Boys (1819–1831)


Paganini told my father that I had a vocation for art because I had feeling.

—Clara Wieck’s diary (in her father’s hand), 1829




Leipzig, 1824

At the age of four, Clara Wieck still hadn’t spoken a single word. Language swirled around her like noise—the shouting of her father, the wails of her three baby brothers, and her mother’s grief at the death of her older sister. Clara tuned out the voices, neither speaking nor, it seemed, understanding. Words were meaningless to her. Her parents wondered if she was deaf, mute, or just plain stupid, which resulted in more shouting from her father, this time at her.

Though little Clara wasn’t listening to words, she was hearing music.

Her family lived above her father’s piano store. Both in the womb and during early childhood, Clara listened to her mother singing and playing the piano every day for hours. When not practicing, Marianne Tromlitz-Wieck taught music lessons. The sound of music was nearly constant, and likely was where Marianne channeled the feelings she could not express amid her troubled marriage. Clara would’ve learned quickly: the arguing stopped when the piano played.

Her father, Friedrich Wieck, blamed Clara’s delayed development on the nanny not speaking to her enough. Clara “understood as little as [she] spoke… showed little desire to speak, and was also withdrawn, unconcerned about what was happening around [her].”1 In addition to avoidance of language, she had a reluctance to social interaction. However, she learned to walk early, and by age three was going on hours-long walks with her parents, an aptitude for movement that soon enough extended to fine motor skills.

The day her parents learned she was not deaf was the day Clara picked out her first melody at the piano. Not only could she hear—she possessed a keen intelligence and an extraordinary memory. Her “ear was more easily trained for musical sounds than for language.”2 Music was her first language, the piano her first means of communication.

Even though four-year-old Clara started playing melodies at the piano, it didn’t stop her parents’ fighting. Friedrich Wieck had grown up in the “deepest poverty”;3 he’d likely experienced starvation and poor living conditions as a child and witnessed untold war crimes during the Napoleonic Wars. He managed to dig himself out, but was saddled with a lifetime of trauma and a ruthless determination to never go back. The same specter of poverty that dogged him to the grave also shadowed his family. Despite it all, he possessed a refined artistic taste for music, and rather liberal beliefs—for the time—of what women and girls could achieve. The purpose of a wife and children, as he saw it, was to earn him money, not an uncommon attitude at the time among lower- and middle-class men of limited means. Like countless warm-hearted people before her, and since, Marianne was duped into marrying someone who could pretend at love but underneath cared more about himself than his family.

No one understood Friedrich’s true colors better than Marianne. During her five pregnancies in eight years, she worked constantly, maintaining an active performing career as well as teaching music lessons. She was, by all accounts, an extraordinary musician, certainly more skilled than her husband. Equally talented as a pianist and as a singer, she did what no performer would dare today: she played a piano concerto and sang an aria in the same concert. Her concerts also served as advertisements for her husband’s business. “The wife of local piano teacher Friedrich Wieck”4 appeared in all newspaper reviews of her concerts. She taught the piano students too advanced for her husband. At least Friedrich hired servants to care for the children and keep house, but it was a deceptive luxury. He kept his wife so occupied with her own music work—performing and teaching—she had little time left to spend with her children. Hence why Clara’s delayed development may have been partly due to neglect.

Marianne knew her husband’s plans for her daughter all too well. Prior to her conception, he announced his intention to create a child prodigy who would make him famous, naming her Clara—in Latin meaning clear, bright, or famous—to be his “light to the world.” During the final trimester of her last child by Friedrich Wieck, Marianne witnessed Clara’s first piano lessons, taught by her husband. Seemingly without talent, Marianne could hope Clara would escape a childhood of musical labor, but any hope was dashed when Clara touched the piano at age four. Clara learned not only short melodies by rote but also how to accompany dance tunes, keeping time with two hands in alternating beat patterns. To her father’s joy—and perhaps her mother’s horror—Clara had inherited her mother’s musical skill. In a small child’s desire to make music like her mother, she unwittingly exposed a talent worthy of a world-class prodigy. All she required was training.

One spring day in 1824, Marianne walked out on Friedrich, taking her new baby and her daughter with her. She left behind her two boys, three-year-old Alwin and two-year-old Gustav. Clara was sequestered with her mother and baby brother at her grandparent’s house in nearby Plauen. Marianne clearly hoped to take her daughter with her into her second marriage with a much kinder, gentler man, a mentor of Friedrich’s who’d been giving Marianne piano lessons, Adolph Bargiel. Adolph was a much better educated musician and more respected piano teacher than Friedrich. Marianne and Adolph presumably fell in love, or he at least presented a better option, though the marriage would later make Marianne miserable for different reasons. But Friedrich had no intention of surrendering his legal rights to Clara—the child on which he’d hung his future ambitions. Once he demanded she send her daughter back, Marianne had no choice. In the case of divorce, legally her children belonged to her husband.

Despite Marianne begging to bring her daughter back to Leipzig personally, Friedrich refused and sent a servant to collect Clara. Five days after her fifth birthday, Clara arrived back on her father’s doorstep with a note in hand. Marianne wrote, “Though my heart may break, you shall have her. But I shall never relinquish my rights as a mother.”5 Despite the rights women lacked in their man’s world, many obeyed what rules they must to survive but subverted the daily injustices in small acts of defiance. Marianne’s choice to leave Friedrich, despite giving up the rights to her children, was no small act of defiance, a trait that Clara inherited, much to her father’s eternal frustration.

Friedrich Wieck told Clara that she “lost” her mother, but in reality, he took her. In his bitterness and jealousy, he took every opportunity to blame Marianne for all Clara’s faults and shortcomings, slandering her mother for years in countless diatribes. He tried his hardest to poison Clara against her mother.

His manipulative meanness, plus his emotional and verbal abuse, is not speculative but plainly documented by himself. He recorded his own behavior for history, though in the most bizarre format imaginable. He kept a diary for his Clara, beginning in her seventh year, in which he wrote in the first person, as though he were her: “In view of my training as a clean, orderly, open and good girl.”6 His need to control his daughter was obsessive, not merely living vicariously through her but seeing her achievements as his own, and her physical person as an extension of himself. This went on for years. Clara was not allowed to contribute regularly to her own diary until the age of eleven, and even then, only the words her father explicitly dictated. He continued to write in the diary, off and on from Clara’s point of view, through her eighteenth year. With her mother gone, Clara became the object of her father’s ambitions, a creature of his creation, in a stomach-twisting depth of symbiotic grooming that brims on pathological.

How Clara survived it without coming out a twisted narcissist or an empty shadow of a broken person is the speculation of countless fictional retellings. Many have cast her future husband as her savior. Multiple history writers have implied she could not survive without inheriting her father’s heartless narcissism.7 Both viewpoints miss the influence of a mother who loved her in her earliest years and a devoted nanny who cared for her like a surrogate daughter. But why wasn’t Clara like most prodigies who burned out as children, never maturing into adult artists? Why did she thrive under her father’s pressure rather than crumble like her brothers? The best clues Clara left behind are not in the words she was forced to write, but in the music she loved to compose.



Music as First Language

The first day of the rest of Clara’s life began the morning after she returned to her father’s house. Five-year-old Clara sat at the piano to begin the daily regimen she would follow for many years: an eight A.M. one-hour piano lesson with her father followed by two to three hours of self-directed practice. Unlike most girls, she was not trained to be a wife and mother, but to be among the greatest musical prodigies in history—one who would make her father rich and famous.

It was pure luck that Clara Josephine Wieck was born in Leipzig on September 13, 1819—a pivotal place and time in cultural history. Her town was in many ways still a recovering war zone. The Battle of Leipzig—otherwise known as the Battle of the Nations, when four countries banded together to defeat Napoleon and end the twenty-year French occupation of central Europe—happened in the fields outside of town in 1813, a mere six years before Clara’s birth. It took two years to clean up the hundreds of thousands of bodies, casualties of the largest battle Europe had yet seen. Clara’s fellow North German Saxons had suffered untold horrors under French rule. The people were ravaged by rape and forced enlistment, their land pillaged by every army traipsing across their borders, including the Prussians and the Austrians, in varying degrees of severity, experiencing starvation and destitution on and off for two unpredictable decades. An entire culture was left scarred and traumatized with “sad eyes, as only Germans have.”8 Clara grew up in the shadows of such generational trauma, her parents and grandparents having survived the worst of it. Though, as with most who survive such times, they never talked about it.

Clara was born the same year as Queen Victoria—a Victorian-era figure of the German variety—two decades before the steam train’s iron rails crisscrossed the Continent. The Industrial Revolution was well under way in Britain and France, but it had hardly begun in the German-speaking lands. They were still shedding the remnants of medieval feudalism, not totally abolished until the Treaty of Paris in 1814. Civically and economically, Germans were decades behind the rest of Western Europe, but culturally, they were still the driving force they had been for centuries. It was the Germans, not the French or the British, who founded Romanticism—seeded by Wolfgang von Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther in 1774, a novel about a young man who died by suicide over unrequited love for a married woman. The resulting cascade of cultural change, motivated not by the Enlightenment era’s pursuit of happiness but by the new Romantic era’s pursuit of truth, only crossed the border after the French Revolution in 1789.

The North Germans were proud of their cultural history. Clara grew up celebrating the anniversaries of the invention of the Gutenberg printing press and the Protestant Reformation. Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the church door, beginning the Protestant movement, and made the first translation of the Bible in Wittenberg, not fifty miles from Leipzig. One business that thrived under Napoleonic rule—since armies had no need for movable type and ink—was publishing. From there, German Romanticism, growing from its Protestant roots, spread like wildfire; and Leipzig, with its thriving university and freedom from a royal court presence, was a major hub of liberal ideas—the belief that the truth of humanity lay not within all-things-are-knowable via scientific discovery, as in the Enlightenment, but in the infinite explorations of human emotions via art. The Romantics were in many ways the pre-Freudian deep divers into the human psyche, hence why so many of them showed symptoms of psychiatric disorders, mental illness, or neurodivergence. To be a Romantic artist meant shaking hands with one’s emotional suffering daily. In Leipzig, the writings of philosophers like Goethe and Ferdinand Schiller were revered like gospel. The city boasted dozens of publishers of not just newspapers and books but also sheet music.

By her father’s design—and a reasonable course with Clara’s delayed interest in language—she learned to write music notes before she learned the alphabet. Music notes were first learned at the blackboard, separate from the piano. At the instrument, she played by rote for most of her first year, developing her “remarkable memory especially for music.” She “could play by heart and remember for a long time every little piece which she tried over once or twice.”9 Clara learned all twelve major and minor keys, all scales played two hands together, and all triads in each inversion—as in all the chords used today in modern popular music—by the end of her fifth year. By age six, her muscle memory of the keyboard was so instinctive, she no longer needed to look at her hands.

Her training wasn’t just about notes. Friedrich, for all his abusive methods, had keen artistic taste and knowledge of cutting-edge education theory. He emphasized beauty of tone and musicality even in technical exercises. The rather bizarre and antiquated Logier system—leather wrist supports suspended from a wooden bar to teach proper arching of the palm and knuckles, elbows in—was only employed for a few months. He cultivated Clara’s interest at the instrument. Often describing her as “restless,” little method exercises bored her, so she moved quickly into the beginner repertoire. She also had lessons with a young assistant teacher, Emilie Reinhold, formerly a student of Friedrich’s, now of professional stature, who helped perfect the basics of Clara’s technique.

One of the most unusual things about Clara’s education was how much unsupervised time she was given at the piano every day. She was improvising music herself before she spoke in full sentences, which set her on a path of creative freedom.10 She was also teaching herself—sight-reading, studying, and mastering music assignments on her own to play for her next lesson. By age seven, Clara studied a Mozart concerto (the same one played by her mother), which she performed for a small group of friends with a string quartet accompanying her.

Clara eventually learned to talk. Her father included her in a group lesson for a time with two girls a little older than her. He rightly guessed the talkative pair would motivate Clara to speak. Though her speech caught up by age eight, all her life she spoke with “an endearing little lisp.”11 Playtime with other children was not permitted; Clara got her daily exercise on long walks with her father every afternoon, required to do so for the same number of hours she practiced each day. She found her free playtime improvising at the piano.

In May of 1827, Clara began to “invent little exercises and pieces for myself.” She was composing.12 Her father was proud of her developing musical taste, and how she instinctively obeyed many rules of harmony without specific instruction.

Her hearing was incredibly sensitive, and her sense of pitch hyperdeveloped. Able to identify all keys by ear, not just the notes—perfect pitch—she could also identify aurally all chords, their function within a musical key, and how they modulated by age eight. Most professional musicians today do not master these skills until undergraduate music school, if ever. Clara’s musical ability, along with her voracious intelligence and appetite for new music, was a savant-like obsession. She seemed to thrive in the social isolation which her father created. Yet she was also a very active child who grew bored easily. She only attended school for a year, which many have deemed more evidence of child abuse, but her father claimed it was for her benefit because sitting on school benches for hours every day was miserable, and she was better off with her self-directed home education.

All these habits, in addition to her delayed reluctance to speech and social interaction among other behavioral preferences present the possibility that Clara was what is currently termed autistic, a form of neurodivergence. There is much precedence for neurodivergence among historic composers of musical genius: Wolfgang Mozart demonstrated many symptoms, and indeed, Robert Schumann later wrote that descriptions of Wolfgang as a child reminded him of young Clara.13 Though far from a disadvantage, these so-called symptoms were advantageous to a composer’s success. Clara certainly employed her unusual behaviors to her benefit.

The hours alone at the instrument every day—practicing, sight-reading, improvising, and composing—developed her identity and sense of self, at one with the piano and with her music. Even the shape of her hands grew with the piano via special stretches to accustom her fingers to reach an octave (eight notes from thumb to pinky finger) by age seven. This resulted in an abnormally large palm depth between her thumb and pointer fingers, measurable in the hand cast made of her as an adult and visible in pictures, although she always had remarkably large hands, robust palms, and long fingers, crucial to her success as a virtuoso. Clara spent three times as many hours alone at the piano every day as she did with adult supervision. No one forced her to sit for hours at the piano every day—she was motivated by her father’s expectations and her own self-interest. Her comfort zone was with black and white keys at her fingertips; all her senses consumed with her music.

In many ways, Clara’s love of the art would be the most steadfast relationship of her life, one that satisfied her, eased her suffering, and supported her joy. Stronger than Clara’s love for any person in her life was her love for music. All her serious relationships would be conduits through it. Everyone, including her children, had to make peace with knowing her art would always be more important to her than any human being.

Clara was unusual, a social outlier. If she’d been a boy, they’d have labeled her a genius, unquestionably. But as a girl, who could possibly understand her? Would the world see her as strange or gifted?

It was time to find out.



Paganini of the Piano

German music was at a crossroads in the 1820s. In 1824, Ludwig van Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony rocked the culture with its controversial premiere in Vienna. No one had ever dreamed a symphony could have a choir; it was even referred to as “The Choral Symphony.” Though it was talked of, it was rarely performed. Ludwig died when Clara was eight years old; the public was only just getting to know his other symphonies. The famous Fifth Symphony motive—dun-dun-dun dunnn—far from overplayed, was a recent popular hit. Mozart was only famous for his operas. Bach was considered boring church music. The philosopher Immanuel Kant wrote that music was too noisy to be a real art form like literature. Jean-Jacques Rousseau believed music required words to be artistic, as in opera. Instrumental music was considered functional for military marches and social dances only. The piano was still largely regarded as a mechanical machine, not an expressive instrument. Makers worked to improve the mechanism yearly, creating quieter keys with increased dynamic sensitivity—cutting-edge nineteenth-century home entertainment technology.

Classical music concerts for the public, not only the wealthy elite, were still an experiment for the new bourgeoise class of ticket buyers. The previous generation of composers had relied primarily on royal patrons for their expensive orchestral concerts, but the next generation, who would call themselves the “New Romantics,” had no desire to have their performances funded by the king’s taxes. They refused to make art solely for the rich and powerful. They would make art for art’s sake, not for riches or fame, true to their bohemian ideals.

The newcomers were still growing up. Names like Schumann, Mendelssohn, Chopin, Liszt, and Wagner were unknown because Robert, Felix, Frédéric, Franz, and Richard were only teenagers—all born in the magical pocket of years 1809–1811. Clara Wieck was eight years younger, but far from an outlier, she held her own in their circle. The baby of the group, Johannes Brahms, wasn’t even born until 1833. Clara was his bridge to the previous generation.

In other words, European classical music was in its infancy. The canon did not exist; concert culture was not a thing. Concerts of the early 1800s would be unrecognizable to us today. Not only did people clap whenever they wanted, sometimes they never clapped at all. To entice the new middle class to buy tickets, they first had to be entertained. Every concert, whether orchestral or pianistic, had singers, at least two opera arias. Audiences wanted to be wowed with impressive feats of finger work—similar to acrobatic circus performers, as Felix Mendelssohn would say. Art was not desired in the concert hall, showmanship above musicianship. It was an age of virtuosity.

All virtuosos in those days were expected to compose. The interpretation of other composer’s works would not be considered an art form until mid-century, established by Clara herself. To perform other’s works meant just being an imitator; to be a creative one had to perform their own compositions. Women included.

Ever the shrewd businessman, Friedrich had Clara’s career mapped out from the start. His strategy began with biding his time, building her reputation in private performances in Leipzig. A regular salon group of all men met at his house, a half dozen of the town’s most influential musical men talked music and listened to Clara show off what she learned each week. As a result, performing for others was a natural regular thing for her, sidestepping the performer’s curse of nervousness. After building her reputation in private soirees, when she began to perform, it ensured ticket sales. Concerts in Leipzig came first, then nearby Dresden—the capital of their home state of Saxony. Broader tours across north and west Germany would follow and lay groundwork for tours to Paris followed by Berlin. London and St. Petersburg were on the periphery, but the holy grail of Friedrich’s dreams was Vienna—the origin of German music, the city of Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, and Schubert. Success for his prodigy in the center of the Austo–Hungarian Empire was the epitome of riches and success.

Clara’s official debut, just after her ninth birthday, began with a calamity—the housemaid put her into the wrong carriage. The glass carriage that traditionally carried performers through town to the Gewandhaus chased her down and rescued her. Her fairytale glass carriage ride was marred by tears, which her father pacified with candied sugar plums. (Clara would always have a sweet tooth.) The famous Leipzig Gewandhaus, or “garment house,” formerly a merchant trade building, with its all-wooden bench seating, had one of the best acoustics in Europe at the time because of the opulence it lacked—no carpets, upholstery, stage wings, or curtains muted the sound—a true middle-class venue more alive for sound than any royal state theater. Clara played a four-hand duet with Emilie Reinhold, in a concert given by another woman pianist, Caroline Perthaler, on tour from Austria. The program included only living composers—new music was what sold tickets. Clara’s performance was perfect; she was only unsettled by the applause.

Shortly after her debut came her first brush with superstardom, Niccolò Paganini, the reigning virtuoso in Europe came to Leipzig. The violinist composer’s talent was deemed so unnatural that many believed he’d sold his soul to the devil. Friedrich Wieck, however, believed Niccolò the epitome of art and virtuosity combined; he wanted his Clara to be the Paganini of the piano. So when Niccolò came to Leipzig in 1829, Friedrich contrived a meeting backstage. Clara played one of her new compositions for him—her Polonaise in E-flat, which would be part of her first published work, her opus 1. “He told my father that I had a vocation for art because I had feeling,” Friedrich wrote in Clara’s diary.14 Niccolò showed his favor, rather bizarrely, by having little Clara sit onstage during his concert—not playing, just sitting there for everyone to stare at while he played. But the experience put stars in her eyes.

Being a girl was not a negative, but a positive for Clara—and her father. Female prodigies were uncommon and thus would make Friedrich more money. He believed little girls were as easily educated as boys, but he also believed girls were less headstrong and more malleable to a father’s will. Touring women virtuosos and composers were not new. Maria Anna (Nannerl) Mozart, Wolfgang’s older sister, had done it in the late eighteenth century. And then there was Szymanowska.

The Polish composer-pianist Maria Szymanowska, in Friedrich Wieck’s opinion, was the most artistic of all piano virtuosos at the time—not just among women.15 The closest Clara came to meeting Szymanowska was when a friend of hers, Ninette de Belleville, who’d been a student of Carl Czerny in Vienna and a composer of over two hundred works, came to Leipzig. Belleville visited Clara, playing four-hand duets together and listening to each other’s compositions. Szymanowska and Belleville paved the way for so much of what Clara was able to accomplish as a composer and a performer in the coming decades.

Friedrich demeaned Belleville on multiple fronts: her own compositions, her playing, and her technique.16 His maligning of all of Clara’s fellow women competitors would become a predictable pattern in the years to come. While by his own account he admired Szymanowska, the diary leaves no record of him ever giving Clara a composition by her, or music by any woman for that matter. Make no mistake: Friedrich Wieck was not a feminist.

Little Clara soon surpassed her father’s expectations, though external factors postponed her first solo Gewandhaus concert. A brief revolutionary fervor, originating in Paris, swept across Europe in 1830 and halted all life in Leipzig for three days at the end of September. (Shots were fired under Clara’s window.) It was the first of many instances when violent uprisings would impact Clara’s career; revolution was a fact of life in nineteenth-century Europe. (Her father only complained about money lost from the printed tickets.) After the rescheduled concert on November 8, “the young artist’s excellent performance, both in her playing and in her compositions,” Friedrich gave Clara the illusion of giving him two thirds of her profit, “for his trouble, and I was sorry he would not take more.” Her “profits” bought dinner, already teaching her at age ten that the purpose of her career was to monetarily support her family. Friedrich also wrote in her diary that a cleric said to her, “Never forget that the greatest art is virtue,” which he made Clara repeat to herself often.

For her first performances for royalty, at the palace in Dresden that year, Clara wore a yellow silk dress and played her own composed set of variations, drawing admiration from nobility and government officials. The only hiccup was when she made some mistakes because of a bad piano key, she burst into tears at the applause, scolding her audience, “There now! You are clapping, and yet I know I played very badly.” Which everyone found adorable, so her father did not mind. Being a lovable child was as important as her musical skills in his mind.

But her tears at mistakes were conditioned by her father’s emotional manipulation; he was never satisfied. One day, she missed too many notes during her lesson and skipped a repeat sign. In a scene of horrible verbal abuse, Friedrich tore up her music and degraded her, writing in her diary, “Today I was lazy, careless, untidy, obstinate, disobedient, etc.”17 He condemned her to practicing nothing but scales, études, and trills—all nauseating dry technical practice for weeks, no music allowed. He gave her daily 8 A.M. lesson to her brothers instead, denying her both her beloved music and her only positive parental attention. She’d learned her lesson well: mistakes were not an option. Perfection was a matter of survival.



Composer and Improviser

No one believed she could do what she did—that was young Clara’s biggest obstacle. Thanks to music being her first language, she possessed an innate expressive artistry more natural than most adult professionals. And thanks to her father’s rigorous technical training, her skills developed at an alarming rate at the expense of other development, and she suffered accusations that she could neither read nor write. Even so, her father continued to push her as fast as her brain and fingers would allow.

She soon outgrew her father’s skills in musical theory. In April of 1830, she enrolled in a course of “musical grammar” given by Cantor Weinlich at the St. Thomas School in Leipzig. Her classmates were men twice her age, including twenty-year-old Richard Wagner. Also born in Leipzig, Richard had grown up in a household of dramatic arts. His father worked at the theater, where Richard spent much of his youth. He was never a virtuoso pianist, supposedly never really playing scales very well. His powers lay in opera and orchestration. Perhaps due to their opposing aesthetics, he and Clara were never friendly; they knew of each other but, for the most part, avoided meeting. They were there because the legacy of the St. Thomas School was unmatched. Their teacher held the same position occupied by Johann Sebastian Bach eighty years before. His fugues entered Clara’s regular musical diet. Five months later, she graduated from the theory course to take private counterpoint lessons with Cantor Weinlich, composing her first four-part songs, progressing to two and four-part chorales by her eleventh birthday.

For young Clara, the experience normalized moving in musical circles of all men, subconsciously teaching her that she was doing “men’s work.” Yet she was composing in large quantity: sets of variations, more polonaises, and scherzos, unsupervised, seemingly of her own desire. While her father was away on business trips to buy new pianos for his store, Clara taught herself the newly published, most difficult works in the repertoire.

At home, things were changing rapidly. Her father married Clementine Fechner, a young woman almost twenty years younger than Friedrich, barely old enough to be Clara’s mother. The relationship was always strained. Clara consumed Friedrich’s attention. Competing for the love of a man who only ever really loved himself made stepmother and stepdaughter forever adversaries.

Her father waited two years to publish Clara’s first opus, her Quartre Polonaises, and even then, people doubted she could’ve written them herself. He also began the pattern Clara kept for all her published works, prioritizing quality over quantity, only selecting the best of her work to present to the public. She often composed twice as much as what was published. As many as eight polonaises by Clara are mentioned in the diary, though only four were printed in opus 1.

The polonaises, popular dances in triple time, are catchy and witty, betraying the composer’s lively personality. One reviewer praised them as quite artful, rhythmic, likable in small details, and effectively carried out. Another couldn’t hold back the sexism: “From a woman? No; this time from a girl who is yet to become a woman,” which worked a little in her favor, “a gentle breath of tender feminine grace prevails throughout.” Others, however, found the harmonic language too advanced, her modulations too abrupt, complaining about too much dissonance. This is mainly evidence of how many reviewers were behind the times of the new Romantic style.

If there’s flaws in the works, it’s obvious in the construction of the florid melodies and bass accompaniment, and from the general lack of inter-voice play the composer had yet to study counterpoint. The more advanced type of composition techniques are absent, so the polonaises were most likely completed before her “music grammar” course at the St. Thomas School. Texturally, they’re very song-like with Italian opera influences. Even so, one reviewer added, “These pieces are good; indeed better than so many of her colleagues,” which led another to question whether the work was even hers—an accusation which only live improvisation could refute.

The day her opus 1 appeared in print, March 10, 1831, the diary notes, Clara gave a copy to a young man who was living in her house—“Herr Schumann.”



Drama of the Gifted Child

On March 31, 1828, Clara played for a small private party in Leipzig, an evening that would’ve been unremarkable, except for one listener. She performed her first piano trio with two men—one on violin, the other on cello—and by her father’s account, the eight-year-old played better than the adult musicians, noting they missed more notes than her. What made the event historic, however, was the presence of a newly enrolled law student at the University of Leipzig, a young man far more interested in the city’s music scene than in any of his jurisprudence courses—seventeen-year-old Robert Schumann. He was a semi-regular visitor at the Wieck household over the next year, sometimes coming for lessons, other times for a chat over coffee. Little Clara was always there. He was preoccupied, questioning if he himself was an artistic genius, and struggled with whether he should be a composer or a poet. He was a young man who was “something in everything” but longed to be “everything in something”—as Clara was everything in music. By October of 1830, to his mother’s exasperation, twenty-year-old Robert gave up his law studies and moved into the Wieck household, devoting himself to music.

Despite being nine years older, keeping up with Clara was no easy feat for Robert. She was already preparing to compose for orchestra. In one of the first diary entries in Clara’s hand, shortly after her opus 1 was published, she wrote, “This month I started taking violin lessons… to gain some knowledge of the violin, which is necessary for composing for orchestra.”18 By mid-March 1831, she began a course of instrumentation and score reading, studying full Mozart opera scores, with a visiting teacher from Berlin.

To combat accusations that her compositions were not hers, she also dove into advanced improvisation study, or “fantasizing,” as she would always refer to it. A new book by the famous pedagogue Carl Czerny, Art of Fantasizing, had just been published. Clara found it “quite easy to understand,” daily fantasizing new preludes and capriccios, as in composing without writing it down. In a letter to Robert’s mother, persuading her that he could teach her son, Friedrich wrote, “Clara is already far superior to all other women pianists in the world, for she can improvise freely”—the best among women being his base marker for her success.

Clara and Robert spent their days together, first at the piano working at technique and fantasizing, then more hours of theory exercises at the blackboard. Their creative minds worked in complementary opposites, a sort of yin and yang. He lived for “thoughtless wandering” and loathed theory with a passion of metaphors: “Oh all this theory! If only I were a genius enough to kill all the scoundrels with it, I’d want to load it all into a cannon and shoot something dead with it!”19 He’d grown up with limited formal instruction, his foundation in music being in free fantasizing. Clara, by contrast, viewed music through the lens of theoretical study—she thrived on the form, function, and harmony of how it was put together. Robert lived for poetic fantasies (his diaries at the time are equal parts fictional stories and daily events), whereas Clara lived for beautiful sounds. Each found themselves enraptured by the other’s strengths—he with her skill and she with his imagination. Her creativity came alive in melody and harmony, not in characters and stories, but she loved that Robert’s did. And Robert strove to play as expressively as Clara, “from Clären [Clara] it comes from within,”20 and aimed for the kind of daily structured practice she had always known.

That spring, a new upstart composer burst onto the scene by the name of Frédéric Chopin with his opus 2, Don Juan variations, on a theme from Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni. It was so difficult that critics and teachers in Germany and Vienna called the variations “incomprehensible and unplayable.” Friedrich bragged in the diary that Clara learned it in eight days, writing, “It is the most difficult thing I have seen and played so far. This original, ingenious piece is still so little known.”21 No one was performing the new variations except the composer himself. Clara would be the first in Germany to perform his “unplayable” works, a great champion for this new, little understood composer.

Clara and Robert bonded over their mutual love of Chopin. As Robert struggled to technically play all the notes, he listened to Clara play them with equal parts criticism and inspiration, noting, “I heard some things from her first.”22 He imagined the different characters of Mozart’s opera in each one of the variations from Clara’s interpretation, but he also judged that she “plays it childishly and too brilliantly.” An odd contradiction since no adult pianist in Germany, himself included, could yet play them.

Robert’s near-daily accounts detailing his interactions with Clara shed a different light on her as a person, and on life in the Wieck household. The dirty dealings of Friedrich Wieck, never confessed in his diaries as “Clara,” fall into stark relief. The topic of Clara’s age was contentious. Everyone, including Robert, suspected Friedrich Wieck was lying, selling Clara as younger than she was. When Robert asked Clara her age, in her usual reluctance toward speech, she quietly opened her diary and showed him the page with her birthday and year. Robert was flabbergasted to find Clara a year older than his teacher said. “What should one think of the old man,” Robert wrote in his diary, “who only yesterday swore on his salvation: Clara was only ten-and-a-half. Do such wretchednesses have names other than this?”23

In many ways, Robert was a lost young man who was swindled by Friederich Wieck. After losing his father at just sixteen, Robert was seeking a paternal figure, and his new teacher knew Robert had an inheritance to spend on lessons. Everyone, including Robert’s mother, understood that a young man of twenty, not yet possessing a solid piano technique, was too old to become a successful virtuoso. But Robert couldn’t focus on his jurisprudence studies anymore; he spent more time at the piano or binge drinking than studying. Music, improvising, and composing was where his heart and passions lay, and being around Clara’s steadfast commitment to the art form was good for him.

However, his weakness for alcohol would not go away with his shift in profession. With a tone that sounds conspicuously like Friedrich, belying the likelihood he was enduring the same verbal abuse as Clara from their teacher, Robert wrote that a “terrible tendency towards half-measures, towards waste and toward the desire for destruction lies within me, which also shows itself in drinking.” He feared the depressive mood swings that had plagued him since the death of his father: “I’m sinking, I’m sinking back into the old mud; isn’t a hand coming out of the clouds to hold me? I must be the hand.” After his twenty-first birthday, he lost weeks to binge drinking and heaven knows what else: “Bad days, which God and my heart may forgive me!”24 The next day, he took up a new “resolution,” practicing the Chopin variations for eight hours, then a minimum of four hours of practice for five days in row. He prayed to his genius, like a god of creativity: “Protect me, my genius, and never deceive me.” But two weeks later, he was again fighting the nightly urge to go to the pub, “the devil wanted to grab me,” to bury his sorrows in a bottle.

The severe mood cycling he suffered—vacillating between depression and hypermania until he feared he was going mad—drove him to self-medicate with alcohol. Like Clara, he was likely neurodivergent, except his exhibited more like bipolar disorder with accompanying psychosis. His work benefited from the extreme creativity of his hyperproductive periods, but the resulting crashes cost him dearly. In an age where no reasonable treatment for psychiatric disorders existed, alcoholism would be a lifelong, self-destructive substitute. But unlike her father, Clara never saw Robert’s propensity for binge drinking as a lack of self-control but more like an illness, probably because she first witnessed his struggle so young.

His diary at this time mentions Clara almost every day. Her daily discipline was an example of the constancy he needed. After they saw Beethoven’s opera Fidelio, Robert began referring to his alter ego as Florestan, the hero in the opera, and described Clara as a child who could command like the heroine, Leonora.25 He marveled at her voracious curiosity and extraordinary memory, her rapidly changing moods and heightened passions—finding her both annoying and fascinating. On July 4, after an evening of reading her bedtime stories, he wrote:


What a being Clara is! She certainly spoke the most wittily of all of us—Scarcely three feet high, her heart is already in a development that I fear. Moods and moods, laughter and tears, death and life, usually in sharp contrasts, change in these girls at lightning speed. Oh no, but stories, she said, stories are my life; when I go to bed at night, I resolve to read just one more, then another until [her stepmother] scolds “turn out the light”… Her memory is admirable. She can repeat every word I have ever said back to me.



Her heart being “in a development that I fear” suggests he worried someday she might steal his. But their relationship for now continued in sibling-like familiarity: “I can now at least tell her the most beautiful rude things in the world without being misunderstood—which admittedly sounds a little strange.” But he was also very sexually active, not infrequently mooning over her stepmother and sleeping with another young woman, known only by her first name in his diary as Christel—likely a servant or student in the household.26 When Clara had the measles in late August, Robert noted Christel looking over his shoulder while he read stories to sick Clara. Around this time is when Robert contracted syphilis; the woman who likely gave him the lethal disease was someone Clara knew.

Friedrich Wieck’s true colors—as in the child abuser—were wholly revealed to Robert in late September. What Robert witnessed left an “indelible” impression. Friedrich’s plans for his son, ten-year-old Alwin, to become the next Paganini on the violin were not going well. When Alwin didn’t play his violin to Friedrich’s satisfaction, according to Robert’s diary, the father yelled at the child, called him names, “threw him on the floor” and “threw down his boot.” “How the little one begged and pleaded… he wanted to play.” Clara’s reaction also shocked Robert. She “smiled and sat down calmly at the piano with a Weber sonata. Am I among humans?”27

Clara’s behavior makes her seem like a sort of sociopath in a horror movie—an automaton child, numb to violence, playing happy light music while a little boy screams as his father beats him in the background. It highlights how Clara’s family role fit the drama of the gifted child archetype—the high achieving child’s suppression of their true selves to please the demanding parent.28 In her highly dysfunctional family, Clara played the hero, the savior, the pleaser who sacrificed herself to keep the abuser happy. The only hope Clara had of saving her brother was to distract her father with her playing—and not miss a single note.

The wool had been pulled from Robert’s eyes. He changed Friedrich’s name in his diary to Master Allesgeld—Mr. All-Money.29 Whenever Clara played something “uniquely beautifully,” he noticed all Friedrich thought of was the thalers he would reap from her talent. (In his antisemitism, Robert called it a “Jewish” enthusiasm.) “I recognize you!” Robert wrote of Friedrich, “Your fiery eye is not calm and squints at the cash register, even your love for [Clara] is not pure—you would be the most miserable of villains if [Clara] had no talent.”30 He suspected that without Clara, Friedrich would be a “laughing stock.”

Robert moved out shortly after, intent upon cutting Friedrich out of his life. As a grown man with an inheritance to support him, Robert had the freedom and means to live independently. Clara could not get away so easily. By law, she was her father’s property until she took a husband. Though Robert had escaped, for eight more years, Clara was trapped as the moneymaker for Mr. All-Money.



The Father of Romanticism

Cholera was all anyone could talk about the autumn of 1831. The disease swept from Asia to Europe in the deadliest epidemic of the nineteenth century, claiming at least 200,000 lives in Europe alone. The Prussian State Newspaper reported in September it had arrived in Berlin. Transmitted through contaminated water, spread mainly by armies traipsing across borders, it was a horrible way to die. Nicknamed “the blue death,” it caused dehydration so severe a person’s skin turned blue-gray. Everywhere it went, it caused mass panic among the populace, termed Cholera Riots.

News spread from Russia that Marie Szymanowska was dead. The most influential touring pianist of the previous generation, the first to start performing solo piano repertoire from memory on public concerts—a composer whose influence on the works of fellow Pole Chopin is audible—Szymanowska died of cholera while on a concert tour in St. Petersburg. Robert Schumann had a healthy fear of the disease: it nearly killed his mother when he was two years old, during the Napoleonic Wars. Friedrich Wieck held no such caution. Determined to travel, he merely changed direction—rather than eastward to Berlin, they would head west to Paris. Clara’s French lessons were about to pay off.

The bumpy two-day carriage ride took them through Naumburg to their first stop, Weimar, the city of Wolfgang von Goethe. Clara and her father arrived at noon on September 26 and went straight to the palace, the Belvedere, seeking an audience with the Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna, a famous patron of the arts whose support was essential if they wanted Clara to be successful in Weimar. They were turned away, and instead eyed people strolling around Goethe’s house in the afternoon.

Friedrich wielded a recommendation from Paganini like a magic sword for introductions to influential government officials. Finally, on the fifth day of their visit, October 1, they were permitted “an audience with eighty-three-year-old Minister Excellency von Goethe.” They found the Father of Romanticism reading and, after the servant introduced them, he had Clara sit down on the sofa beside him. On her first visit, she introduced him to the music of Chopin, and on the second visit, she played her new composition, a set of variations on a theme of her own making—presumably what would become her opus 3. Goethe spoke to her in a “most friendly way” and said, “the girl has more strength than 6 boys combined,” a quote that Friedrich repeated over and over for the next decade.31

It was Clara’s first taste of real success, the first time she caused a sensation. After playing a host of parties plus a visit to Grand Duchess Maria Pavlovna at the Belvedere, Clara sold out two concerts. The internationally famous pianist in town, Johann Nepomuk Hummel, a student of Wolfgang Mozart and Joseph Haydn who composed some of the cadenzas for Beethoven’s concertos still played to this day, refused to hear Clara or attend her concerts. He dismissed her avant-garde artistry and repertoire, particularly from this controversial new composer Chopin. Hummel’s resistance damaged his own reputation, not Clara’s. Friedrich took glee in it: “What a triumph for us? Is Clara only envied?—God be praised!”

Friedrich lived up to Robert’s Mr. All-Money name, logging meticulous calculations of profits and expenses in the diary, venting about being overcharged and underappreciated. His priorities ordered money first, Clara second. He complained that Weimar was dirty with the worst water, and the hotel was a pigsty where spiders “completely ruined Klara’s silk dress.” By contrast, Clara signed her name in album books for her new fans and made many friends.

The audiences were as fascinated with her as with her playing. Goethe said, “When you look at Clara’s portrayal, you forget the composition.”32 (Rather the opposite aesthetic Clara Schumann would someday strive for: to forget the performer for the composer.) Before she left, Goethe gave her a signed medallion with “The artist Clara Wieck” handwritten on the back.

Many aristocrats and government officials with powerful Parisian connections wrote Clara recommendations to ease her success in France. But Friedrich Wieck sabotaged all her hard work—over a child’s birthday party. A government councillor’s wife, charged with collecting Clara’s recommendations, reproached Friedrich for “playing Clara too much.” (Clara pulled the heartstrings of mother figures everywhere.) The mother insisted Clara be allowed to have some fun with other children and attend her daughter’s birthday party. Friedrich not only refused but insulted her—he needed no education advice from women. Even when she threatened to withhold all the recommendation letters from the officials, still Friedrich’s pride won out. He left Weimar without Clara’s hard-earned recommendations. The lesson he took away from it: never allow his daughter to be around children or mothers.

Not everywhere would be as welcoming to the young artist as Weimar. Convincing strangers to take a young girl seriously who brought a new style of music, not just virtuosity but artistry, was an increasing obstacle. The threat of cholera followed them everywhere, “the greatest enemy of all art.” People in some towns refused to attend concerts, fearful of catching the deadly disease. Undeterred, Friedrich continued with no caution or fear for the health of his daughter, despite her having recently recovered from the measles. Clara’s survival depended on an unimaginable amount of fortitude, and a heavy dose of luck.
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