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PROGRAM
Robert Schumann (1810-1856)
Bilder aus Osten, Op.66 (1848)
Six Impromptus for piano, four hands
 I Lebhaft [Lively]
 II Nicht schnell und sehr gesangvoll zu spielen [Not fast and very singingly played]
 III Im Volkston [In folk-style]
 IV Nicht schnell [Not fast]
 V Lebhaft [Lively]
 VI Reuig, andächtig [Repentent, reverent]

Kinderball, Op.130 (1853)
Six easy pieces for piano, four hands
 I Polonaise
 II Walzer
 III Menuett
 IV Ecossaise
 V Française
 VI Ringelreihe
 
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)
Variations on a theme of Schumann, Op.23 (1861)

ABOUT THE MUSIC
Two of history’s greatest romantic composers, Robert Schumann and Johannes Brahms, were bound together in a friendship that lasted 
only three brief and deeply troubled years. The love of Brahms for his mentor-advocate is expressed in a touching tribute that says much 
about both men, and the two delightful duet works by Schumann remind us that, before his terrible illness took hold, his was an inspired and 
energetic nature that was at the forefront of the new Romantic movement in music, a nature, moreover, that warmly and generously embraced 
the talents of kindred artistic souls. Shortly before he was admitted to the asylum in Bonn-Endenich in 1854, Schumann was to write a theme 
that appeared to him to have been delivered by spirits, forming the basis for a short set of variations known today as the Geistervariationen. It 
was during the writing of these that he went out in his dressing-gown and threw himself into the icy Rhine, his second suicide attempt. It is 
usually claimed that he was evidently unaware that he had already written the melody, which appears in the second movement of his violin 
concerto, suppressed by Joachim, but a comparison between the two quickly reveals that as a half truth. Although it’s impossible to know what 
was really going on in Robert’s tortured mind, we do know from Clara’s account of those dreadful days that he was constantly hearing ghostly 
voices, alternately damning him to Hell, then surrounding him with the songs of angels.

The year 1848 saw the Germanic states of the Holy Roman Empire riven by revoultion, part of the process by which the modern German state 
arose. It also saw the creation of Schumann’s only opera Genoveva, as well the Bilder aus Osten (“Pictures from the East”), undoubtedly his 
masterpiece in the four-hand genre. Robert dedicated them to his wife Clara’s particular friend, Lida Bendemann, who took in their daughter 
Julie after Robert’s death. Later, Clara would write, ‘If I could only keep company with these dear people always, what a win it would be, what 
heart-strengthening!’ The Bilder stem from Robert’s love of oriental literature, and specifically to Rückert’s new translation of the maqamat of 
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the mediaeval Arab poet Abu al-Hariri of Basra, stories not dissimilar to the ‘Arabian Nights’. Although the pieces do not identify any specific 
tales, Schumann wrote of his depiction of al-Hariri’s protagonist, the rascally vagabond Abu Zayd and the noble but gullible merchant  
Hareth al-Harith, as characters not unlike those populating the archetypal German ‘Till Eulenspiegel’ stories. Others have noted the connection 
between these and Schumann’s own alter egos, Eusebius and Florestan.

The treasury of piano music for children would be much the poorer without Robert Schumann’s contribution, of which Kinderszenen Op.15 
and Album for the Young Op.68 are pinnacles. Schumann’s interest in music for and about childhood did not rest there, and the present suite 
Kinderball, is the last example of his mastery in creating music that both evokes childhood memories for adults and serves as music for 
children to play and enjoy, deftly doing so without the least hint of speaking down to them. The composer put it thus in a diary entry from 1828: 
‘Musical duets easily become duets of the heart, and the discourse and language of related souls; this is when they are the greatest value. 
Nothing can surpass four-hand piano playing as the loveliest of first-time delights.’ In these dance-vignettes, Schumann revisited for the last 
time his lifelong affection for the ballroom, a venue whose culture and romance, masked mystery, intrigue and frisson prompted some of his 
most inspired flights of fancy.

Johannes Brahms, as previously mentioned, owed his professional start, at least in part, to Schumann’s advocacy, and repaid it with a steady 
devotion both to the composer and to his wife Clara. The variations on Schumann’s ‘ghostly’ theme were written as a tribute to his friend and 
mentor, by 1861 five years in the grave, and dedicated to the Schumann’s daughter Julie. One of Brahms’ more serious forays, they comprise ten 
tightly linked character sketches in which one can discern, perhaps, Brahms’ alternately employing Schumann’s compositional manners and 
devices with his own musical hallmarks, so that touches of the Hungarian Dances rub shoulders with Schumannesque marches and canons. It 
might be fanciful to suggest that the darker hues that tend to overshadow the glimpses of light are intended to depict Schumann as Brahms 
last remembered him, but not that the final re-emergence of the ‘angelic’ theme at the end is a tacit affirmation of Brahms’ assurance that he 
finally found rest in a place he deserved.
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ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Ian Munro has emerged over recent years as one of Australia’s most distinguished and awarded musicians, with a career that has taken him 
to thirty countries in Europe, Asia, North America and Australasia. His award in 2003 of Premier Grand Prix at the Queen Elisabeth International 
Competition for composers (Belgium) is a unique achievement for an Australian and follows on from multiple prizes in international piano 
competitions in Spain (Maria Canals), Italy (Busoni), Portugal (Vianna da Motta) and the UK (Leeds). Ian was Featured Composer for Musica Viva 
in 2011 and has been pianist of Sydney’s acclaimed Australia Ensemble since 2000.

Daniel de Borah was a major prize-winner at the 2004 Sydney International Piano Competition and has since appeared as soloist with the 
English Chamber Orchestra, the London Mozart Players and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. He has given recitals on four continents and 
regularly partners many leading soloists and ensembles at major venues and festivals throughout Australia.
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