
Character i zat i on of the Keys* 

Each key i s  e i ther col ored or not col ored . 

One expresses i nnocence and s i mp l i c i ty with  uncol ored keys . 

Gent l e ,  me l ancho l i c  fee l i ngs [ are expressed] w i th f l at keys ; wi l d  and 

strong pas s i on s  w ith  sharp keys . 

C major i s  qu i te pure. I ts  character i s  i nnocence,  s i  

n�i vety, [ and]  b aby-t al k .  

A mi nor , p i o us womanhood and tenderness o f  character . 

F major ,  compl ai s ance and repose .  

D mi nor , dejected womanhood wh i ch broods not i on s  and 

i l l u s i ons . 

B-f l at major,  cheerfu l  l ove,  good consci ence , hope , a l ongi ng 

for a better wor l d .  

G m i nor, d i spl easure, uneas i ness , worry about a fai l ed scheme; 

d i scontented gnash i ng at the b i t ;  i n  a word , anger and d i sgu st .  

*Schubart pub l i shed th i s  l i st i n  h i s  V ater l and i sche C hroni k  
( 1787 }  and i n  h i s  Vaterl andschroni k  ( 1789 ) .  See Holzer ,  p p . 133-34. 
H i s  character i zat ion of the Keys was the s ubject of d i scu ss i on for both 
Beethoven and Schumann .  See Anton Fel i x  Sch i nd l er ,  Beethoven A s  I 
K new H i m ,  ed . Don a l d  W .  MacAradel , trans . Constance S . Jol ly (New York : 
Norton , 197 2 ) , pp . 366-67 and Leon B .  P l ant i g a, Schumann  as Cri t i c , . 
( New H aven : Y al e  U n i vers i ty Press , 1967 ) , p .  70. More recently , thi s  
l i st h as even appeared i n  Engl i sh tran s l at i on .  See R .  Murray Schafer, 
E .  T. A .  Hoffman and Mus i c ,  (Toronto : U n i vers i ty of Toronto Press , 
1975) ,  pp . 151-52, and Rita Steb l i n , A H i stor� of Key Ch aracteri st i cs v 
i n  the E i�hteenth and E arly N i neteenth tentur1 es , (Arin Arbor : UMI 
Research ress , 1983) , a publi shed version of "Key Character i st i cs i n  
the 18th and 19th  Centuri es :  A H i stori cal Approach , "  ( Ph . D .  d i sserta­
t i o n ,  Un i vers i ty of I l l i no i s at Urban a-Champai g n ,  198 1 ) ,  pp . 1 6 2-68 . 
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E-f l at major , the key of l ove,  of devoti on ,  of i nt imate 

I conversat i on w i th God ; express i ng, through i ts three f l ats , the holy  

Tri n i ty.  

C mi nor, dec l arat i on of l ove,  and at the s ame t i me l ament at i on 

of unreq u i ted l ove .  Every l angu i sh i n g ,  l ong i ng ,  s i gh i ng of the l ove­

crazed sou l  l i es i n  th i s  key .  

A-f l at major ,  the grave key. Death , grave ,  dec ay, judgment , 

etern i ty l i e  i n  i ts c i rcumference. 

F mi nor, deep depress i on,  wai l i ng for the dead , groans of 

mi sery and yearn i ng for the grave.  

0-f l at major ,  a l eer i ng key ,  degenerat i ng i nto gri ef and 

rapture. It cannot l augh , but i t  can smi l e; i t  cannot how l , but at 

l east it can gr i mace i ts weepi ng. Consequent ly ,  one can transfer only 

unusual  characters and fee l i ngs to th i s  key .  

B-f l at mi nor , an odd i ty,  for the  most p art dressed i n  the 

garment of n i ght . It  i s  somewhat d i sgrunt l ed and embraces most rare ly 

a p l easant mi en . Mockery ag ai nst God and the wor l d ;  d i sp l easure with 

i tse l f  and w i th  everyth i ng ;  preparat i o n  for su i c i de resound i n  thi s 

key. 

G-f l at major , tr i umph i n  d i ff i c u l ty, a free s igh of rel i ef on 

h av i ng crossed h i l l s ,  remi n i scence of a sou l wh i ch has struggl ed hard 

and fi na l ly  i s  v i ctor i o us l i e i n  a l l app l i c at i ons of th i s  key. 

E-fl at mi nor , feel i ngs of anx i et� of al l the sou l ' s  deepest 

d i stress , of bei ng l ost i n  d aydreami ng despai r ,  o f  b l ackest 
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me l ancholy, of the sou l ' s  g l oomi est cond i t i on .  Every fear , every 

hes i tat i on of the shudder i ng heart breathes from the shock i ng E�f l at 

mi nor . I f  ghosts cou l d  speak , they wou l d  doubt l ess  speak from th i s  

key. 

B major , strongl y  col ored , announc i ng w i l d  pas s i on s ,  made u p  

o f  the crudest col or s .  Anger,  r ag e ,  jea l ousy ,  fury, desperation , and 

every burden of the heart l i e s  i n  i t s  s phere. 

G-sharp mi nor,  i l l -humor , a heart squeezed to the po i nt of 

suffocat i on ,  l aments of mi sery wh i ch s i gh at the doub l e-sh arp ,  

d i ff i cu l t  strugg l e ,  i n  a word ,  everythi ng that l abor i ou s l y  r i ngs  

through i s  th i s  key ' s  co l or .  

E major , l o ud shouts for joy, l augh i ng pl easure, and st i l l  not 

a l together fu l l grat i f i c at i on l i es i n  E major.  

C-s h arp m i nor , l aments  or repentance , i nt i mate conversat i ons 

wi th  God ,  the fri end and the pl aymate of l i fe ,  s i gh s  of unsat i sfi ed 

friendshi p  and l ove  l i e i n  i ts c i rc l e. 

A major,  th i s  key contai ns  dec l arat i ons  of i nnocent l ove,  

contentment over its  s i tu at i on ,  hope of reu n i on at the parti ng of a 

l over , youthfu l  cheerfu l ness , and trust i n  God .  

F-sharp mi nor , a g l oomy key. It pu l l s  at pass i on as the b i t i ng 

dog at one ' s  pants l eg .  Anger and di scontent are i t s  l anguage. Ord i ­

n ar i l y ,  i t  does not seem to b e  wel l i n  i ts pos i t i on;  therefore, i t  

a lways l angu i shes for the repose o f  A major o r  for the conquer i ng b l i ss 

of D major . 
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0 major,  the key of tri umph , of Hal l e l ujahs , of battl e  cr ies ,  

o f  tri umphant rejoi c i ng. Accord i ng ly,  one sets attract i ve symphoni es ,  

marches , fest i ve songs , and heaven-rejoi c i ng choruses i n  th i s  key. 

B mi nor, i s ,  as it were , the key of pat i ence, of the s i l ent 

expect at i on of fate ,  and of the s ubmi s s i on to the d i v i ne decree. 

Therefore,  i t s  comp l ai nt i s  so gent l e , wi thout ever breaki ng out i n  

offend i ng murmurs or wh impers . The app l i cat i on of th i s  key i s  rather 

d i ff i cu l t  for al l i nstrument s ;  for that reason ,  one f i nds  so few pi eces 

wh i ch are composed expressely i n  th i s  key. 

G major,  everyth i ng rust i c ,  moderate ly i dyl l i c and lyr i ca l ,  

each qu i et and s at i sf ied pass ion ,  each tender recompense for s i ncere 

fri endsh i p  and true l ove; i n  a wor d ,  each gent l e  and serene mot ion of 

the heart can be expressed sp l end i d ly i n  t h i s  key. Too bad that it i s  

today so very much neg l ected on account of i ts  seemi ng ag i l i ty. One 

does not cons i der that there i s  no d i ff i c u l t  and fac i l e  key i n  the real 

sense ,  but these apparent d i ffi c u l t i es and agi l it i es depend on the 

composer. 

E mi nor , na i ve,  woman ly. i nnocent decl arat i on of l ove, l ament 

wi thout murmur i ng,  s i gh s  accompani ed by few tears . Th i s  key speaks of 

i mpend i ng hope of the purest happi ness c a l l i ng forth i n C major. S i nce 

by nature it h as on ly one co l or, one cou l d  compare it w i th a g i r l , 

dressed i n  whi te ,  w i th a rose-red bow on her bosom. One wi thdraws from 

th i s  tone with  i nexpressi b l e  grace agai n to the fundamental  C major,  

where heart and ear f i nd the most perfect s ati sfacti on .  

If one wanted to object to  th i s  character i zat i on of keys as  i n  

the l iterary cri t i c i sm that no key cou l d  h ave a determi ned ch aracter 
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because of the v ar i ous ornaments , one must cons i der that i t  i s  the 

duty of every composer to study c l ose l y  the character of i ts keys and 

on ly take up the sympathet i cal ones i n  i ts ha l o .  A good compan ion 

never i nv i tes b i zarre ch aracters wh i ch d i st urb the c i rc l e  of h i s  con­

f i d ants ;  on the contrary , he chooses homogeneous men who e l evate the 

p l easure of soci ety. A freeth i nker who brands h i mse l f through s loven­

l i ness does not be l ong  to a s i l ent , Chri sti an g ather i ng on Good Fri day 

even i f  he wou l d  stay put i n  h i s  r ightfu l p l ace. Even so it i s  al so 

the case wi th the  composer. As soon as he  h as once se l ected a sui tab l e  

key of prevai l i n g  fee l i ng ,  h e  may never s l i p  i nto keys wh i ch contradi ct 

t h i s  feel i ng .  I t  wou l d  be unbearabl e , for examp l e , i f  an ari a  whose 

fundament al  key i s  C major conc l uded the f i rst p art i n  B major,  or if  

one wanted to change over sudden ly  from F mi nor to F-sharp maj or. I n  

short , the musi cal  express i on through a l l keys i s  so str i ct ly deter­

mi ned that--al though I wonder i f  ph i l osoph i cal cr i t i cs h ave not made i t  

val i d  enough--i t far surpasses the poet i cal  and p i ctoral express ion i n  

prec i s i on .  

Devot i on and sub l imi ty are t h e  characters o f  s acred express ion ;  

amazement , hero i cs ,  majesty, the deep ly  mov i ng,  mel ancho ly ,  and joy i s  

the ch aracter o f  dramat i c  express i on .  

I nt imate conversat i on ,  on the other hand , soci abi l i ty,  conform­

i ty to each character, mus i cal ly a l l - i n -one concentrated,  s i gnifies the 

express ion  of chamber mus i c .  

A l so ,  popu l ar mus i c  i s  a carcass wi thout n ature ' s  express i on 

that i s  r i ght ly  buried i n  the meadow . 
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