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Abstract 

This article explores the piano’s symbolic and thematic function in German literature, with particular 

attention to Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks (1901) and Elfriede Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin (1983). 

Through a comparative analysis, it examines how the piano serves as a symbol of social prestige, gendered 

education, and cultural refinement in bourgeois realism and as a tool for psychological control, desire, and 

repression in postmodernist feminist critique. The study places the works in their respective literary eras, 

emphasizing the transition from late 20th century investigations of repression, eroticism, and the 

subversion of cultural norms to 19th century depictions of social decorum and passive femininity. The 

article illustrates how musical motifs serve as a medium for emotion, power, and social critique throughout 

literary history by following the development of the piano’s symbolism. 
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Introduction 

In German literature, the piano plays a complicated and multidimensional role as a powerful cultural 

symbol that is closely related to gender, class, and identity in addition to being a musical instrument. 

Elizabeth Boa notes that the bourgeois daughter’s ability to play the piano was a prescribed achievement 

that indicated her position within patriarchal family structures rather than her personal agency. The literary 

portrayal of the piano reflects changing social values and ideological conflicts, ranging from bourgeois 

realism to postmodern critique. 

The piano was essential to cultural education (Bildung) in 19th century bourgeois society, particularly for 

women. It represented refinement, discipline, and decorum, which strengthened gender roles and social 

hierarchies in the home. Instead of promoting personal expression, piano proficiency was a sign of social 

standing and moral education, embodying ideas of respectability and female achievement. 

This symbolic function is demonstrated in Thomas Mann's Buddenbrooks (1901), which presents piano 

instruction as a social conditioning mechanism. The bourgeois daughter’s cultural identity and expected 

gender roles are expressed through Tony and Gerda Buddenbrook’s piano performances. By contrasting 

the outward elegance of musical performance with inner alienation and spiritual decline, Thomas Mann 

highlights the ambivalence of this cultural practice. Thus, music is a dual-edged symbol that both reveals 

suppressed desires and the frailty of bourgeois social order while also serving as a display of refined taste. 

Postmodern literature, on the other hand, fundamentally questions and dismantles the conventional 

symbolism of piano. The piano is represented as a location of violence, oppression, and power in Elfriede 
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Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin (1983), where “music... is located as an experience within the body and 

allows Jelinek to systematically dismantle the male fantasy of the female masochist”1. Deeply ingrained 

patriarchal and psychological limitations within gendered musical education are reflected in the novel, 

which shows how the joy of musical perfection is closely related to strictness, chastisement, and body 

fettering. In her moving statement, ‘Trust is fine, but control is better’, Jelinek captures the oppressive 

surveillance and dominance that permeate Erika Kohut’s personal and musical life. This change reflects 

more general criticisms of gender relations, authority, and identity in German literature from the late 20th 

century. 

Through interdisciplinary literary analysis informed by musicology and gender studies, this paper traces 

the piano’s evolving symbolic trajectory from an icon of bourgeois cultivation to a locus of feminist and 

postmodern critique. By analysing Mann and Jelinek’s texts, it reveals how sound, silence, and musical 

performance mediate complex experiences of social discipline, artistic identity, and gendered power 

across historical contexts. 

 

Historical and Cultural Background 

The Piano and Bourgeois Domesticity 

In the nineteenth century, the piano became more than just a musical instrument it also became a symbol 

of bourgeois discipline, identity, and gender ideology. The polished piano represented both social 

aspiration and moral development in middle-class European homes, particularly in Germany and Austria. 

In the home, the piano was a symbol of gentility and a display of moral and artistic sophistication, as 

music historian Cyrilla Barr points out. Music developed into a moral activity that fostered both external 

propriety and inner virtue in bourgeois society. In Beethoven and the Construction of Genius (1995), Tia 

DeNora outlined this procedure, 

“Music, and the piano in particular, was a technology of the self, a means through which bourgeois subjects 

learned to internalize discipline and aesthetic restraint”2. 

This connection between moral development and music was incredibly gendered. One of the most 

enduring symbols of nineteenth century domesticity is the picture of the young lady playing the piano. As 

noted by John Tosh, “the middle-class home was a theatre of femininity where the piano stood as both 

ornament and instrument of moral influence”3. Thus, the piano served as both decorative furniture and an 

ideological tool, a platform for the performance of feminine virtue, emotional delicacy, and marital 

desirability. 

Training in music provided a paradoxical form of both empowerment and confinement for women. It 

allowed for the expression of emotions, but only within limits that were accepted by society. The piano 

repertoire of the nineteenth century shaped the female player as a vehicle of feeling passionate but 

constrained, expressive yet always within tonal decorum, according to Susan McClary’s seminal feminist 

critique. 

 
1 Ghosh, Anwita. Musically Trained Torture: Violence and Pleasure in Elfriede Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin.” Rupkatha 

Journal, vol. 8, no. 1, 2016, (79–90), p. 84 
2 DeNora, Tia. Beethoven and the Construction of Genius: Musical Politics in Vienna, 1792–1803. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1995, p. 66. 
3 Tosh, John. A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England. New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1999. P. 45. 
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The visual representation of a woman seated at the piano emphasized her social and spatial containment 

while simultaneously expressing ideals of domestic virtue. According to Mary Ann Smart, the gestures 

made by female performers in the home were closely observed and stylized to represent restraint and 

refinement rather than artistic freedom. These gestures served as indicators of what society expected of 

women, whose performances were more about conforming to social norms of propriety and femininity 

than they were about expressing individuality or creativity. The piano and the actions of performer in the 

home bolstered a story of virtue and confinement, presenting the woman as a socially acceptable rather 

than an independent artist. This view of gendered performance demonstrates how cultural norms 

influenced the symbolic meaning of women's music, stressing social discipline and control while 

disguising it as elegance and sophistication. 

“The home became the principal theatre in which the female body could perform publicly, but always 

within the decorous codes of propriety.”4 Thus, the performance served as a paradox that both celebrated 

and reinforced women's artistic development and their exclusion from the public and professional music 

worlds. 

Cultural and economic capital were also reflected in the instrument. Having a piano signified having access 

to the symbolic goods of education and refinement, in line with Bourdieu’s concept of distinction. As 

stated by Bourdieu, “Taste is an acquired disposition to differentiate and appreciate… to establish and 

mark differences by a process of distinction”5. This clarifies how skills like playing the piano come to be 

seen as symbols of social standing and cultural proficiency. 

The resonant tone and polished wood of the piano thus became symbols of gender and class discipline in 

the bourgeois home. It was consistent with what Adorno subsequently referred to as the domestication of 

music, the conversion of an independent art form into a cultural and moral ornament. As Adorno insists: 

“Die Domestizierung der Musik ist ein Stück der Geschichte ihrer Entmythologisierung: sie wird dem 

Menschen nähergebracht, indem sie ihn ihrer eigentlichen Wahrheit entfremdet.“6 

In this regard, the parlour piano of the nineteenth century was a gendered technology of subject formation 

rather than just an instrument. It taught women to convert sound into social grace and emotion into form. 

The contradictions of bourgeois femininity, however, were encoded beneath its refined exterior expression 

and repression, cultivation and control. 

Gendered Space and the Aesthetic Ideal 

The salon and parlour of the 19th century served as miniature representations of bourgeois society, places 

where morality and aesthetics coexisted. The piano served as more than just an instrument in these interiors 

it was a focal point of architecture and ideology that dictated who could play, who could listen, and how 

one could express emotion. According to Judith Butler, gender itself, “is an identity tenuously constituted 

in time, instituted through a stylized repetition of acts”7. Accordingly, the daily discipline of musical 

practice served as a stage for the performance and naturalization of femininity in the home music room. 

Consequently, the parlour or salon evolved into a meticulously designed ‘gendered space’. This private-

public threshold was filled with the intimate yet restrained, eloquent yet refined sound of the piano. 

 
4 Mary Ann, Smart. Mimomania: Music and Gesture in Nineteenth-Century Opera, Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2004, p. 108. 
5 Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Translated by Richard Nice, Harvard University 

Press, 1984, p. 446. 
6 Adorno, Einleitung in die Musiksoziologie, Suhrkamp Verlag, 1962, p. 50. 
7 Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge, 1990. P. 191. 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250558784 Volume 7, Issue 5, September-October 2025 4 

 

The piano controlled the way emotion could be heard through its positioning and playing. The piano sound 

frequently marks the separation between private emotion and public appearance in Fontane’s bourgeois 

novels and Mann’s Buddenbrooks. When Gerda Buddenbrook performs, the tunes “rose, filled the room, 

and dissolved into silence, as if it belonged more to the furniture than to life”8. Mann’s irony highlights 

the piano’s dual purpose it both expresses and neutralizes inner life, transforming emotion into a cultural 

form. 

Women’s emotions had to be expressed through form and restraint in order to meet the 19th century 

aesthetic ideal. The rules of tonal harmony during this time period, according to Susan McClary, are a 

metaphor for the socially coded feminine discipline of desire and emotional energy. Playing the piano 

became a form of physical and aesthetic control in this setting. Additionally, Michel Foucault’s idea of a 

“microphysics of power”9 can be used to comprehend how musical training functioned as a covert form 

of discipline the repetitive motions of piano lessons-controlled posture, emotion, and behaviour, turning 

the female body into a tool of social control. 

Beauty and restraint were inextricably linked in the gendered aesthetics of the nineteenth-century home. 

In addition to reflecting light, the piano's polished surface mirrored social ideals melody as morality, 

harmony as order, and silence as virtue. However, beneath this harmony was a quiet resistance and a dim 

awareness that the same tones that enchanted the audience also constrained the performer. 

 

The Piano in Bourgeois Realism - Buddenbrooks by Thomas Mann 

Bourgeois realism from the late 19th century with elements of early modernism. Lübeck’s merchant class 

is meticulously portrayed by Mann, who demonstrates how cultural achievements such as teaching women 

to play the piano reinforce social hierarchy. 

The Piano as Bourgeois Education for Women 

The piano in Buddenbrooks represents bourgeois education (Bildung), especially for women. Daughters 

are supposed to exhibit refinement and be ready for social roles in the family and society, which is a 

cultivated achievement. Elizabeth Boa notes that musical training for young women was largely symbolic 

of their place in bourgeois culture, “a sign of respectability and the performance of genteel femininity”10. 

The goal of this education is to uphold social order via aesthetic discipline, not to promote creative 

autonomy. 

Female characters in Buddenbrooks, like Tony and Gerda Buddenbrook, are depicted as musically skilled, 

but their musical activities are mostly passive and limited to the home. For example, rather than being a 

reflection of personal artistic aspirations, Gerda’s intense piano practice reflects expectations of feminine 

grace and cultural accomplishment. The conservative musical culture embodied by Edmund Pfhl’s 

rejection of progressive music is consistent with this his denunciation of Gerda’s attempt to portray 

Wagner as “chaos, demagogy, blasphemy, insanity, madness”11. represents a defence of traditional 

bourgeois values and a resistance to innovation. 

The piano’s significance as a symbol of cultural capital is reaffirmed by the emphasis on music as a tool 

for social refinement rather than individual expression. As a result, the young women’s musical 

achievements function within a framework of gendered expectations that place more value on decorum 

 
8 Mann, Thomas. Buddenbrooks. Trans. John E. Woods. New York: Vintage, 1993. P. 415. 
9 Foucault, Michel, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon Books, 1977) 
10 Boa, Elizabeth. The Sexual Circus: Wedekind’s Theatre of Subversion. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 131. 
11 Thomas Mann, Buddenbrooks, trans. H. T. Lowe-Porter (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993), p. 261. 
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and display than on artistic originality or independence. Women are integrated into the bourgeois order 

through this education, which also restricts their creative agency. 

Cultural Status vs. Inner Emptiness 

Thomas Mann uses the example of how outward refinement conceals inward decay to critique the piano’s 

hollow cultural status in bourgeois society. The piano, according to M. Mann, represents the Buddenbrook 

family’s frailty and spiritual weariness in addition to aesthetic culture. An emotional and existential gap 

is filled by the apparent sophistication, which is an accomplishment on the outside. This tension is revealed 

by the contrast between the grand piano’s refined sound and the family’s slow decline. The piano scenes 

further emphasize how bourgeois cultural practices like music lessons and courteous performances act as 

fronts for more profound social and familial breakdown. 

In Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, the family’s bourgeois status and aesthetic values are symbolically 

represented by the piano, but it is unable to conceal Hanno Buddenbrook’s sensitive temperament and the 

underlying emotional alienation. Mann masterfully employs the piano as a cultural symbol that denotes 

social differentiation while also using it as a potent metaphor for psychological isolation and untapped 

potential. John Reed contends that the piano turns into a representation of the family’s cultural goals, 

which ironically exposes the psychological hollowness hidden beneath the shiny exterior. Hanno’s musical 

ability, which is portrayed as a sophisticated achievement expected by bourgeois standards rather than a 

means of achieving personal fulfilment, stands in stark contrast to his fragile personality and ailing health. 

The piano performances are visually stunning moments that are overshadowed by a generalized sense of 

alienation and loss. According to Reed, Mann portrays Hanno’s music-making as a symbol of his 

precarious life it serves as both a haven and a reminder of his loneliness. 

This surface-substance dialectic illustrates how Mann employs music to highlight the bourgeois artistic 

culture’s vulnerability as it faces its own spiritual decay. The piano turns into a private representation of 

existential emptiness as well as a public display of accomplishment. 

In bourgeois society, the study of music, drawing, and modern languages was frequently prized as 

ornamental achievements that denoted gentility, virtue, and social refinement rather than for their inherent 

artistic or intellectual value. Rather than being pursued for creative or personal fulfilment, these cultural 

activities served primarily as social markers, adorning people with the appearance of middle-class 

respectability and moral standing. This interpretation is in line with more general criticisms of bourgeois 

culture, which highlight the ways in which cultural customs frequently functioned to uphold social 

divisions and propriety standards. She contextualizes the piano within the gender and social dynamics of 

the family, demonstrating how cultural practices uphold patriarchal structures that restrict individual 

expression, especially for women. Her analysis enhances this reading. 

These perspectives confirm that playing the piano in Buddenbrooks is associated with conflicting 

meanings as a sign of social sophistication and, at the same time, as a sign of individual and family 

breakdown. 

 

The Piano in Postmodern Critique - Die Klavierspielerin by Elfriede Jelinek 

Austrian postmodernist literature from the late 20th century, heavily impacted by psychoanalysis, cultural 

critique, and feminist criticism. Jelinek’s work challenges bourgeois norms and exposes gendered 

repression. 

Elfriede Jelinek reimagines the piano, which is typically associated with feminine grace and bourgeois 

respectability, as a tool of sexual repression and psychological control in Die Klavierspielerin (1983). 
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Erika Kohut, the main character, is trapped in a restrictive home setting where her discipline as a musician 

is confused with oppressive monitoring. 

Jelinek’s book illustrates how Erika's life is dominated by her piano practice, which turns into a kind of 

emotional and physical discipline. Her mother is a dominating figure who shapes Erika’s desires and 

independence in addition to her musical performance. In the perspective of Erika, „Du bist eine Ausnahme, 

denn du bist Mutters einziges Kind und musst dich an die Regeln halten.“12 

Thus, the piano turns Erika’s body into ‘das stumme Reich’, a place of internalized control and bodily 

muteness. „Eine Frau besitzt nichts anderes als das stumme Reich ihres Körpers.13“ 

The systemic suppression of female subjectivity is metaphorically represented by the oppressive routine 

of piano lessons and performances. By portraying the piano as a tool of dominance rather than a means of 

emancipation, Jelinek challenges the patriarchal systems that impose these restrictions. Critics point out 

how Die Klavierspielerin subverts idealized ideas of artistic inventiveness and musical brilliance by 

substituting images of violence, coercion, and psychological disintegration. The piano's role in the novel 

is presented starkly, contrasting the horror of dominance with the beauty of performance. The following 

observation emphasizes Erika’s experience even more. 

„Kein Kunstwerk kann ihr dann Trost spenden, auch wenn Kunst doch so viele Dinge kann, vor allem 

Trost spenden. Manchmal aber, das muss man auch sagen, schafft Kunst das Leid erst.“14 

The piano becomes a tool of oppression, a control mechanism that passes as artistic discipline. Its 

subversive representation reveals the piano as a tool that confines Erika’s body and mind rather than as a 

vehicle for emancipation, representing a larger critique of gendered oppression and the delusion of 

feminine artistic accomplishment. 

 

The Piano as Voice and Silence 

In German literature, the piano is more than just a musical instrument, it is a voice for the silent, a means 

by which characters convey emotions such as grief, inner turmoil, and desires that words cannot convey. 

Through its ability to translate emotion into gesture, sound, and silence, the instrument embodies both 

expression and repression. In essence, music particularly the piano’s diverse timbre acts as a nonverbal 

conduit for the soul. Unlike spoken language, which is limited by syntax and semantics, the ebb and flow 

of emotions too profound or unfiltered for words can be reflected in the piano's notes, which can fluctuate 

with joy, break into discord, or dissolve into silence. 

Music is a common non-linguistic emotional idiom in literature. Rainer Maria Rilke claims that music 

represents the inexpressible the boundary between interiority and expression. Rainer Maria Rilke, one of 

the most profoundly poetic authors in German literature, is located at the intersection of Romanticism and 

Modernism. In his works from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, he transformed conventional poetic 

sensibility into a deeply introspective and symbolically rich analysis of the human soul. His writings 

explore themes of love, loss, faith, and the pursuit of meaning in an uncertain world. Their linguistic 

accuracy, spiritual profundity, and emotional intensity set them apart. Rilke established the foundation for 

contemporary poetic expression by redefining poetry as a vehicle for existential analysis and inner 

revelation through his sophisticated imagery and reflective tone. 

 
12 Elfriede Jelinek, Die Klavierspielerin, Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag, 1997, p. 12. 
13 Ibid., p. 229. 
14 Ibid., p. 57. 
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Music is personified by Rilke as ,,Atem der Statuen”15 and ,,Du sprache wo sprachen enden“16 in his poem 

an die Musik, a form of expression that conveys desire into the most revered emptiness. Therefore, music 

is a kind of revelation that endures when words cannot, and it is more than just an aesthetic phenomenon. 

In a similar vein, performing an étude in ‘Übung am Klavier’ evokes the tension between repetition and 

desire, between what can be played and what cannot. Longing is expressed through the piano's pauses and 

hesitations, which have an emotional resonance that suggests something deeply felt but absent. 

In literature, the piano frequently serves as a transitional area, a mental mirror that can reflect emotional 

disintegration, longing, and repression. It turns into a tool for the formation of unexpressed passion and 

longing in Stefan Zweig's Letter from an Unknown Woman (1922). Music becomes an intimate, wordless 

language of love and grief as a result of the unidentified narrator's obsession with a pianist. Her one-sided 

love highlights the contradiction between outward display and inner feeling by transforming his 

performances into messages of imagined intimacy. Zweig uses the piano as a metaphor and a medium for 

controlled passion to further explore the portrayal of obsession and mourning through the interplay of 

sound and silence. 

In both Rilke’s and Zweig’s writings, music particularly the piano acts as a symbolic link between life and 

quiet, desire and loss. In Rilke’s poetry, the music often ebbs and flows into silence, leaving behind a 

sense of absence, whereas in Zweig’s prose, it fills the gap of unmet emotion. Both writers make a feeble 

attempt to give meaning to silence and make the indescribable audible by using music as a metaphor for 

the human condition. Because of this, the piano becomes more than just an instrument it becomes a voice 

that speaks through silence, echoing everything that words cannot. 

 

Comparative Analysis 

In Mann, the piano is a symbol of social status and submissive femininity in Jelinek, it becomes a tool of 

psychological conflict, desire, and repression. This change demonstrates how musical symbolism adjusts 

to shifting cultural and ideological contexts and is reminiscent of the larger literary movement from 19th 

century realism to postmodernist feminist critique. 

Literary Period 

Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks (1901), which depicts the breakdown of mercantile values under the 

influence of social and spiritual change, has its roots in the bourgeois realism of late nineteenth-century 

Germany. Early on in the book, one of the characters says, “We are the bourgeoisie—the third estate, as 

they call us now—and what we want is a nobility of merit, nothing more. We don't recognize this lazy 

nobility we now have; we reject our present class hierarchy. We want all men to be free and equal, for no 

one to be someone else’s subject, but for all to be subject to the law. There should be an end of privileges 

and arbitrary power. Everyone should be treated equally as a child of the state, and just as there are no 

longer any middlemen between the layman and his God, so each citizen should stand in direct relation to 

the state. We want freedom of the press, of employment, of commerce. We want all men to compete without 

any special privileges, and the only crown should be the crown of merit.”17. 

This statement reflects the middle class’s liberal self-concept, which Mann both presents and challenges. 

As critics note, the novel's gradual disintegration of the Buddenbrooks family turns into a tender elegy for 

 
15 Rilke, Rainer Maria. An die Musik. Leben und Lieder, Verlag von H. Dominicus, 1896. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Mann, Thomas. Buddenbrooks: The Decline of a Family. Translated by Helen Tracy Lowe-Porter, Alfred A. Knopf, 1924. 

Book I, Chapter 3 
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the old bourgeois virtues. ‘Through its painstaking realism and symbolic elements like the dilapidated 

Buddenbrooks home and recurrent physical illnesses, it exposes the internal deterioration beneath the 

surface order, demonstrating what one critic refers to as ‘how society exerts a crushing influence upon its 

members’. 

Die Klavierspielerin (1983), written by Elfriede Jelinek, is a work of postmodern feminist literature that 

questions the bourgeois values that have been documented by previous authors. The book exposes the 

structural and psychological violence that is a part of patriarchal society through feminist critique and 

fragmented narrative techniques. It portrays the protagonist Erika Kohut's sadomasochistic captivity under 

her mother’s authority, revealing persistent systemic oppression in a contemporary setting. Instead of 

using psychological realism, Jelinek highlights complex power dynamics and oppression within families 

and society by transforming realistic domestic settings into places full of gendered violence and psychic 

torture through chilling irony and playful language. This approach dismantles traditional portrayals of 

femininity and challenges normative cultural expectations around gender and power. 

The texts Buddenbrooks and Die Klavierspielerin thus represent two different literary paradigms Mann’s 

text, which is based on bourgeois realism and early modernist introspection, looks for meaning in the 

moral fabric of decline, while Jelinek’s postmodern feminist work completely dismantles that fabric to 

expose the violence and power imbalances it hides. 

In Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, learning to play the piano is a sign of bourgeois social standing and 

cultural sophistication, especially for women. Mann writes, 

“We are the bourgeoisie—the third estate, as they call us now—and what we want is a nobility of merit, 

nothing more”18. 

This statement reflects the bourgeois belief that achievements like learning to play an instrument serve as 

both disciplined indicators of social acceptance and personal fulfilment. Additionally, the piano represents 

the inner emptiness that lies beneath the surface of social decorum. According to T.J. Reed (1974), Mann’s 

work uses musical aptitude as a metaphor for psychological isolation and unfulfilled potential as well as 

a social differentiation marker. The piano performances of the fragile Hanno Buddenbrook exemplify this 

tension between outward cultural prestige and inner emotional alienation. 

As a result, the piano in Buddenbrooks represents bourgeois cultural education and social refinement for 

women while also exposing the deep spiritual emptiness that such achievements conceal. 

Gender Roles 

The piano is used as a powerful symbol of gendered cultural expectations and control in bourgeois family 

structures in Thomas Mann's Buddenbrooks and Elfriede Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin. Rather than 

providing true personal agency, Mann's novel primarily presents music education as a socially prescribed 

achievement that denotes a woman’s position within patriarchal hierarchies. This is consistent with more 

general social norms that value women’s cultural sophistication primarily for maintaining social standing 

and family reputation. On the other hand, Jelinek’s work highlights psychological violence, surveillance, 

and control particularly maternal control that limit female identity and reveals the oppressive dynamics 

that underlie such achievements. The piano thus becomes not only a cultural education tool but also a tool 

intertwined with gender role policing, exposing the restrictive pressures placed on women to adhere to 

socially enforced ideals of femininity. 

 
18 Mann, Buddenbrooks: The Decline of a Family. Translated by Helen Tracy Lowe-Porter, Book I, Chapter 3., 1924. p. 32. 
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In bourgeois domesticity, this interaction illustrates how gendered performance both facilitates and limits 

identity development, illustrating enduring conflicts between individual subjectivity and social norms. The 

habit of playing the piano among bourgeois daughters served mostly as a prescribed symbol of decorum 

and refinement rather than as a manifestation of creative individuality, as scholars like Elizabeth Boa, Lise 

Meling, and Ruth Solie have highlighted According to this perspective, the piano becomes a crucial 

cultural tool that was used to develop, exhibit, and control femininity, turning musical achievement into a 

tool of patriarchal control. Therefore, images of women playing the piano—in literature and film—

describe a twofold role: they represent the beauty of discipline and cultivation while obscuring the more 

profound struggles of suppression, desire, and social control that lie at the heart of bourgeois standards of 

decorum and gendered respectability.  

 

Inner Life vs. Social Expectation 

The polished façade of social decorum and cultural achievement in Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks 

conceals emotional alienation. This duality is symbolized by the piano, which on the outside displays 

bourgeois elegance and family prestige while on the inside hides the vulnerability and spiritual alienation 

that characters like Hanno Buddenbrook go through. According to Reed, the piano symbolically depicts 

the discrepancy between a person’s emotional reality and society’s expectations, emphasizing a deep sense 

of untapped potential and loneliness. The bourgeois ideal that one's inner emotions must be repressed in 

order to maintain appearances is reflected in Mann's portrayal. 

Conversely, Elfriede Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin overtly challenges bourgeois social norms by bringing 

repression and desire to the forefront. The sexual and psychological abuse that lies beneath the surface of 

middle-class normalcy is revealed in this novel. This contradictory inner life, where artistic talent entwines 

with pain and control, is embodied in Erika Kohut’s relationship with the piano. From Buddenbrooks’ 

careful hiding of emotional truth to Die Klavierspielerin’s overt confrontation of repression, these books 

collectively chart a literary evolution that reveals shifting perspectives on the tension between the 

individual psyche and social expectations. 

 

Conclusion 

By analysing the piano in Buddenbrooks and Die Klavierspielerin, we can observe how German literature 

has changed from depicting bourgeois culture and gendered education to critically examining societal 

violence, repression, and desire. Collectively, these books show how the piano evolved from a symbol of 

cultural acceptance and submissive femininity to a symbol of defiance and criticism of patriarchal 

oppression and power. The instrument expresses unsaid emotion, societal expectations, and personal 

struggle by acting as both a voice and a silence. This comparative study highlights the piano’s enduring 

symbolic power across literary periods and its capacity to reflect evolving notions of gender, culture, and 

selfhood. 

This image experiences a significant reversal by the 20th century, particularly in postmodern literature. 

The piano in Elfriede Jelinek’s Die Klavierspielerin is a tool of repression and psychological disintegration 

rather than a symbol of harmony. The disciplined systems of education, desire, and patriarchy are reflected 

in the pianist's body. Once thought of as a moral art form, music is now a field of resistance and violence. 

This development shows how, despite being reinterpreted and subverted by new ideological frameworks, 

cultural symbols maintain their historical resonance. The piano serves as a lens through which the 

relationship between gender, culture, and power is revealed throughout these literary moments. The 
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instrument's dual nature as a voice and a silence reveals how aesthetic practices that both permitted 

expression and imposed restriction shaped women's subjectivities. The sound of the piano changes from 

melodic conformity to dissonant critique in the passage from Mann's Buddenbrooks to Jelinek’s Die 

Klavierspielerin, signifying the larger shift from bourgeois idealism to postmodern self-examination. 

The significance of paying attention to cultural metaphors as dynamic historical agents is emphasized by 

this study. Literature is able to express the unsaid conflicts of contemporary subjectivity the struggle 

between personal emotion and social structure through the literal and symbolic resonance of the piano. 
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