Schumann’s Outlook on Life
The purpose of this paper is to present the reader with a variety of Robert Schumann’s thoughts on life, as drawn from his correspondence.

On Nature

Nature best teaches how to pray, and how to reverence all the gifts the Almighty has given us.  She is like a vast outspread handkerchief, embroidered with God’s eternal name, on which we may dry alike the tears of sorrow and of joy.  She turns weeping into ecstasy, and fills our hearts with a speechless, quiet reverence and resignation.

…..

Distance, which dulls the visual world, only renders the world of memory more distinct.  Enthusiasm is changed to glowing classic calm and its expression is refined to a Goethe-like thoughtfulness.

…..

How nice it is, when a sunbeam quivers over the piano, as though playing with sound, which, after all, is only sounding light.

On Faith

It would be a beautiful time if man could only let his problems rest peacefully and happily.  But it is just this eternal striving of man – this great tremendous onesidedness, I should like to call it – which keeps fresh life in us.  This very restlessness and discontent in our strife for an a priori Ideal, for the highest unsurpassable maximum – is the infinite charm which binds us to this miserable existence.  We can scarcely imagine the great, unfinished picture of Man in Space, but in Time the titanic giant-spirits join hands for the formation of the highest and for the gigantic work of completed creation….
Man can do everything if he wills.  Then let us will, and we shall act.  We live in a tremendous time in spite of the Past, and the Sphinx now smiles because she can no longer make us weep.  Every question once asked of the Past we will now put to the Future and we shall receive an answer.  First of all we will purify and enlighten our own hearts – the rest will follow.  Man is, as he always has been; but he might, should, and ought to be better.

…..

Only once in my whole life have I had an impression of the actual presence of God, of gazing reverently and unrebuked into His face; this was in Milan, as I listened to Pasta – and Rossini!

…..

Providence has guided the course of events, and will continue to do so.

…..

My lame hand makes me wretched sometimes – here especially.  It grows worse, too, as I don’t mind admitting to you.  I often bemoan my fate and demand to know why Heaven should send me this particular trial.

…..

But for favorable outside circumstances who knows what would have become of me, or whether I should have defeated the fate to which talent without means so often falls a prey.

On Life

If the life is indeed a maze, one does now and then come upon the statue of a god.

…..

Can we not have our heaven on earth if we take a simple, sober view of life and are not unreasonable in our demands?

…..

I love not the men whose lives are not in unison with their works.

…..

It is not enough that I know something, unless I am able to make use of what I have learned in the conduct of my life.

…..

Musical curses (diabolini): When I turn over two pages of music at once –when a key sticks – when a doubt arises as to the time and key signature – when, in the heat of composition, no paper is at hand.  But the worst of all is when the baton flies off while one is conducting.

…..

Sad feelings are very attractive and strengthening to the imagination.  Try to believe this, and to look into the future (which is never really so cloudy as it looks from a distance) with that bright and cheerful spirit which ought to accompany us through every age….

…..

Very often what we look for in the distance lies so near that we need only stretch out our hand to seize it….

You can imagine that I am very happy and comfortable under the circumstances; and if, as I believe, outward surroundings have a direct influence on one’s thoughts and actions, then I really have nothing left to wish for, unless it be that the charm of novelty may not wear off, like the delicate tints of the butterfly, which, but for its colors, would be merely an insignificant winged insect.

It might be said that every fresh beauty delights one for the first moment is criticized in the second and becomes habitual in the third.  It would be of great advantage to mankind, if that sentence could be reversed….

It is very curious, but man is far more hurt when his inborn qualities and talents are misunderstood, than when one of his virtues is not appreciated.

…..

Opposition only strengthens one.  Every man should go his own way.

…..

The human heart is often a strange spectacle in which sorrow and joy are strangely blended.

On Time and Aging

The love of one’s home and the scenes of one’s childhood may become a weakness if they prevent one from being contented with the present and only make one moan over the past.

…..

How often man sighs, saying, “Ah, how dreary is the present and how beautiful was the past.”   But he forgets that the past must at one time been the present.  Or one might say, “The present is like a dream, which we only realize after we have lost it.”  Or, “How happy is old age!  Two lights are reflected in the old man’s face, the evening rays of this life – and the morning beams of the life to come.”  Or, “How differently do youth and age contemplate life, the former full of passionate emotions, and the latter calm and smiling….”  If a heavy shower should darken our life, you will be the rainbow which rises above it, gently quivering, but still shining on.

…..

The spring has bound me up more warmly with myself, and has taught me to value and appreciate time, which one generally rather trifles with.  Thus man alternately plays with Time, and Time with Man.

…..

A clock always reminds one so unpleasantly of one’s age and of the flight of time.

On the Arts

History, that eternally misinterpreted oracle, slumbers amidst beautiful ruins and tombs, and ruined Pompeii will ever tearfully stare, empty and speechless at petty mankind, just like a satire on the present time.

…..

How dull our modern architecture is, with its symmetrical streets, two miles long, compared to a place like this (Rudesheim), where every turn brings something new and interesting!

…..

The cultivated musician may study a Madonna by Raphael and the painter a symphony by Mozart with equal advantage.

…..

The aesthetic principle is the same in every art; only the material differs.

…..

Music – so different from painting – is the art which we most enjoy when gathered together socially, and which is comprehended by a thousand at once, in one moment.

…..

It is difficult to believe that music, the essentially romantic art, can form a distinctly romantic school within it.

…..

In no other art is demonstration so difficult as in music.  Science fights with mathematics and logic; poetry wields the golden, decisive, spoken word; other arts have chose Nature, whose forms they borrow, as their judge – but music is an orphan, whose father and mother none can name; and perhaps in the mystery of her origin lies half her charm.

On Friends

Whether we shall meet again, the fates alone can tell.  But the world is not big enough, after all, to keep people apart, particularly real friends.  Let us not bewail our losses, for fate has always sealed the mouths of men with her giant hand, though never their hearts.

…..

When we have to part from dear friends, and we are bidding them goodbye, our souls vibrates with a soft sad minor chord which is rarely heard.  The twilight hours of our dead childhood, the pictures of the fleeting present and the long visits of future years, all chime together like a peal of bells in one long drawn chord.  The brilliant future strives to displace the gentle past, and vague tender feelings are having a mild contest in our hearts.  And then comes that sweet angel of sadness, who would fain make us weep, but cannot, for he is smiling himself.  Oh, for the lovely rainbow in the excited soul, when the sun of joy is shining, though heavenly tears are falling!  Oh, for that sadness, when the heart is full to overflowing and weeps and smiles and weeps again!

…..

A long suppressed discord between two friends is much more cutting and dangerous than a frank outspoken reproach.

On Love

Robert Schumann’s correspondence as a very young man hints on several occasions that he was at first torn between a career as a poet and one as a musician.  The following tribute to mother’s love gives us a glimpse, we believe, of what the direction he might have gone as a poet.  In this case, at least, we read something very much in the tradition of the German romances of the 13th century.

I went to sleep very sorrowfully.  Dreams hovered about me, until my good genius exclaimed: -- “Your mother’s birthday is near.”  Then my visions took definite shape and I dreamed that a world of hearts lay before me.  Crushed and penitent souls flitted hither and thither and those who had been saved and healed hovered round them and gently soothed their sorrows.  Then, from the East there came a deep voice, clear and sweet as a bell and the question thrilled through every heart: -- “Whose love endures the longest?”  Oh, how all the souls trembled at that sweet question! They crowded round and each one said: -- “Mine.”  Aeolian harps accompanied the voices and a blissful dawn rested on all the blossoms.  And again the voice was heard: -- “Whose love endures the longest?” and the hearts of Friendship came forward and said: -- “A friend’s love endures the longest, for it is unobtrusive and unconstrained.”  But a wounded soul came flying from the West, and her murmured words sounded like a far away echo: -- “Alas! I was deceived in my friend’s love, for it was very selfish.”  Then all the souls quivered and shrank back before the question of that wounded soul.  And the voice from the East rang out again: -- “Whose love endures the longest?”  And the hearts of Early Love appeared, and said: -- “The lover’s love endures the longest, for it is the most ardent of any.”  But as they were declaring this so joyfully, and young hearts began once more to think of this beautiful world and the sunny spring time of first love, a down-trodden heart struggled out of the West, and sadly moaned: -- “Not that love either, for my lover only caused me tears of grief and then left me alone with my sorrows and my young heart was withered.”  And once more it flashed from the East, but there was sorrow and anger in the voice, as the great question again ran through the realm: -- “Is there no love which endures the longest?” And behold, a heart that had been lost, and saved again, spoke and said: -- “A mother’s love endures the longest, for she loves unselfishly.”

…..

The truest love lies more in the spirit and in the imagination than in externals.  The best way of learning to love is to be sent away for ten years among strangers; the result is a strong, undimmed affection.

On Women

Imagine the highest and loveliest type of womanhood, in the full pride of serene beauty, and a foaming panther, obedient to the touch of her light, triumphant fingers.  Her steed, for all his restiveness, nuzzles her hand, and her head is proudly uplifted.  Is it not a sublime picture of beauty’s power to bind all things, even brute strength, with a spell?

…..

Englishwomen love with their intellects – that is, they love a Brutus, a Lord Byron, a Mozart or a Raphael and are not so much attracted by the physical beauty of an Apollo or an Adonis, unless it enshrines a beautiful mind.  Italian women do the exact opposite, and love with their hearts only.  German women love with both heart and intellect as a rule, unless they fall in love with a circus-rider, a dancer or some Croesus ready to marry them on the spot.

…..

Feminine composers are so few that their names might be written on a rose leaf and for this reason we keep watch for them and do not allow any of their works to pass unnoticed.  When a maiden neglects ribbons and flowers to write music, she must have ten times more reasons for composing than we who only write in the hope of immortality.

…..

We have followed Julie Baroni-Cavalcabo, who is a pupil of Mozart’s son, with special interest till now.  She possesses, next to Clara Wieck and Delphine Hill Handley, the richest musical vein among all her feminine contemporaries who have ventured into publicity; and, besides, a strong sense of proportion, form, and gradation with qualities that must display themselves in her vocal compositions much feeling and melodious expression.

…..

I am one of the greatest admirers of beautiful women.  I simply delight in them and revel in praising your sex.  So if ever we are walking together through the streets of Vienna and meet somebody pretty and I should exclaim, “Oh, Clara, look at that divine creature,” or something of that sort, you must not be alarmed or scold.
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