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            Music is the most romantic of all the arts—one might almost say, the only genuinely romantic one—for its sole subject is the infinite.

            —E. T. A. HOFFMANN

         

         Schumann was a key figure in the new Romanticism of his age. He was a true Romantic in his embrace of poetry and feeling, his love of emotional extremes, his intermingling of life and art. He held passionate convictions about the art of music that was “food and drink” to his fellow musicians in their youth. He believed that music, like all the arts, must respond to the times, that it must be original and forward-looking while building on the greatest works of the past. His music was closely interwoven with the chief events of his life and the people he loved, especially his wife, Clara, herself a great artist. His major works have endured through all changes of taste up to the present time.

         He was the most literary of composers. In his early years he was torn between literature and music and tried his hand at both. Fortunately for us, his early sketches for novels in the style of his favorite Romantic writers came to nothing. Instead we have the enduring magic of Carnaval and Kinderszenen, the great song cycles, a wealth of chamber music, four symphonies, the Manfred Overture, and many other orchestral and choral works. His ambition to become a virtuoso pianist had to be abandoned when he injured his right hand, having used his own ingenious invention to strengthen the weak middle fingers. His extraordinary artistic achievements must be set against recurrent illness, self-inflicted obstacles, and misjudgments, detailed in the following pages. 

         More than 150 years after his death in Endenich asylum, aged forty-six, Schumann’s life and works still arouse partisan debate. Biographers disagree about whether to attribute his final illness to lifelong mental disorder or to the last stage of syphilis, contracted in his early youth. Performers argue about the merits of his late works: the Violin Concerto, which his close friend the violinist Joseph Joachim believed unworthy of publication; a song cycle setting the sentimental poems of a child poet for whom Schumann felt great enthusiasm; the haunting Songs of Dawn for piano, almost the last work he wrote before his breakdown. Some critics think these works reflect his mental decline; others see a master forging new artistic paths.

         Questions still rage about Schumann’s skill as a symphonist. Brahms and Clara Schumann were bitterly estranged following a quarrel about the respective merits of the first and final versions of Schumann’s D Minor Symphony. Gustav Mahler, who championed Schumann’s works, reorchestrated the symphonies with a heavy hand. In his performances and recordings of all four symphonies, the conductor George Szell defended them as supreme masterpieces against the opposition of virtually all his colleagues, but he too indulged in some reorchestration. Leonard Bernstein, a great admirer of Schumann, was one of the first conductors to return to Schumann’s original scores.

         Clara Schumann’s role in Schumann’s life remains a subject for debate, as her own works are rediscovered and newly assessed. Was she responsible for tempering the originality of Schumann’s early works, urging him toward more conventional forms? Was her own genius stifled by Schumann’s love of home and family? The complex relationship of these two great artists was central to the work of both, giving definitive shape to Clara Schumann’s career and immortalized in Schumann’s music.

         Described by friends as an impractical dreamer, Schumann founded and edited a successful music journal with contributors in every major European city. No doubt his father’s experience as a publisher, translator, and editor contributed to his own expertise. Like his father, he had to prove his financial competence before  marrying the woman he loved. Throughout his life, he carefully noted all professional and household income and expenses, down to the last groschen for beer at his favorite tavern.

         His diaries describe bouts of depression, fears, and phobias, and—details omitted in the early biographies—his sexual experience, his overindulgence in alcohol, his determination to reform, and his frequent lapses. It is possible that he suffered from what is now called a bipolar personality. He records symptoms associated with depression: sleeplessness, racing thoughts, nightmares, inability to work. Yet he was remarkably productive, writing compulsively in periods of intense creative inspiration. He had a high sexual drive, often related to manic excitement. He suffered panic attacks; he feared living on a high floor lest he be tempted to throw himself from the window. He idealized his fellow musicians Chopin and Mendelssohn, and he invested his close friends with qualities larger than life. They became characters in a novel, with literary names and personalities. He fell in love with married women, moved on easily to romantic infatuations with more available women, until his attachment to the young Clara Wieck deepened to become the great love of his life.

         Schumann’s fantasies entered into his music with the creation of the impetuous Florestan and the sensitive Eusebius, Romantic “doubles” of Schumann himself. Florestan and Eusebius are credited as the composers of his early works for piano and the authors of articles for his music journal; it is their names or initials, rather than Schumann’s, that appear on his published scores and in the journal. They join commedia dell’arte clowns in his delightful Carnaval masquerade; they write variations on themes composed by Clara in dances full of wedding thoughts. Many other elements of Schumann’s life play significant roles in his music: his vast reading, his liberal political enthusiasms, his love of games and puzzles.

         As he assumed many “masks” in his music, he also had many faces, many selves. He compiled notes for an autobiography at intervals throughout his life, each time stressing selective features of his history. He instinctively presented different aspects of himself to Clara, to Mendelssohn, to close friends and distant acquaintances.  His inmost self is revealed in his music, but that self, too, is multifaceted. In his songs Schumann speaks through the words of his favorite poets. In all his music, the real self, the personal signature, is instantly recognizable but extremely resistant to analysis.

         This study of Schumann’s life and art is addressed primarily to the general reader, the music lover who may have no specialized musical training. I have tried to avoid technical language, but I hope to convey a sense of the quality and range of Schumann’s compositions. In his music he expressed everything that he felt unable to express in words. When he was improvising at the piano or writing at his desk, composing his wonderfully original piano suites, inventing musical settings to love poems and ballads, tackling the larger forms of symphony and chamber music, it was his true self that was speaking. His early works are closely related to his own experiences, his moods, his fantasies, his relationship with Clara, both before and after their marriage. His later works also lend themselves to autobiographical readings. They should be read in terms not only of his life but his world, its politics, its ethos, its dominant themes. He gave musical voice to his imagined Davidsbund (Band of David)—his secret society of like-minded friends and artists—and to fellow composers and poets in ways that were as real to him as the spirits who later visited him in Endenich asylum. At the same time, his music is beautifully organized, clear in its structure, reflecting his profound understanding of harmony and counterpoint, his close study of the music of Bach and Mozart, Schubert and Beethoven.

         How can one write about music for a reader who has no specialized musical knowledge? Many musicians regard music as a form of storytelling, while musicologists talk about “gestures,” or “foreground,” “middle ground,” “background”—suggestive metaphors useful for pointing out the elements of a work that might otherwise be missed. But music has its own language, and metaphors drawn from literature, mime, or the visual arts are at best approximate. There is no substitute for listening to the music itself, encountering it directly in performance. Schumann believed with his whole being that music could express every human emotion and aspiration, all the manifold “states of the soul.” His music speaks with extraordinary  power to the imagination of the listener—but what it communicates remains untranslatable.

         Fortunately the Internet makes it possible to listen to almost all music composed before the twentieth century. Each work discussed in the following pages can be accessed on the Internet in recordings by the greatest performers. Musical scores are also available on the Internet, and musical analysis ranging from program notes to PhD theses. The curious reader with a beginner’s knowledge of musical language can find explanations of tonality, chromaticism, dissonance, modulation, sonata form, the “circle of fifths,” and related guides to musical understanding, simply by inserting the term on the search engine of a computer.

         I hope in writing about Schumann’s life to encourage readers to listen to his music, the major works above all: Carnaval, the Fantasie in C, the song cycles, the Spring Symphony and the Rhenish Symphony, the joyous Piano Concerto, the popular Piano Quintet. I hope that I can also lead readers to the less familiar works: the “secular oratorio” Paradise and the Peri, the ambitious Scenes from Goethe’s “Faust,” and the late fairy tales, some composed for intimate chamber duos, others for grand choral and orchestral forces.

         My research has benefited from generous help from the director and staff of the Robert-Schumann-Haus in Zwickau. Their superb ongoing publishing programs have enabled me to present new information about the lives of Schumann and Clara, shedding light on their family background and on Schumann’s early sexual experience, including his probable fathering of an illegitimate child. The recently published medical diary by the director of Endenich asylum has made it possible to chart the course and diagnosis of Schumann’s final illness and death.

         The music is paramount, as all those who love Schumann’s music know. His works are constantly being rediscovered, and many have never gone out of fashion. They appeal directly and passionately to performers and listeners. Just as Schumann read his own plots into Schubert’s simple dances and Chopin’s “Mozart” Variations, artists who study Schumann’s works arrive at widely differing views of their meaning. At their best, his works speak directly to the  heart. With closer acquaintance the structure of each work becomes clear: the relation of parts to the whole, the melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic continuities and contrasts, the several “voices” speaking separately and together. Schumann’s individual musical signature is always unmistakable, his special qualities of tenderness, fantasy, and humor, his emotional extremes and his heroic efforts to resolve them.

         I hope the music will be served by my attempt in the following pages to unravel some mysteries of the life, and to convey the joy and the suffering that informed Schumann’s musical world.
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            CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH

            1810–1830

         

         EARLY YEARS

ZWICKAU, 1810–1827

         Schumann’s background was middle-class, provincial, unremarkable. The seeds of his development into a great Romantic composer as well as his later crises, emotional and professional, can be traced in the history preserved in the Robert-Schumann-Haus, a beautifully maintained museum reconstructed on the site of the original family home in the town of Zwickau, in Saxony.

         He was born on the 8th of June, 1810, the youngest of five children. There were three older brothers and a sister, Emilie, fourteen years older than Robert, who suffered from a severe nervous illness. Robert was petted and adored by his mother, Johanna Christiane, the daughter of Abraham Gottlob Schnabel, the chief surgeon of Zeitz. Johanna was prone to melancholia, and regularly took cures at the famous Bohemian spa of Karlsbad, now Karlovy Vary, fifty-five miles south of Zwickau. She was considered a good singer, with a large repertoire of songs popular at the time.

         August Schumann, Robert’s father, was the son of a poor country parson from the small town of Endschutz, near Gera. August burned with literary and intellectual ambition but was forced by the family’s poverty to leave school at fourteen. He longed to study at the University of Leipzig, and managed a few months there as  an auditor. His early life was a series of frustrations and compromises. He was apprenticed to a local merchant, and later worked as a clerk for a bookseller. He set up his own business to convince Johanna’s father, with whom he lodged, that he would be able to support a wife. Somehow he preserved his literary ambitions. He wrote and published potboilers, romances of knights and monks in the style of gothic novels, and he founded a circulating library. A few years later he moved with his brother to Zwickau and established a publishing and bookselling firm, the Brothers Schumann. Along with lexicons and commercial handbooks, the firm published inexpensive German translations of the classics and a “Pocket Edition of the most eminent English authors,” including novels by Sir Walter Scott and the poems of Lord Byron. August himself translated Byron’s comic verse tale Beppo and Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Byron’s semi-autobiographical verse romance.

         August Schumann had a special relationship with his gifted son. He encouraged Robert’s literary and musical talents, and was determined to ensure that his son would not have to repeat his own history of frustrated ambition. The boy was always a scribbler, writing poetry, stories, and plays; improvising at the piano, composing ambitious musical scores from an early age. As a fourteen-year-old, Robert helped provide material for his father’s publications, including a Picture Gallery of Famous Men of All Times and Places—perhaps suggesting to Robert that he, too, could one day achieve great things. August had political as well as literary enthusiasms. He sympathized with the ideals of the French Revolution and regarded Napoleon as a liberator until he assumed the imperial crown and embarked on the conquest of Europe. His father’s liberal tastes influenced Robert’s lifelong passion for Byron and his sympathy with the revolutions that swept Europe in 1830 and 1848–1849.

         August was also a loving and indulgent father. In a letter to his fourteen-year-old son, he writes that he is pleased to learn from Robert’s older brother Eduard that the boy is doing well in his studies; he hopes that he will continue to practice on the fine Streicher piano which his father has recently purchased for him. He appreciates Robert’s concern about his sister, Emilie, whose condition is  not improving under the latest treatment. He proposes that Robert might consider visiting his father in Karlsbad, rather than traveling to Dresden with his teacher, the Zwickau organist Gottfried Kuntsch. He ends with fatherly advice: “Now, Robert dear, live properly, remain cheerful, take care of your health, and either travel with Kuntsch to Dresden or come here. In the second case, I shall await you with heartfelt longing.” On an earlier visit to Karlsbad with his mother, Robert heard the great pianist Ignaz Moscheles perform, an inspiration to the youngster, who treasured the program long into his later life.

         Emilie died in 1825, aged twenty-eight, officially from “a nervous attack,” according to later accounts by drowning herself or throwing herself from a window, in an access of “quiet madness.” A year after Emilie’s death, August Schumann died suddenly, probably suffering a heart attack, though his death was also attributed to “a long-standing severe nervous illness.” He left his wife, three grown sons, who inherited the publishing business, and young Robert, who at sixteen was put under the care of a guardian, Johann Gottlob Rudel. His father’s will provided a yearly annuity on condition that Robert pursue a three-year course of university study—his father’s unfulfilled ambition. A biography of August, published soon after his death, praised his services as an author and publisher, his selfless devotion to family and friends, and his hope that his talented youngest son might pursue his studies unencumbered by the poverty he himself had experienced as a young man.

         These were the first severe shocks in Robert’s life. In an early diary, he laments having lost two dear human beings, citing one, his father, as “the dearest of all, forever.” One would expect the other loss to be his sister, but the phrase he uses, “one who in a certain view might also be lost to me forever,” could plausibly refer to his romantic attachment to a Zwickau sweetheart, Nanni Petsch, who had rejected him. On the anniversary of his father’s death, he expressed surprise that he did not feel more distressed. On New Year’s Day of 1829, he records reading the “loving letter” of “my wonderful father”—possibly the letter written from Karlsbad to the fourteen-year-old, quoted above. The early losses Robert  experienced affected his reactions to the premature deaths of close family and friends during the next decade. His intimate companion the young composer Ludwig Schunke, “a bright star,” died of consumption at twenty-four; his beloved sister-in-law Rosalie died at twenty-nine; his close friend and patron Henriette Voigt died at thirty. He also lost all three of his brothers: Julius at twenty-eight, Eduard at forty, and Carl at forty-seven. Death was always close, in real life as in literature.

         For his father, and later for Robert, Shakespeare was the first Romantic, and Hamlet’s melancholy was its symbol. Madness real and assumed, suicidal urges, the passionate rejection of the hypocrisy of kings and courtiers—all had great appeal for father and son. Their literary interests were European rather than narrowly German, including the Greek and Roman classics, the works of Dante and Petrarch, as well as the writings of Scott and Byron. Edward Young’s melancholy Night Thoughts was a favorite, as was James Thomson’s The Seasons, in the German translation set to music so memorably by Haydn. While he was still at school, Robert organized a literary circle which met each week to read the plays of Schiller and other works by German writers.

         Wide-ranging as his literary interests were, Robert also retained from his protected childhood its small-town provincial character. In Zwickau, people knew their neighbors and everything there was to know about their business, their income, their personal trials and scandals. Though he attended the Zwickau grammar school, where he learned French, Greek and Latin, and later had some lessons in English and Italian, Schumann was never at ease in other languages. He reveled in his student holiday travel in northern Italy and Switzerland, but he did not travel extensively in later life, apart from six months in Vienna and a disastrous tour of Russia. His real traveling took place in his mind and his music.

         At regular intervals throughout his life, Schumann took stock of his achievements and setbacks. These records, meticulously preserved by the family, are a gift to biographers. They are also revealing in ways the writer could not have anticipated. 

         One of the earliest of these documents, composed in Robert’s fifteenth year, describes a cheerful, talented child, eagerly absorbing his school lessons, at eight writing poems to his nine-year-old first love, happiest when wandering alone in the countryside and dreaming. He was already placing himself in the tradition of Goethe’s popular novels, The Sorrows of Young Werther and Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship. He was also a gifted mimic, with a keen comic sense. Several themes of his later life are already apparent in this first of several autobiographies, entitled “My Biography, or the Chief Events of my Life.”

         
            I was born in Zwickau on the 8th of June, 1810. Until my third year I was a child like any other; but then, because my mother fell ill with a nervous fever and it was feared she might be contagious, I was sent at first for six weeks to the home of the then Burgomaster Ruppius. The weeks flew by; I loved Frau Ruppius, she was my second mother, in short I remained two and a half years under her truly motherly oversight … I still remember well that the night before I was to leave this house, I could not sleep and wept all night long … I was a good, handsome child. I learned easily and was at six and a half enrolled in a private school in Freiburg … In my seventh year I learned Latin, in my eighth French and Greek, and at nine and a half I entered the fourth class of our lyceum. Already in my eighth year—if one can believe it—I learned to know the art of love: I loved in a truly innocent way the daughter of Superintendent Lorenz, by name Emilie … My life then began to be less calm; I was no longer so busy with my school work, although I did not lack talent. What I loved best was to go for walks alone and relieve my heart in nature.

         

         After falling in love with young Emilie, who later married his brother Julius, Robert fell in love with Ida Stölzel, for whom he wrote poems, one of which he set to music. His usual pattern thereafter  was to fall in love with at least two girls at the same time. His adolescent passions were for Nanni Petsch and Liddy Hempel, one glimpsed at a window, the other sharing a dance—both inspiring an outpouring of longing in his diary.

         New Year’s Day was always an occasion for Schumann to look back over the past year and to look ahead to the next. His diaries include lists of acquaintances, extracts from his extensive reading, his expenses, and philosophical commentary. Even in his earliest diary he expresses doubt about keeping a record of his life. In true Romantic fashion, he wonders if it might be more authentic to live life intensely than to record it in the cold form of a diary. In the end he embraced the highs and lows of his daily experience and also recorded each day’s events, his love life, real and imagined, and his literary and musical projects, some realized, many abandoned. Addicted to the emotional extremes of Romantic fiction, he took note of his own dreams and nightmares and what we would now call panic attacks.

         His father would have supported further studies in the arts. But at sixteen, Schumann was subject to the worries of his mother and the guardian appointed to oversee his future. They insisted that he pursue a respectable profession. He agreed to enter the University of Leipzig to study law, hoping to include philosophy and history. It is hard to imagine a less congenial profession for the youth often described as a shy dreamer, lost in his poetic fancies. His brothers were absorbed in running their father’s publishing house in Zwickau and a press in nearby Schneeberg, and they left decisions about Robert’s future to his mother and his guardian. August Schumann’s generous patrimony paid for Robert’s music lessons, his law studies, and his holiday travel. But law it must be, first in Leipzig, and a year later in the romantic city of Heidelberg.

         STUDENT LIFE

LEIPZIG, 1828–1829; HEIDELBERG 1829–1830

         In the pleasant Saxon town of Zwickau, on the banks of the river Mulde, Schumann had known virtually everyone. He was an admired  pianist, much in demand at musical evenings of family and friends. Leipzig, forty-three miles north of Zwickau, was the commercial hub of Saxony, with a flourishing book trade, several music publishers, and a bustling economy fueled by semiannual trade fairs. It was bound to offer a very different experience for the sensitive youth. Schumann matriculated at the university in March 1828, and three weeks later traveled with his new friend Gisbert Rosen to Bayreuth, where they paid their respects to the grave of the eccentric writer Johann Paul Richter, known as Jean Paul, and visited the simple room in which he wrote his many novels. They went on to Munich, where they had an introduction to the poet Heinrich Heine. The writer famed for his misanthropy welcomed the young students kindly, took them round to the palace art gallery and invited them afterward to share a game of billiards. In late October Schumann returned to Leipzig, moving into lodgings with his childhood friend Emil Flechsig.

         Schumann wrote to his mother that Leipzig was ugly, crowded, and flat; he missed his extended family and the lovely countryside near Zwickau. But while he was a student in Leipzig, ostensibly preparing for a career in law, he had his first piano lessons with the pedagogue and piano dealer Friedrich Wieck, forming a close relationship that was to dominate his life for the next decade and beyond.

         Wieck, like Schumann’s father, was a self-made man, the son of a poor trader in the small town of Pretzsch, near Wittenberg. Unlike August Schumann, after completing four years at a gymnasium, he entered the University of Wittenberg to study theology. His first sermon was also his last. He was a freethinker, temperamentally unsuited to the church. Instead he took up a post as tutor, first with an aristocratic family, later with a respectable widow. At the age of thirty, with financial support from a friend, he moved to Leipzig, where he established a circulating music library and traded in pianofortes. He married a promising young student from a distinguished musical family, Mariane Tromlitz, and to all intents and purposes prospered, establishing a reputation (or, more likely, promoting himself) as the finest piano teacher in Leipzig. When Schumann  met him in 1828, Wieck was living with his second wife, Clementine, and the three children of his marriage to Mariane, from whom he had been divorced in January 1825. Clara, a child prodigy, was nine years old; her younger brothers, Alwin and Gustav, were seven and five. With his usual enthusiasm, Schumann embraced Wieck as his savior and substitute father.

         Meanwhile he took his first steps into university life, attended a few lectures, took one fencing lesson, and looked for congenial musical friends. He gave his diaries Romantic titles: Chronicle of a Youth’s Life; Hottentottiana; Junius Evenings, July Nights. These literary efforts included sententious reflections, character portraits of his friends, and notes of flirtations, all intended for an extensive romance in the flowing, elaborate style of Jean Paul.

         The first volume of Hottentottiana, The Year of the Fox: A Comic Autobiography, was dedicated to Emil Flechsig, the friend who shared Schumann’s first year of university life. (First-year students were “foxes,” and presumably university life was as strange and foreign as the world of the Hottentots.) The project of a romance in several volumes was soon abandoned, and posterity was spared a quantity of florid prose in the style of Schumann’s favorite writer.

         Although Schumann’s literary plans fell away, his diaries contain many of the Romantic themes which were to enter his music, especially Sehnsucht (intense longing), usually for an absent beloved, and Seelenschmerz (spiritual anguish). He reports on his close friendships with fellow students, and his dislike of the German student clubs (the Burschenschaften) and their patriotic excesses. Of his law studies there is little mention. Although he assured his mother that he was spending two hours a day on the dry subject, he told his friend Gisbert Rosen that he never attended any law lectures. Instead he followed his passion for music with like-minded friends and congenial families.

         Schumann remained in Leipzig for only one college year, during which his piano lessons with Wieck took their erratic course. He practiced for several hours each morning, “fantasized” (improvised) at the piano he rented, composed a piano quartet, possibly inspired by Mozart’s G Minor Piano Quartet, a few bars of which he quotes in  his diary. Schubert often appears in his diary (“my only Schubert!”), as does Beethoven, whose complete works he ordered; also Mozart and Haydn, Carl Maria von Weber, Louis Spohr, and many lesser figures—Ignaz Moscheles, Johann Nepomuk Hummel, Ferdinand Ries, virtuoso pianists whose works were studied by every aspiring young soloist. Schumann frequently attended musical evenings at the home of Dr. Ernst August Carus, an eminent physician and a music lover, whose wife, Agnes, was a fine singer. Schumann accompanied her at the piano as she sang Schubert lieder and Beethoven’s song cycle, An die ferne Geliebte (To the Distant Beloved), which was later to have great importance in Schumann’s music. Naturally, Schumann fell more than a little in love with Agnes, who was eight years older than he was and had a young child. He confided to his diary: “I will go to bed and dream of her, of her. Gute Nacht, Agnes …”—a reference to the song that opens Schubert’s song cycle Winterreise (Winter Journey).

         Despite new friendships and musical pursuits, Schumann found Leipzig oppressive and, inspired by his friend Rosen, he decided to move his virtually nonexistent law studies to the ancient University of Heidelberg. He went to Heidelberg in May, and in late August set off for two months of summer holidays in Switzerland, northern Italy, and the Tyrol. As he explained to his mother and his brother Eduard, pleading for additional funds, holiday travel was part of the education of every student, absolutely necessary if he was to improve his knowledge of life. He prepared for his Italian travels by translating some of Petrarch’s sonnets into German. To his friend Rosen and his sister-in-law Therese, he wrote rapturous accounts of his first sight of the Alps and the wonders of Milan’s cathedral and opera house. To Rosen he also described romantic dallying with a young English tourist, and in his travel diary he recorded less refined encounters with Italian girls, and at least one sexual overture by a pederast.

         Schumann returned to Heidelberg in late October 1829. The historic university town in south Germany, at the confluence of the Necker and the Rhine, was a world away from Leipzig’s busy commercial activity. Schumann soon found a congenial circle of friends  and fellow musicians. They played a wide range of music together, including Schubert’s Piano Trio in E-flat, op. 100, and his duets for four-hand piano. Schumann asked Wieck to send him all of Schubert’s works: “Send me … everything by Schubert which has appeared since op. 100 (which I learned with you)—do not forget the quintet, which I should very much like to learn.”* He added that Wieck should send only the two-hand works, since he had all the four-hand works already. “I have fostered much Schubertianism here, for people hardly even knew his name.” He ends his letter with typical hyperbole: “Be assured, honored teacher of my innermost being, of my highest respect, R. Schumann.”

         Student life in Heidelberg held many attractions. Schumann went drinking with friends at favorite taverns; he flirted with girls, attended masked balls, went to bed late, and recorded his social activities in his diary, sometimes with Romantic embellishments: “This is the most terrible week of my life” repeated three times in the week of February 8, 1830, and on the 15th: “End of the most terrible week, End of the most terrible week. Ach! Ach!” There is no further explanation, although wine, beer, and rum are mentioned, and Katzenjammer (hangover). He notes seeing the local whores when walking home late at night, possibly soliciting “an innocent”—that is, a virgin (like Robert). His friend Flechsig later described Schumann as “pure and chaste,” suggesting that he was different from his fellow students, for whom evenings at the local tavern often ended at the local brothel.

         Schumann also reports on events in the larger world, noting with excitement the revolutions which swept European cities in the summer of 1830. He copied out accounts of uprisings in Italy, Spain, the Netherlands, and elsewhere from the liberal English newspaper published in Paris, Galignani’s Messenger, and he wrote down the whole of the Strasbourg national anthem, which begins: “Mort aux tyrans! Vengeance et liberté!” (Death to tyrants! Vengeance and liberty!)—sentiments that obviously caught his imagination.

         The professor of jurisprudence at Heidelberg, Anton Justus Thibaut, held weekly choral evenings, featuring works by Handel and the early Italian masters. Schumann often attended these evenings, though he criticized Thibaut’s “pedantry” to Wieck. A high point of the year was a visit to Frankfurt with a friend to hear a performance by the wizard of the violin, Paganini. With music taking a central role in his life, Schumann was also composing. He wrote a dozen songs and a set of polonaises modeled on Schubert’s polonaises for four-hand piano. He failed to publish these early works, but he reused them in later compositions.

         At the end of his year in Heidelberg, before setting out again on holiday travels, this time to Baden-Baden and Strasbourg, he summarized his life in a long, semifictional conclusion to the year’s diary. The temperament of “S.,” he wrote, was “melancholy.” He was sensitive, had more feeling than judgment, was more subjective than objective in his aims and his works. His emotions were stronger than his ambition. He lived a pure life; he knew that he pleased women. The earth was to him not a garden of lust but a holy temple of nature. He was religious without religion—he loved humanity and had no fear of fate. Thus S.—Schumann—on himself, just short of his twentieth birthday.

         And here we can detect the dual nature of the young artist. He was already adopting different masks, different ways of presenting himself, to his mother, his teachers, his close friends, his diary. Each self-presentation included imaginative retouching. Writing to his mother and his brother Eduard, he promised to work hard at his studies; he was committed to steady application at the dry study of law. His diaries hint at a riotous student life, including the usual temptations. He records “Attic nights,” staying up all night with friends, talking, philosophizing. (The term refers to a popular commonplace book, Noctes atticae, by the Latin grammarian Aulus Gellius, containing short pieces on philosophy, history and related subjects, widely available in translation.)

         Although he was notionally committed to return to Leipzig for the third year of his law studies, Schumann was reluctant to abandon the pleasures of life in Heidelberg. He confided to his diary:  “How I am loved and honored here! It has never happened to me before … these good friends with their lovely girlfriends, full of love for me. Must I leave you so soon?”

         At the end of his summer holidays, Schumann informed his mother that he had decided he must choose between his passion for music and a career in law. He asked his mother to write to Wieck for a candid assessment of his future possibilities as a musician. Wieck assured Schumann’s anxious mother that her son had the making of a first-rate virtuoso. Within three years Wieck could turn him into “one of the greatest living pianists”—if he met certain conditions. Schumann must return to “dry, ugly Leipzig” and take daily piano lessons with Wieck. He must study music theory and submit to its rules and regulations. He must aim for greater precision in his playing. Wieck proposed a six-month trial, after which they would consult again. It was clear that Wieck was not altogether happy with Schumann’s love of free improvisation; he intended to tame the wild spirit. Technical skill was the foundation of a virtuoso career. Schumann’s mother had little choice but to agree. She knew her son better than Wieck did. Robert was very different from his ambitious, hardworking father. In some ways her beloved youngest son took after her. She feared that he would not easily submit to Wieck’s hard conditions.

         Schumann was delighted. His future now assured, he wrote to Wieck in high spirits: “I confide entirely in you; take me as I am, and be patient with me in everything … Most honored sir, take my hand and lead me—I will follow wherever you wish.”

         A new life was about to begin.

         
            Notes

            1 There were three older brothers and a sister: Biographers have variously reported Emilie’s year of birth as 1807 and 1796. According to the church register of Ronneburg, she was born on July 19, 1796 (early in the morning, four a.m.), in Ronneburg, where her parents lived before moving to Zwickau. R-S-H has a copy of the church register.

            2 “Now, Robert dear”: letter of 18 July 1824, Lebenschronik, 39.

            3 “quiet madness”: The death certificate attributes Emilie’s death to “a nervous stroke.”

            4 “one who in a certain view”: Tb I, 23 and editor’s note.

            5 “I was born in Zwickau”: Lebenschronik, 32–33, first publication of the complete autograph and transcription; extracts reprinted in Wasielewski, 19, 22.

            6 “I will go to bed”: Tb I, 94.

            7 “Be assured, honored teacher”: Jugendbriefe, 78–85.

            8 There is no further explanation: Tb I, 226ff.

            9 Death to tyrants!: Tb I, 319, 323.

            10 He was religious without religion: Tb I, 242–243.

            11 He records “Attic nights”: Peter Ostwald, Schumann: Music and Madness (London: Gollancz, 1985) suggests that “Attic nights” imply homosexual activities. It is more likely that Schumann was simply enjoying convivial late-night sessions of animated conversation with friends.

            12 “How I am loved”: Tb I, 223.

            13 Technical skill was the foundation: Lebenschronik, 87, FW to RS’s mother 9 August 1830.

            14 “I confide entirely in you”: Wasielewski, 62.

         

         
            * Schubert’s Trout Quintet, for piano, violin, viola, cello, and double bass, was published in 1829.
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            LEIPZIG BOOK OF LIFE

            Leipzig, 1831–1832

         

         Schumann cheerfully gave up his law studies and returned to Leipzig to study full-time with Wieck. Here his real life began: the deepening complexity of his relationship with his mentor; his uncomplicated relationship with Wieck’s daughter, Clara; his first serious love affair; the appearance of Florestan and Eusebius and the invention of the Davidsbund. He reveled in Chopin’s “Mozart” Variations and reviewed the work for a music journal, breaking into print for the first time. He composed the dance suite Papillons, among other works. He injured his right hand by practicing with a mechanical device, ending all prospect of becoming a virtuoso pianist.

         These life-changing events were closely interwoven, as Schumann struggled to put his affairs in order, to improve his piano playing, to pursue his passion for literature and music, to give form in words and tones to his chaotic ideas and feelings. Throughout this time, he struggled with his weaknesses—lack of discipline, depression, the cravings of the flesh for drink, for sex. He began to criticize Wieck for his possessive relationship to Clara and his grasping attitude toward money. Clara was taking on increasing importance in Schumann’s life as a delightful child companion who was also a mature artist.

         The primary sources for these years are Schumann’s diaries, supplemented by letters to his family and his intimate friends, including young Clara. He assumes a different guise in each piece  of writing, as if a different character were holding the pen. In his diary he gives free rein to his emotional swings, as changeable as the weather. In letters to his mother and his brother Eduard he justifies his perpetual need for funds; he is no different from any other hardworking student, entitled to books, travel, the common pleasures of youth. To his mother he is a loving, if erring, son; to Wieck and his theory teacher Heinrich Dorn he is a serious musician, persisting doggedly with finger exercises (at least two hours daily of scales and arpeggios) and dry theory (harmonizing chorales, plowing through Marpurg’s Theory of Fugue). To Clara, writing affectionately with his natural charm, he is a playmate and storyteller. His relations with his lover Christel and its consequences, recorded in a private shorthand, appear only in his diary.

         He opens his Leipzig Book of Life in May 1831 with a promise to write something down every day. The entries which follow set down his chief concerns in no particular order—his miserable headache, Wieck’s love of gold, an analysis of the subjective and the objective in works of art, a friend’s judgment that Schumann is “an arrogant man who believes that he is a great genius.” He dreams of a hundred children crowned with flowery wreaths, dancing around him. All this is in the very first entry. Certain subjects take on greater importance as the diary proceeds. His “sickness” is worrying—a “wound” that “bites and gnaws, like a lion chewing at his meat,” which his friend Christian Glock, a medical student, examines, shaking his head over it. Notes on music appear side by side with the course of the illness: Schubert’s polonaises for piano four-hands are “the highest Romantic Schwärmerey,” evoking wild enthusiasm; “May is the natural key of A minor, June blooms forth brightly as C [the relative major of A minor].” Projects for literary or musical treatment are considered and abandoned: the tale of Heloise and Abelard; a “poetic biography” of E. T. A. Hoffmann, the author of “diabolical” tales that open new worlds to the entranced reader. Wieck and Clara become idealized figures in a romance, with new names: Wieck is “Meister Raro,” Clara is “Cilia” or “Zilia” (diminutive for St. Cecilia, patron saint of music). Christel enters the romance as “Charitas”—love freely given. 

         
            *

         

         Christel’s identity has only recently been discovered. Her name was Christiane Apitzsch, and she was probably a servant in Wieck’s house, where Schumann lodged while he was taking piano lessons with Wieck. His sexual encounters with Christel are meticulously recorded in the diary. She does not appear in Schumann’s letters, or in his lightly disguised autobiographical writings. Nor does he discuss his “wound” with anyone other than the medical student he consulted. If Wieck had known about Schumann’s venereal infection, he would surely have used this shameful fact when he was scheming to prevent his daughter from marrying his former student and protégé.

         Christel first appears in the diary when she is summoned to Schumann’s rooms after his discovery of a genital chancre. She turns pale when she is told of the infection, and Schumann laments, as if he were a character in Greek tragedy: “Guilt alone brings forth Nemesis.” She and Schumann are both treated the next day by his friend Glock. Schumann describes the “frenulum” (the tissue under the foreskin) stinging from “narcissus water”—a traditional treatment for cancer, which could have been used to treat syphilitic lesions. Six weeks later, Christel arrives in the evening with a birthday present for Schumann, and they resume sexual relations de novo, confident that the infection has been cured. But a few days later, Schumann confesses to his diary: “I sink, I sink back into the old slime … Will no hand come from the clouds to stop me? I myself must be this hand.”

         Later entries recording Christel’s visits alternate with rapturous accounts of Wieck and Clara, whose piano playing far outshines Schumann’s. There is also much social activity with friends, often at nearby taverns. For nine days Christel fails to appear, and Schumann congratulates himself on living a pure life.

         Their encounters began when Schumann was twenty and Christel was twenty-four. When he moved from Wieck’s house to lodgings in Rudolph’s Garden, Christel was pleased, “very loving.” He reports her conversation on October 31st: “Why don’t you write  anymore, dear Robert?” (This suggests that he was no longer composing during his worries about his illness.) “‘Robert dear’—no one else calls you this but your Charitas. She was here yesterday, full of fire and flame; we drank a lot of Madeira.” Schumann imitates her lower-class accent: “liebe’ Robert.” She adores Schumann, visiting him unannounced at odd times. He sees her at a distance “behind a bench” in Graf’s Garden, where he is dining with Wieck and Clara; he is embarrassed when his sister-in-law Rosalie visits him one morning and finds Christel in his rooms. There is no talk of marriage between them, nor would this be even a remote possibility. But she loves “liebe’ Robert” and understands him. He continues to record their sexual encounters in his diary, as he was later to tick the nights when he and his wife, Clara, had intercourse.

         His feelings toward “Charitas” were certainly ambivalent. He was flattered by her passionate caresses (she is “almost like an Italian girl,” reads one entry, later crossed out, suggesting that his holiday travel in Italy might not have been altogether chaste). But he also identified her with the guilty temptations of youth, the shameful abyss of drinking and whoring into which he fell more than once. He welcomes Christel’s visits, only to lament afterwards that he has succumbed again to his demon, and to pray to his “good Genius” to save him. One entry records a conversation in which they agree to end their relations. But he sought out Christel again a few years later, according to oblique references in his notes for 1836 and 1837.

         His diary entries reflect Schumann’s deepening relationship with Wieck, the famous piano teacher whose fame was largely his own creation; Clara was his one great achievement. Schumann still admires Wieck but is well aware of his faults: avarice, greed, ambition, arrogance. Clara, on the other hand, is a natural artist, an entrancing combination of innocence and maturity. Her playing has the kind of ease Schumann associates with Mozart. Both Schumann and Clara are working at Chopin’s Variations on “Là ci darem la mano” (the duet in Mozart’s Don Giovanni with which the amorous Don attempts to seduce the peasant girl Zerlina). This early work of Chopin’s is extremely difficult for Schumann, who spends hours  struggling to master it. He envies Clara, who easily tosses off the virtuoso passagework.

         In July 1831, a full entry is devoted to Clara: “What a creature she is! She speaks more sensibly than any of us. Hardly three feet tall, and her heart is already developed.” As so often in Schumann’s diary, Shakespeare is close at hand—Clara, like Cleopatra, combines all contraries. One moment she is having a temper tantrum, stamping her feet, tossing her hat away; the next moment she is loving and contrite. “‘Ah no, but stories,’ she said, ‘stories are my life. When I am to go to bed, how I beg to read just one more, then another, just one more, until Mama turns off the light.’” Her understanding is marvelous. “Each word that I have ever spoken, she can repeat to me!” They play charades and riddles, using their own names as challenges, with much gaiety and laughter.

         In the young girl’s company Schumann was comfortable with himself and the world, free of guilt about his divided nature. It was the happy beginning of the relationship that was to be at the center of his adult life. Wieck was about to take Clara off to Paris on an ambitious concert tour. Before they left, she visited Schumann daily at six p.m. to work together at the Chopin variations. They also sight-read Bach fugues at the piano, as if the keyboard works were written for four-hand piano, like Schubert’s sets of four-hand works. The eleven-year-old Clara replaces Christel in the diary as Christel’s visits taper off. The innocent pleasures of musical comradeship provided an attractive alternative to a troubled sexual relationship that Schumann was desperate to end.

         Wieck and Clara were away from Leipzig for seven months, three of which were spent in Paris. Wieck organized concerts in several towns on the way to Paris and back, starting with Weimar, where Clara played for Goethe. On their return in May 1832, Schumann noted that Clara had grown, was prettier, her piano playing stronger and more skillful. She spoke German with a French accent, which he knew Leipzig would soon finish off.

         A few days after Schumann’s twenty-first birthday, “two of my best friends, never before seen” appeared in his diary. Their names,  soon to enter musical history, were Florestan and Eusebius. The composer had already given Wieck and Clara new identities as Meister Raro and Zilia. A dozen other friends were suitably reinvented, and enlisted as characters in a projected romance. Soon afterwards they became the chief persons of Schumann’s imaginary society of artists, the Davidsbund, or Band of David.

         Florestan and Eusebius, his alter egos, were to figure largely in Schumann’s works during the next decade, as “masked” dancers, coauthors, fellow composers, leaders of the Davidsbund in its battles against the Philistines ruling the musical establishment. Reading Schumann literally, biographers have assumed that his “doubles” reflect Schumann’s split personality, his extrovert and introvert aspects. In his own words, as a young man he was “a hothead” and at the same time shy and tongue-tied. Shortly before his marriage to Clara, he sent her a poem in which he identified himself with “Florestan the wild” and “Eusebius the mild,” urging Clara to take both together, uniting joy and sorrow.

         The doubles had a conventional literary source in Jean Paul’s novels and the tales of the writer who soon joined Jean Paul as a favorite, E. T. A. Hoffmann. In his diary, Schumann lists the “doubles” in several novels by Jean Paul, in which the author portrays himself as two contrasting persons. It was Jean Paul who coined the term Doppelgänger, meaning a ghostly “double” or exact image of the self, as in the dark love poem (untitled) in Heine’s Book of Songs that Schubert set as “Der Doppelgänger.”

         On a happier note, Schumann played doppelgänger games with Clara: “Tomorrow, at exactly eleven o’clock, I shall play the adagio from Chopin’s variations and shall think intensely, exclusively, of you. Now … you do the same, so that we may meet and communicate in spirit. The trysting place of our respective doppelgängers will probably be over the St. Thomas gate.”

         When they entered his diary in 1831, Florestan and Eusebius were far more than Romantic doubles. They appeared to him, as real as his student friends, and they took on their own character not only in Schumann’s diary but in his music and his essays. In his early piano works, they alternate exuberant and grave sections, in notes  of F or F-sharp for Florestan, E or E-flat for Eusebius. Four months after they first appeared, Schumann wrote that Florestan was “the friend of my heart; in the romance he shall be my true ‘I.’” It was only when Schumann settled down into married life that he set aside these “best friends.” But the musical influences that expressed their contrasting characters continued to dominate his compositions.

         Schumann often lists the great past masters from whom every poet of words and tones must learn: among composers, Bach and Mozart; among writers, Shakespeare and Goethe. The quality their works share Schumann calls Leichtigkeit—lightness or ease, a natural mastery of art, embodying above all the virtue of clarity. In contrast, for Schumann, Beethoven and Schubert are the first Romantics. They broke all the rules, extending the language of music to realms never before explored. After an excited comment in his diary about Beethoven’s Hammerklavier sonata, the next entry reads: “Let Mozart and Bach be your models in form, handling, nature, and pure art. But this mighty one [Beethoven] has a magic wand in his hand with which he calls forth a thousand new ideas.” Beethoven died in 1827, when Schumann was sixteen; Schubert died a year later. They were Schumann’s near contemporaries. He identified not only with their music but with their personalities. Beethoven represented heroic struggle, identified by Schumann as the masculine principle; Schubert represented the feminine principle, sensitivity, yearning, the full range of human emotions. Not long after Florestan and Eusebius appeared to him, fully formed, he wrote in his diary, echoing Aeneas’s cry “To Italy!” in book 6 of Virgil’s Aeneid, “To Vienna! To Vienna—where my Beethoven and Schubert sleep. The die is cast!”

         Florestan was the name of the unjustly imprisoned hero of Fidelio, Beethoven’s only opera, an intensely political work. Schumann had seen a performance and knew the score. He had recently been playing a four-hand piano version of Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, dedicated originally to the hero Napoleon. Liberal on principle, Schumann identified with the revolutionary images of freedom and brotherhood in Beethoven’s most celebrated works. In Fidelio, the political prisoners emerge slowly from darkness into light. Their  chorus, “What joy, to breathe freely the air of heaven,” starts tentatively, rising to a triumphant cry of “Freedom!” Florestan’s aria, praying for freedom while he is chained in the darkness and solitude of the dungeon, spoke to Schumann as it has done to generations ever since. His crime was to tell the truth; his only comfort is that he has been faithful to his conscience. In Beethoven’s music, Florestan represented the ideal of “poetry and truth” that Goethe celebrated in his own works, and to which Schumann wholeheartedly subscribed. Schumann also identified with Beethoven’s setting in the Ninth Symphony of Schiller’s “Ode to Joy,” with its stirring affirmation of the brotherhood of man.

         For Schumann, passionately committed to individualism and freedom in the arts, these great moments in Beethoven’s works fed into the conception of his own Florestan—the leader of the Davidsbund, the “friend of my heart,” “my ‘I.’”

         Although Florestan clearly has Beethovenian resonance for Schumann, Eusebius has no obvious counterpart. The only clue Schumann provided came in a later letter to Clara, in which he asks her to look at the calendar dates on either side of her own saint’s day, where she will find St. Eusebius. Schumann might have been inspired by Raphael’s painting Eusebius of Cremona Raising Three Men from the Dead; he was very fond of Raphael and might have seen a copy of the painting, along with other works by Raphael and Michelangelo. He considered these two great artists another example of doubles—Raphael representing the ideal of grace and beauty, Michelangelo the universal human striving toward divinity. It is also possible that Schumann was simply looking for a suitable E to accompany the F of Florestan, and the name struck him as suitably euphonious.

         Whatever the origin of the name, as “Eusebius” (known familiarly as “Seb”) takes life in Schumann’s writings and his music, he seems more and more to be associated with Schubert, the beloved composer whom Schumann regarded as a true soul mate. Schubert’s music enters into Schumann’s tender, introspective, feminine side, as Beethoven enters into his heroic, declamatory mode. Among Schumann’s earliest works were variations on themes by his two  musical heroes: the opening bars of the Andante of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, and Schubert’s “Sehnsucht” Waltz (Waltz of Longing). His musical tributes to both composers can be traced throughout his works. Florestan and Eusebius, with their links to Beethoven and Schubert, take major roles in Schumann’s music throughout the next few years, until in his late revision of the piano works he removed all printed references to his youthful companions.

         Schumann was as eager to welcome his contemporaries as he was to learn from his predecessors. To his credit, Schumann recognized Chopin’s extraordinary qualities at once when he acquired a copy of Chopin’s “Mozart” Variations. “I cannot describe how I feel about Chopin,” he wrote. “I embrace him with a thousand arms … Between seven and ten, I study Chopin alone, with my hand as steady as possible.” Shortly afterwards: “Chopin is going well—today is the fifth day that I’ve worked at it four hours each day.” His famous review of the Chopin Variations, which he was studying at the time, described Eusebius entering the rooms of “Julius,” where Florestan is seated at the piano. Eusebius greets his friends thus: “Off with your hats, gentlemen—a genius!” Florestan later describes each variation in rhapsodic terms: “The first variation expresses a kind of coquettish courteousness … the second is at once comic, confidential, disputatious, as though two lovers were chasing each other, and laughing more than usual about it.”

         Wieck sent the review to Chopin, who mercilessly parodied it in a letter to his friend Tytus Woyciechowski. In their piano works, Chopin and Schumann complemented each other in their originality and expressiveness. In most other ways they were polar opposites. Chopin was intensely private, scornful of the Parisian society to which he conformed so meticulously, with his seven pairs of white gloves, dove-gray trousers, private valet and hairdresser. He was comfortable only with his Polish compatriots in exile. Schumann was gregarious, eager for praise, an unabashed Romantic. They were to meet a few years later, when they exchanged compositions, to Schumann’s delight. According to his students, Chopin took no interest whatever in the compositions that Schumann regularly sent to him. Fortunately, the larger world was eventually to embrace the  music of both composers as defining works of nineteenth-century Romanticism.

         Papillons, op. 2

         Schumann’s own op. 2, Papillons, published in April 1832, was composed in stages between 1829 and 1831. It is original in conception, fresh and delightful in performance. Unlike many of the virtuoso works so popular at the time, it was playable even by amateurs. The Papillons (Butterflies) are short dances, loosely linked by key, rhythm, and common motifs. The entire work could be imagined as a sequence of dances at a ball. This is exactly how Schumann explained Papillons to his family, friends, and critics. He told them that it was a musical representation of the masquerade ball that ends Jean Paul’s novel Flegeljahre (Fledgling Years), in which the chief characters, the twins Walt and Vult, are both in love with the heroine, Wina, and take turns wooing her under their masquerade disguises. When Schumann sent the newly published work to his mother and sisters-in-law, he begged them to read the scene in Flegeljahre “as soon as possible,” hoping they would discover in the music reflections of “Wina’s angelic love, Walt’s poetical nature, [and] Vult’s sparkling intellect.”

         One wonders if they made the attempt, or were simply puzzled by the composer’s literary fancies. Even if they had had access to Schumann’s copy of Flegeljahre, in which he underlined and numbered several passages in the relevant chapter, they would have remained mystified. The first piece after the Introduzione, a rapid rising and descending scale in octaves, supposedly corresponds to Walt in his miner’s costume, setting forth “like a hero, thirsty for fame,” to fight for Wina’s love. But when the same motif returns in the Finale, fading away in the distance, it refers not to the honest Walt but to his brother, Vult, who has won Wina by deception. In Schumann’s autograph of the musical score, he included a reference to the scene: “Wult, enraptured, listened to the fleeing tones [of Vult’s flute] as they resounded upward from the street.” Before publication, Schumann removed the sentence, the only key to the  link with Flegeljahre. He liberated his Papillons so that they could take their course unencumbered by clues to extramusical meaning.

         Yet he was still reluctant to abandon the literary source. He wrote to the critic Ludwig Rellstab: “You may remember the last scenes in the Flegeljahre, with the Larventanz [masked ball] … I often turned to the last page, for the end seemed like a fresh beginning, and almost unconsciously I found myself at the piano, and thus one Papillon after another came into existence.” His account suggests Schumann’s typical way of composing. He is the passive recipient of musical thoughts which “come into existence,” much as Florestan and Eusebius had appeared to him, without conscious effort on his part. What is essential to Schumann is heightened receptiveness, sensitivity to the worlds of nature, books, emotions, and to the music with which his head was filled. But Papillons also shows the artist’s shaping hand at work, his love of patterns, interlinked motifs, his ability to frame and organize his composition.

         The immediate musical influences on Papillons were Schubert’s waltzes and his polonaises for four-hand piano—charming sets of dances, often quite slight, varied by changes in rhythm and melody. Schumann turns his own sequence of dances into character sketches. Each dance is introduced by a flourish, as if to announce the next figure in a carnival procession. The Finale combines the opening motif with the “Grandfather’s Dance” which traditionally serves as the penultimate dance at a German ball. The dances evoke the dancers, each one making his or her entrance, stomping or pirouetting gracefully, flirting, joining forces, disappearing as the clock strikes six.

         Schumann was fond of the title Papillons, which appears several times in his diary, as a new Papillon flutters into his mind. The image suggests that each short dance represents the brief, evanescent life of a butterfly, a moment of beauty caught only to vanish. On the published score, the title Papillons is adorned with butterflies of different sizes, shapes, and patterns, some with wings closed, others with wings extended. Like butterflies, the contrasting dances of the masked ball—waltzes, ländler, polonaises—are symmetrical  in their structure and motifs. The opening dance best illustrates the butterfly-like symmetry of construction: a palindromic rising and falling motif, developed in a rhythmical four-bar pattern and repeated, followed by an answering four-bar pattern, repeated. The musical Papillon could represent the matching wings of a butterfly, the upper two halves symmetrical, with the two lower halves also matching.

         Traditionally, the butterfly is identified with the soul, the winged Psyche. The chief function of art, and especially of music, according to Jean Paul, is the portrayal of the various “states of the soul”—the full range of human passions. Schumann adopted the idea enthusiastically. This is how he understood the music of his beloved Schubert. His later review of Schubert’s German Dances could be a description of his own Papillons: “An entire carnival dances through the German Dances, op. 33 … no. 1 in A minor, a crowd of masks, drums, trumpets … 2, a comic figure scratching its ear and whispering psst, psst … 3, Harlequin, with his hand on his hip, turns a somersault out of doors; 4, two stiff, polite masks dancing and conversing very little with each other; 5, a slender cavalier following a mask.” Schumann was convinced that music had the same power of description as a novel or a short story. Yet he also insisted that music must stand on its own, free of any program. Everything feeds into the composer’s imagination, but at a decisive point the craftsman takes over, the dedicated artist, who creates a unified work which communicates in its own language to a receptive listener.

         Papillons followed Schumann’s op. 1, a set of Variations on the Name Abegg, dedicated to “Mademoiselle Pauline, Comtesse d’Abegg.” Schumann sent the work out widely to friends and relatives, with the hope of coming before the great world with this first publication. Both the title and the dedication reflect Schumann’s whimsical love of games. The theme was made up of the musical equivalents of the letters A, B [B-flat], E, G, G. The “countess” was invented as a joke; Schumann might have known a “Pauline,” but there was no “Comtesse d’Abegg.” The variations are charming but conventionally virtuosic, and they are quite frequently performed today. Similar works were composed soon after Papillons: a set of six  Etudes after Paganini’s Caprices, six Intermezzi which Schumann called “longer Papillons,” and twelve Impromptus on a Theme by Clara Wieck. The latter have a special interest, since they reflect Schumann’s admiration for Clara not only as a pianist but as a composer, and because they link Clara with Beethoven. Schumann notes in his diary the sudden appearance of a theme of descending fifths: C-F-G-C—a variation of Beethoven’s Eroica theme. He uses the notes as a bass line against which Clara’s theme is set, in variations that show close familiarity with Beethoven’s Eroica Variations. The published work must have been extremely flattering for the young prodigy, who was already including Beethoven sonatas in her concert programs.

         Schumann’s most ambitious work during these early years was a symphony in G minor, with three movements sketched, elaborated, and revised over several months, and a final movement contemplated but unwritten. The first movement was performed at a concert in Zwickau in November 1832, at which Clara performed virtuoso variations by Henri Herz, one of the popular composers scorned by Schumann. Wieck commented that Schumann’s symphony was inventive but too thinly orchestrated—probably a just criticism. A revised version was presented a year later at Schneeberg, and again in Leipzig, after which it lapsed into obscurity.

         Throughout this time, Schumann was combining his activities as a composer with intensive practice at the piano. Mechanical aids for strengthening the fingers were widely available, often prescribed by teachers, and probably sold by Wieck himself. The “chiroplast” was a contraption attached to the piano, in which one finger at a time was inserted and held still, while the others practiced finger exercises. Schumann first noted that a finger was “stiff” in late January of 1830, probably because of excessive practice. When he was living with Wieck, Schumann decided to improve his manual dexterity with an invention of his own, immobilizing the middle fingers on his right hand one at a time so that the neighboring weak fingers would be strengthened. In his diary he refers to the invention as his “cigar mechanism.” He was a dedicated cigar smoker, and it is possible that he made use of the stiff tubular packaging of  each cigar to immobilize his fingers. Whatever his invention was, it had the unintended consequence of paralyzing his middle fingers. He tried every measure available to him to restore mobility to his fingers—electric shocks, homeopathy, bathing his hand in the hot entrails of a recently slaughtered animal. Nothing helped; his fingers were worse after each treatment. Eventually all three middle fingers seemed to be paralyzed.

         Although Schumann continued to improvise at the piano, his virtuoso career was finished. He could not possibly earn a living through concertizing, which meant that he would have to find another source of livelihood. There was no point to continuing his piano lessons with Wieck, although he continued his study of theory and counterpoint with Heinrich Dorn. He tried valiantly to get through the theory textbooks, but always fell back on his love of the great masters for his understanding of musical composition. He was studying Bach’s Well--Tempered Clavier, all forty-eight preludes and fugues—the work that was to sustain him in all the crises of his life. Bach was the source of all music, all art. In an echo of Hamlet praising the late king, his father (“He was a man, take him for all in all”), Schumann wrote of Bach: “He was a man through and through; his works were for all time.”

         By the end of 1832, having by his own ill-conceived efforts thwarted his dream of becoming a great pianist, Schumann was ready, aged twenty-two, to embrace his destiny as a serious composer.

         
            Notes

            1 Christel enters the romance: Tb I, 171ff.

            2 Her name was Christiane Apitzsch: I am indebted to the superb scholarly research of Klaus Martin Kopitz for the identification of Christiane Apitzsch, i.e. “Christel,” Davidsbund name “Charitas.” See Klaus Martin Kopitz: “Christiane Apitzsch (1806–1838), Robert Schumann’s Geliebte ‘Charitas’: Eine Identifizierung,” in Denkströme: Journal der Sächsischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 13 (2014), 26–54.

            3 “narcissus water”: “Narcissus water” was an extract from the oil of the narcissus bulb, which like arsenic was a poison often used in traditional medicine. It is mentioned by Hippocrates and other classical authors as a topical treatment for cancerous ulcers.

            4 “I sink, I sink”: Tb I, 344.

            5 They play charades and riddles: Tb I, 345–346.

            6 Florestan and Eusebius: Tb I, 344.

            7 “Tomorrow, at exactly eleven o’clock”: Jugendbriefe, 62.

            8 “my true ‘I’”: Tb I, 371.

            9 “best friends”: The last appearance of Florestan is as the author of a NZfM article in September 1843.

            10 “Let Mozart and Bach”: Tb I, 394–395.

            11 “To Vienna!”: Tb I, 399.

            12 “Chopin is going well”: Tb I, 344–346.

            13 “The first variation expresses”: GSK I, 5–7.

            14 When Schumann sent: Jugendbriefe, 166–167.

            15 He wrote to the critic Ludwig Rellstab: Jugendbriefe, 167–168. John Daverio, Robert Schumann: Herald of a “New Poetic Age” (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 493–501, provides a translation of the chapter from Flegeljahre with Schumann’s markings and discusses its relevance: 79–90 and 493–501.

            16 “An entire carnival”: GSK I, 203.

            17 A revised version: The symphony was rediscovered, published and performed in the twentieth century. See the sympathetic analysis in Daverio, op. cit., 103ff.

            18 “He was a man through and through”: Tb I, 389.
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            REVERSALS, RENEWALS

            Leipzig, 1833–1834

         

         His diary notes for 1832–1833 suggest that Schumann was suffering from one of the bouts of melancholy that frequently afflicted him: “Why can I write nothing when life streams over me, why do I turn to you, my Book of Life, when everything is quiet and lifeless? … And how much more truly and richly imagination speaks, when it comes from life!” He was reading Heine’s poems, planning to study classical piano works from Mozart on, refining an exercise in double notes, an early version of his fiendishly difficult Toccata op. 7. Shakespeare often appears in his diary. He lists the female characters in each play; he writes a “sinfonia” which might form an introduction to a Hamlet opera or symphony. The relationship between words and music continually absorbed him. The poet and the composer are closely allied, but music, he believed, was the highest form of poetry.

         In October 1833, Schumann’s restlessness reached a point of crisis. “The night of 17–18 October,” he wrote later, was “the most terrible of my life … I was seized by an idée fixe of going mad.” This terrible night immediately followed the death of his beloved sister-in-law Rosalie, his brother Carl’s wife. He described his symptoms and his slow recovery in a letter to his mother: “I was hardly more than a statue, neither cold nor hot. Life gradually returned when I resumed my usual work. But I am now so fearful and timid that I cannot sleep alone, and so I’ve taken a good-natured  man to live with me, whom I can educate, which pleases me.” At his worst, he told his mother, he suffered from “congestion of the blood, unspeakable anxiety, breathlessness, dizziness.” The symptoms are typical of a panic attack, which could have been triggered by news of Rosalie’s death. Schumann’s brother Julius had died of tuberculosis in August, which also contributed to Schumann’s terror.

         His breakdown of mental and physical health at this time was to affect Schumann’s later life and his music in incalculable ways. The fear of recurrence never left him. His mental state remained fragile, and he was careful to avoid anything that could trigger a repeat of the horrors of that night. He moved from the upper floor of his lodgings to the first floor; he dreaded the sight of a nearby mental asylum. His mother was told to spare him from details of any other family catastrophes.

         Schumann described the year that followed his breakdown, 1834, as “the most significant of my life.” The reasons were in part personal, but also professional. In 1834 he realized his dream of founding a music journal in which he and his friends—real and invented members of the Davidsbund—would take arms against the Philistines ruling the European musical establishment.*

         The first issue of the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (New Journal for Music) was published in April 1834 in four closely-printed pages. The masthead boasted a motto by Shakespeare from the prologue to King Henry VIII (also known as All Is True):

         

         
            
                                                    Only they

               That come to hear a merry, bawdy play,

               A noise of targets, or to see a fellow

               In a long motley coat guarded with yellow,

               Will be deceived.

            

         

         The New Journal for Music, unlike the established music journals published in Leipzig and other European cities, was to be devoted to truth telling. It had a “weighty and serious” purpose which the editors were eager to explain.

         “Our basic policy was clear from the start,” Schumann wrote in his New Year’s editorial for 1835. “It was simple: to pay close attention to past times and their works, and to insist that only from such a pure source can the best new art be created; to oppose as inartistic the mere virtuosity which has become so fashionable; and finally to hasten and help to promote a new poetic era.”

         The journal started as a collaborative venture by “an Association of Musicians and Friends of Music.” Schumann and Wieck, his former teacher, were copartners. They had two coeditors, Ludwig Schunke and Julius Knorr, comrades in the Davidsbund. (Knorr was “Julius” in Schumann’s review of Chopin’s “Mozart” Variations.) Schumann wrote to leading musical figures across Europe, inviting them to report on musical life in Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Hamburg, London, Edinburgh, Petersburg, and Moscow. The journal was conceived as a forum for battle, as Schumann made clear in letters to potential correspondents. To Franz Otto in Hamburg: “My dear friend, accept this letter as the beginning of a rapid and regular correspondence … Take it as the herald of a brighter musical future … Come and strike a blow with us. A new musical periodical is arising, which is to be the representative of poetry and will mercilessly attack all the weaknesses of the age.” The journal was to be international, progressive, a voice for the highest artistic principles.

         Schumann urged his friends to write in a light-hearted style, with the imaginative musical writings of E. T. A. Hoffmann in mind. Along with “Raro” (Wieck), Eusebius and Florestan contributed aphorisms about music similar to the “random thoughts” of Hoffmann’s Kapellmeister Kreisler. Essays in Romantic style, usually signed by Eusebius or Florestan, fictionalized Leipzig’s musical life. Eusebius wrote “Letters from an Enthusiast” in “Firlenz” (Leipzig) to Chiara (Clara) in Milan, a city she had never visited. (Clara was extremely offended by the portrait of “Beda,” another musical pseudonym for her, in one of the letters.)

         In the course of his ten-year editorship, Schumann enlisted over a hundred contributors, each assigned a number or letter as pseudonym. Twice-weekly numbers followed the precedent set by the first issue, with the masthead featuring quotations about the true function of art by Goethe, Schiller, Shakespeare, Jean Paul, and other favorite writers. The first issues reprinted excerpts from the recently published correspondence of Goethe and his friend Carl Friedrich Zelter, director of the Singakademie (the choral society) in Berlin. A “Letter from England” carried on for several issues, maintaining the international character of the journal, along with notes of musical life in several European cities. Even with contributions from friends, Schumann’s hand was increasingly in evidence. Ludwig Schunke, a gifted young composer, had arrived in Leipzig at the end of 1833, and they roomed together briefly. But Schunke was already suffering from tuberculosis and died in December 1834. Wieck, Schumann’s ostensible partner, was abroad much of the time, expanding his business, buying and selling pianos, taking Clara on concert tours. By the beginning of 1835, Schumann was de facto owner and editor-in-chief of the journal, with his name alone appearing on the masthead. The journal occupied much of his time; he neglected his diary and for a while ceased composing.

         Despite his best intentions, the first issues of the New Journal for Music showed few signs of the battle against “all the weaknesses of the age” promised by the editor. The most significant piece Schumann wrote for the Journal was a serious analysis in five parts of the Symphonie fantastique by Hector Berlioz—an extraordinary work that defied all the classical conventions, meeting at first with general incomprehension. Schumann was responding to a negative review by Gottfried Fink, the editor of the conservative Allgemeine  musicalische Zeitung of Leipzig. Berlioz had attached a specific program to the symphony as the story of an artist who is enmeshed in a tragic love affair. Schumann, with only Liszt’s piano reduction of the orchestral score, analyzed it as a serious work of music, recognizing its bold originality and the astonishing genius of the young composer.

         It was not until 1837 that Schumann engaged in deliberate controversy, in a long article contrasting Meyerbeer’s opera Les Huguenots with Mendelssohn’s oratorio St. Paul. He introduced his essay with these words: “I feel today like a brave young warrior who draws his sword for the first time in a great cause.” Armed with his strong convictions, Schumann attacked Meyerbeer’s popular opera for vulgarity, superficiality, and immorality, and praised Mendelssohn for writing “a work of pure art, the creation of peace and love.” Journalists in Paris, Hamburg, and elsewhere seized on the review to attack Schumann, which he took as vindication of the journal’s high purpose.

         
            *

         

         The excitement of founding his journal coincided with new developments in Schumann’s personal life. Ernestine von Fricken was the daughter of a wealthy baron and landowner from Asch, on the border of what is now the Czech Republic, a day’s journey south of Leipzig. In April of 1834 she came to live in Wieck’s house as his student. Ernestine was seventeen, Clara fourteen, and the two girls soon became close friends, though Clara was whisked away by her father for a month’s study in Dresden and a short concert tour of German cities. Although Schumann was no longer studying with Wieck, he was a regular visitor at Wieck’s house. He was likely to meet Ernestine there or at Henriette Voigt’s regular musical evenings. Biographers assume that he was soon smitten with Ernestine. What is certain is that she was infatuated with Schumann. Her innocent adoration was flattering to the twenty-four-year-old composer, who was also attracted by the prospect of entree into an aristocratic world. Baron von Fricken was married to the countess of Zedtwitz, whose family had long controlled the Bohemian region of Asch. As  the baron’s only child, Ernestine would be assured a substantial income—or so Schumann believed.

         By the summer they had become secretly engaged. Schumann’s friend and patron Henriette Voigt became their go-between. Clara suffered torments as the romance proceeded. In her later letters to Schumann, she reproached him for ignoring her, treating her like a child, talking only to Ernestine when they went on country walks together. Even more distressing for Clara, Wieck invited Schumann and Ernestine to be joint godparents to Clara’s new half-sister, Cäcilie. Evidently Wieck looked kindly on the romance, perhaps hoping that he too might benefit from closer contact with the rich baron.

         Carnaval; Études symphoniques

         Most significant for posterity are the compositions inspired by Schumann’s engagement to Ernestine: the masquerade of Carnaval and the variations on a theme composed by Ernestine’s father, which became the Études symphoniques. Both works demonstrate the ways in which extramusical inspiration fed Schumann’s imagination. The years of failed attempts proved extremely useful. Schumann could now manage the structure of a long work without suppressing his natural inventiveness, tempering his first inspired thoughts by serious revision. Both Carnaval and the Études symphoniques took shape over a period of months, with new episodes included, reworked, omitted, or reinstated.

         Easily the most frequently performed and recorded of Schumann’s piano suites, Carnaval is a musical version of Schumann’s earlier plan of a Davidsbündler novel, in which his alter egos Florestan and Eusebius were to feature, along with Wieck, Clara, and the master magician Paganini. Carnaval took form as a masquerade in which the Davidsbündler join the traditional commedia dell’arte “masks” in a series of comic pranks. Each “mask” is characterized in music rather than words in a way that was to become one of Schumann’s most distinctive art forms.

         The decisive impetus for the composition was the prospective union of Schumann and Ernestine. In a letter to Henriette Voigt  Schumann explained his idea of the work that was to become Carnaval as a series of “scenes” held together by Schubert’s “Sehnsucht” Waltz. Schumann had made the astonishing discovery that the “musical” letters of Ernestine’s birthplace, ASCH, were also the musical notes in his own name: SCHumAnn. In German notation ASCH would be A, Es (E-flat), C, H (B); SCHA would be the same letters in a different order. And so he combined the idea of masquerade scenes, as in a carnival procession, with puns on a musical name. Each scene was to open with the notes of the musical letters, as if the character were offering a toast to the composer and his bride. But Schumann did not want the linking theme to be too obvious. With great ingenuity, he varied the rhythm of the musical letters introducing each new “mask” so cleverly that the resemblance is almost impossible to detect, until the four notes are spelled out loud and clear at the end of the piece he called “Florestan.”
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