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            Introduction

         

         In addition to being a genius – as well as the kindest of men – Robert Schumann was a phenomenon. He was astonishingly far ahead of his time, in many different ways. His music anticipated a whole multitude of trends that would spread in the 150 years after his death; almost every major composer who followed him acknowledged his influence. As a man as well as an artist the extent of his enlightenment was extraordinary. One of the most lovable ways in which he showed a new path was in his attitude to children and youth. His music for children is perhaps the most popular music of its type ever written. His music about childhood – Kinderszenen, for instance – is equally magical. His empathy with the young came from deep within; the composer and author Cyril Scott, writing in the early 1930s, described Schumann as ‘the true poet of the child-soul’, going so far as to claim that it was the influence of his attitude to children that brought about ‘that deeper love and understanding of the child, which … is such a pronounced characteristic of the age’.

         Schumann’s concern with education didn’t stop with children; he was equally concerned with the well-being of aspiring young musicians. He taught at Mendelssohn’s new Conservatory in Leipzig – perhaps not entirely successfully, since teachers such as Schumann who rarely utter a word to anyone and spend most of their life in a dream-world of their own tend not to be the most helpful in practical matters; but he also wrote, more famously and successfully, a book of Advice to Young Musicians. This was originally intended as a companion for his celebrated books of piano pieces for children and students, Album for the Young, but in the end was published separately, some years later. I have always loved this book – as I love all of Schumann’s writings. Alas, as the years go by, it seems to be read less and less, its high-flown language and ideals apparently unsuited to today’s Internet age.

         And yet – it’s not unsuited! Schumann’s poetic words of wisdom have just as much to teach us now as they did when they were first written, over 150 years ago. Perhaps, though, they need a little explanation and adaptation for a generation tempted at every moment by the dangers (as well as the pleasures) of recordings and videos that spoon-feed us with other people’s interpretations rather than allowing us to find our own voices. So that’s where this version of the book comes in. I have selected almost all of Schumann’s pearls (the remainder can be found in the appendix), reordered them, categorised them, and tried to clarify them for today’s young musicians.* As Schumann put it when describing a text commentary he’d written himself, ‘I have added some signposts, to keep people from straying.’

         In general, Schumann is writing specifically for keyboard-playing young composers. I think that his advice can be useful for any musician, and also for listeners; so I have tried to extend the reach of his suggestions to include all music-lovers. I hope that my emendations and additions are not sacrilegious. It is certainly not a question of trying to ‘improve’ on Schumann – what a thought! I merely wish to bring the Master’s thoughts to a new generation; and also (more egotistically) to experience the thrill of seeing my name displayed as co-author with the magical name of my hero of heroes.

         I have also added some thoughts of my own, increasing the overall total (not exactly in line with inflation, but it’s something) by ten per cent, from Schumann’s original seventy to seventy-seven. In fact, with the appendix, the total is eighty-eight – the number of keys on a standard modern piano. I have the feeling that Schumann would have enjoyed that little detail.

         So here we go: a series of poetic ruminations from an immortal (Schumann) brought down to earth by additions from an ordinary mortal (me). I hope that they’re helpful – and even fun … 

         
            * The original can (and should) be seen online, or bought in book form, either in German, or in various English translations – including the deliciously quaint 1860 version by Henry Hugo Pierson which served (loosely) as the basis for my own translation. (Many thanks to my sister Rachel and her family for their help with translating from the Schumann.)
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            From a pound of iron, which costs virtually nothing, a thousand watch-springs can be made, which are worth a fortune. That pound, which you have received from the Lord – use it faithfully.

         

         Schumann himself doesn’t start with this nugget – but I feel that it’s a good place to begin. Is any child born unmusical? I think not. Every infant, given the chance, will enjoy fun rhythms and catchy tunes, almost from birth; that’s why we have nursery rhymes. From then on, though, each child’s relationship with music will develop in a unique way. Alas, only a small proportion will get a chance to study it properly – such a pity, when the benefits of a musical education are so unarguably documented. And of those who have the chance to study music, only a few will choose to make it their profession. But that’s fine – we need many more listeners than performers!

         As to the pound of iron that we’ve been handed: there’s no denying that the Lord has endowed some people with more natural musical aptitude than others; but that’s no reason for the less talented ones to be discouraged. In fact, talent can be a danger; all too many young musicians abuse their gifts, rather than ‘using them faithfully’. For some of them, it can all feel just too easy, with the result that they get lazy, and end up being superficial performers. Those who have to work harder can often develop more interestingly. As for those who feel that they really have no talent for playing or singing – don’t give up! The more you engage with music, on whatever level, the better you will understand it; and the more you understand, the more you will get out of it. Hopefully, your studies will give you a love for music that will enrich your whole life. If not, it’s probably because you’ve been taught badly. For those who’ve decided that they hate music because their piano teacher Miss Smith rapped them on the knuckles when they played a wrong note, I’d say: give music another chance! It’s not Beethoven’s fault that Miss Smith was an old sourpuss. Nor yours – and you’re the one who’ll miss out if you cut music out of your life.
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            Nothing great can be achieved in art without enthusiasm.

         

         Yes – what’s the point in even trying to be a musician if you don’t love, love, LOVE music with all your heart? Great music is the best possible friend one could have: it will be with you in times of happiness and of sadness; and it will never let you down or abandon you. Why would we not be enthusiastic? Having said which, I have to admit that there is a big difference between music itself and the music profession. Some aspects of the latter are likely to drive you mad at times, if you’re part of it. That makes it all the more important, then, to remember why we wanted to be musicians in the first place: because music lives in our hearts. And we have to keep it there.
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            Through diligent study and perseverance you will rise ever higher.

         

         That’s obvious, really; but it still needs to be said. I’ve seen very gifted young performers fade away because they’ve become self-satisfied and stopped developing. What makes one grow as a musician is as much as anything else a constant feeling of dissatisfaction – rather like the irritation in an oyster that produces a pearl. That doesn’t mean to say that we have to be neurotically self-critical, always unhappy with any performance we give; it just means that we have always to aim higher. Of course we will never reach the level that reigns in our imaginations; but we have to keep trying. After all, even the greatest composers felt that their music could have been better. If Beethoven wasn’t satisfied with himself, we can’t be satisfied with ourselves either. Back to work …
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            The laws of morals are those of art.

         

         What the great man is saying here (I think) is that there is good music and bad music – as well as good and bad interpretations. The greatest music, even if it’s tragic in nature, takes us to a world more elevated than ours; somehow the beauty, the profundity uplifts us. Bad music, on the other hand, degrades us. It’s the same with performances: a bad performance isn’t necessarily the result of incompetence. Some of the worst travesties occur when the performers, no matter how accomplished, are thinking more of themselves than of the music they’re playing. These doubtful characters aren’t really listening to what the composer is saying – they’re just showing off, hoping that they’ll have a great ‘success’ with the public. The performer’s basic task is to try to understand the meaning of the music, and then to communicate it honestly to others. Simple, really … (well, perhaps not always that simple!).
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            Never miss an opportunity to play music with others; as for example in Duets, Trios, etc. This will give you a flowing and lively style of playing. Also accompany singers often.

         

         That’s an interesting way of putting it. I’d add that not only does playing chamber music give you ‘a flowing and lively style of playing’: rather more vitally, it teaches you to listen, perhaps the most important skill of all. For listen we must, at all times – to the composer, and to our fellow musicians. It’s not enough to try to squeeze every little drop out of every note in our own part, in order to be noticed; that’s rather like a footballer who gets possession of the ball and keeps it as long as he possibly can, refusing to pass it even though that ruins his team’s chances of scoring – ridiculous. In fact, I’d say that all music is chamber music, and needs to be treated as such, whether it be a concerto, a symphony, a piece for small ensemble, or even a solo piece; there is always a dialogue between voices, which is the essence of chamber music. And it is up to us to balance those voices, to bring out the conversation. (I was born lucky, in that my two older sisters were already playing instruments by the time I took up the cello. We played together almost from the beginning; and the life of a little brother who ignores what his sisters are doing really isn’t worth living. So I learned to pay attention to other voices …)

         As to accompanying singers: yes, that is very important – and not just for pianists. But as Schumann himself tactfully puts it:
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            You can learn quite a lot from singers, but do not believe all that they say!

         

         Ahem – well, yes. Perhaps not all operatic tenors, for example, have been among the greatest intellects on the planet; and one cannot usually imitate a singer on an instrument (easier for them to imitate an instrument, probably). But one can learn much about legato, about articulation, about breathing, about talking through one’s instrument, from them. From the good ones, that is. And one can also learn about intonation. A good singer will never use piano intonation; intervals will be altered by microtones in order to increase or decrease their intensity. The same should be true for string and wind players; expressive intonation is an essential part of interpretation.
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