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J. C. Friedrich Von Schiller (1759-1805):  
Letters Upon The Aesthetic Education of Man, 1794 

 

Introductory Note 

Schiller's importance in the intellectual history of Germany is by no means confined to his poetry 
and dramas. He did notable work in history and philosophy, and in the department of esthetics 
especially, he made significant contributions, modifying and developing in important respects 
the doctrines of Kant. In the letters on "Esthetic Education," which are here printed, he gives the 
philosophic basis for his doctrine of art, and indicates clearly and persuasively his view of the 
place of beauty in human life. 

Letter VI. 

Have I gone too far in this portraiture of our times? I do not anticipate this stricture, but rather 
another - that I have proved too much by it. You will tell me that the picture I have presented 
resembles the humanity of our day, but it also bodies forth all nations engaged in the same 
degree of culture, because all, without exception, have fallen off from nature by the abuse of 
reason, before they can return to it through reason. 

But if we bestow some serious attention to the character of our times, we shall be astonished at 
the contrast between the present and the previous form of humanity, especially that of Greece. 
We are justified in claiming the reputation of culture and refinement, when contrasted with a 
purely natural state of society, but not so comparing ourselves with the Grecian nature. For the 
latter was combined with all the charms of art and with all the dignity of wisdom, without, 
however, as with us, becoming a victim to these influences. The Greeks put us to shame not only 
by their simplicity, which is foreign to our age; they are at the same time our rivals, nay, 
frequently our models, in those very points of superiority from which we seek comfort when 
regretting the unnatural character of our manners. We see that remarkable people uniting at once 
fulness of form and fulness of substance, both philosophising and creating, both tender and 
energetic, uniting a youthful fancy to the virility of reason in a glorious humanity. 

At the period of Greek culture, which was an awakening of the powers of the mind, the senses 
and the spiria had no distinctly separated property; no division had yet torn them asunder, 
leading them to partition in a hostile attitude, and to mark off their limits with precision. Poetry 
had not yet become the adversary of wit, nor had speculation abused itself by passing into 
quibbling. In cases of necessity both poetry and wit could exchange parts, because they both 
honoured truth only in their special way. However high might be the flight of reason, it drew 
matter in a loving spirit after it, and, while sharply and stiffly defining it, never mutilated what it 
touched. It is true the Greek mind displaced humanity, and recast it on a magnified scale in the 
glorious circle of its gods; but it did this not by dissecting human nature, but by giving it fresh 
combinations, for the whole of human nature was represented in each of the gods. How different 
is the course followed by us moderns! We also displace and magnify individuals to form the 
image of the species, but we do this in a fragmentary way, not by altered combinations, so that it 
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is necessary to gather up from different individuals the elements that form the species in its 
totality. It would almost appear as if the powers of mind express themselves with us in real life 
or empirically as separately as the psychologist distinguishes them in the representation. For we 
see not only individual subjects, but whole classes of men, uphold their capacities only in part, 
while the rest of their faculties scarcely show a germ of activity, as in the case of the stunted 
growth of plants. 

I do not overlook the advantages to which the present race, regarded as a unity and in the balance 
of the understanding, may lay claim over what is best in the ancient world; but it is obliged to 
engage in the contest as a compact mass, and measure itself as a whole against a whole. Who 
among the moderns could step forth, man against man, and strive with an Athenian for the prize 
of higher humanity? 

Whence comes this disadvantageous relation of individuals coupled with great advantages of the 
race? Why could the individual Greek be qualified as the type of his time? and why can no 
modern dare to offer himself as such? Because all-uniting nature imparted its forms to the Greek, 
and an all-dividing understanding gives our forms to us. 

It was culture itself that gave these wounds to modern humanity. The inner union of human 
nature was broken, and a destructive contest divided its harmonious forces directly; on the one 
hand, an enlarged experience and a more distinct thinking necessitated a sharper separation of 
the sciences, while on the other hand, the more complicated machinery of states necessitated a 
stricter sundering of ranks and occupations. Intuitive and speculative understanding took up a 
hostile attitude in opposite fields, whose borders were guarded with jealousy and distrust; and by 
limiting its operation to a narrow sphere, men have made unto themselves a master who is wont 
not unfrequently to end by subduing and oppressing all the other faculties. Whilst on the one 
hand a luxuriant imagination creates ravages in the plantations that have cost the intelligence so 
much labour, on the other hand a spirit of abstraction suffocates the fire that might have warmed 
the heart and inflamed the imagination. 

This subversion, commenced by art and learning in the inner man, was carried out to fullness and 
finished by the spirit of innovation in government. It was, no doubt, reasonable to expect that the 
simple organisation of the primitive republics should survive the quaintness of primitive manners 
and of the relations of antiquity. But, instead of rising to a higher and nobler degree of animal 
life, this organisation degenerated into a common and coarse mechanism. The zoophyte 
condition of the Grecian states, where each individual enjoyed an independent life, and could, in 
cases of necessity, become a separate whole and unit in himself, gave way to an ingenious 
mechanism, whence, from the splitting up into numberless parts, there results a mechanical life 
in the combination. Then there was a rupture between the state and the church, between laws and 
customs; enjoyment was separated from labour, the means from the end, the effort from the 
reward. Man himself eternally chained down to a little fragment of the whole, only forms a kind 
of fragment; having nothing in his ears but the monotonous sound of the perpetually revolving 
wheel, he never develops the harmony of his being; and instead of imprinting the seal of 
humanity on his being, he ends by being nothing more than the living impress of the craft to 
which he devotes himself, of the science that he cultivates. This very partial and paltry relation, 
linking the isolated members to the whole, does not depend on forms that are given 
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spontaneously; for how could a complicated machine, which shuns the light, conaide itself to the 
free will of man? This relation is rather dictated, with a rigorous strictness, by a formulary in 
which the free intelligence of man is chained down. The dead letter takes the place of a living 
meaning, and a practised memory becomes a safer guide than genius and feeling. 

If the community or state measures man by his function, only asking of its citizens memory, or 
the intelligence of a craftsman, or mechanical skill, we cannot be surprised that the other 
faculties of the mind are neglected, for the exclusive culture of the one that brings in honour and 
profit. Such is the necessary result of an organisation that is indifferent about character, only 
looking to acquirements, whilst in other cases it tolerates the thickest darkness, to favour a spirit 
of law and order; it must result if it wishes that individuals in the exercise of special aptitudes 
should gain in depth what they are permitted to lose in extension. We are aware, no doubt, that a 
powerful genius does not shut up its activity within the limits of its functions; but mediocre 
talents consume in the craft fallen to their lot the whole of their feeble energy; and if some of 
their energy is reserved for matters of preference, without prejudice to its functions, such a state 
of things at once bespeaks a spirit soaring above the vulgar. Moreover, it is rarely a 
recommendation in the eye of a state to have a capacity superior to your employment, or one of 
those noble intellectual cravings of a man of talent which contend in rivalry with the duties of 
office. The state is so jealous of the exclusive possession of its servants that it would prefer - nor 
can it be blamed in this - for functionaries to show their powers with the Venus of Cytherea 
rather than the Uranian Venus. 


