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1
            INTRODUCTION

            A Difficult and Dangerous Undertaking

         

         On the wall of the music-room of my children’s prep school in deepest Herefordshire in the 1990s was one of those time-line charts that simulate the flow of history in the form of a polyphony of overlapping lines. Music history began sparsely with Pérotin, Machaut, Dufay, then broadened out into the Renaissance – Josquin, Palestrina, Victoria, Tallis, Byrd, etc.: a well-populated era, it seemed. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, likewise, were busy times for music. But as the eighteenth century faded into the nineteenth there was a curious lull. In 1800, it turned out, there were only two composers worth mentioning: Haydn, still clinging on, and otherwise only Beethoven, thirty years old and monarch of all he surveyed. A few years into the new century things picked up again, but for a few short years it looked as if music history had practically died out, preserved only in the musical Noah’s Ark by a single pair of composers.

         Beethoven’s superiority was certainly no myth. It was recognised in his own day by composers, performers, patrons and musical institutions all over Europe and even, from quite early on, America. In 1803, the Paris piano manufacturer Sébastien Érard sent him a piano as a gift that was also, of course, a promotional exercise. By 1808 Beethoven’s reputation outside Austria was so great that Napoleon’s brother Jérôme Bonaparte, the so-called king of Westphalia, invited him to take up the post of Kapellmeister in Kassel at a tempting salary of six hundred ducats (some sixty thousand pounds in today’s money), while in Vienna his standing was such that a trio of aristocratic patrons put up an equivalent annuity to stop him leaving.

         Above all, Beethoven’s fame tended to act as a magnet for sweeping 2historical classifications, both in his lifetime and in the years that followed. Most notorious was E. T. A. Hoffmann’s description of him, in a contemporary review of the Fifth Symphony, as ‘a purely Romantic, and therefore truly musical, composer’ (because, for Hoffmann, music was ‘the most Romantic of all arts – one might almost say the only one that is purely Romantic’). Admittedly, Hoffmann also considered Haydn and Mozart to be Romantic, though his verbal portraits of their music suggest that their romanticism was largely in the mind of the writer. Haydn’s symphonies, for example, ‘lead us through endless, green forest-glades, through a motley throng of happy people. Youths and girls sweep past dancing the round … a world of love, of bliss, of eternal youth, as though before the Fall; no suffering, no pain; only sweet melancholy longing for the beloved vision floating far off in the red glow of evening.’ Mozart, on the other hand, ‘leads us deep into the realm of spirits. Dread lies all about us, but withholds its torments and becomes more an intimation of infinity.’1 Hoffmann, as well as being one of the great novella and short-story writers of his day, was himself a composer and a knowledgeable music critic. His best-known opera, Undine (1816), though disappointing for anyone looking for the sources of Romantic music in the literary world of the early 1800s, is important as the first in a line of operas, songs and (eventually) instrumental works about water sprites who marry mortals against the best fairy advice and suffer the bitter consequences. There will be more to say about fairies; but it seems reasonably safe to assert, at this stage, that they are not a significant component of Beethoven’s music.

         So does it make sense, at the start of a book about Romantic music, to think of Beethoven and his immediate predecessors as in this or any other sense Romantic? The answer is clearly yes, but only because the idea of romanticism is something altogether broader and richer than might be deduced from Hoffmann’s superbly imaginative definitions. To get at some kind of satisfactory image of what this much abused expression might signify in its particular application to music, we have somehow to get away from the habit of imposing on music 3our own emotional predilections and try to understand the nature and historical context of the phenomenon itself. After all, Hoffmann’s description could just as well apply to Monteverdi, Handel or Bach, or even Josquin des Prez or Palestrina, as to composers like Schumann or Berlioz or Wagner, of whom he naturally knew nothing but whom we think of as Romantic. His idea of music as the most purely Romantic art plainly comes from the fact that instrumental music, at least, lacks overt subject matter and therefore lends itself to having subject matter thrust upon it in the privacy of the listener’s mind. We can swoon to Brahms or Tchaikovsky, but we can also swoon, perhaps less dramatically, to Handel or Vivaldi. But if all ‘Romantic’ means is having the capacity to set us all swooning, we might as well pass on to some more interesting topic. Luckily, there is a little more to it than that.

         It has seemed to me that the best way of exploring this complicated question would be through the entirely enjoyable process of writing a narrative history of what most of us think of as the Romantic epoch, very broadly defined; enjoyable, of course, because a lot of the research involved would be simply listening to an immense amount of music, including a good deal that, quite frankly, I had not heard before, and some that I barely knew existed. The nineteenth century was crucially a time of stylistic diversity, a time when a composer asserted his or her existential being through a recognisable, even idiosyncratic musical language, after several centuries during which composers were generally less concerned with self than with craftsmanship, and individuality emerged almost by accident, in small turns of phrase rather than wholesale linguistic contrasts. This is much truer for music than for literature, because music is less restricted by semantics; truer perhaps than for the visual arts, which, in the nineteenth century, were still largely tied to representation, or for the architectural design of buildings, which, after all, had to be lived in and to stay up.

         Even within its seemingly rather strict grammatical rules, music turned out to be the most naturally deviant art form; the textbook rules proved less limiting than had been thought and could be broken 4without much damage as long as a coherent framework were preserved and could be perceived. I don’t want to characterise Romantic composers as a procession of irresponsible tearaways. All the composers in this book were conscientious artists who knew what they were doing and who took the risks they took with a clear intention and an understanding of the always precarious balance between expression and technique. But risk-taking – the braving of the unknown – was certainly an important part of what they wanted to do, and that is as true of Chopin and Verdi as it is of Berlioz and Wagner. Perhaps one can say that the riskiest thing of all for an artist, the baring of the soul in language that might collapse under the weight of its own emotion, is an essential part of Romantic music, independent of categories and ostensible subject matter. But it is certainly not the only part. The new, the original, the unexpected, the beautiful, the sublime, but also the intimate and domestic, what Germans call the gemütlich, the supremely brilliant and the supremely simple: there is a range to Romantic music that is absent from the music of earlier centuries, with all its perfection. These things bring with them imperfections, disasters as well as triumphs. Writing music, when you leave the safety and comfort of the well-trodden, well-mapped path, is a difficult and dangerous undertaking, and what could be more Romantic than that?

         In what follows I have tried not to be dogmatic about terminology. The academic fraternity, of which I was once a fortunate member, would be careful to limit what was meant by romanticism. We would hear about various categories: the Individual, Nature, the Outcast, Magic, the Antique, Dreams, Nightmares, Insanity, Folk Tales and Poetry, Myth, the Exotic, the Artist as God, etc., categories into which it would be hard or in one or two cases impossible to fit several of the greatest composers in what Eric Hobsbawm called the long nineteenth century. Verbal categories can be met by verbal, less well by instrumental, music. Programme music can help bridge the gap, but only if we take its assurances on trust, since they can hardly be demonstrated beyond question. If, on the other hand, we start with Hoffmann’s idea 5and project it exclusively on to the music of his own time and the following hundred years or so, we may conclude that the issue is less about subject matter as such, more about freedom and individuality of style, allied to an increasing consciousness of self. More perhaps than in the other arts, the Romantic composer is the real subject of his own work, while any ostensible subject matter is merely its vehicle.

         Most of this book has been written at a time when, for reasons that are all too well known, libraries have been closed, and research has mostly been limited to one’s own bookshelves, the vast but by no means unlimited resources of the internet, and the remarkable amenity of overnight book deliveries – expensive but occasionally life-saving. I have availed myself of all these aids; and perhaps it has even been a mercy, with a topic of this kind, to have been denied the kinds of research facility that would have resulted in a still more tiresomely detailed, perhaps more erudite, probably longer and certainly later text than the present one. This is, in other words, an armchair book which, I optimistically hope, will also be an armchair read, at least for those who love this music and would like a conspectus of how it all came about, why it took the form it did, and indeed what it actually amounts to.

         
            
395Notes

            1 Quoted in David Charlton (ed.), E. T. A. Hoffmann’s Musical Writings (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1989), 236–8. All translations from this book are by Martyn Clarke, and are quoted by kind permission.
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            1

            Longing for Chaos

         

         The literary origins of romanticism are well, if a shade too precisely, documented. The standard source, cited in every book on the subject, is Goethe’s early epistolary novel The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), whose hero shoots himself at the end of a long correspondence with a friend about his unhappy love for the daughter of the high steward of a local prince; she is engaged to another man and, in the course of the novel, marries him. Werther rapidly became a cult novel; it was said that young men of a sensitive disposition would dress like Werther, go around with copies of the book under their arms, and even – in one or two not very well attested cases – carry pistols and shoot themselves. But Goethe’s novel was only one of a number of books and plays of the 1770s and 1780s that portrayed the fate of the rejected poetic soul in a rational age. Werther is one kind of outcast, self-indulgent no doubt, but outcast none the less. Goethe’s own play of a year earlier, Götz von Berlichingen, is based on the memoirs of a real-life sixteenth-century soldier-poet, portrayed by Goethe as a mercenary of the soul who stands out against the authoritarian Holy Roman Empire and dies in prison predicting evil times and crying, ‘Freedom! Freedom!’

         But Götz and Werther were only the latest manifestations of a growing reaction against the certainties of the Enlightenment, certainties so crisply summed up by Pope in his Essay on Man:

         
            
               And, spite of Pride, in erring Reason’s spite,

               One truth is clear, whatever is, is right.

            

         

         8One could even characterise romanticism, in the most general sense, as a search for ways out of a world in which everything is properly ordered and nothing may be questioned. This point was well made by the poet and critic August Wilhelm Schlegel in a series of lectures in the early 1800s, where he used the term for what seems to be the first time as an aesthetic category opposed to the neoclassicism of the eighteenth century. Thinking of the Greeks, he observes that

         
            Ancient poetry and art is rhythmical nomos, a harmonious promulgation of the eternal legislation of a beautifully ordered world mirroring the eternal Ideas of things. Romantic poetry, on the other hand, is the expression of a secret longing for the chaos which is perpetually striving for new and marvellous births, which lies hidden in the very womb of orderly creation.1

         

         This is, admittedly, a somewhat Romantic definition of romanticism. The earlier Romantics were interested not so much in disorder as in different kinds of order that took power away from the social and political status quo and handed it over to the imagination of the artist or the philosopher. One could, for instance, take refuge in a historical time other than one’s own. Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765) was a highly edited, amplified and partly rewritten compilation of old ballads that Percy rescued from a friend’s housemaid who was using the folio sheets to light the fire. More famously, James Macpherson’s Ossian prose-poems, Fingal (1762) and Temora (1763), were presented as genuine translations from the Gaelic of the third-century bard Ossian, allegedly taken down by Macpherson from oral sources. They made a huge impact and were widely translated, and admired by poets as notable as Wordsworth and Goethe, if not for their poetic virtues – which are sometimes hard to detect behind the sub-Homeric prose – at least for their stirring evocation of ancient times when heroes were heroes and maidens were maidens, and blood flowed across the fields of battles fought for no discernible reason by indistinguishable warriors, 9as the wind howled through mighty oak woods and the moon cast its pallid light on the swirling waters of the western sea.

         The past was preferable to the present, not always because it was more dramatic, but sometimes because it was simpler, purer, more authentic. The world, as the eighteenth century proceeded on its enlightened way, was an increasingly complex, confused, challenging and eventually dangerous place. The Industrial Revolution transformed urban life, by no means always for the better, gradually depopulated the countryside, and created a new, wealthy middle class ready for adventure, political, technological and artistic; it also created poverty and misery on a hitherto unknown scale. Yet when Rousseau opened his Social Contract in 1762 with the explosive ‘Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains,’ he was by no means expressing a proto-Marxist response to the condition of the urban proletariat, which had scarcely emerged at that stage. On the contrary he was pursuing an argument – partly inspired by the republic of his native Geneva – about the relations between the individual and society that went back at least to Hobbes and Locke in the previous century, which did not prevent his ideas being taken up and distorted by the French Revolutionaries.

         The past was also the repository of a great many things that the Enlightenment had either rejected or ignored. Neoclassicism was a kind of historical revival, true, but somewhat rigid and impersonal, like the society it represented. Writers and eventually musicians and painters were beginning to look for something more differentiated and less like the world they saw around them. Hence Ossian; but hence also the rediscovery of the Middle Ages, not necessarily as the source of Schlegel’s Romantic chaos, but as a place of mystery and magic, of religious belief and divine intervention. The Middle Ages, broadly defined, were also the origin of a force that was to prove of overwhelming importance to Romantic artists, musicians especially, as well as to philosophers and, alas, in due course politicians: the force of national culture and identity. So far as this was already a political issue in the eighteenth century, its most lucid advocate was Edmund Burke, who 10(in his Reflections on the Revolution in France, 1790) saw nationhood as an aspect of the community spirit held together by centuries of tradition, descending in England’s case from Magna Carta. But the broader originator of such thinking was the German historian and philosopher, Johann Gottfried Herder, who as early as 1773 read Ossian in German translation and found in it an authenticity, a truthful expression of the wild nature of the ancient northern tribes that he missed in ‘the artificial Horatian style we Germans have fallen into at times’.2

         Of all the great forerunners of romanticism, Herder was the liveliest and in many ways the most likeable. He was, it’s true, a prime advocate of German national self-determinism; he argued for the German language, German art, German culture. He was in effect a proponent of German unification. But this was only one element of his general argument that every nation ought to identify and study its own particular character. Herder took up the concept of Das Volk, an untranslatable term that embraces not just the ‘folk’ in the rustic English sense of the word ‘folksy’, but the whole nation in its ethnic soul. To understand the importance of this concept for Germans in the 1770s and onwards one has to remember that until 1870 there was no such political entity as ‘Germany’, only a large agglomeration of highly disparate kingdoms, princedoms, dukedoms, and statelets of one kind or another. But Herder argued the same for other, non-Germanic peoples, particularly the European populations to the east: the Slavs and the Magyars, who were still under the rule of alien empires, and those farther north, the Scandinavians and Finns and the inhabitants of the Baltic region. These peoples, he maintained, should study their own history, their own myths, folk legends and music, speak their own languages, and above all not kow-tow to supposedly superior western cultures, especially the French, which had so dominated the Enlightenment. Folk song and folk poetry, which Herder himself collected, could tell us more about the inner character of the people concerned than the most elaborate verbal description; he called folk music ‘the true voice of its organs of feeling’. 11

         Of course, the vast majority of the people Herder was thinking of were never going to read his books. Nationalism, when it came, would, like so much else in the art and politics of the time, be a movement of middle-class intellectuals. But Herder was responding, with the sharp antennae of the original thinker, to changes that were in the air. Rousseau had already argued for a return to Nature as a corrective to the rigid, over-civilised world of mid-eighteenth-century France; and he had defended the simple, uncomplicated melodic style of Italian opera against what he regarded as the over-elaborate harmonies of the French, and had even composed operas (most famously Le Devin du village) illustrating the point. His distaste for society in the French sense had led inexorably to an elevation of the individual over the collective. ‘I aspire to the moment’, his pseudonymous Savoyard Vicar tells us in Émile, ou de l’éducation, ‘when, released from the fetters of the body, I shall be me without contradiction, without sharing, and shall need only myself in order to be happy.’3 Whatever Rousseau may have seen as the outcome of this individualism, it was plainly a direct challenge to the universalism of ‘enlightened’ France. It leads on to the subjectivism of Fichte and the relentless selfhood of early Romantic writers like Byron, Chateaubriand and Novalis.

         Werther is often seen as a founding example of the so-called Sturm und Drang movement in 1770s Germany, the movement that first got romanticism into its stride. But ‘storm and stress’ (the usual English translation) had a number of manifestations in the literature and philosophy of the 1760s and 1770s. In Werther it favours excessive emotion and self-absorption to the point where suicide seems the only conceivable recourse. But in Götz von Berlichingen and Schiller’s Die Räuber (1781), in Jakob Lenz’s Der Hofmeister (1774) and Die Soldaten (1776), and in the Friedrich Klinger play by which the movement is known (Sturm und Drang, 1777), complex and often confused dramaturgy is marked by violence of various kinds, including sexual (the eponymous hero of Der Hofmeister castrates himself; the heroine of Die Soldaten is raped), and the classical unities are thrown to the four winds. All 12these works, and a number of others, represent a drastic rejection of the ideals of the Enlightenment. ‘The Tree of Knowledge’, Johann Georg Hamann wrote, ‘has robbed us of the Tree of Life.’4 A more precise encapsulation of the Counter-Enlightenment would be hard to find.

         Where, then, does music fit into this turbulent narrative? For music, the Enlightenment version of classicism emerged late from the baroque initially in the form of what was known as the style galant, a light, gracious, agreeable instrumental manner partly derived from the simple melody-and-bass of Italian operatic arias. Essentially the galant style was a courtly reaction against the elaborate, learned counterpoint of the baroque, after which what we call the classical style evolved, most notably in the early works of Haydn, as a kind of Germanic intellectualisation of the (essentially French) style galant, rather than in any sense a revival of some notional pre-existing classicism, which simply didn’t exist. But while Haydn and a handful of followers were working away at their symphonies and string quartets in Vienna, Prague and the north, opera in Italy and France pursued its untroubled course towards a very different fin de siècle. And meanwhile the supposed classical values of order, formal balance and cool emotional restraint were being disturbed, discreetly at first, in the extraordinary music of J. S. Bach’s most talented son, Carl Philipp Emanuel.

         The search for beginnings is always slippery, but it seems plausible to locate the first serious tremors of romanticism in the so-called empfindsamer Stil – literally the ‘sensitive style’ – which, in music, is associated with C. P. E. Bach. Like Sturm und Drang, Empfindsamkeit is more easily understood as first and foremost a literary tendency. Its master in Germany was the poet Friedrich Klopstock, best known today for his ‘Resurrection’ ode, which Mahler set in the finale of his Second Symphony, but famous in his own day for an epic poem, Der Messias, of which the playwright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing wrote that it was ‘so full of feeling that one often feels nothing in it at all’.5 Whether Lessing felt the same about the music of C. P. E. Bach, who was a friend of his in Berlin, where Bach was employed for almost 13thirty years at the court of Frederick the Great, is not as far as I know recorded. But Bach’s version of Empfindsamkeit was not quite parallel with Klopstock’s in any case. Whereas in Der Messias the hypersensitivity was part of the thought and its expression, in Bach it is a subversive element, an intervention in the smooth passage of a basically conventional musical language. Charles Rosen, a qualified admirer, called Bach’s music ‘violent, expressive, brilliant, continuously surprising, and often incoherent’.6 The keyboard sonatas especially are frequently disrupted by unexpected silences, abrupt contrasts of dynamics, remote changes of key, and strange chromatic harmonies. One often feels, playing or listening to this music, that Bach is reacting as he goes along; the unpredictability is not always supported by weight of architecture, as it is in Beethoven. And yet his music is rich in possibilities that would be taken up later. Whereas a typical sonata or suite movement by his father would be based on a single thematic figure with a particular unifying Affekt or emotion, C. P. E. Bach will often have contrasting themes in contrasting keys, and will develop this material in the middle of the movement before bringing the themes back in a recapitulation. Thus what came to be known as sonata form begins to emerge from the simple binary forms of baroque music; with it comes the idea of conflict and dramatic tension so essential to Haydn and Mozart, and eventually the lifeblood of Romantic music.

         Bach’s music suggests a kind of opening out, a directness and variety unlike the concentrated seriousness of the high baroque. His Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments (1753, 1762), was both a thorough method, admired by Haydn and Beethoven, and a comprehensive style guide. It talks a lot about technique, about ways of playing. But it also constantly touches on questions of feeling, taste and communication. ‘A musician’, it insists, ‘cannot move others unless he too is moved … In languishing, sad passages, the performer must languish and grow sad … Similarly, in lively, joyous passages, the executant must again put himself into the appropriate mood. And so, constantly varying the passions, he will barely quiet one before 14he arouses another.’7 This is still perfectly good advice for the performance of his father’s, and most baroque, music. But the explanation is post-baroque, more feeling-conscious, more empfindsam, and applies particularly to a music of volatile expression, like C. P. E’s own.

         It may nevertheless not sound all that much like romanticism. It is too stereotyped, and still bears a certain taint of classical rhetoric and the objective truths of the Enlightenment. The music itself, on the other hand, has a more genuine, even arbitrary, freedom, and it was this freedom – of expression, design and discourse – that in the 1760s and 1770s merged imperceptibly, both with Bach and with a younger generation dominated by Joseph Haydn, into a kind of musical equivalent of the literary Sturm und Drang. Curiously, the musical storm blew up slightly earlier than the literary one, though the point can be overstated. The demonic finale of Gluck’s ballet Don Juan (1761), often cited as an early example of Sturm und Drang, is after all no more than a vivid description of a frightful event, like the rending of the Temple veil in the St Matthew Passion. More to the point are a number of Haydn symphonies and string quartets from the late sixties and early seventies, many in minor keys, of which there are hardly any previous examples in his work in these genres. Suddenly we have Symphony No. 39 in G minor (1766 or 1767), the so-called ‘Lamentation’ Symphony, No. 26 in D minor (1768), No. 49 (‘La Passione’) in F minor (1768), No. 44 (the ‘Trauer’ or ‘Mourning’ Symphony) in E minor (1770 or 1771), and most famously No. 45 (the ‘Farewell’ Symphony) in F sharp minor (1772). Of the string quartets of these years, four are in minor keys, but there is an increasing emotional and intellectual intensity also in some of the major-key works. Haydn also composed major-key symphonies, some of which reflect the emotional unease of the time while some do not. It looks, in general, as if storm and stress was an aesthetic choice for particular works, rather than a consuming force that swallowed up everything in its path.

         Whatever the origins of this extraordinary burst of passionate energy in music, they can hardly have been literary. True, Burke had 15theorised about the Sublime – the aesthetics of awe, fear and the epic, as opposed to the calm contemplation of beauty – as early as 1757. But it would be hard to imagine Haydn immersing himself in English writing (though he did set English poetry), and Ossian was not published in German until 1769. He certainly knew the music of C. P. E. Bach, some of which belongs to the late sixties and seventies, but some of which – including examples of the empfindsamer Stil – goes back to the 1740s and 1750s. It’s difficult to resist the feeling, then, that these musical tendencies were a direct response to the ordered character of the late baroque and the elegant trivialities of the style galant, at first fragmentary and inchoate, then, in the hands of a master, reasserting the authority of formal design and discipline. In these minor-key symphonies and quartets Haydn does some strange, unorthodox things, but he hardly ever relinquishes control and sometimes asserts it through traditional methods applied in new ways. For instance, the brilliant fugal finale of the F minor String Quartet, op. 20, no. 5 (1772), retains the fizzing urgency of the G minor and F minor Symphonies, braced, however, by a strict baroque procedure. The ‘Lamentation’ Symphony reverts to the even older contrapuntal device of cantus firmus, in which a plainsong theme runs through a texture of free parts, imposing on it an oddly antique-feeling design. One is conscious of a certain tension between the flight of the passions and the discipline of the brain. The music is constantly disrupted by restless syncopations, unexpected silences, uneven phrase lengths. Loud unison themes, agitated string tremolos and other bold orchestral effects abound, and sometimes the music seems so anxious to hurry on that it can scarcely be bothered with more than one or two accompanying lines and the most basic harmonies.

         Haydn was obviously the major figure in this brief musical midlife crisis. But he was by no means the only one, nor even the first. A G minor Symphony of 1762 by the French-based German composer Franz Beck already breathes, somewhat gaspingly, the air of Sturm und Drang, and there are fine symphonies by the Bohemian Johann Baptist 16Vanhal, of which Haydn’s biographer H. C. Robbins Landon counted thirteen in minor keys from the years around 1770.8 In fact, so many composers of the time dipped into the Sturm und Drang as to make it seem like a fashionable resort, to be visited for a time in summer then abandoned in the autumn. Only two composers of any importance preserved the sheer energy and ferocity of the movement, and absorbed them into personal idioms of an emotional range that was to have significant consequences for the music of the next century. These composers were Christoph Willibald von Gluck and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

         The turmoil of Gluck’s Don Juan finale was so specific to the action it was portraying that it hardly seems to qualify as a starting point for anything else. But his later, Paris operas are another matter. Iphigénie en Tauride (1779), for example, not only starts with an actual storm, it also has psychological storms and stresses, thrust from within (one possible meaning of Drang), and creates emotional ambiguities out of these feelings. When Orestes, pursued by the Furies for the murder of his mother and captured by the bloodthirsty Taureans, sings ‘Le calme rentre dans mon cœur’ he is, as Gluck himself famously remarked, lying, a fact made unforgettably clear by the orchestra, with its extremely uncalm, pulsating viola syncopations. But while his music had important admirers, his ideas about opera were if anything even more influential. In the preface to his opera Alceste (1767) he had already called for a less convention-bound approach to music drama: less indulgence of singers’ vanity, less vocal display for its own sake, more fidelity to the particular needs of the drama. He argued for more musical continuity, for orchestral music more relevant to the action, and against the anti-dramatic convention of the da capo aria, and he sought ‘a beautiful simplicity’ and to avoid ‘parading difficulties at the expense of clarity’. His target in all this, of course, was the long tradition of opera seria, the rigid operatic formula of the late baroque represented most notably by Handel, in seemingly endless successions of brilliant, very difficult da capo arias, separated by long stretches of dry 17recitative, and recounting convoluted, far-fetched plots about magnanimous Roman emperors, amorous crusaders, male lovers played, unpromisingly, by castrati, and other nonsensical but musically irresistible elements. Gluck had himself in earlier times made plentiful offerings on the altar of opera seria, and even has a lovelorn crusader in Armide (1777), one of his late reform operas. It is also true that his ideas were to some extent a distillation of changes that were afoot in existing operas, particularly in France, with its hybrid stage tradition represented most recently by the tragédies lyriques of Rameau, and in a variety of innovative works by Italian composers such as Tommaso Traetta and Niccolò Jommelli. But Gluck was the first to put forward thoroughgoing ideas of this kind while actually composing operas that demonstrate them coherently and on a grand scale.

         Gluck’s ideas for operatic reform may seem remote from the purely musical considerations of Sturm und Drang, and even more remote from the literary movement of Goethe, Lenz, Schiller and the rest. But behind all these various tendencies was one central preoccupation: emotional truth. The Enlightenment had sacrificed individual truth to universal truths. All was for the best, in Voltaire’s satirical phrase, in the best of all possible worlds. One might indulge one’s feelings in private, but in public society knew what was best and would, in due course with the aid of science and philosophy, cure whatever minor ills managed to survive the Age of Reason. Sturm und Drang, in its different guises, was at bottom a cri de cœur against this denialof human misery and passion and the variety of individual experience. Instrumental music could at first explode in a kind of fury, but as yet lacked the technical resources to express the range of emotion available to literature while maintaining the coherence that music required. In Mozart, this is no longer the case.

         Mozart was almost two generations younger than Gluck, but as a reformer Gluck came late while Mozart started early. His G minor Symphony, K. 183, composed probably late in 1773 when he was seventeen, is Sturm und Drang in the same sense as Haydn’s own G minor 18Symphony (No. 39) of five or six years earlier, which Landon supposes Mozart will have heard in Vienna in the late summer of 1773. But whereas with Haydn Sturm und Drang was a phase, with Mozart it opened a door that he never closed. Mature masterpieces like the D minor and C minor Piano Concertos of the mid-1780s and the late G minor Symphony of 1788 obviously draw on the dark strains of the early seventies while absorbing them into an altogether richer emotional and technical experience. But most of Mozart’s late instrumental music bears traces of this experience, even when the tone is not dark.

         This must be why he responded so quickly to Gluck’s late works, particularly Iphigénie en Tauride and the revised Alceste, both of which he heard in Vienna in 1781. At the time he was working on Die Entführung aus dem Serail (The Abduction from the Seraglio), a singspiel with dialogue that largely avoids the issues of reform. But Idomeneo, premiered in Munich the previous January, is a masterpiece that both does and does not show an active awareness of the issues involved. In a sense it argues the limitations of a work of art beholden to a theory. All right, it seems to say, let’s have an overture that prepares the drama; let’s get rid of empty vocal display and the stupid conventions that decree, for instance, that at the end of an aria the singer must leave the stage; let’s have genuine continuities, music carrying the drama forward, not stopping all the time for applause and encores, and let’s give the orchestra a dramatic role. But none of this will take us far in itself. What matters is that it should be the music, not the text, that dictates the shape of the drama.

         Idomeneo, accordingly, was a reform opera that reformed through musical genius rather than doctrine. Many of its arias have formal reprises, rather than strict da capo repeats, and some even culminate – like any baroque aria – on half-cadences that invite expressive improvised roulades from the singer. But these devices are handled not just with discretion, but creatively. The reprise forms are often so highly developed that they resemble symphonic movements, with rich, often chromatic, harmony and middle sections that either develop the main ideas or at least serve as organic links to their recapitulation, 19without the more or less static formal divisions of the baroque. And this process is greatly enhanced by the variety of Mozart’s writing for orchestra, strikingly so, for instance, in Ilia’s ‘Se il padre perdei’, with its obbligato wind quartet. The characters speak for themselves, but the orchestra also speaks for them, so that they emerge fully rounded psychologically, realistic figures, not merely particular types in particular situations. Gluck had achieved something of the kind, but with less complex musical forms and generally less varied psychology. There is nothing in Gluck to compare with the quartet in the final act of Idomeneo, where the King is urging his reluctant son Idamante to leave the country in order to avoid being sacrificed, while Idamante’s beloved Ilia laments the tragedy of their love, and the unloved Electra laments her jealousy of Ilia. Eric Smith once wrote that in Idomeneo ‘traditional elements of opera seria struggle with innovations based on Gluck and the tragédie lyrique’.9 But it is the fusion of these elements that generates the work’s power and leads on to the even greater operas of Mozart’s last years.

         Le nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro, 1786) calls itself an opera buffa, which locates it at the end of a long tradition of comic opera that had begun in Naples in the early eighteenth century, spread to the rest of Italy, then beyond, and reached its peak with this masterpiece, first performed in Vienna (but with an Italian text, by Lorenzo da Ponte) in May 1786. Its two Italian-language successors are both labelled dramma giocoso, an even older designation that might seem to imply something weightier, arguable in the case of Don Giovanni (1787), less so, perhaps, with Così fan tutte (1790). In essence the categories are the same. Opera buffa had early on specialised in picaresque characters talking in dialect, but had later begun to include upper-class lovers and to address some of the social problems they encountered. Above all, these characters were presented as real personages with real mentalities, unlike the cardboard stereotypes of opera seria. Sometimes a sentimental component would obtrude, as in the French comédie larmoyante, where sad, potentially tragic events were eventually resolved 20in happy endings. In The Marriage of Figaro Mozart combines all these elements, but raises them to a musical and dramatic plane far above any conceivable model.

         For a start his comic characters are not merely picaresque. On the contrary, they are intellectually and emotionally at least as complicated as their aristocratic master and mistress; they are as clever, and as thoughtful. Figaro loses his inflammatory political speech in the last act of Beaumarchais’s play. But throughout the opera his behaviour, and above all his music, is inflammatory. He delivers his first-act cavatina, ‘Se vuol’ ballare, signor contino’ – ‘If you want to dance, Mr Countlet, I shall be playing the guitarlet’ – to an empty room, but in the second act he sings a verse of it openly in front of the Countess. The music is an ironic minuet, a specifically aristocratic dance. On the other hand the Count is throughout made to seem ridiculous in his sexual advances on his female servants, and is eventually humiliated in front of his whole staff. Meanwhile the Countess (not herself from an aristocratic background, but originally – in The Barber of Seville – a ward of the middle-class Dr Bartolo) is subjected to the larmoyant element, in what are surely the two greatest of all arias of this type: ‘Porgi amor’ and ‘Dove sono’. Mozart and Da Ponte have turned what was previously a more or less farcical genre into a profoundly serious character study, clinched by its music, addressing not only socio-political issues that were about to explode in violent reality in Paris but also issues of individual psychology that would soon be of lasting importance in the fields of art and philosophy.

         With all these enrichments, The Marriage of Figaro remains an essentially eighteenth-century opera. Though it is free with convention, it is eighteenth-century convention it is free with. The same is broadly true of its immediate successor, Don Giovanni, and of Così fan tutte. But there are additional factors which, in the former, were to have an actual impact on early-nineteenth-century romanticism and, in the latter, were prophetic but exerted little or no influence.

         Così fan tutte was not liked in the nineteenth century, presumably 21because its attitude to the Romantics’ favourite topic, love, and the bourgeois institution of marriage was seen as unduly cynical, even depraved. Don Giovanni is another matter. While this, too, in its forms and conventions, is still essentially an eighteenth-century opera, there are factors at work that transport it into a very different arena. For a start, the happy ending common to all opera buffa and dramma giocoso is called into question, and Don Giovanni, a ruthless seducer, gets his deserts and is dragged down to hell, to the undisguised relief of the other characters. Violent death is not a normal concomitant of comic opera; and Don Giovanni not only ends with one, it also starts with one. Moreover, the force of the ending is that an exceptional human being has been obliterated while ordinary, commonplace humanity looks on and applauds. That’s what happens, it crows, to naughty boys. The other deviant factor is the supernatural element, the deus ex machina which, instead of rescuing the hero and/or heroine from a tragic fate – its usual role in opera seria (including Idomeneo) – here acts as the hand of vengeance against the anti-hero.

         These could be comic devices, but are elevated into something approaching genuine tragedy by the character and power of Mozart’s music. The overture begins in a grand, monitory D minor, music that will later accompany the arrival of the statue of the Commendatore, at which point it leads to a scene of positively infernal menace as the statue over and again demands Don Giovanni’s repentance and he over and again refuses, until he finally, amid fire and earthquake, is swallowed up into the ground. These are not episodes that belong in comic opera as normally understood; and there are several other moments where the enormity of the events is echoed: the murder of the Commendatore; Donna Anna’s recognition of Don Giovanni as her father’s murderer; her great following aria, ‘Or sai chi l’onore’; and the attempted rape of Zerlina.

         The Romantics, of course, interpreted the opera in the light of their own preoccupations. For Hoffmann, in his short story ‘Don Juan’ (1813), Mozart’s Giovanni is a superhuman figure, endowed by Nature 22‘with every quality that can exalt humanity, in its closest approach to the divine, above the vulgar rabble’, but all this ‘to no other end but that of dominating and defeating him’. From his hotel room, Hoffmann is able to go by way of a secret passage into a private box of the adjoining theatre, where Mozart’s opera is about to begin. Instantly he is drawn into a world of nightmarish fantasy:

         
            In the andante, I was gripped by the terror of the frightful infernal regno al pianto; fearful premonitions of its horrors pervaded my soul … from out of the deep night I saw fiery demons stretching out their glowing claws upwards towards the life of joyful mankind, dancing happily on the thin crust of the bottomless abyss.10

         

         For Søren Kierkegaard, on the other hand, Mozart’s anti-hero is something still grander than a mere exceptional human being. He is the very spirit of sensuality, which, in the context of Kierkegaard’s Either/Or (1843), a study of the relation between the aesthetic and ethical views of human behaviour, turns him into something like a foreshadowing of the Freudian id, or even Nietzsche’s concept of the spirit of music, since in Kierkegaard’s opinion music is the only art form that, because of its abstract nature, can adequately express something so physically immediate to human consciousness.

         These interpretations take us a long way from the space between The Marriage of Figaro and Così fan tutte in which Don Giovanni was actually conceived and written, and perhaps they tell us more about the Romantic sensibility than about Mozart and Da Ponte’s intentions in the year 1787. But taking account of Figaro’s subversiveness and the confrontation in Così between social norms and individual passions, it hardly seems far-fetched to see Don Giovanni as a revolutionary figure intent on casting off the shackles of a well-ordered society in which all was for the best in the best of all possible worlds.
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            A Young Rhinelander

         

         The events of 1789 in Paris, the fall of the Bastille and the revolution that followed, had an effect that still reverberates today. But they hardly came out of the blue. Leaving aside the social and political causes of the revolution in eighteenth-century France, there were plenty of warnings of impending change in the world at large. The striking thing is how seemingly diverse and unconnected these warnings were. Rousseau challenged the ideas of his time in almost everything he wrote. In The Social Contract (1762) he argued for political freedom and equality in a natural context devoid of the trappings of an over-sophisticated culture; in Émile (1762) for a liberal education freed from the impositions of a too prescriptive society; in the Rêveries du promeneur solitaire (1782) for an emotional absorption in nature itself and for solitary contemplation away from the distractions of urban life. Herder had undermined the whole concept of universal truth with his ideas of the autonomy of individual cultures and languages. Sturm und Drang had wiped the self-satisfied smile off the face of the Enlightenment. Above all the Industrial Revolution was creating a new, wealthy managerial class, a bourgeoisie with time and money to spare and in search of ways of spending them that, on the whole, the rigid eighteenth-century infrastructures did not provide. In the thirty years before the Bastille fell there had been a world war, the Seven Years War (1756–63), which robbed France of many of her colonies and left her with crippling debts; a revolution and war of independence in America against the British (1775–83); and serious anti-Catholic riots in London (1780). If there was a common cause in all this, it was the breaking of moulds, the overflowing of dammed-up 24waters, and it naturally sought an expressive outlet in the arts and philosophy.

         In itself the French Revolution was a destructive outbreak of lawless violence on the streets of Paris (in particular) and of ruthless, doctrinaire idealism in the minds and behaviour of those – intellectuals, demagogues, rabble-rousers – who seized or assumed the mostly very temporary political power that it released. But it was at first greeted with enthusiasm by artists and intellectuals both inside and outside France. It was seen as a practical assertion of the ideas of liberty, equality and self-determination that Rousseau had argued for. The German philosopher Hegel, at the time a student in Tübingen, is said to have toasted the fall of the Bastille every 14 July thereafter, and the poet Wordsworth recalled his feelings at the time in lines that have entered the English language:

         
            
               Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,

               But to be young was very heaven!1

            

         

         Most of these optimistic thinkers and feelers withdrew their enthusiasm after the Reign of Terror of 1793. But they still, like Wordsworth, preserved in their hearts the spirit of 1789, something they could manage because that spirit, for them, was an essence untainted by the day-to-day politics, the hatreds and bloodlettings, which were simply a false direction, a terrible mistake arising out of a misunderstanding of the true significance of this millennial transformation of history.

         The Revolution promoted liberty, equality, fraternity. Good. But on the political and social front these were terribly mundane values, implying, for instance, that any Paris street urchin was as admirable and useful, not to say loveable, as the most brilliant philosopher or craftsman, or the most beautiful and virtuous woman. No doubt that was the theoretical intention. But the effect, in the mind of the artist at least, was subtly different. To the musician liberty meant release from servitude to aristocratic or ecclesiastical patrons and their bullying 25demands for weekly symphonies or string quartets or cantatas. It meant the freedom to follow one’s own inspiration, to explore one’s own inner emotional life and to respond to one’s own experience. It’s true that eighteenth-century composers had already in a few cases achieved this freedom. Mozart had discharged himself from the Archbishop of Salzburg’s establishment in 1781 and spent the last ten years of his life freelance in Vienna. Haydn, too, effectively went freelance in 1790 by turning down a post in Pressburg (Bratislava) in favour of his first London visit. But Haydn, approaching sixty, was an ageing master resting on his laurels, while Mozart, far from entertaining grand ideas about the quasi-divinity of genius, was simply fed up with being treated as a skivvy so soon after his success with Idomeneo in Munich.

         For one young Rhinelander who arrived in Vienna in November 1792 it would be a very different matter. Ludwig van Beethoven was the twenty-one-year-old grandson of a former Kapellmeister at the Electoral Court in Bonn. His father, more modestly, was a tenor in the electoral choir, but young Ludwig had shown exceptional talent from an early age as a keyboard player, with a special gift for improvisation, and solid competence as a composer in the received styles of the day. Bonn, though provincial by Viennese or Parisian standards, had, like many of the numerous princely courts of pre-unification Germany, a vigorous musical and thespian culture. There was a theatre which put on a wide repertoire of French, Italian and German opera, and in whose orchestra Beethoven had for a time played harpsichord continuo, then later viola; there was a court chapel where he acted as assistant to his teacher, the official organist Christian Gottlob Neefe; and of course there were secular concerts in which he will often have performed. In Bonn he had at some point met Haydn, who had thought well of a cantata Beethoven showed him, had accepted him as a pupil, and the young composer was now arriving in Vienna to take up Haydn’s offer of lessons.

         Like Mozart a decade earlier, Beethoven presented himself in Vienna initially as a pianist. But he also brought compositions, specifically 26chamber works with piano: a set of three quartets for piano and strings, and possibly also sketches for a set of piano trios which he must then have written up during his first year in Vienna, since they were played at Prince Karl Lichnowsky’s house early in 1794 and published the following year as Opus 1 – almost, but not quite, his first publication.

         These trios are naturally not yet full-blown Beethoven, but they already bear traces of the young lion who would soon be striding, somewhat rough-shod, through the salons of aristocratic Vienna. Their style is still essentially that of Haydn and Mozart, but the music could hardly be mistaken for theirs. It has a kind of laconic brusqueness, a love of the dismissive gesture, a take-that muscularity that goes with the different sort of person he evidently was, different in his Rhineland speech, and different in appearance – wigless in portraits of the time, unlike the always bewigged Haydn and Mozart: new independent versus old retainer. This is particularly striking with the third of the trios, in C minor, already a key that prompts some of Beethoven’s most pugnacious writing. The short first theme, four quick bars for the three instruments in unison, is immediately extended by a repeat of its last two bars a semitone higher. This seemingly innocuous device, which might suggest uncertainty as to how to proceed, turns out to be a structural marker for the whole movement and its main thematic component. The instant change of pitch at once creates a fluid harmony that Beethoven is able to exploit in a variety of ways, even though the basic tonal framework of the movement is conventional. It’s a risk; it risks destabilising the movement, but it repays the risk by greatly enriching the discourse, as long as the composer is equal to the technical challenge of controlling his ideas along unmarked roads. Beethoven will have learnt about risk from Haydn especially, from Mozart and C. P. E. Bach perhaps slightly less, hardly from any of the other in many ways excellent composers whose music was or may have been on the roster of chamber and orchestral music in Bonn, composers such as Ignaz Pleyel, Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf or Paul Wranitzky. In a sense their music, and that of countless lesser figures, marked out the 27safe, official route, much travelled, clearly signposted. But risk-taking, on an increasingly large scale, was to become one of the defining characteristics of Beethoven’s music; and whatever the danger, his technique invariably rose to the challenge.

         This quality can be traced through the twenty or so piano sonatas he composed during his first decade in Vienna. Essentially these are classical sonatas, varied in form but by no means spectacularly unorthodox, at least until the first of the two Sonatas ‘quasi una fantasia’, op. 27, no. 1, in E flat (1801), in which the four-movement template is diffused into a series of linked sections: A-B-A-C-D-C-E-F-E-F. All Beethoven’s earlier piano sonatas (apart from the sonatina-like pieces in op. 49) have either three or four movements, nearly always with a sonata-form first movement (op. 26 has a set of variations), followed by a slow movement and/or a scherzo-cum-minuet, and a rondo finale. What is a lot less classical is the astonishing freedom and range of gesture, and the steep expressive gradient, the drastic contrasts between loud and soft, quick and slow, and the preference for short, punchy motifs, offset by silence or repetition. One recalls that Beethoven was a gifted improviser. In improvising at the piano the crucial issue is the almost physical contact with the sound, the sense of being in charge of a powerful machine that can do violence but can also create a deep tapestry of coloured sonority and can resonate for significant lengths of time while the player is doing hardly anything at all. Beethoven’s piano of the 1790s was less powerful and secure than the instruments we play on today, and it had a smaller range. But it was improving rapidly, and like the early drivers of motor cars its players must have been chiefly conscious of its novelty in relation to what preceded it: the loud and soft expressed in its name. In Beethoven’s early sonatas one can almost touch the exhilaration prompted by these new and expanding possibilities.

         It’s a mistake, though, to suppose that, because Beethoven was an improviser, his published piano music somehow embodies the looseness of design that those who argue this way imagine to be an inevitable 28concomitant of performing extempore. Beethoven seldom if ever published a slackly constructed work. On the contrary his genius, already in these early works and of course later, lay in his ability to manage apparently unruly or fragmentary material, and build it into a coherent narrative. He had, as his sketches show, an extraordinary architectural vision. He would foresee a pattern or structure, and work his way towards it by a process of artisan craftsmanship, like Michelangelo seeing his David in a block of marble and slowly chipping it out through sheer technical mastery. How else are we to understand the amazing variety of Beethoven’s discourse: the bits and pieces of the first movement of the D minor ‘Tempest’ Sonata (op. 31, no. 2, 1802), on the one hand, and on the other the long, slowly unfolding line of the Largo Appassionato of the A major Sonata, op. 2, no. 2 (probably 1794), whose nearly motionless and perilously simple melody seems to defy the percussive nature of the instrument?

         There is a distinct element of theatre in all this, and in retracing Beethoven’s background one notes that, although by 1800 he had composed very little music for the theatre, he had spent a large part of his young manhood playing in other people’s operas and ballets. It’s hard to argue that he will have taken much of a specifically musical character from the opéras comiques of Grétry, Dalayrac and Gossec or even Salieri’s so-called dramma tragicomico, Axur, re d’Ormus, a mixed-genre opera that was probably the last work Beethoven played in before his departure for Vienna. These were still essentially eighteenth-century works. But they may well have prompted a more stagey approach to the hitherto rather stereotyped forms of classical instrumental music. In any case it was an influence that was to be reinforced during the 1790s and early 1800s, when the more spectacular examples of French rescue opera began to appear, in print or in the flesh, in Vienna.

         Beethoven was at first broadly sympathetic to the Revolution, if without the express commitment of writers like Wordsworth or Schiller, or philosophers like Fichte. And, unlike them, he was not openly disillusioned by the violence of the Terror. It seems that his 29republicanism, though strongly and sincerely felt, was contingent on more general ideals, such as freedom, honour, the brotherhood of man, which, as Enlightenment virtues, did not inevitably call for revolution, though they did not preclude it. He was happy with the concept of the enlightened ruler and slow to notice the practical failings or sheer hypocrisy that usually went with the outward image of political reform. He had no personal quarrel with aristocracy, on which in any case he depended for his survival in Vienna. His liberté and fraternité were emphatically not wedded to égalité. ‘Power’, he once wrote, only half joking, ‘is the moral principle of those who excel others, and it is also mine.’2 In modern jargon, he was an unashamed elitist, and the Revolution interested him as a distant assertion of republican values while its unpleasantness largely passed him by.

         Its immediate impact on him, at least until the French occupation of Vienna in 1805, was mainly musical, and in particular operatic. Even before the Revolution, or after it but before the latest Paris operas hit Vienna, French opera was a major force on the Imperial stage. Beethoven just missed the Viennese premieres of Méhul’s Euphrosine in 1790 and Grétry’s Guillaume Tell in 1791, but he may have picked up subsequent performances of the latter work, with its villainous governor figure, Guesler, shot dead with bow and arrow in the final act by the populist liberator, William Tell. Grétry’s music, which veers between folk operetta and comédie larmoyante, is unlikely to have made a huge impression on Beethoven. He may have been more struck by the printed copies of French revolutionary hymns, military marches and the like, brought to Vienna by no less a personage than General Bernadotte, who was French ambassador for a brief spell from February to April 1798: short, massive pieces like Gossec’s ‘Hymn to the Supreme Being’, impressive, unsubtle music to be sung by a choir of thousands on the Champs de Mars in Paris. accompanied by hundreds of wind instruments and percussion. Perhaps the music included Gossec’s ‘Funeral Song on the Death of Féraud’, a solemn, dignified tribute to a young deputy who had confronted and been killed by a 30mob of sans-culottes when they invaded the Chamber demanding bread on 1 Prairial Year III (20 May 1795). Beethoven might have inspected a score of this kind and thought, ‘I can do that, and better.’ Within two or three years he had done so, in the great A flat minor funeral march ‘on the death of a Hero’, the third movement of his A flat Piano Sonata, op. 26.

         In the end, though, it was a slightly later series of encounters with French opera that seems to have had the most profound and lasting effect on his own work. In particular three recent operas by the Paris-based Italian composer Luigi Cherubini reached the Viennese stage early in the new century: Lodoïska and Médée in 1802, and Les Deux Journées in 1804. In between, Jean-François Le Sueur’s La Caverne had its Vienna premiere in 1803, and at about the same time there were operas by Méhul, Dalayrac and Berton. These works were invariably what the French call opéra comique, but they were, on the whole, anything but comic: the designation meant only that they included spoken dialogue, unlike the tragédie lyrique, which was entirely sung. Several of them were ‘rescue’ operas, in which someone unjustly imprisoned is eventually released amid general rejoicing and the perpetrator punished or humiliated. Rescue opera was a symptom of revolutionary times: the triumph of the popular will over evil authority. But at least one notable example, Grétry’s Richard Cœur de Lion, pre-dated the French Revolution, and involved, of course, the rescue of a king. Nor were all rescue operas political. In Lodoïska a Polish count rescues his beloved, a princess, from the castle of a bad baron with the help of a posse of right-minded Tartar guerrillas. In La Caverne, a noblewoman is captured by robbers but rescued by her husband who arrives disguised as a blind beggar. But when right triumphs, politics is never far away. The second most famous of all rescue operas, Les Deux Journées (sometimes known in English as The Water-Carrier), tells of a humble water-carrier at the time of the Paris civil war known as the Fronde (1648–53), who saves a member of the French Parlement from arrest by the royal army by hiding him in his water cart. 31

         Beethoven seems to have been attracted to works of this kind partly because of their anti-authoritarian tendency. The girl in the castle, the woman in the cave, the member of parliament in the water cart, were all victims of tyranny, whatever their social class (all three, as it happens, were aristocrats). But there was a more direct reason for his interest in these operas, and that had to do with the character and quality of their music. His own instrumental works of the 1790s had already shown a tendency to dramatise the balanced classical forms, to disrupt them in various ways, or sometimes to enrich them with narrative or picturesque elements, as in op. 26 (where the march title was his own), or op. 27, no. 2 (the ‘Moonlight’ sobriquet came later), whose first movement does have an intensely poetic, inward quality, but whose finale is one of his most turbulent, unforgiving pieces, minor-mode throughout, an image of heroism against overwhelming odds. This is music (composed in 1801) that verges on theatre, and music that will have found an answering call in, for example, Cherubini’s Médée, with its powerful, driven opening, the following year. In return, Beethoven was so impressed with the dramatic power of Cherubini’s music that he quickly signed a contract with the Theater an der Wien for an opera of his own, which, after a false start or two, would bring about the most famous rescue opera of all, Fidelio.

         Beethoven was a huge admirer of Cherubini, whom he considered the most important operatic composer of the day, and when he came to write his own rescue opera, Leonore – the first version of Fidelio – in 1805 it was natural for him to take as a model a work such as Les Deux Journées, of which he owned a score and from which he copied out passages. So Fidelio (to refer now to the familiar version) begins in a simple, song-like style, somewhat laboriously portraying the mundane normality of the gaoler Rocco’s establishment, his very ordinary, not very bright, daughter, and her rather hopeless, rejected boyfriend, before the entry of the disguised Leonora immediately raises the dramatic tone and pushes these characters into the shade. Here the music becomes darker, richer and more complex, and the dialogue element 32recedes. In the grave-digging scene of the second act Beethoven adopts a device Cherubini had used to powerful effect, that of mélodrame – accompanied speech. In the climactic scene of Médée (in its authentic, dialogue version),3 Jason and Dirce’s wedding is celebrated musically in the background while Medea speaks (shouts) her impotent fury in the foreground. In Les Deux Journées, Armand hides in a tree and speaks his concern for his wife over a soft accompaniment of four horns. The offstage trumpet that announces the arrival of the Minister in Fidelio – one of the most overwhelming moments in all opera – was also probably pinched from a French opera, Méhul’s Héléna (1803), where offstage trumpets similarly announce the successful outcome of a prison rescue by a disguised wife.

         Influences of this kind are transparent, and in Beethoven’s case carry limited weight, since he never composed another opera. What he did, instead, was transport the influence into his instrumental music, which entered a new phase at precisely the time that he started contemplating an opera of his own. In the same year that he signed his contract with the Theater an der Wien, he composed his Eroica Symphony, No. 3 in E flat major, and began the Waldstein Sonata in C major, op. 53. And within the next four or five years he wrote the great works of his middle period, the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Symphonies, the Violin Concerto and Fourth Piano Concerto, the ‘Razumovsky’ String Quartets, op. 59, the ‘Appassionata’ Sonata, as well as the first version of Fidelio, the three Leonora overtures, the Coriolan overture, and a good deal else.

         These works are all arguably classical in general type. With the exception of the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony and of course the overtures, they have the usual three or four movements, are broadly regular in tonal design, have sonata-form first movements, rondo or sonata-form finales, and so forth. Yet they inhabit a completely new world. The best way of hearing how radically different these Beethoven works are from what might be deemed a normal path is to listen to the often excellent music composed by his Viennese and German contemporaries: 33the symphonies of Gyrowetz, Wranitzky and Eberl (whose E flat Symphony was played a week after Beethoven’s, and seems to have been preferred);4 the piano music of Dussek and Tomášek, the string quartets of Anton Reicha – a close friend of Beethoven’s from the Bonn years. These composers were not writing like Mozart or Haydn, but the scale and character of their work is recognisably in a straight line extended from them. By comparison, it is the sheer scale and daring of Beethoven’s music of these middle years that strikes one first, once one has got out of the habit of regarding it as ‘normal’.

         The Eroica Symphony, to take the most obvious example, lasts in an average performance almost fifty-five minutes. Haydn’s last symphony, No. 104, lasts under thirty, Mozart’s last, the ‘Jupiter’ (No. 41), about thirty-five. The Eberl symphony plays for under half an hour (which may explain why it was better liked). Beethoven’s orchestra is no bigger on paper than Haydn’s, except for a third horn, needed not for extra noise but for solo entries in ‘wrong’ keys.5 But the character of the writing is in every way bigger, with consistently full and active writing all the way down the orchestra, prolonged passage-work for the strings in all sections, and a greatly increased role for the wind, who not only play for more of the time, but have to blow harder for longer. This ‘windy’ quality in Beethoven’s orchestration was much remarked in Vienna, where he came to be thought of as practically a wind-band composer. It suggests the influence of the revolutionary pieces shown him by Bernadotte, but also that of the French operas he had been hearing, written for pit orchestras with much more versatile wind sections than were usual in the stuffy salons of the German and Viennese aristocracy.

         Beethoven’s dynamic range was as notorious as his instrumentation. Even in his early piano sonatas the commonest dynamic marks are sf (sforzando: strongly accented), ff (fortissimo: very loud) and p (piano: quiet); but the most striking dynamics are the combinations: the fortissimo or sforzando followed rapidly by a piano or pianissimo. It’s tempting to explain these sequences as the antics of an impetuous young 34pianist with a new and powerful instrument under his hands. But he was soon transferring the device to other kinds of music. In his string quartets, op. 18 (1798–1800), the sforzando is so common as to become almost a mannerism, often placed on weak beats, tending to contradict or undermine the natural metre.

         Gesture had often been an important factor in the classical symphony. Better to start off with a strong, pithy idea that would lend itself to development later on, than with no matter how beautiful a melody that would simply have the audience longing for its return. Sometimes these ideas can seem like nothing more than a way of getting going. The slow opening of Haydn’s Symphony No. 104 or the loud vivace triplets of Mozart’s ‘Jupiter’ Symphony would be unprepossessing if it were not for something compelling in the gestures. With Beethoven such gestures become imperious. What, after all, is the significance of the two thumping E flat chords that start the Eroica if not to command the audience to stop chattering and listen? Even the theme that follows is nothing but a childish set of arpeggios with a swinging rhythm and a surprising finish, the descent to an alien C sharp, which is, so to speak, the question the rest of the movement has to answer. The famous four-note opening of the Fifth Symphony is so aggressive and absolute as to have become the butt of jokes about classical music. But having grabbed the audience’s astonished attention, Beethoven then proceeds to build the whole first movement and parts of the rest of the symphony out of this four-note motif, so that gesture turns into substance in an essentially new way.

         There are other examples, not only in orchestral music: the start of the E minor ‘Razumovsky’ String Quartet (two loud chords, arpeggios and a cadence); the ‘Appassionata’ Sonata (arpeggios and an ornamented cadence); later, the ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata (a punch on the nose in B flat). These gestures have a certain ‘look-at-me’, lapel-clutching character that the classical precedents lack. And what is one to make of movements like the repetitious Allegro ma non troppo of the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony or the heavenly lengths of the ‘Choral’ Symphony, where 35monotony and the slowing down of time amount to new ways of compelling our reluctant attention, like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner holding the unwilling wedding guest with his glittering eye?

         In such ways, Beethoven ceases to be the culmination of the classical era, and becomes instead the outsize individual, the great Romantic ‘I am that I am’. Now each new work proclaims some aspect of this individuality. One thinks of the joke about Vivaldi, that he wrote, not six hundred concertos, but one concerto six hundred times. The same joke evolves somewhat through Haydn’s hundred and four symphonies, because anyone can hear that these works are quite varied, and yet there are a hundred and four of them. Beethoven managed only nine, not just because he lived less long, or because he was unproductive or plain lazy, but because a work had become a statement. Haydn’s eighty-something string quartets similarly compare with Beethoven’s sixteen, his forty-odd piano trios with Beethoven’s half-dozen or so. Only with the solo piano sonata is there even remote parity: fifty-two against thirty-two; but of these thirty-two, twenty were composed by 1802, at what might be termed a classical rate, only twelve in the remaining twenty-five years of Beethoven’s life, a four times slower rate.

         Often, as with the Eroica, Beethoven’s scores of this period are simply on a grander scale, though this is hardly enough to account for the numerical difference. Nor is it always the case. The F minor String Quartet, op. 95, is no longer than any late Haydn quartet and a good deal shorter than Mozart’s so-called ‘Haydn’ quartets. Its compactness, however, is an aspect of its scale. The ferocity of its opening bars depends on their abruptness. By contrast the opening of the ‘Pastoral’ Symphony is so matter-of-fact that Beethoven is able to chew it over to the point of boredom, like a Cumbrian shepherd tallying his flock, without actually boring anyone who has the wit to share the concentration of thought.

         But while the gestural aspect of Beethoven’s music may be superficially its most striking feature, it’s the way he develops these ideas that really sets his music apart from that of his predecessors and creates a 36completely new conception of form. The original idea of a development section in the classical symphony or sonata came, as we saw with C. P. E. Bach, out of the specific form of the baroque suite movement. Haydn, especially, played on the border between baroque and classical form in a particularly inventive way, but only from about the 1780s did he and Mozart, under each other’s influence, begin to explore properly the idea of conflict resolved through musical argument that became the point of sonata form. Nevertheless the classical requirements of balanced form to some extent limited the argumentative element. Even in their last symphonies the development section was less than a quarter of the whole movement. In Beethoven’s first two symphonies the proportions are almost exactly the same. But then suddenly in the Eroica the whole form explodes. In the first movement, itself almost as long as a complete Haydn symphony and with not two but four distinct themes or motifs in the exposition, the development section alone constitutes well over a third of the total and includes an important fifth theme in the remote key of E minor. What’s more, the other parts of the movement also have a more fluid, developmental character than was normal even in late Haydn. In fact it’s sometimes hard to say what is theme and what development.

         Beethoven never wholly abandoned classical forms. They remain fundamental to his middle-period instrumental works, and still survive in many of the late works, albeit treated in an increasingly idiosyncratic way. Gone for ever is the balanced, well-behaved four-walls architecture of the classical sonata and symphony. Instead Beethoven seems to be acting out some deep internal intellectual drama, a sort of opera of the mind, whose dramatis personae are the old materials and concepts reconfigured so as to astonish them into new kinds of confrontation and ever more profound reflection. In the last three sonatas and all the late string quartets except the last, the discourse is fragmented and reassembled in a whole repertoire of ways. The Vivace first movement of the E major Sonata, op. 109, is twice interrupted by a florid Adagio espressivo, quickly yields to a scherzo-like Prestissimo, then settles into 37a long and increasingly intricate slow-quick-slow variation finale. The final sonata, in C minor, op. 111, is two movements only, a big sonata movement with slow introduction, and another long, long set of variations on an almost childishly simple C major melody, enriched, as it proceeds, by more and more elaborate figuration. After finishing this sonata, Beethoven took up another set of variations he had already begun on an even pottier C major theme, ending this time with a grand double fugue and, tongue more than slightly in cheek, a pompous minuet. This unpromising description masks one of his greatest piano works, the 33 Variations on a waltz by Diabelli, op. 120.

         The sheer range of contradictions in this late music of Beethoven is what contemporary performers and audiences found so disconcerting, and why, unable to grasp the logic of its continuities and discontinuities, they increasingly tended to dismiss him as more than slightly crazy. The instrumental music of Reicha, Tomášek, Hummel and the others pursued a reasonably predictable course. The operas of Cherubini, Le Sueur and Méhul were, after all, operas (and French into the bargain). But what could you make of a chamber work like Beethoven’s C sharp minor Quartet, op. 131, which started with a long slow fugue, then proceeded through a further six movements that, if tempo change were anything to go by, might be as many as ten or a dozen, with constant interruptions from one to the next; or the A minor, with its twenty-minute slow movement; or even the comparatively normal-seeming F major, op. 135, the master’s very last ‘significant’ work, which kept asking itself a silly quasi-philosophical question (‘Must it be? It must be.’) before vanishing in a puff of pizzicato smoke?

         Beethoven, profoundly deaf in his last years, was evidently exploring a private universe that had little contact with the Biedermeier world of 1820s Vienna. It was not, all the same, as private or detached as one might suppose. Abrupt contrasts and curtailments had been a feature of middle-period works like the Fifth Symphony and the E minor and F minor Quartets. It is easy enough to characterise these works as revolutionary. They continually challenge the settled, sociable spirit of 38the classical tradition from which they emerged. They shed its blood. They certainly defy its conventions, reinterpret its rules, break out of its limits. What they seem to express, perhaps unconsciously, is an idea that had become central to German philosophy since Kant, the idea of the freedom of the will. I’ve no idea whether Beethoven read philosophy, but great artists are themselves, in a sense, philosophers who create, as much as they respond to, the Zeitgeist. For Kant, the will was a necessary precondition for moral choice. For Johann Fichte it was a more energetic, existential force, which defined itself in relation to the resistance it encountered in the outside world. This concept of the will as a kind of embattled self-consciousness defining the world in its own image was a revelation for the Romantic artist, seeking a way out of the oppressive, anti-individualist eighteenth century, either by embracing the French Revolution or by abandoning the civilised world altogether. Beethoven embraced the Revolution for as long as it suited him, but when in his opinion it failed in its proper aims he simply went his own way, imposing his own will on received traditions and materials. Whether or not he knew that Fichte had said, ‘I am not determined by my end. My end is determined by me,’6 he might easily have said it himself.

         
            Notes

            1 William Wordsworth, ‘The French Revolution as It Appeared to Enthusiasts at Its Commencement’ (1804).

            2 Letter of 1798 to Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, in The Letters of 396Beethoven, ed. and trans. Emily Anderson, vol. 1 (Macmillan, London, 1961), 32.

            3 Modern performances and recordings have usually substituted the recitatives composed by Franz Lachner in the 1850s.

            4 David Wyn Jones, The Symphony in Beethoven’s Vienna (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2006), 171–2.

            5 Before the invention of valves in about 1815, horns had crooks of different lengths to enable them to play in different keys. But changing these crooks took time. With three horns at his disposal, Beethoven naturally uses them to make extra noise, most spectacularly in the trio section of the scherzo.

            6 Berlin, Crooked Timber of Humanity, 226.
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            Pleasing the Crowd and Escaping It

         

         When Hoffmann wrote, in 1810, about music as ‘the most Romantic of all arts’, he was thinking above all of instrumental music. This seems natural enough in view of the particular strengths of the Germanic composers whose music prompted the remark. But at the time the idea would have seemed eccentric at best. Surely romanticism was an aspect of subject matter, whether narrative or at any rate verbal? Kant, who disliked music in general, had regarded instrumental music as trivial because it conveyed no definable thought. But for Hoffmann this was precisely its strength. ‘Music’, he insisted, ‘reveals to man an unknown realm, a world quite separate from the outer sensual world surrounding him, a world in which he leaves behind all feelings circumscribed by intellect in order to embrace the inexpressible.’1 An important aspect of this freedom from mundane concerns was the ability of music to create forms and new expressive vocabularies, new grammars, that emerged from the nature of the actual material without the limitations imposed by words or stories.

         Hoffmann wrote with great eloquence, and his arguments are persuasive, even when he took refuge in private fantasy to give flesh to the thought. Nevertheless one searches in vain in the instrumental works of Beethoven’s immediate contemporaries for any corresponding emotional or spiritual reach that might have inspired the same response if he had never existed. Hoffmann, who died in 1822, would have seen and heard his ideas fulfilled in Beethoven’s late sonatas and string quartets had he lived. But in his lifetime the landscape was altogether less spectacular. Composers there were of real expertise, but they seldom broke, in instrumental music at any rate, with 40what one might describe as an early-nineteenth-century extension of eighteenth-century formulae.

         More specifically they continued as providers to a changing market. The combination of the Industrial Revolution, the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars severely undermined the old settled world of court and Church musical establishments which had supported generations of composers in Germany and the Habsburg Empire. In France and Italy, where the theatre dominated musical life, the situation was different. But for the instrumental composers required by the small German courts, the world was turning upside down. Mozart, ground down by the philistine establishment of Archbishop Colloredo, had settled in Vienna in 1781 as a freelance musician, but failed to obtain a significant court appointment there. Beethoven lived on aristocratic support in Vienna, but never held a post of any kind after he left Bonn in 1792. A handful of leading composers succeeded in holding down long-term musical directorships: Gyrowetz at the Hoftheater in Vienna, Danzi at Stuttgart and Karlsruhe, Spohr at the Electoral Court in Kassel, Hummel eventually in Weimar. But for the majority of composers professional life became more and more a matter of trading their skills on the open market.

         The old aristocracy could no longer afford large-scale musical establishments, but there was a new and growing public, moneyed and increasingly well-educated, that could and did. There was nothing particularly new about public concerts as such; music societies had existed at least since the early eighteenth century, presenting concerts for which tickets would be sold to the public, and concert organisations had emerged in cities, mainly to put on performances on those Holy Days – mostly in Lent – when theatre performances were prohibited. But well before the end of the century the audience for such events had begun to grow exponentially, and this growth can be charted through every aspect of music and musical life: larger, purpose-built concert halls and opera houses, larger orchestras, more powerful, more versatile musical instruments, music of a more public, less intimate character. 41At the same time the market for printed music, to be played or sung in the home, expanded to the point where new methods had to be invented of printing at reasonable cost the complicated symbolic texts from which western musicians perform. When Haydn, in the 1770s and 1780s, had tossed off quartet after quartet, sonata after sonata, it had essentially been to meet the purely local needs of his employment. But when Beethoven’s old Bonn colleague Anton Reicha composed some two dozen string quartets in Vienna in the early 1800s and two dozen wind quintets in Paris a decade or so later, it must have been with a view to selling the printed music to a domestic, amateur market. And that required the ability to print and distribute multiple copies on a scale hardly known before.

         The explosion in music publishing just before 1800 was only one of the radical changes that came out of the revolutionary years, but it was one of massive importance. In meeting the increased social demand for domestic music, it created a commercial vehicle on to which composers hastened to climb, and the result was a corresponding explosion of instrumental music, chamber and solo, written generally with an eye to bourgeois, that is, conservative but not vulgar, taste. Paul Wranitzky, for example, a Czech composer working in Vienna, published more than fifty string quartets, among much else, between 1788 and 1805. Some fifty piano trios and forty-odd string quartets are listed for Adalbert Gyrowetz, another Czech, over roughly the same period. Franz Krommer, yet another Vienna-based Czech, published upwards of sixty string quartets and at least twenty string quintets up to about 1809. On the whole this music is conservative in idiom. One can still listen with pleasure to the Wranitzkys and Krommers, the Reichas and Ferdinand Rieses. Their best music is excellent and by no means deserving of the oblivion to which it is now largely consigned. But its individuality is mostly swallowed up in a certain general competence and predictability, or occasionally, as with Ries, involves seemingly unexplained oddities in a flattish landscape. Perhaps this is what prompted Beethoven to say of Ries, whom he taught for a time, that ‘he imitates me too much’. 42

         The piano was the one instrument that bred in musical terms the kind of individuality we think of as a main product of revolutionary thinking. It had been invented in about 1700 by an Italian called Bartolomeo Cristofori, a harpsichord maker from Padua; but its musical development had been slow, presumably because the essentially violent character of the instrument, whose strings are struck by hammers rather than, as with a harpsichord, plucked by quills, called for a much stronger design and construction. The point of the pianoforte was that it could play loud or soft according to the weight of touch on the keyboard and it could to some extent sustain the sound, and these properties gave it an expressive power not available on the harpsichord or its relatives. By the early 1800s it had settled into an instrument that could withstand the fierce dynamic contrasts required by Beethoven’s early sonatas, even though the wooden frame still limited the weight and tension of the strings, and therefore the power and depth of the tone. Not till the 1820s were the first pianos made with cast-iron frames that could support the massive weight of thick metal strings at high tension over a full seven octaves. At the same time increasing refinements in the mechanism (the piano action) produced a highly sophisticated piece of machinery that could perform musical tasks of a previously unheard-of virtuosity and intricacy.

         In its day the harpsichord had had its virtuosos; Bach himself had once challenged the French harpsichordist Louis Marchand to a contest, but Marchand had lost his nerve and left Dresden on the appointed day by an early coach. At the time (1717) both Bach and Marchand were in service. By contrast the emergence of the piano as a fully fledged concert instrument coincided with the disappearance of most such posts. When Mozart and Muzio Clementi competed at the Habsburg court in 1781, Mozart was unemployed, Clementi a virtuoso keyboard player on tour. Beethoven survived in Vienna on what amounted to charitable sponsorship. But many composers had already been forced out on to the open market. Some took up the newly expanding trade of music publishing, some took on pupils, some, like Hoffmann, became music 43critics. But a considerable number, like Clementi, cultivated their skills on the spectacular ‘new’ keyboard instrument and presented themselves to an eager and growing public as star performers, mostly playing music they had composed for their own use.

         An important fact about these early virtuoso piano composers is that, although their music, apart from Beethoven’s, is largely unknown to modern audiences and even most pianists, it was familiar to the next generation of piano composers, who are sometimes credited today with innovations in style and technique that they actually derived from their predecessors. This is not to claim that Cramer is remotely the equal of Chopin as a composer, or Dussek as good as Schumann. But Chopin certainly knew Cramer’s two sets of studies (1804 and 1810) and was influenced by them in his own two sets, and perhaps also in his playing. Dussek, one of several talented expatriate Czech composers working around 1800, composed a huge quantity of music for or with piano, music uneven in quality but with flashes of individuality, especially of harmony, that often hint at the work of later composers such as Schubert and Schumann.

         Jan Ladislav Dussek’s life was as erratic as his music. In the best Rousseau tradition, he left his native Bohemia in 1779 aged nineteen, in the company of an Austrian captain of artillery, travelled with him to the Low Countries, gave concerts in Amsterdam and The Hague, for some reason proceeded in 1782 via Hamburg to St Petersburg, where he was patronised by Catherine the Great but was then implicated in a plot to assassinate her and had to flee to Lithuania, like Pushkin’s False Dmitry, pursued by the Tsarist police. In Lithuania, for a year or so, he was music director to Prince Antoni Radziwiłł, but alas probably something more intimate to the prince’s wife, so once again had to depart in haste. In Paris, two years later, he was, as Grove’s Dictionary discreetly records, ‘noticed by Marie Antoinette’. This time he seems to have left voluntarily, in the late spring of 1789, possibly on political grounds, or conceivably once again to escape a husband’s wrath. With him travelled to England a certain Anne-Marie Krumpholtz, the 44young wife of the composer and harpist Jean-Baptiste Krumpholtz. A few months later poor Krumpholtz threw himself into the Seine and drowned.

         Dussek’s music is an important link between the classical eighteenth century and the generation of Mendelssohn, Schumann and Liszt. In a sense, it is a link that bypasses Beethoven, whose music created as many problems as it solved for his successors. Dussek’s forty or so piano sonatas evolve gradually from the fluent, rather weightless pieces of the 1790s, with their decorative melodies and schematic (Alberti) basses, towards larger, more imaginative works like the so-called ‘Farewell’ Sonata (in E flat, op. 44), or the F minor ‘Invocation’ Sonata, op. 77, composed in 1812, the year he died. In these later works the textures are enriched by counterpoint and often quite complex chromatic harmony, with abrupt key changes; but the concentration and drastic gestures of Beethoven are absent, and the forms are conventional, four movements complete with minuet and rondo finale.

         A different kind of link is provided by Dussek’s younger compatriots, Václav Tomášek and his pupil Jan Václav Voříšek. By Dussek’s standards, Tomášek lived a dull life, never anywhere but Bohemia and mostly in Prague. But his best music is interesting, to say the least, and often novel. His basic style in larger works (church music, three symphonies and a couple of sprightly piano concertos) is palpably Haydnesque/Mozartian, but there is a new and individual tone to some of his shorter piano pieces, especially a series of what he called Eclogues, miniatures in ternary (ABA) form modelled on the idea of the classical pastoral. Stylistically these pieces, composed in sets of six between 1807 and 1819, are straightforward to the point of plainness. They are largely devoid of counterpoint. But they are inventive, playful, highly pianistic and to some extent prophetic of the impromptus and Moments musicaux of Schubert. Perhaps Tomášek already knew Beethoven’s bagatelles, op. 33, published in Vienna in 1803, but like Dussek’s sonatas they are innocent of the disruptive element that Beethoven could not resist even in simple miniatures. 45

         Voříšek is best known today for his one and only symphony (in D major, 1823), a superb piece that sounds a little like early Schubert. But Voříšek, a brilliant pianist in his own right, shone especially in music for his own instrument. Like his teacher’s Eclogues, his Twelve Rhapsodies (1813–18) and Six Impromptus (1820) are uncomplicated ternary-form pieces, somewhat longer and richer-textured than Tomášek’s, but with the same sense of classical style advancing towards the Biedermeier charm of 1820s Vienna, where Voříšek lived from 1813, and where he died of tuberculosis in 1825 aged thirty-four. Voříšek’s pieces are especially fascinating because, unlike anything in Dussek or Tomášek, they bear faint traces of the ethnic Czech, nothing more than a harmonic twist here and there, certainly nothing folksy.

         The outstanding case of a pianist-composer whose music bridges the gap between eighteenth-century classicism and the early Romantics is Johann Nepomuk Hummel. Hummel was born in Pressburg, today the Slovak capital, Bratislava, but at that time an Austro-Hungarian city – a mere fifty miles from Vienna, whither his family moved when he was eight. By that time young Johann was a child prodigy. Mozart heard him play, took him on as a pupil, then recommended a European tour like the one he himself had been subjected to at an even earlier age. Johann’s father duly hauled him from city to city for five long years. Naturally he created a sensation everywhere, but he seems not to have come out well financially, since we next find him in Vienna, composing, teaching, by no means well off, performing comparatively seldom. Only much later, after returning to serious performing in 1814 at the time of the Congress of Vienna, did he become a proper celebrity, paid accordingly, and his best and subsequently most influential music was largely written after that.

         Up to then he had composed prolifically in almost every medium except symphony. But these works are essentially eighteenth century in style. After about 1814 he concentrated on the piano, and at this point a significant change comes over his work. Already in the D minor Septet (1816), the A minor and B minor Piano Concertos (1816 and 461819), and the F sharp minor Sonata (1819) there is a warmer, more colourful approach to the sheer matter of sound, and a richer, more flexible harmony. The piano writing has a coruscating brilliance that seems to belong to a new, showy age of instrumental bravura, but there is also a strain of lyrical poetry prompted, no doubt, by the improved touch and sustaining pedal mechanism of the instrument itself. Above all, the relationship between the piano and the other instruments assumes a new kind of eloquence. The essential contrast between the melody instruments and the percussive piano is dramatised, and the formal processes take on an almost narrative character, as if we were being told a story with so many different characters interacting with one another. Probably Hummel was influenced in these respects by the recent concertos and chamber music of Beethoven, with whom he had cultivated a somewhat up and down friendship in Vienna. But as with Dussek and Tomášek, the fundamental violence of Beethoven is missing.

         Hummel remains a transitional figure. Schubert, Schumann, Mendelssohn, Chopin all learnt from his example in one way or another. Schubert seems to have modelled his ‘Trout’ Quintet on Hummel’s E flat Quintet, op. 87, for the same combination with double bass, and he certainly shared Hummel’s taste for mediant relationships (keys or chords a third apart). The texture of Schumann and Chopin’s piano concertos is to some extent Hummelesque. Something of Hummel’s decorative piano writing also found its way into Chopin’s solo piano music. But the greatest influence on Chopin in this respect was a quite different composer from a very different background, the Irishman John Field.

         Field was born in Dublin in 1782 but came to London when he was ten and already a pianist of some note. In London he was apprenticed to Muzio Clementi, which seems to have meant being taught by him but also being employed to demonstrate the pianos built by the firm of Longman and Broderip, in which Clementi was a major partner. In due course this also entailed travelling with Clementi, first to Paris, 47then to Vienna, then in the winter of 1802–3 to Russia, which the twenty-year-old Field liked so much that he stayed there for most of the rest of his life, mainly in St Petersburg, partly in Moscow, where he died in 1837. Field had been a child prodigy, but to judge from his music he was a somewhat unorthodox kind of virtuoso. He cultivated a hyper-refined, rhapsodic manner in which a sustained lyrical flow was at least as important as the sheer bravura of Dussek and Hummel. His seven piano concertos are episodic in form and incorporate curious vagrant elements, traces of popular song, hints of Irish folk music, a Polacca finale to the third concerto, a storm in the middle of the first movement of the fifth concerto. But his most notable contribution to Romantic piano music was his invention of the nocturne. He wrote some twenty of them, typically four- or five-minute pieces in an almost entirely singing style of expressive right-hand melody accompanied by simple left-hand figuration, only rarely breaking into more vigorous motion. Chopin drew heavily on Field’s nocturnes for his own, sometimes to an almost embarrassing degree of closeness, though he also dramatised the concept beyond anything in the model. There is nothing in Field that remotely approaches the grandeur of Chopin’s C minor Nocturne. Yet Chopin’s keyboard style in general would be hard to imagine without the precedent of Field, whatever its other sources.

         Taken as a whole, these pianist composers of the Beethoven years are easy to see collectively as a product of the revolutionary upheavals of the 1790s. With their newfound expressive resources, their pyrotechnic brilliance, and their godlike uniqueness as they strode on to the concert platform (Dussek seems to have been the first keyboard soloist to perform sideways on, rather than with his back to the audience), they are icons of the emancipated individual, beholden to no one, like Adam in Haydn’s Creation, ‘erect before Heaven … a man and King of Nature’. But in their music, with the obvious exception of Beethoven himself, they measure up to this image rather seldom. Their music is more advanced because thirty years have passed, not because anything particular has happened in those years. If romanticism means 48overthrowing the past and seeing the world in a new light, then for its musical representatives we need to look elsewhere.

         
            *

         

         The revolutions of the late eighteenth century had a variety of origins and a variety of outcomes, but on the face of it they were all to do with practical living. The Industrial Revolution was made possible by the development of coke-fired blast furnaces and the invention of steam power. Its most significant consequences, beyond the obvious technological outcomes (mass production, faster and more efficient transportation, enhanced trade, improved sanitation and lighting, etc.), were social: the vast expansion of the mercantile and professional middle class, the creation of a large urban underclass, and the depopulation of the countryside. The French Revolution had other causes, but its effects compounded those of the Industrial Revolution. By shaking the foundations of the ruling aristocracy (and not only in France), it placed growing power in the hands of the new middle class. It made them richer and it gradually brought them political and economic freedoms. Above all it brought them leisure, and with it the demand for spare-time entertainment, edification and education of one kind and another.

         Some of the consequences have already been mentioned. In music, public concerts and opera in larger concert halls and theatres were required and supplied. There was an explosion of domestic music-making provided, not by hired musicians, but by family and friends round the newly acquired grand or upright piano. Meanwhile in 1795 the first public music conservatoire had opened in Paris, for the first time offering advanced secular musical education, at least theoretically, to anyone with the talent to benefit from it. All this in turn led to a huge expansion of music publishing, not only of new music but of arrangements of existing music for every kind of instrument or instrumental group that might conceivably be found in somebody’s home. It led to the composition of songs and piano music and chamber music 49with or without piano, on a previously unknown scale, or at least on a scale never before associated with the market-place. Meanwhile bigger concert halls demanded more powerful instruments. The piano could meet this demand as well. But other instruments had perforce to follow suit. It was during these years that most string instruments in general use were strengthened by raising the bridge, extending and angling the neck, and reinforcing the bass bar. Woodwind instruments acquired new keys. Brass instruments sprouted valves that enabled them to play full chromatic scales and evened out their tone. All these changes were facilitated by new industrial technology, which also rendered them economically worth making.

         One might suppose that artists would like these developments, and of course some did. Gauging the market aright, you could sell your work, either directly or via a publisher, and become, if not rich, at least comfortable, and quite possibly famous. But for some artists this ready availability and, by extension, comprehensibility of their work was not necessarily a good thing. Many of the tenets of early romanticism, explicit or implicit, are in one way or another alienating; they contain some element of reaction against normality, against what the average person might be expected to feel or think, or against everyday life, especially modern life, with its factories and commerce, its machines and urban squalor, its matter-of-fact sanity, and its elevation of the common man with his common tastes, to say nothing of its violence and repression, whether in Paris at the time of the revolution, or practically everywhere else afterwards. As with Beethoven, the defining terms for the Romantics were difference, the unique, the individual imagination. But Beethoven had his aristocratic sponsors. For the true Romantic, saleability was the mark of Cain.

         Romanticism of this kind has probably always existed, or has come and gone according to the temper of the age. In its early-nineteenth-century manifestation it can be traced to a whole swathe of writers, painters and philosophers in various countries in the 1790s: in England, Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner alone on the Southern Ocean, 50Wordsworth inspired by the wild woods and cliffs of the lower Wye to ‘thoughts of more deep seclusion’,2 Blake in America and The Song of Los apostrophising revolution in Ossianic – even Messianic – language. But for all their genius, these writers exerted little influence on continental literature and none at all on its music. More important in these, if no other, respects were the French novelists François-René de Chateaubriand and Étienne Pivert de Senancour, both of whom, just after the turn of the century, published novels about young men alienated from society, abandoning their homes and wandering the world in despair, seeking quietus or oblivion. The eponymous hero of Chateaubriand’s René (1805) is a young Breton aristocrat, like his creator-namesake, deprived of parental love and property, unhealthily attached to his sister, who to escape the overcharged atmosphere of his home travels aimlessly round Europe, eventually returns to Paris, finds that his sister has left and is apparently avoiding him, contemplates suicide but is rescued by his sister’s return. Inexplicably she suddenly disappears into a convent, and when he follows her, she reveals her passionate love for him, a sin for which she is now atoning. All this René relates in Louisiana, whither he has fled, to an Indian chief and a Jesuit missionary. After a time he hears of his sister’s death, and is soon afterwards himself killed in a fight between the Indian tribe and French troops.

         Senancour’s novel Obermann (1804) was preceded by a volume of beautiful descriptive nature writing called Rêveries sur la nature primitive de l’homme, which purported to be a Rousseauesque reflection on the troubles of this sublunary world caused by man’s inability to free himself from the cares of daily life. ‘I had found’, Senancour writes, ‘that everything was vanity, even glory and sensual pleasure, and I felt my life was of no use to me … Even unhappiness was questionable, and I realised that it made no difference whether one lived or died.’3 Born in Paris, Senancour himself had been a sickly young man whose father supposedly wanted him to study for the priesthood. To avoid this fate, he ran away to Switzerland, married a Swiss girl, and settled 51in Fribourg, subsequently to-ing and fro-ing between Switzerland and Paris. Much of this is implied, rather than stated, in Obermann, an epistolary novel full of vivid, if somewhat morose, descriptions of wanderings in the Alps and the Jura and in the forest of Fontainebleau, interspersed with lengthy disquisitions on his own states of mind. Obermann, like René, is a prototype of what the French call ennui and the Russians later called the ‘superfluous man’, left high and dry by social and technological changes that left the upper classes with neither wealth nor function, incapable of reconciling themselves to the drab existence of the new bourgeoisie and the modern world in general. Their recourse to nature, preferably in its wildest, loneliest forms, is a search for annihilation and atonement, a washing clean of their humanity.

         This French brand of self-absorption was a symptom of a much wider rejection of the universal truths and commonly held values that had informed much of eighteenth-century consciousness. In Germany it took a more systematic form, embodied in a series of short-lived artistic circles, of which the most important was the first, at Jena, from about 1798. The presiding genius of the Jena group was the playwright and novelist Ludwig Tieck, but its most significant products were the poetry and prose of Novalis (Friedrich von Hardenberg) and Friedrich Hölderlin, the philosophy of Fichte, and an even shorter-lived journal called Athenaeum, edited by August and Friedrich Schlegel. Tieck’s plays and short stories are notable for their apparently random cultivation of the counter-rational, for instance in ‘Der blonde Eckbert’, where, after a long, fairly conventional fairy story with magical ingredients, it turns out that various central characters – the old woman who has cared for the heroine, the murdered (male) friend, and another (male) friend – are one and the same person, and Eckbert and his dead wife were incestuous half-siblings. Novalis, a trained lawyer and mineralogist as well as writer, explores this relation between the rational and irrational in his Hymns to the Night and the unfinished novel Heinrich von Ofterdingen which opens with a complicated dream and a vision 52of the blue flower that seems to draw Heinrich into a transcendental world beyond the terrestrial, towards night and perhaps death. The blue flower is a typical Romantic symbol, uniting the everyday world with a world of the spirit. One might see it as a doorway to Kant’s unattainable other world of the noumenon, a doorway that Fichte had forced open by redefining the noumenon as a process originating with the inner self, the mind. ‘All reality’, Fichte insisted, ‘is produced purely by the imagination … The imagination does not deceive, but presents the truth, the only possible truth.’4 This was a philosophy that imprinted itself very readily on the Romantic consciousness.

         One of the characteristic products of this privileging of the imagination was the literary fragment, invented as an aesthetic concept by Friedrich Schlegel in the pages of Athenaeum. Clearly Schlegel did not actually invent the fragment. The aphorism or maxim had been cultivated by many an author before, most famously by La Rochefoucauld in the seventeenth century. But the maxim was a complete thought expressed in concise form, pleasing above all for its aphoristic wholeness. Schlegel’s idea of the fragment was something incomplete, a thought with crumbling edges. ‘Many works of the ancients’, he wrote, ‘have become fragments. Many works of the moderns are like that from the start.’5 This remark might have been meant as a fragment, though in fact it seems quite complete as a thought. If one looks through the hundred or more fragments (Blütenstaub, or Pollen) by Novalis in the first (1798) issue of Athenaeum, one is struck by their diversity of scale and form. Some are genuine aphorisms: ‘We seek everywhere the absolute [das Unbedingte], and always find only things [Dinge].’ Others are aphorisms whose meaning is deliberately arcane: ‘Life is the beginning of death. Life exists for the sake of death. Death is at once ending and beginning, at once separation and closer self-fusion. In death is the reduction complete.’6 Some are miniature essays. All, strictly speaking, make sense of a kind, if often without the razor-sharp precision of the old French maxims. The edges rarely crumble, and there is little of Schlegel’s ‘secret longing for chaos’. Yet the idea 53of the stray thought, left hanging, what musicians call the imperfect cadence, would survive as a Romantic fantasy, even within an art form like music, which scarcely works at all without closure.
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