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Prelude





The history of bowed stringed instruments is deeply rooted in folklore and legend. The earliest examples came from India and the Far East; the most likely ancestor of the violin family is the three-stringed rebec brought to Spain from Arabia in the 9th century. From this time ancient paintings and sculptures provide evidence of further development.


Clearly, there have been two families of instruments, side by side, for many centuries: the fretted viols, pear-shaped with sloping shoulders, and the unfretted violins (violin, viola and violoncello) designed on two overlapping circles. These differences can be seen in paintings where a cello and a viola da gamba are shown side by side together with hybrid instruments combining the qualities of both families.


The violin, in archetypal form, was known in the late 12th century or the early 13th, whereas the ‘bass’ violin did not arrive until the 15th century. This late introduction of the cello stems from the ‘sound ideal’ in Western Europe in the Middle Ages which, until the 15th century, was high-pitched and nasal. Singing would have resembled the sound we associate with Eastern music today. The instruments used to accompany them were designed with this sound in mind.


Around 1450, composers of the Flemish school began to use a lower vocal range. Bass parts appeared for the first time in musical notation and the need arose for bass instruments – hence the bass viola da gamba and the bass violin. Both instruments co-existed for almost three centuries and happily fulfilled their separate functions. The bass viola da gamba had an independent life as a solo instrument that went far beyond the life of the other higher-pitched viols, and enjoyed this status until the middle of the 18th century. Nevertheless, for generations people have supposed that the cello was a descendant of the bass viola da gamba.


The early cello had three or four strings, usually tuned in fifths, whereas the bass viol had five or six (and from the 17th century, seven) strings, tuned in fourths with a third between the middle strings. There are other structural differences which affect the sound of both instruments. The back and belly of the violin are distinctly arched while the viols have flat backs and only slightly curved bellies. The ribs of the violin tend to be narrower than those of the viol, and the sound-holes on the violin are f-shaped, whereas on the viol they are c-shaped.


By the beginning of the 16th century, three-string bass violins, tuned f–c–g, were commonplace and came in roughly three sizes, corresponding to the bass, baritone and tenor voices. Towards the middle of the century, a lower, fourth string tuned to B flat was added. These were held either on the ground, resting between the calves, or across the breast. For the instruments of the violin family, the bow was held in an overhand (palm-down) manner as is the violin bow today. Influenced by Arabic tradition, viols were always bowed underhand (palm-up). In early terminology the violin was called a ‘viola da braccio’ (arm viol) and the viol a ‘viola da gamba’ (leg viol). The treble and alto viole da braccio were held across the breast and the larger tenor and bass ones in an upright position. For instruments used in church processions, a small hole was bored in the centre of the back to which a cord or ribbon was attached, by which it was suspended from the player’s neck and was held across his breast. This instrument was called the ‘viola da spalla’.


Not only did the bass instrument arrive late but it was also given many different names. The largest of the violin family was at first known as the ‘violone’, to which the Italians added the diminutive ‘violoncino’, so that by the 1640s we have the small violone called variously violoncino, violonzino, violonzelo, violoncelo, violoncello and, finally, cello. In the north of Europe, the name ‘violone’ was also used for the largest member of the viol family, while ‘bass violin’ remained popular well into the 18th century. In London the publisher John Walsh replaced the term ‘bass-violin’ with ‘violoncello’ in 1737.


The first known maker of the cello was Andrea Amati (c. 1505–80), founder of the Cremonese school of violin makers and of the dynasty that bore his name. The most historic of his cellos is the ‘King’ Amati, ordered by Pope Pius V and given to Charles IX of France for his chapel. A magnificent instrument, it is painted and gilded with arms, devices and mottoes. It is thought to be one of eight basses (cellos) included in a total of 38 instruments ordered from Amati. At the time of the French Revolution in 1790, the ‘King’ Amati was said to have been in use at the court of Louis XVI. On 6 and 7 October the mob destroyed 24 violins (twelve large and twelve small), six tenors (violas) and eight basses (cellos). Three violins, a viola and the ‘King’ Amati were later recovered. During the Napoleonic era the instrument was owned by Jean-Louis Duport, a member of Napoleon’s band, and the finest cellist of his day. Over the years it has suffered some damage but is still in a remarkable state of preservation. It has a rich and powerful sound, even after being reduced in size to suit modern requirements. Its present owner is the Belgian viol player Wieland Kuijken.


The founder of the Brescian school of violin making, Gasparo da Salò (c.1540–1609; real name Bertolotti, but he was called da Salò after his birthplace on Lake Garda), made some cellos but very few have survived. A fine example dated 1580 is in the possession of a British cellist, Vivien Couling. Giovanni Paulo Maggini (1581–c.1632), da Salò’s pupil, made fine cellos in both large and small models, of which surviving examples have the double purfling characteristic of the Brescian school.


Nicolò Amati (1596–1684), Andrea’s grandson, brought the art of violin making to a very high level. His cellos, all large models, were greatly sought after but most have been reduced in size. Alfredo Piatti owned one and several prominent players today favour the Amati sound. Nicolò Amati’s pupil, Antonio Stradivari (1644–1737), brought the Cremonese school to a level of achievement that has never been surpassed. His instruments remain objects of beauty, both visually and acoustically. In 1902, the Hill brothers estimated that before 1700 Stradivari made at least 30 cellos, of which 25 have been traced. These were exclusively of large size and all but one, the 1697 ‘Castelbarco’, have been reduced.


At the turn of the century, Stradivari began to direct his inventiveness towards the problems of the cellist. Maggini and other Cremonese makers had made smaller instruments to meet the demands of the increasing number of cello virtuosos. Stradivari’s first concessions to this trend came in 1699–1700, but sometime between 1707 and 1710 he began making smaller cellos, and these have served as a model for almost every maker since the beginning of the 19th century. He made about 20 cellos in what is known as his ‘golden’ period. ‘They have an extraordinary quality of sound that carries through a hall even when played pianissimo, coupled with immediacy of response and swelling power.’1 In his last ten years, Stradivari made narrower cellos and, although excellent instruments, they are not to be compared with the ‘Duport’ and others of the same period. Many of today’s famous cellists own these instruments, and they will be mentioned in the relevant chapters.


The Ruggieri and Rogeri families were all distinguished makers of cellos. Of the Bergonzi family only two instruments are known. Giovanni Grancino (c.1685–c.1726), from Milan, made powerful instruments that sound well in large concert halls. Matteo Gofriller (c.1659–1742), who worked in Venice, is celebrated for cellos that are beautifully strong and resonant: Pablo Casals and Emanuel Feuermann played Gofrillers for many years. Domenico Montagnana (1690–1750), also from Venice, and a disciple of Stradivari, produced some big, robust-toned instruments which are particularly suitable for players of a large physique; Gregor Piatigorsky owned a Montagnana. Giovanni Battista Guadagnini (1711–86) worked in Cremona, Parma and Turin and made some excellent cellos – not large, but warm and sonorous in tone. Francesco Pressenda (1777–1854), a pupil of Guadagnini, and Giuseppe Antonio Rocca (1807–65), Pressenda’s apprentice, produced some beautiful cellos.


The most famous name in the Austrian school is Jacob Stainer (c.1617–83), whose instruments are distinguished by the high arching of their bellies and scrolls carved in the shape of a lion’s head. There was a time, around the late 18th century when Stainer’s instruments were considered superior to those of Stradivari. David Tecchler (c.1666–c.1747) was another fine Tyrolean maker who settled in Rome and whose cellos were made in the new styles of Amati and Stainer.


William Forster (1739–1806), Thomas Dodd (1760–c.1820) and John F. Lott (1775–1853) were British makers who have all left some handsome examples of their work to posterity.


In the 19th century, the French school of violin making was highly regarded and the cellos it produced were remarkably resonant. Two of the earliest important makers were Nicolas Lupot (1758–1824) and Pierre Silvestre (1801–59). The best known, Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume (1798–1875) also happened to be the most celebrated dealer in Paris. He produced superb copies; so convincing were his instruments that owners often mistook them for their originals. Paganini was said to have been taken in by Vuillaume’s copy of his ‘Cannon’ Guarneri del Gesù violin. Other French makers of good cellos were Charles Francois Gand (1787–1845), Auguste Bernardel (1798–1870) and Claude-Augustin Miremont (1827–87).


Among the outstanding 20th-century makers of cellos are the Italians, Sergio Peresson (1913–91), Francesco Bissolotti (b. 1929) and his pupil, Vanna Zambelli (b. 1953); the American Carl Becker Jr (b. 1919); and the Englishman Maurice Bouette (1922–92).


Finally, it would seem useful to look at the 20th-century interest in period performance on original instruments. In recent years, the so-called ‘Baroque’ cello has come into its own with many accomplished players. The cellos made by Stradivari, Amati and their contemporaries were, in fact, Baroque instruments but their fittings have since been modified (‘modernised’) to meet the demands now placed upon them. Nona Pyron’s diagrams2 in W. Pleeth’s book The Cello (see here) show how the two instruments are differently set up. With the rise of public concerts and the development of the piano in the 18th century, string players had to look for a way to increase volume and brilliance if they were to compete in chamber music. By the turn of the 18th century, modifications to violins and cellos were already taking place. The necks were canted back and the bridges heightened, while the fingerboards were lengthened to facilitate playing in higher positions. When, in the 20th century, metal strings began to replace the normal gut (some cellists, today, still use gut strings on modern instruments), the sound they produced was even more penetrating.


During the 18th century, changing taste in playing style demanded longer-phrased lines, greater dynamic variety and short, springing strokes. It was natural for players to look for new ways to achieve these effects with their bows, which were then available in several forms. The early outward-curved bows had less tension and responded to the shape of the bridge so that they almost caressed the strings, coaxing from them a gentle but rich sound appropriate to Baroque music, where articulation and light strokes were required. They were gradually replaced by experimental (‘transitional’), inward-curved models. The modern bow, perfected by François Tourte (1747–1835) in the late 18th century, with its curve in direct opposition to the bridge and greater tension of the hair, was designed to facilitate both the subtlety and power that was demanded by classical composers.


The set-up and the bow were the most significant factors in the development of the instrument. There were others which also had a bearing on performing styles, but they will be addressed chronologically and in relation to the cellists concerned.




Notes


1. Letter from Charles Beare to M.C.


2. Pleeth, The Cello, p. 26.
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The Birth of the Butterfly





Most of the history books claim that the early cellists led fairly humdrum lives, employed solely to accompany. Not until the 18th century were they supposed to have composed and played music approaching virtuoso quality. Certainly in chapels and theatres the cellist’s main role was to provide the accompaniment for singers and instrumentalists, but it was an invaluable part of any musical performance. At such times they were invited to play ‘short preludes and embellishments’ but were advised to ‘be modest therein, and use … ornamentations at the proper time and with taste’.1 However, as early as the 1680s, Marc-Antoine Charpentier composed a Sonata à huit in which both a bass viola da gamba player and a bass violin player are given solos and movements in which to accompany. Many later Baroque composers, notably Bach and Handel, composed obbligatos for the cello in cantata, oratorio and opera arias. Evidence that cellists were even required to realise figured basses comes from the Paris Conservatoire pronouncement in 1804: ‘To accompany a recitative well one must have a perfect knowledge of harmony as well as of the violoncello.’2


However, long before the 18th century there were cellists whose virtuoso facility matched that of contemporary violinists. The assumption that nothing exciting was written for or by a solo cellist until Boccherini, who ‘discovering its solo potential, transformed the caterpillar of the violin family into a butterfly’, is at best misleading.3


The first known reference to the violoncello in France is in Jambe de Fer’s Epitome Musicale (1556), and the earliest mention of a cello being played at court is in the orchestra for the Ballet Comique de la Reine in 1581. In the 17th century, the ‘Vingt-Quatre Violons du Roi’ established by Louis XIII, employed ‘basses de violon’ and, later, the orchestra of the Académie royale de Musique formed by Lully to perform his lyric tragedies.


However, it was the Italians who excelled in cello playing in the 16th and 17th centuries. The first known Italian music written specifically for the cello is a Partite sopra diverse Sonate, composed about 1650 (but never published) by Giovanni Battista Vitali. Some three decades later Domenico Gabrielli and others began publishing sonatas and ricercari specifically for cello. By the early 18th century repertory for solo cello proliferated, taking on its own identity. Before the middle of the century, dozens of works had been written for the cello.


Among the first known paid cellists is Petronio Francheschini (1650–81), employed by the Chapel of San Petronio in Bologna, which encouraged colleagues to compose specifically for the instrument, among them, Giuseppe Jacchini (c.1700), who wrote both sonatas and concertos. His Op. 4, Concerti per camera a 3 e 4 strumenti, con violoncello obbligato (1701), are generally considered to have been the first cello concertos.


But it was that inventive genius, Antonio Vivaldi, who gave us the first solo cello concertos. He wrote 27 in all, mostly for the young girls in his orchestra at the Ospedale della Pietà in Venice, so they are not works of great technical difficulty. Nonetheless, they and the six cello sonatas (c.1740) employ scale passages, arpeggios, string crossings, double stops and pedal notes. The twelve sonatas of Benedetto Marcello (1686–1739) are also an important contribution to the cello repertory. Although not a cellist himself, the Venetian clearly understood the instrument. There is in these sonatas a hint of the way in which violin music was increasingly reflected in the ever more idiomatic compositions for the cello. These sonatas are inventive, and the development of passage-work is free, flowing and greatly in advance of anything up to that time. These were the first Baroque sonatas to be published in modern times, edited by Piatti in 1874.


Giovanni Bononcini (1670–1755), one of the earliest travelling virtuosos, was also a prolific composer for the instrument. Jean-Baptiste Stuck (1680–1755), born in Florence of German parents, emigrated to Paris at the beginning of the 18th century. He became a member of the private band of the Duke of Orléans, and, later, principal cellist of the Académie orchestra. He is generally credited with introducing the cello tuned C-G-d-a to France.4


Three decades later, Antonio Vandini (c. 1700–73) was principal cellist at the Church of St Antonio in Padua, when his friend, Giuseppe Tartini led the same orchestra. It was said that when Vandini played, he made his instrument ‘speak’.


The first solo cellist to make an impact on the public was a Neapolitan, Francesco Alborea (1691–1739), known universally as ‘Franciscello’. He was also the first virtuoso to make the art of the cello known in Eastern Europe. When Quantz, flautist and court composer to Frederick the Great, heard him in Naples, he described him as ‘outstanding’ and ‘incomparable’. The Bohemian violinist Franz Benda was sent to study with Franciscello in Vienna and adopted his style completely. Charles Burney writes that Francesco Geminiani was present in Rome when Alessandro Scarlatti and Franciscello accompanied the castrato singer Nicolò ‘Nicolini’ Grimaldi in one of Scarlatti’s cantatas. It seems that Franciscello played so admirably that ‘the company, being good catholics and living in a country where miraculous powers have not yet ceased, were firmly persuaded it was not Francischelli [sic] who had played the violoncello but an angel that had descended and assumed his shape’.5 Franciscello died in Vienna where he was employed as chamber virtuoso to Count Uhlenfeld.


Evaristo dall’Abaco (1675–1742), from Verona, was a violinist, cellist and composer, and for some time chamber musician to the Elector Max Emanuel (himself a bass viola da gamba player) at Munich. His son, Joseph [Giuseppe] (1710–1805), born in Brussels, was one of the most outstanding players of his time and the composer of virtuoso pieces requiring a very advanced technique. He toured successfully throughout Europe, and in Vienna created a stir by introducing a piece for five cellos that he had written. Burney speaks highly of him and credits him with helping to popularise the cello in England. Another Italian, Giuseppe dall’Oglio, born in Padua c.1700, was the younger brother of Domenico, the famous violinist. In 1735, the two brothers went to St Petersburg to become members of the Imperial chamber music group where, as ‘pillars of the orchestra’, they served for 29 years. Another Italian who travelled throughout Europe, astonishing audiences with his brilliant performances, was Salvatore Lanzetti (1710–80). His staccato, both up- and down-bow, was said to be remarkable. He also wrote ten concertos and two sonatas for the cello.




Notes


1. Van der Straeten, History of the Violoncello, pp. 371–2.


2. Julie Anne Sadie, ‘Charpentier and the early French ensemble sonata’, Early Music 7/3 (July 1979), pp. 330–5.


3. Pleeth, The Cello, p. 231.


4. Sylvette Milliot, ‘Jean-Baptiste Stuck’, ‘Recherches’ sur la musique française classique, ix (1969), pp. 91–8.


5. Burney, A General History of Music, i, p. 629.
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Berteau and the Duports





In Italy, the cello had become so popular that by the middle of the 17th century it had ousted the bass viola da gamba. However, in northern Europe the viol continued to be favoured and in France the cello, while accepted, was regarded by some as a foreign interloper. The most extreme illustration of this is the famous diatribe by Hubert le Blanc against the rising popularity of the entire violin family in France in his Défense de la basse de viole contre les entreprises du violon et les prétentions du violoncelle (1740): ‘The violoncello, that until now has been looked upon as a miserable, hated, and pitiful wretch, whose lot was to starve to death for want of a free meal, now flatters itself that it will receive many caresses…. It conjures up a bliss that will make it weep with tenderness.’


The undisputed founder of the French school of cello playing was Martin Berteau (c.1709–71) from Valenciennes. His pupils were: Jean-Pierre Duport, Jean-Baptiste Cupis ‘le jeune’, Joseph Bonaventure Tillière and Jean-Baptiste-Aimée Joseph Janson who composed and published tutors. They all inherited his powerful, sweet tone and imparted this quality to their pupils in turn.


Berteau began his career as a viol player but having once heard the legendary Franciscello and become attracted to the cello, he devoted himself to it. He was enormously successful in the Paris salons where his charming personality and ready wit endeared him to his patrons. He would preface his playing with a droll request for ‘rosin’ which he needed in order to play well, whereupon a footman would bring him a flagon of wine and a glass on a silver salver. By all accounts he imbibed freely before commencing his recital, which no doubt prompted the remark that ‘nobody can flatter himself at present on possessing more fire than Monsieur Berteau’.1


Beauty of tone and depth of expression would seem to have been his chief qualities. He developed and made extensive use of harmonics, which, at the time, were unusual for the cello. In 1739 he made his debut at the Concert Spirituel in Paris, performing some of his own compositions. (The public Concert Spirituel was founded in 1725 for the performance of sacred vocal music, but later presented instrumental works – especially sonatas and concertos – as well.)


It is interesting that Berteau continued to use the underhand hold of the bow, which he retained from his viol-playing days. More advanced in his fingering, he already employed a more modern system, as evident in the tutors written by two of his pupils, Jean-Baptiste Cupis ‘le jeune’ and Joseph Bonaventure Tillière (before 1750–after 1790). Berteau also used the thumb position in his performances. (The thumb position performs the function of a movable nut enabling the hand to play full scales across the strings similarly as in first position by means of a fixed nut using the open string.)


Little is known about the life of Berteau’s compatriot and contemporary, Jean Barrière (c.1707–47), who came from a humble Bordelaise family and whose most important contribution to the development of cello playing in France is his music, of which four published books survive (1733–9). His first set of sonatas contains bravura passages that are a challenge even to contemporary performers. His later works are still more virtuosic. After he died, D’Aquin de Château-Lyon wrote in his Siècle Littéraire de Louis XV (1753) that ‘the famous Barrière, who died recently, possessed everything one could wish for from a violoncellist; no-one could equal his performance’.


One of the most versatile French musicians of the 18th century was Michel Corrette (1709–95), a virtuoso on the harpsichord, organ, cello and violin. He produced instruction books on singing and almost every instrument from the flute to the musette and hurdy-gurdy. In 1741 he published a cello tutor, Méthode, théorique et pratique, pour apprendre en pen de temps le violoncelle dans sa perfection. The importance of this tutor is twofold: it was the first and it throws considerable light on the early development of cello playing. Corrette describes three different ways of holding the bow, and gives precise instructions on thumb position, fingering, shifting and playing double stops and arpeggios. He advises on how to make the transition from playing the viol to playing the cello, but advocates retaining the practice of marking the fingerboard with frets in order to ensure perfect intonation.


The Parisian cellist Jean-Baptiste Cupis ‘le jeune’ (b. 1741) has often been confused with his uncle, Francois (1732–1808), also a cellist; both studied with Berteau and played in the Opéra orchestra. However, Jean-Baptiste – not François, known as ‘le cadet’, who was a drunkard and a thief – was the composer of cello sonatas, duos and a Concerto in D major (1783), and the author of the Méthode nouvelle et raisonnée pour apprendre à jouer du violoncelle (1772). Jean Henri Levasseur and Jean-Baptiste Bréval were pupils of Cupis ‘le jeune’.2


Bréval (1753–1823), who enjoyed both a solo and an administrative career with the Concert Spirituel, composed seven concertos, numerous trios, duets and solos for cello as well as symphonies concertantes and an opéra comique. In 1804 he published his Traité du violoncelle, Op. 42, claiming in the preface that it was the first cello method to address virtuoso technique.


One of Berteau’s most important pupils was Jean-Pierre Duport (1741–1818), usually called Duport l’aîné to distinguish him from his even more famous brother, Jean-Louis. They were the sons of a Parisian dancing master and both showed early signs of musical talent. Jean-Pierre was 20 when he made his debut at the Concert Spirituel in Paris, the success of which led to an immediate appointment as a member of the Prince de Conti’s private orchestra. Subsequently he was engaged to play a solo every night for a fortnight in the ‘Concerts de la Quinzaine de Pâques’. The writer in the Mercure de France of April 1762, reports:




In his hands the instrument is no longer recognisable; it speaks, expresses and renders everything with a charm greater than that thought to be exclusive to the violin. The vigour of his playing is always accentuated by the most exact precision in the performance of difficulties of which one can have no idea without a knowledge of the instrument. It appears to be unanimously agreed that this young man is the most singular phenomenon to have appeared in our salons.





In 1769 he relinquished his position with the prince in order to travel, and during this time visited Spain and England. In London he played at the Professional Concerts at the Hanover Square Rooms with the violinists Pierre La Houssaye (1735–1813) and Maddalena Lombardini Sirmen (1745–1818), both of whom were Tartini’s pupils. The latter was the young girl for whom Tartini wrote the famous letter on the ‘Art of Bowing’ dated 1760.


Jean-Pierre once had an amusing experience in his own country. When visiting a small provincial town, he saw placards announcing that he was to play that evening. Intrigued, he decided to attend the concert incognito. News of his virtuoso reputation had travelled fast and the room was packed with an eager and expectant audience. The pseudo-Duport finally appeared and gave a very inferior performance. The audience started to fidget and murmur, but when they became threatening, Duport could stand it no longer, and introduced himself. The impostor, suitably ashamed, handed his instrument to Duport who played to a spellbound audience for the remainder of the evening. The pretender apologised profusely and handed Duport the money he had dishonestly earned. But Duport threw it back warning him never again to perpetrate such deceit.


In 1773 Duport went to Berlin, where Frederick the Great engaged him as chamber musician for the royal chapel and as solo cellist for the royal opera. Duport was also tutor to the Crown Prince who afterwards became Friedrich Wilhelm II. When the prince succeeded to the throne in 1786, Duport was made director of royal chamber music, and henceforth played only at court concerts. When Mozart was in Potsdam in 1789 he wrote a set of piano variations (K573) on a minuet by Duport, and the three string quartets, K575, 589 and 590 dedicated to the king, show evidence of advanced cello technique. When Beethoven visited the court in 1796 he and Duport performed the two Op. 5 sonatas for piano and cello, which he dedicated to the king.


Jean-Pierre’s younger brother, Jean-Louis Duport (1749–1819), originally studied the violin, but with his brother’s phenomenal success, he turned to the cello, receiving his first lessons from Jean-Pierre. When Jean-Louis made his debut at the Concert Spirituel in 1768, the Mercure de France reported: ‘His execution is brilliant and astounding. His full tone is of great sweetness. Boldness and certainty characterise his playing, and promise a great future for his fine talent’


In 1783 Jean-Louis visited London where he played at the same Professional Concerts in which his brother had taken part some fifteen years earlier. Cramer’s Nachrichten for that year informs us that he surpassed Cervetto (the younger) in expression and style, although his tone was not so powerful.


Jean-Louis had been persuaded to visit London by his fellow student and good friend, John Crosdill (1755–1825), also a pupil of Duport l’aîné. They appeared together in many concerts in England and France, and remained close friends throughout their lives. Once when Crosdill was to play a concerto with Viotti in the private apartment of Marie Antoinette, the great violinist did not arrive. Duport, who had been billed to play a sonata in the same programme, and a great admirer of Viotti’s playing, asked to see the violin part; he read it through quickly and signalled for Crosdill to begin. It seems that he played it so beautifully that it appeared doubtful if Viotti could have done better on the smaller instrument. Viotti and Duport appeared together many times in public, earning Duport the nickname, ‘Viotti of the cello’. During the 1780s, Jean-Louis visited Geneva where he met the writer, Voltaire. Astonished at the sweet tone that the cellist had produced, he exclaimed, ‘Monsieur Duport, you will make me believe in miracles, when I see that you can turn an ox into a nightingale!’3


When the French Revolution broke out in 1789, Jean-Louis joined his brother in Berlin, where he was given an appointment in the royal chapel. He stayed for 17 years, but after various changes of residence, owing to invading armies and the death of his royal patron, Duport returned briefly to Paris and regained his popularity by a single concert performance. Paris was still unsettled, so Duport joined the private band of the ex-King Charles IV of Spain then living at Marseilles. In 1812 Duport settled in Paris and embarked upon the most successful period of his career.


He was appointed professor at the recently founded Conservatoire, solo cellist to the Emperor and member of the Empress Marie Louise’s musique de chambre. In this capacity he frequently performed in private concerts at the Tuileries. On one occasion Napoleon entered unexpectedly, booted and spurred. After listening attentively for some time, he is reported to have marched over to Duport, taken the instrument from him and sat down straddling it between his legs. Making some show of imitating Duport, he demanded, ‘How the devil do you hold this thing, Monsieur Duport?’ Seeing his beautiful Strad being crushed by the Emperor’s spurs, Duport cried out, ‘Sire!’ with such anguish that Napoleon smiled and handed him back the instrument. Nevertheless, the damage had been done. Though very well repaired, a small dent in the ribs still remains as a legacy of this rough handling. The instrument descended to Franchomme, who bought it for 25,000FF, then sold it to Servais, who left it to his son, Joseph, whose widow sold it for l,000,000FF. Today it is owned by the great Russian cellist, Mstislav Rostropovich.


Duport was one of the very few string players who retained command of his tone and technique to the last. When people remarked upon this fact he would reply: ‘All technical skill is acquired and retained by dint of hard work. As for the sureness of intonation, I have to thank Nature alone for it.’4 To prove the point he would fill a glass to the brim with water and carry it round the room balanced on the back of his hand without spilling a single drop. He was then almost 70. Duport composed a great deal for his instrument, including concertos, a duo concertante for piano and cello and three nocturnes, but none remain in the cello repertory.


In his Essai sur le doigté du violoncello et sur la conduite de l’archet (c.1813), he writes: ‘I have treated with minute detail the subject of double stops. This I have done for two reasons: the first is that, until now, nothing concerning them has been written, and they are so important for a good player; the second, because they have so often served me as an argument, for without an established mode of fingering, double notes are impossible.’ Duport was, of course, forgetting Corrette. Nevertheless, his was by far the most important work of its kind at a time when published methods were appearing more frequently, and it contains some of the best studies that have ever been written for the instrument, even though they were aimed mainly at the amateur, reflecting the increasing popularity of the cello as an instrument for the dilettante. Duport established a practical system of fingering which addressed the chromatic scale. In the preface, he gives us some indication of his close relationship with his elder brother: ‘Much will be found that is difficult, but nothing that is impossible to execute, as I have tried everything repeatedly myself. It has also been tried by my brother, who ever was and will be my master.’




Notes


1. Van der Straeten, History of the Violoncello, p. 263.


2. Communication from Julie Anne Sadie.


3. Van der Straeten, op. cit., p. 278.


4. Ibid., p. 281.
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The French Influence





Jean-Baptiste Janson (c.1742–1803), a pupil of Berteau, met with considerable success both as a soloist throughout Europe and as a highly regarded professor at the Paris Conservatoire from its foundation in 1795. One of Janson’s most celebrated pupils, and his successor at the conservatoire, was the versatile and energetic Charles Nicolas Baudiot (1773–1849) who held posts in the Treasury and royal chapel, and managed to continue a career as a soloist. His playing, based on a well-developed technique and perfect intonation, was said to lack power and emotional expression, a criticism often levelled at French cellists at the time. A salutary story is told about a concert hosted by the famous patron of the arts, Madame Catalini, in which Baudiot played. Following a Haydn symphony Baudiot performed a Fantasia on the Andante from the same symphony without knowing what had gone before. Thinking it intentional, the audience began to laugh, causing the poor man to lose concentration and control. The audience laughed even louder, forcing him to give up; he was led from the platform in a state of total collapse. Two of Baudiot’s most celebrated pupils were Louis Pierre Norblin and Vaslin.


Baudiot wrote a great deal for his instrument, most of which is now obsolete. His two-volume Méthode (1826–8), in which Norblin assisted him, is dedicated to Luigi Cherubini, then director of the conservatoire. The work contains much helpful advice. He considered overwork injurious to technique, and believed in giving children the best teachers available. ‘It is generally recognised that in science, literature and art, as well as in our social life, the first education requires the greatest care, its neglect leaves traces which sometimes prove indelible.’ In his directions for holding the bow, Baudiot recommends adopting the same grip as violinists employ, with all fingers on the stick in front of the nut.


The Parisian, Jean Henri Levasseur (1765–1823) studied with both Cupis and Jean-Louis Duport. His father was inspector general at the Paris Opéra, when Levasseur joined the orchestra. He was appointed as first cellist in 1789 and later a member of Napoleon’s private music, continuing in royal service even after the defeat of Napoleon.


Levasseur was also a respected professor at the Paris Conservatoire and one of the chief contributors to the 1804 Méthode de Violoncelle et de Basse d’Accompagnement by Pierre Baillot, Levasseur, Charles-Simon Catel and Baudiot. This official instruction book of the Paris Conservatoire appeared also in German, published by C. F. Peters at Leipzig. It is clear, from the text, that the cello was still not a universally familiar instrument at the beginning of the 19th century. Of particular interest are the directions for holding the instrument and bow, which are exactly the same as those given in the late 19th-century manuals, except that the endpin was not yet in use. It is suggested that the right foot is bent sideways, inward from the ankle. The choice of bow strokes, however, differs: the authors discourage using the point of the bow for detached notes, because of the difficulty in making the thick, gut strings vibrate, resulting in a hard, dry tone.


Levasseur’s most prominent pupils were Lamarre and Norblin. Jacques Michel Hurel Lamarre (1772–1823) came from a modest Parisian family, but his musical talent was so outstanding that at the age of seven he became one of Louis XVI’s pages de la musique royale and received a first-rate musical education. At 15 he studied with J.-L. Duport and by the age of 22 he was employed as a professor at the conservatoire and a cellist at the Théâtre Feydeau. Destined for a solo career, Lamarre left Paris in 1801 and his fame as a cello virtuoso spread all over Europe and Russia, where he met with great success in Moscow and St Petersburg. In 1815, he married a wealthy socialite and retired from playing in public.


Lamarre so much admired the violinist, Pierre Rode (whom Louis Spohr had also much praised), that he became known as ‘Rode of the bass’. The Belgian writer François-Joseph Fétis, who heard Lamarre play frequently, said of him: ‘He had a most wonderful execution, but his main strength lay in the rendering of chamber music. He entered more deeply into the spirit of works of that class than any other violoncellist I have ever heard, and he succeeded better than any of them to bring out all the beauties of such compositions.’1


The French-born Nicolas Joseph Platel (1777–1835) is regarded as the founder of the Belgian school of cello playing. His father was a member of the Chapelle Royale at Versailles, where the boy received his first musical training in the pages de la musique royale. At the age of ten he showed such talent for the cello that his father persuaded his friend, J.-L. Duport, to give him lessons. Duport taught the boy for two years, imparting to him the beauty of tone by which all his students were recognised. When Duport went to Berlin in 1789, Platel became a pupil of Lamarre. Platel went on to hold a series of appointments as principal cellist in Parisian theatre and opera orchestras and appeared with great success in the ‘Rue de Cléry’ concerts.


Platel was also an inveterate traveller, and if a town took his fancy he would cancel all future engagements and stay until he felt inclined to move on. The local inhabitants counted themselves fortunate that he entered into all musical activities, singing, playing the cello and even teaching. So enchanted was he with Belgium that he at once abandoned his concert tour and remained in Ghent for many years. In 1813 Platel was appointed principal cellist of the opera orchestra at Antwerp. Six years later he moved to Brussels where he held a similar post at the Grand Théâtre. In 1826 the Prince de Chimay offered him a teaching position at the newly opened Royal School of Music in Brussels at the handsome salary of 500 francs per annum. When it became the Conservatoire de Musique in 1831, he was re-appointed as a full professor. Among his many pupils were Servais, Batta and De Munck, who became distinguished soloists and influential teachers. He wrote a considerable amount of music for his instrument including five concertos and three books of sonatas.


By the beginning of the 19th century, the standard of cello playing in France and Germany challenged the previous Italian supremacy. Meanwhile, styles characteristic of each country had begun to emerge. German players favoured a serious expression of emotion, supported by a powerful tone and highly developed left-hand technique, while the French played with the grace and elegance appropriate to the courts of Louis XV and XVI. In France the standard bearer for both violinists and cellists was Giovanni Battista Viotti, who had taken the Italian style of playing to Paris. While French string players took to lighter bowing, excelling in spiccato2 and staccato3, the Germans, especially Romberg and his successors, were unsurpassed in their considerable left-hand facility.


Most prominent among French cellists of this period were Norblin and Franchomme. Louis-Pierre Norblin (1781–1854) was born in Warsaw, the child of a well-known French painter Norblin de la Gourdain and a Polish mother. Louis-Pierre showed early talent for the cello, and in 1798 he was taken to Paris, where he studied with Baudiot and then Levasseur at the Conservatoire. He played at the Théâtre Italien and in 1811 became principal cellist at the Opéra, a post he held for 30 years. Meanwhile, in 1823, he succeeded Levasseur as professor at the Conservatoire where his most celebrated pupil was Franchomme. An excellent soloist and an accomplished quartet player, Norblin was a member of the Baillot String Quartet for many years. He also performed with the violinist François-Antoine Habeneck, with whom he founded the Conservatoire Concerts in 1828. Norblin had many interests outside music: his collection of paintings, drawings, prints and coins was said in its day to be the finest in Paris.


Auguste Franchomme (1808–84), from Lille, began his studies under a mediocre teacher at Lille Conservatoire. After gaining a Premier Prix in 1821 he took his place in the class of Pierre Baumann, a fine musician who became his mentor. In 1825 he went to Paris to study with Levasseur and Norblin at the Conservatoire winning another Premier Prix a year later. While still a student Franchomme took up an appointment at the Théâtre de l’Ambigu-Comique, and afterwards became principal cellist at the Opéra and the Théâtre Italien. When the Conservatoire Concerts were founded in 1828, Franchomme became a member and solo cellist of the Chapelle Royale. Appointed second professor at the Conservatoire in 1825, he succeeded Norblin as first professor in 1846. As solo playing and chamber music had always appealed to him more than playing in an orchestra, he left the theatre jobs after a few years. He formed a string quartet with the celebrated violinist, Delphin Alard and organised chamber music soirées with the pianist Karl Hallé (later the founder of the Hallé Orchestra).


A friend of Chopin, Franchomme collaborated with the composer on the Grand Duo Concertante (on themes from Meyerbeer’s Robert le Diable) and the Sonata Op. 65, which Chopin dedicated to him. Franchomme himself published a number of works for his instrument, including transcriptions of violin sonatas by Mozart and Beethoven, solos with piano, a concerto, and the celebrated Twelve Caprices, Op. 7, which still retain a place in the standard literature.


Franchomme combined a full and expressive tone with brilliant left-hand facility and, in addition, possessed the rare gift of interpretation. His cantilena was said to be most moving and always evoked an enthusiastic response from his audience. In 1842 Franchomme acquired the famous ‘Duport’ Stradivarius from the great cellist’s son, who declared, ‘You are Duport’s successor, and you alone should have this instrument.’ Nonetheless it did not prevent him demanding a high price (22,000FF francs, or about £880 at the time).


One of Franchomme’s students, who became better known as a teacher than as a soloist and who succeeded his master at the conservatoire, was Jules Delsart (1844–1900), from Valenciennes. He trained many first-class cellists including Paul Bazelaire. Delsart performed in London on several occasions, taking part in the first performance of Popper’s Requiem for three cellos and orchestra, Op. 66 with the composer and Edward Howell in 1892. His published arrangements include César Franck’s Violin Sonata in A.


Practically nothing is known about the early life of Baudiot’s pupil, Vaslin (b. 1794), except that he entered the Paris Conservatoire at the age of 14 and gained a post in the orchestra at the Théâtre Variétés the following year. He later became a professor at the Conservatoire, where one of his pupils was Jacques Offenbach.


In 1884, at the age of 90, Vaslin published his L’Art du violoncelle. The instructions for holding the bow condemn the habit of letting the wrist fall below the level of the arm. He claimed that he based his style of playing on that of the violinist Pierre Baillot, earning him the nickname, ‘Le Baillotin’.


Vaslin owned a fine 1725 Stradivari cello, which, according to the Hills, he acquired in 1827 for £160. He parted with it in 1869 but Hill gives an interesting account of his treatment of it in the intervening years. It seems that when he had ‘grown old and fidgety’ – he was over 80 at the time – he became obsessed with the idea that something was wrong with the neck. When Gand, Rambeaux and many other Parisian luthiers tried unsuccessfully to correct the supposed fault, he tried scraping it down himself. Vaslin finally sold it to the well-known amateur cellist and collector, Jules Galley, who wrote, ‘I followed the wanderings of this admirable instrument to the different luthiers with a sad heart, and watched during many years for my opportunity to secure it. At last, in 1869, an offer of £600, plus my own Stradivari, which I valued at £400, obtained it for me.’4 The ‘Vaslin’ is currently owned by Martin Lovett, cellist of the Amadeus String Quartet.




Notes


1. Van der Straeten, History of the Violoncello, p. 293.


2. Spiccato: A succession of notes (martelé) in one bow (the bow remaining on the string).


3. Staccato: A single note played by a single bow stroke (detached).


4. Hill et al, Antonio Stradivari: His Life and Work, p. 141.
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The Forgotten Genius





‘Truly one of the most distinguished instrumental composers of his country … he was, in his earlier years, an admirable violoncellist, with an incomparable tone and an expressive musicality which gave to his instrument a magical charm.’ This assessment, reflecting Boccherini’s reputation among his musical contemporaries, came in his obituary in the August 1805 issue of the Leipzig Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung.


A key figure in the development of the art of cello playing in the second half of the 18th century, Luigi Boccherini (1743–1805) rendered an immense service to the instrumental music of Italy, Spain and France, and was one of the first in these countries to compose quartets in which all the instruments are employed in obbligato fashion. Even before Haydn, he created a sensation with this type of music.


Born in Lucca, in Tuscany, Boccherini was the son of the earliest double-bass soloist, Leopoldo Boccherini. Not surprisingly, he showed an early talent for music and, at five years old, he began cello lessons with his father. By the age of nine he had progressed well enough to continue his studies with Francesco Vanucci, maestro di cappella of the Lucca Cathedral of San Martino. He made his first public appearance at 13 and completed his education by studying for a few months in 1757 with G. B. Costanzi, maestro di cappella of St Peter’s and formerly a pupil of Tartini.


Before the end of 1757 Boccherini and his father were engaged as members of the imperial theatre orchestra in Vienna. Young Boccherini returned briefly to Lucca in 1759 and again the following year. In 1760 he completed a set of six trios for two violins and cello obbligato, which became his Op. 1. However, in 1763 he assumed his post in Vienna for the third time. In 1764 Boccherini was given 66 florins and 2 kreuzer over and above his regular salary. A note against his name on a list of such beneficiaries, reads: ‘Luigi Boccherini, violoncellist, gave a great concert at which, with the assistance of his father, Leopoldo, he performed, upon the violoncello, his compositions for one or two violoncellos. This concert ranks him among the virtuosi of the Music Academy.’1


In April 1764, the Grand Council of Lucca invited Boccherini to take up an appointment as ‘player of the violoncello, by the grace of the Most Excellent Council, with a salary of five scudi a month, with the confirmation of the usual obligations and with the stipulation that he shall not enjoy this salary during his absence from the city and state, and that the time of such absence shall not exceed one month, and that only with the permission of Their Excellencies’.2


Boccherini was required to play for services in the municipal chapel and in performances in the theatre as well as to provide an accompaniment to the councilmen’s morning meal.


However eager Boccherini was to take up this post in Lucca, the reality must have been disappointing. Perhaps he felt isolated at being one of a small band of artists, and needed the stimulus from musicians with a similar talent. In any case, he played there for the last time in January 1765, after which he and his father made their way to Milan, where he took part in the first known public performance of a string quartet. Giuseppe Cambini recorded this event in his Memoirs:




In my youth, I had the happiness to spend six months in this delightful situation. Three great masters, [Filippo] Manfredi, the supreme violinist of all Italy for playing in an orchestra or in a quartet, Nardini, so renowned for the perfection of his style and for his virtuosity, and Boccherini, whose merits are sufficiently known, did me the honour of inviting me to play the viola with them.3





When his father died the following year, Boccherini was left to his own resources. He turned to the violinist, Manfredi, who had become his friend and musical partner, and together they undertook an extensive concert tour throughout northern Italy, going on to Paris in 1767.


It was a fact of Parisian musical life that no artist was invited to perform at the Concert Spirituel until he had played at the luxurious house of Baron de Bagge in the Place des Victoires. A musical connoisseur and wealthy patron of the arts, the baron held soirées every Friday, where visiting virtuosos and talented amateurs performed before a discriminating gathering of Parisian musicians which included Jean-Pierre Duport, and the great violinists, François-Joseph Gossec and Pierre Gaviniès. The baron was not only impressed with Boccherini’s playing, but also took a personal liking to him and invited him to stay in his house. Although Boccherini came into contact with all the prominent artistic personalities of the lively pre-revolutionary era, he was never presented at court.


In the late 18th century, Italian music was beginning to lose the prestige it had previously enjoyed abroad. Fashion now favoured German ideas; the accent was on spontaneity, simplicity and a feeling for nature. When Boccherini and Manfredi appeared at the Concert Spirituel on 20 March 1768, they wisely aimed to stir the emotions of their audience rather than astound them with virtuosity, and there is no doubt they succeeded, for the audience gave them a rapturous reception. The April issue of the Mercure de France reports: ‘M. Boccherini, already known to us by his impressive trios and quartets, performed in a masterly fashion, upon the violoncello, a sonata of his own composition.’


In 1769, through the Spanish ambassador in France, Boccherini and Manfredi were invited to Madrid and there met the Infante Don Luis, for whom Boccherini composed the six Op. 8 quartets. Early in the following year Boccherini was appointed ‘violoncellist of his Chamber and composer of music’ with the authorisation of the king, Charles III. Under his contract he was bound to write exclusively for his master but was allowed to publish his music. He was paid an annual salary of 30,000 reals, equalling about £350 at the time (a much larger stipend than, for example, that of the prince’s confessor, his personal physician, the librarian or the chief officer of his wardrobe). This happy period lasted for 15 years: Boccherini applied himself to his work with enthusiasm and vigour and was fortunate in having, among the musicians at court, the Font family, a father and three sons who, together, formed a superb quartet. Boccherini composed his earliest quintets to play with them.


In 1771, Boccherini married Clementina Pelicho, who bore him five children but died of a stroke in 1785. The death of Don Luis the same year put Boccherini in a precarious position. Boccherini petitioned Charles III, asking for royal protection. The King agreed, guaranteeing his salary as before (now 12,000 reals per year), and promised that he should fill the first vacancy for a cellist in the Chapel Royal.


An account of a performance in Madrid in the early 1780s, of six of Boccherini’s quintets given in honour of the Prussian ambassador of Frederick the Great reached the heir to the throne, Friedrich Wilhelm, himself a keen cellist. In October 1783, Boccherini received a letter from him, accompanied by the gift of a gold box, telling him how much he enjoyed playing some of his music and that he looked forward to more. At the time Boccherini could do little but accept the compliment gracefully, but the Infante’s death in 1785 freed Boccherini to dedicate works to other patrons. The Prince (soon to become Friedrich Wilhelm II) was also aware of this fact and in January 1786 offered Boccherini the title of ‘Composer of Our Chamber’, for which he would receive a pension of 1,000 German crowns, to be paid annually in return for a specified number of quartets and quintets to be sent by post.


Boccherini’s fertile creative powers had never been in greater demand, for he also composed music for the distinguished Duchess of Benavente-Osuna, a wealthy patron of the arts who welcomed Italian and French musicians to her salon. As director of the duchess’s 16-strong orchestra in 1786, Boccherini appeared resplendent in a costume of rich silk velvet and white satin, while his musicians were dressed in uniforms of common cloth. These concerts were high points in the Madrid social calendar. But from 1787 his name disappears from the annals of the Osuna household and details of Boccherini’s post at the Berlin court are mostly lost, although both appointments may have continued as late as 1798. It is known only that Boccherini remarried in 1787: his new wife was Maria Porreti, the daughter of a cellist friend, Domingo Porreti.


In the late 1790s the avaricious Paris publisher Pleyel recognised in Boccherini’s compositions an opportunity for his own gain. When approached, the ‘gentle, patient and polite’ Boccherini was delighted at the prospect of a steady market for his music. The letters of Boccherini to Pleyel (published in full by Germaine de Rothschild) chronicle a saga of broken promises and deception, on Pleyel’s part, at every turn. It seems Boccherini’s letters were seldom answered, his manuscripts not returned and money constantly withheld. Nevertheless, Boccherini continued to address him, ‘My dear beloved Pleyel’ and sign himself, ‘your dear friend and servant’.


When Boccherini’s two daughters died within a few days of each other from an epidemic in 1802, Boccherini lost all will to live. He was in poor health and unable to play, a modest pension from Charles III and the publication of his music remained his only livelihood. But the unscrupulous Pleyel continued to keep him short and on 28 May 1805, impoverished, he died, aged 62.


In his obituary, in the Gazette Musicale Générale de Paris, Boccherini was described as ‘a marvellous violoncellist’. ‘Above all, he charmed us by the incomparable sonority and the peculiarly expressive singing tone of his instrument.’ But at the time of his death, the emerging romantic style occupied the attention of many of the younger generation. In Germany, Spohr thought little of Boccherini’s music, and Felix Mendelssohn described one of his quintets as, ‘a peruke, beneath which might be seen the smiling features of a kindly old man’.4


In our day, the Dutch cellist Anner Bylsma considers Boccherini to be the greatest figure in the history of the instrument, but stresses that his music is most effective when played on period instruments. Of Boccherini’s chamber music he has observed:




In a quintet, the texture and sensuality of sound is of more importance than the actual themes. All five voices can be heard continuously and are equally delightful for player or listener. In score, there is no music quite like it. One cellist may be carried away just playing an open string where the viola pleasingly doubles the first violin’s melody, ponticello, the second cello playing pizzicato arpeggios, and the second violinist alternating octaves lightly over two strings. Most surprising is Boccherini’s use of many different descriptions for ‘soft’: piano, pianissimo, suave, amorosa, mezzo voce, etc. When loud, his music is ‘folkish’ and irresistibly happy. His pianissimos are often breathtakingly sad, but at the same time, sweet.5





Boccherini was one of the first of the Italian school to give expression to the solo and virtuoso aspects of the instrument by aiding the soprano range through the extensive use of thumb position. He extended beyond his predecessors the playing of double stops as well as fast passages, requiring great facility in performance. Bylsma notes that, ‘Dissonances often appear high upon a lower string where the resolution comes lower on a higher string, not unlike a stopped note to obtain dissonance on a natural horn.’6


Until Boccherini’s time, the favoured manner of writing for the cello in its highest register was to use the violin clef (as with Mozart and Beethoven), but intended to sound an octave lower than written. By using five clefs (soprano, alto, tenor, bass and treble), Boccherini wrote everything as it would sound; there was therefore less need to use leger lines for passages in the highest register. Through his composition Boccherini opened up new horizons in cello writing. ‘Texture is a dynamic element in Boccherini’s chamber music … In a sensuous, wholly Latin way, he relished the sound of an ensemble of instruments for its own sake. He used bowed tremolandos extensively in inner parts, to lend movement and vibrancy to the music; he used double stops more for their enriching effect than from harmonic necessity, and triple or quadruple stops to create dramatic accents.7


Boccherini spent so much of his time abroad that his native country was not only deprived of his talent, but also of the personal contact that teaching would have afforded. Had he remained in Italy, he would have been to the cello what Corelli and Tartini were to the violin. His withdrawal caused a loss which was never made good, because in Italy there was no one of equal importance to continue his work.




Notes


1–2. Rothschild, Luigi Boccherini: His Life and Work, p. 14.


3. Ibid., p. 19.


4. Mendelssohn, Reisebriefe aus den Jahren 1830–1832, quoted in Rothschild, p. 89.


5–6. Quoted from interview, M.C.


7. Grove, 6th edn., 2, p. 828.
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Enter the English





The cello made a slow start in England. Here the viol reigned supreme until the mid-18th century, mainly because it was regarded as a gentleman’s instrument. Rejected by the nobility, the violin was associated with dancing in taverns and fairgrounds. King Charles I, Lord Francis North, Lord Crewe and other members of the nobility all took their part in a consort of viols. Charles II, who spent his youth in exile in France, was more progressive, modelling his ‘Twenty-four Violins’ on Louis XIV’s ‘grande bande’. After the Restoration in 1660, Charles II did his best to emulate French taste in everything. However, this influence did not spread far outside the court.


The vogue for Italian opera at the beginning of the 18th century attracted string players to London. Many of the cellists were themselves Italian and had close connections with George Frideric Handel.1 The Roman Nicola Francesco Haym (1678–1729) arrived in 1700 and was already pursuing parallel careers as a cellist, impresario and opera librettist when Handel himself arrived in 1711. From 1707, a ‘Mr Francisco’ played alongside Haym and Giovanni Schiavonetti in the opera house orchestra; in 1711, ‘S. Francesco’ played in the orchestra for Handel and Haym’s Rinaldo and, from 1712, Francisco Goodsens (d. 1741) divided his time between the Queen’s Music and the Chapel Royal. Another Roman, Filippo (‘Pipo’ or ‘Pippo’) Amadei (1690–1730), arrived in 1718 and joined the Haymarket theatre orchestra. Two years later, the Bolognese Giovanni Bononcini (1670–1747) was appointed opera composer to Handel’s Royal Academy of Music. During the 1730s and 40s, further Italian cellists – Andreas Caporale, Giacobo Basevi Cervetto (c.1682–1783) and Salvatore Lanzetti (c.1710–c.1780) – settled in London.


Cervetto, born of Jewish parents, came to London in 1728 and set up as a musical instrument dealer. Finding little profit in his chosen trade, he turned to perfecting his playing on the cello, and apparently achieved a high standard of performance. In 1739, Burney wrote of him: ‘This worthy professor, who remained in England until the time of his death, at above a hundred, with Abaco, Lanzetti, Pasqualini and [Andrea] Caporale, about this time, brought violoncello into favour, and made us nice judges of that instrument.’2


For many years Cervetto was solo cellist at Drury Lane when David Garrick was the darling of the London stage. A popular figure, he was constantly teased about his large nose. ‘Play up, Nosey’ was a frequent call from the gallery, which he took in good humour. He was also a born diplomat: once, when Garrick was playing Sir John Brute – the rapt audience drinking in every syllable uttered by their idol – Cervetto yawned so loudly that he had the entire audience in fits of laugher. Garrick was highly offended, but Cervetto pleaded: ‘I beg ten thousand pardons, but I always do so ven I am ver much please.’3 Eventually, Cervetto went into theatre management and became a very rich man. He continued to play the cello and took on a number of pupils, one of the most talented being his son, James.


A remarkable story surrounds the English cellist, Bartholomew Johnson (1710–1814), a Yorkshireman from Wykeham near Scarborough who lived to be 104. Around 1770 he appeared as a cello soloist in London and was for 70 years one of the ‘town waits’. Highly respected, both as man and musician, he celebrated his 100th birthday with a Jubilee Dinner and musical performance at the Freemason’s Lodge, Scarborough. A medal was struck to mark the event. At about ten o’clock Johnson joined a string quartet to perform a minuet he had composed nearly 60 years earlier. Among the 70 guests was Lord Mulgrave, who subsequently commissioned a portrait of Johnson by J. Jackson, which he presented to the Corporation and now hangs in the Council Chamber of the Town Hall. In the obituary that appeared in the Gentleman’s Magazine he is described as, ‘a celebrated musical character’.


Another British cellist, the Durham-born Stephen Paxton (1735–87), came from a distinguished family of musicians and was a prominent cellist in London over a 40-year period. Also a bass singer, he belonged to the Anacreontic Society and the Noblemen and Gentlemen’s Catch Club, and was praised by Charles Burney (1789) for his ‘judicious manner of accompanying the voice’. He published several collections of solos for cello and duets with violin as well as Masses and motets; his Cello Concerto (n.d.) was published posthumously. Between 1756 and 1783, he played in the private band of William Sharp (first in Mincing Lane and, from 1769, in Old Jewry). According to the Public Advertiser, Paxton appeared as a chamber musician and soloist in numerous public concerts between 1761 and 1787, including the first Handel commemorations in 1784. In the 1763 edition of Mortimer’s Directory, he is listed as a cellist among the masters and professors of music in London.


Paxton was a member of the Royal Society of Musicians from 1757 and took an active role in fundraising on behalf of ‘decay’d’ musicians and their dependants; as a Catholic convert, he also helped to raise funds for the Sardinian Chapel. In the obituary published in the Gentleman’s Magazine, attention was drawn both to ‘his exemplary virtues and universal charity’ and his eminence as a musician.4


A print by James McArdell describes Benjamin Hallet (1743–65) as ‘a child, not five Years old who, under the tuition of Mr Oswald Performed on the Flute at Drury Lane Theatre Anno 1748 for 50 Nights with extraordinary Skill & Applause, and in the following Year was able to play his part in any Concert on the Violoncello’.


The picture shows that because of his size he was forced to hold the instrument like a double bass, supporting it with the left hand, and holding the bow at a point a least one-third of its length from the heel. In advertisements he is called simply ‘The Child’, alongside the actors David Garrick and Susannah Cibber. In 1752, ‘at the particular desire of Several Persons of Quality’, Benjamin Hallet – now nine years of age – was given ‘a Benefit’. After ‘A Grand Piece with Kettle-Drums and Trumpets’, there is a Solo on the Violoncello by Cupid (Benjamin Hallet) who also speaks an epilogue. It was announced that, ‘the house will be made very warm, and illuminated with wax lights’.5 A further Benefit was held for young Hallet the following year, but for whatever reason, his career as a cello soloist appears to have ended there.


The London-born John Crosdill (1755–1825) began his musical career as a choirboy at Westminster Abbey. His father gave him his first lessons and, at the age of nine, Crosdill appeared in a concert given by Siprutini, in which they played a duet for two cellos. In 1768 he was elected a member of the Royal Society of Musicians. A year later he was appointed principal cellist in the orchestra of the annual Three Choirs Festival at Gloucester, a position he held until his retirement (except in 1778, when the younger Cervetto took his place). In 1775 Crosdill went to Paris to study with the elder Duport, side by side with Jean-Louis Duport, whom he later persuaded to play in London.


When the Concert of Ancient Music was established in London in 1776, Crosdill was appointed principal cellist. He also took up court posts, becoming a member of the Chapel Royal and the King’s Band of Music, and chamber musician to Queen Charlotte. He gave cello lessons to the Prince of Wales (afterwards George IV) and, as a result became the most fashionable cello teacher in Britain. His many pupils included both members of the aristocracy and several people who later became professional musicians. The Yorkshire-born Robert Lindley and the Dane Henry Griesbach, both studied with Crosdill. He appeared frequently at the Professional Concerts at the Hanover Square Rooms and organised the Ladies Concerts which took place at the homes of leading socialites. Crosdill amassed a considerable fortune, married well and retired early from public life, emerging only once in 1821, to play at the coronation of George IV.


Crosdill, said to have an amiable disposition, showed great generosity towards his fellow musicians by bequeathing £1,000 to the Royal Society of Musicians.


James Cervetto (1747–1837), son of Venetian-born Giacobo Basevi Cervetto, from whom he received his first lessons, appeared as a cello soloist at the Little Haymarket Theatre on 23 April 1760 at the age of 13. In 1771 he was appointed principal cellist in the Queen’s Private Band. If he lacked the fiery temperament and execution of Crosdill, his tone was sweeter and more expressive, perhaps because of his contact with Karl Friedrich Abel, the celebrated bass viol player who served as a model for many cellists of the time. Burney claimed that he exceeded his father while still a child and that later, ‘his tone and expression were equal to those of the best tenor voices’.6


From 1780 onwards Cervetto played in the Professional Concerts along with Crosdill and his contemporaries, and also with Duport and Baumgarten when they visited London in 1783. According to the 1784 issue of Cramer’s Magazine, in March that year he had played a concerto of his own composition with ‘the power of tone and nobility of style which one is accustomed to hear from this artist’. Cervetto toured Europe for seven years, performing with great success in the major cities.


He produced a considerable amount for his instrument including Twelve Solos for a Violoncello with a Through Bass for the Harpsichord (c.1750), and Twelve Sonatinas and Six Lessons or Divertimenti for two cellos (1761). His compositions reflect advances in technique in terms of passage work and variety of double stops.


It is important to remember that at the time there were very few instruction books to guide these cellists. Technique was passed down from teacher to pupil. One of the first tutors was published by Robert Crome under the title, The Complete Tutor for the Violoncello containing the Best and Easiest Instructions for Learners (c.1765). The second edition offers early evidence of the use of an endpin:




This instrument may be consider’d as a large Fiddle only held the contrary way, and the fourth string is next to the Bow Hand, as the Body is turn’d downward, the lower part is to rest on the Calves of the Legs supported with the knees, but for the greater ease of a Learner we wou’d advize him to have a hole made in the Tail-pin and a Wooden Peg to screw into it to rest on the Floor which may be taken out when he Pleases.7





He implies that once the pupil becomes an expert he will no longer need the peg (or endpin). Crome also advocates the modern bow hold and the practice of tying pieces of fiddle string under the strings to form frets as an aid for intonation.


Yorkshire seems to have been a good breeding ground for cellists. Rotherham-born Robert Lindley (1776–1855) was by far the greatest English cellist to date. His father, a violinist, gave him his first lessons on that instrument, but Lindley soon exchanged it for a cello. When he was only nine he appeared at the Brighton Theatre, stepping in for an indisposed soloist. He not only brought the house down with his brilliant playing, but was invited back to take part in further concerts.


At 16 he had lessons with James Cervetto, and in 1794 became principal cellist of the Opera at the King’s Theatre in London, a position he held for the next 57 years. He also appeared as a soloist in the Ancient Concerts and those given by the Philharmonic Society.


Lindley enjoyed a friendship with Domenico Dragonetti (1763–1846), the virtuoso double-bass player, lasting over 50 years. Wasielewski elaborates: ‘Their performances of Corelli violin sonata transcriptions were legendary. Nothing could be compared with the intimacy of their mutual musical sympathy. They played together at the same desk at the Opera and every orchestral concert of any importance, and Lindley’s performance of the accompaniment to recitative, from figured bass, was most elaborate and ingenious.’8


The French writer and amateur cellist, Louis Antoine Vidal (1820–91) was less impressed with Lindley’s playing. He describes it as being ‘cold, and in technique and style he remained far behind Romberg, Lamarre, Bohrer and Servais’.9 Over a century later William H. Husk writes slightly more enthusiastically in Grove:




Lindley’s tone was remarkable for its purity, richness, mellowness and volume. His technique, for that date, was remarkable, and his accompaniment of recitative was in its way perfection, though his style was wholly unsuited to recitativo secco.10





This remark stems from the criticism that in operatic performances he took liberties by over-embellishing his recitative accompaniments. Nevertheless, when the Royal Academy of Music was founded in London in 1822, Lindley was appointed one of the first cello professors.
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Father of the German School





One of the most important cellists in the latter half of the 18th century, and the undisputed father of the German school of cello playing, was Bernhard Heinrich Romberg (1767–1841). It was not only his technical skill and musicality that attracted audiences throughout Europe, but also his considerable gifts as a composer. Romberg was, for the cello, the main bridge between the Classical and Romantic periods, linking Boccherini and Duport. He revolutionised the technique of the instrument, exploring its capabilities in a way that looked forward to Servais and Davidov in the 19th century.


Romberg was born in Dinklage, to a distinguished family of musicians who, over several generations, had produced string and wind players, pianists and singers. His father was clarinettist to the Prince Elector at Münster, and his cousin, Andreas, a virtuoso violinist and composer. Bernhard received his first instruction on the cello from the court cellist Johann Schlick (c.1759–c.1825), a great virtuoso, and later from the Viennese, Franz Marteau.


At the age of seven he appeared at a public concert with Andreas, with whom he later toured the principal cities of Europe. In 1784, this brilliant pair captivated Parisian society at a soirée at the home of Baron Bagge. At the Concert Spirituel, they made such an impression that the composer, François Philidor (whose consuming passion was chess, at which he was said to be unbeatable), introduced them to the great violinist, Viotti, then at the height of his fame. Romberg would also have heard Jean-Philippe Duport in Paris. The French influences both on his playing and composition almost certainly stemmed from this period.


For several years Romberg and his cousin played in the Münster court orchestra, and later moved to Bonn where they met the Ries family, the leading Czech cellist, Joseph Reicha, and Beethoven, who was then organist and court violist. During this time Franz Ries, Andreas and Bernhard Romberg formed a string quartet with Beethoven as their violist. They also played in a piano trio with Beethoven. When the French invaded Germany in 1782, Beethoven and Romberg escaped together working as kitchen boys on a Rhine river boat.


Beethoven thought highly of Romberg and his playing, but the latter had little understanding of his friend’s music. In his autobiography, Spohr tells how Romberg suggested it was impossible to play ‘such absurd stuff’ as Beethoven’s Op. 18 quartets. On another occasion it is claimed that Romberg struggled with one of the Op. 59 Razumovsky quartets and, failing to understand its meaning, threw it on the floor with the retort, ‘Nobody can play that!’ Furthermore, when Beethoven wanted to write a cello concerto for him, Romberg rejected the offer with the excuse that he performed only his own compositions. With the outbreak of the French Revolution, the cousins moved to Hamburg, and from there undertook a long concert tour which included their debut in Vienna. Beethoven, already living there, persuaded Romberg to take the cello part (the less difficult of the two) in the Op. 5 sonatas. Parting from his cousin for the first time, Romberg toured England, Spain and Portugal. At a soirée at the Lisbon court, King Ferdinand VII, a good amateur musician, stood in for his cousin on the violin.


The success in 1801 of Romberg’s concerts in Paris resulted in the offer of a professorship at the conservatoire. He accepted, but returned to Hamburg two years later. He subsequently became principal cellist to the Prussian court chapel at Berlin in 1805, where he often performed with the Duports. Spohr, who heard him play at this time, considered him to have been ‘in the flower of his virtuosity’. The exacting German critic, Friedrich Rochlitz, went even further: ‘Romberg is the most accomplished of all living violoncellists … Since the time of Mozart, the most discriminating audience has never been as greatly enraptured by any other artist, both as performer and composer.’1


Four years later, in the midst of the Napoleonic wars, Romberg went to Russia – he made six visits in all – meeting with unparalleled success. Russian critics wrote glowing accounts of his performances and the nobility vied with one another to entertain him as their house guest. Romberg had a close friendship with Count Mathieu Wielhorsky, his pupil and a fine amateur. Through his travels in Russia, Romberg did a great deal to stimulate interest in cello playing there, especially in provincial towns where he was able to reach musicians who otherwise might never have had the opportunity to hear such an artist.
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