
CHAPTER 5 Virtuosos 
Paganini and Liszt 

STIMULUS 
The enlargement and social broadening of the musical public in response to new economic, demographic, 
and technological conditions was the great nineteenth-century musical change. Its most immediate effect, 
and one with an eventually profound if sometimes indirect influence on all performing and composing 
activity, is often called “the democratization of taste.” Attitudes toward it vary with attitudes toward 
democracy itself. From the aristocratic standpoint the democratization of taste meant the debasement of 
taste. From the standpoint of the bourgeoisie it meant the enlivening, the enrichment, but above all the 
enhanced accessibility and social relevance of art. 

From the point of view of artists, the democratization of taste meant a new competitiveness, as 
institutional or household patronage gave way to the collective patronage of a ticket-buying public. The 
surest road to success no longer lay in reaching high, toward a secure career-niche at the most exclusive 
social plane, but in reaching wide, “packing them in.” The ability to astonish as well as move became 
paramount. The age, in short, of the itinerant virtuoso was born. We are still living in it. 

There were always itinerant musicians—“wand'ring minstrels,” vagabond players, street serenaders. The 
difference was that such musicians, especially the instrumentalists, had formerly subsisted at the margins 
of society, only remotely involved with the literate traditions we have been tracing, which were the 
product and preserve of the higher social echelons. The new nineteenth-century itinerants, by contrast, 
were the stars of the musical world, and took their place among the literate tradition's primary bearers 
and beneficiaries. 

For our purposes, the line begins with the Italian violinist Niccolò Paganini (1782–1840). He was not the 
first of the new breed, to be sure, and came from the land that had the longest, most illustrious tradition 
of string virtuosity. But he made a career of unprecedented brilliance and notoriety, arousing in its wake 
an unprecedented degree of envy and zealous emulation that went far beyond the confines of his—or any 
particular—instrument. In the pithy summary of the violinist-historian Boris Schwarz, “by his 
development of technique, his exceptional skills and his extreme personal magnetism,” Paganini “not only 
contributed to the history of the violin as its most famous virtuoso, but drew the attention of Romantic 
composers to the significance of virtuosity as an element of art.”1 

He was born in the northern coastal city of Genoa, then as now Italy's chief seaport and commercial 
center. As a transport hub Genoa received many foreign visitors, especially from Central Europe, for 
which it was the main trade outlet. And so it was that a flashy Polish violinist, August Duranowski, 
happened to give a concert at the Genoese church of San Filippo Neri and aroused the jealous admiration 
of the twelve-year-old Paganini, whose precocious talents were then just emerging, with his “multitude of 
technical tricks,” as Paganini later confessed to a biographer. 
 



The other main formative influence came directly from the “classical” tradition of Italian string virtuosity, 
when Paganini rediscovered L'arte del violino, a set of twelve concertos by Pietro Locatelli (1695–1764), 
published in Amsterdam in 1733, each sporting a pair of enormous unaccompanied cadenzas 
called capricci ad libitum. Paganini modeled his first published composition, 24 Caprices for 
unaccompanied violin, directly on Locatelli's capricci, and even incorporated a theme from one of them 
into the first in his own set, as if flaunting his outdone predecessor as a trophy. The technical standard 
Paganini set with this publication was as much on the cutting edge of virtuosity as Locatelli's had been 
seventy years before, incorporating not only Duranowski's bag of tricks but a whole array of which 
Paganini was the inventor, and which, until the Caprices were published, nobody else could duplicate. 
They remain a benchmark of consummate virtuosity to this day. 

All twenty-four are thought to have been completed by 1805, when Paganini was serving as court soloist to 
the Princess Elisa Baciocchi, Napoleon Bonaparte's sister, recently installed by her brother as viceroy in 
the Italian city-state of Lucca. By 1809, armed with the caprices, Paganini felt ready to renounce the 
security of a court appointment and ply his trade as a free musical entrepreneur in a style “calculated for 
the great masses” (as he put it to another violinist composer, Louis Spohr, for whom he declined to play in 
private).2 

A patient, purposeful sort, Paganini confined his activities to Italy for almost twenty years before 
attempting the conquest of the European capitals. During this time he composed a number of concertos, 
which he would need for orchestral appearances in the big European centers, and, in 1820, published the 
caprices, with a half-deferential, half-challenging dedication Agli artisti, “to the artists,” that is, his rivals. 
The book was met, probably just as Paganini hoped, with scorn and disbelief, and widely pronounced 
unplayable. In 1828, delayed longer than he intended by several serious illnesses that left him with a 
cadaverous look he would later turn famously to his advantage, Paganini finally headed across the Alps. 

The first city on the invader's map was Vienna. A measure of his effect there can be found in the 
recollection of Schubert's friend Eduard Bauernfeld that in the aftermath of his one-and-only benefit 
concert (described in chapter 2), Schubert insisted on treating Bauernfeld to one of Paganini's recitals, 
saying, “I have stacks of money now—so come on. We'll never hear his like again!”3 (Afterward, Schubert 
wrote to another friend, “I have heard an angel sing.”)4 After appearances in Prague, then another 
Austrian city, Paganini hit the German states to the north, playing eleven concerts in Berlin alone. He 
appeared before Goethe in Weimar (the poet's response: “I have heard something meteoric”); before 
Heine (who left a fictional memoir of the occasion) in Hamburg; before Robert Schumann (then a 
budding composer, later a powerful critic) in Frankfurt; and (taking a detour) before Tsar Nikolai I in 
Warsaw. By now, having had all his teeth extracted on account of jaw disease, Paganini eschewed the use 
of dentures during concerts, to give his face an even more frightfully sunken aspect. 

The only dissenting voice on record is that of old Spohr, who finally caught Paganini's act in Kassel: “In 
his composition and his style there is a strange mixture of consummate genius, childishness and lack of 
taste that alternately charms and repels.”5 But it is not clear that Paganini's admirers would have 
described him any differently; in the new spirit of the time the virtuoso actively cultivated repulsion as an 
aspect of his charm.  

Finally, in 1831, Paganini reached Paris, where his series of ten concerts at the new opera house inspired 
press scandals and slander campaigns as if to prove the completeness of his triumph. The same reception 
greeted him the next year in London, another city with a powerful press. But Paganini knew how to 
exploit publicity, responding to charges of venality by playing free concerts, reaping praise for his 



generosity and paeans for his playing, and then, having thus created a fury of demand, charging 
enormously inflated prices for his remaining appearances. 

In Paris, Paganini made a conquest of another composer-critic in Hector Berlioz, who thought enough of 
Paganini to favor him not with the viola concerto that Paganini requested of him, but rather a big 
programmatic symphony (Harold in Italy) based on Lord Byron's poem Childe Harold, with a viola 
obbligato that symbolized the romantic loner, the archetype of the age, testifying to the new role the 
virtuoso protagonist was assuming at the pinnacle of modern art. The most fateful—indeed prophetic—
encounter in Paris, however (though Paganini was not aware of it), was with the nineteen-year-old Franz 
Liszt, who, sitting unnoticed and incredulous in the hall, heard the great virtuoso perform the fabled 
caprices in addition to his Second Concerto. 

And then, in 1834, after only six years, the whirlwind was over. Continued ill-health forced Paganini, now 
a wealthy man, back into semiretirement in Italy, where he briefly accepted a position—for a man of his 
means a sinecure, really—as maestro di cappella at the ducal court of Parma. Later, like Rossini before 
him but less luckily, he ventured into business, sponsoring an ill-fated gambling casino in Paris over 
which he lost a good part of his fortune. On his deathbed he refused the ministrations of a priest, for 
which reason the church denied him a religious burial. For five years his body was stored in a cellar in 
Nice, occupying a discarded olive oil vat, until the Grand Duchess of Parma intervened to have him 
interred. His dark exploits thus continued even after his death. 

Needless to say, and for all sorts of reasons, Paganini was a legend in his lifetime. His effective 
international career lasted a mere six years, but its long-term historical impact must far exceed that of any 
other single-handed burst of musical activity of comparable duration. It went far beyond the matter of his 
instrumental technique, peerless and influential though that was. With his gaunt and gangling appearance 
and his demoniac temperament, Paganini almost single-handedly forged the romantic mystique of 
virtuosity as a superhuman, even diabolical endowment. He was Faust come to life—a role model for 
countless geniuses, charlatans, entertainers, and adolescents ever since his first appearances abroad. 

His ability to dominate and mesmerize an audience created a whole new relationship—a far more 
romantic relationship—between artist and collective patronage than had ever existed before. Fig. 5-2, a 
famous caricature (Paganini, Master-Magician) by the painter and poet L. P. A. Burmeister (alias Lyser, 
1804–70), replete with cabalistic symbols, a dance of death, and a hypnotized maiden, effectively sums up 
his extraordinary image, and helps account for the hostility toward Paganini on the part of the church that 
ultimately refused him burial. That hostility, his quick burnout, and his perpetual association with 
wasting disease only enhanced his fiendish aura, turning him, despite the commercial nature of his career 
and his abundant worldly success, into one of the century's authentic poètes maudits. 



 

fig. 5-2 Niccolò Paganini, in a caricature, Paganini, Master-Magician (1819), by Lyser. 

For an idea—probably only a dim idea—of what the shouting was all about, we can turn to Paganini's 
written legacy. There we will see technical innovation galore, but what is more important, we will see it 
allied to a new poetic idea of virtuosity and its role in musical expression. That poetic idea comes across 
best not in Paganini's concertos but in his shorter pieces. 

The caprices and the variation sets were the pieces in which Paganini turned virtuosity into something 
new and frightening, in the tradition of romantic realism (“black romanticism”). He made it the vehicle 
for “thinking new thoughts”—that is, projecting aggressively novel, sometimes grotesquely novel musical 
ideas—and in so doing inspired generations of artists to do the same. His signature piece, Le 
streghe (“The witches,” 1813), a set of variations on a theme from a comic opera by Franz Xaver Süssmayr 
(the Mozart pupil who completed his teacher's requiem), played heavily into the demoniac image Paganini 
was cultivating. The violinistic technical novelties were now motivated by a shocking poetic idea. 
 
 

 

 



 

RESPONSE 
By the time the nineteen-year-old Liszt heard Paganini in Paris he had himself been a concert artist for 
almost ten years, and a working composer for more than five. He was born in the village of Raiding (now 
Dobojan) in the vicinity of the old Hungarian town of Sopron (then called Ödenburg) near the Austrian 
border. As the alternate naming of the localities suggests, the region had a mixed Hungarian and German 
culture. The composer's family name is German, but spelled in the Hungarian fashion. (If it were spelled 
List, it would be pronounced “Lisht” in Hungarian.) His father was an overseer at the court of Prince 
Nikolaus Esterházy, the nephew and namesake of Haydn's patron. His mother hailed from Krems, a town 
in lower Austria. Liszt grew up speaking German, not Hungarian, although he showed an early interest in 
the music of Gypsy bands, and later in life drew on his experience with it to construct an exotically 
Hungarian “persona” for himself with which to fascinate audiences. 
 

In the spring of 1821, before he turned ten, the boy and his family moved to Vienna so that he could 
develop his precocious gifts. He studied piano with Carl Czerny (1791–1857), a pupil and disciple of the 
still-living Beethoven, and composition with old Antonio Salieri, still (aged seventy) the nominal Imperial 
Kapellmeister. Czerny lost no time presenting Liszt as a prodigy. His first Vienna concert took place in 
December 1822, the second in April 1823. At the latter, Beethoven is reputed to have planted an anointing 
kiss on the eleven-year-old soloist's forehead; in later life, Liszt recalled having been taken to Beethoven's 
quarters by Czerny and receiving the kiss there. In any case, having received Beethoven's blessing, Liszt 
was asked to contribute a variation to Diabelli's famous “patriotic anthology” (Ex. 5-3). 
 

Liszt's international concert career began that fall. On the way to Paris, he gave concerts in a whole string 
of south German towns. In the French capital he studied composition with Paer and with Anton Reicha 
(1770–1836), the leading theory professor at the Paris Conservatory (where Liszt was refused admission 
because of his foreign nationality). After a sensational Paris debut in May 1824, Liszt conquered London 
with a program that featured the twelve-year-old prodigy, amid the sundry vocal and orchestral numbers 
that the “variety show” format of contemporary concerts required, showing off his talents in a concerto by 
Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778–1837), a set of orchestrally accompanied variations by his teacher 
Czerny, and an “Extempore Fantasia on a written Thema, which Master Liszt respectfully requests may be 
given to him by any Person in the Company.” 

All of this music, no doubt including the “extempore fantasia,” was virtuoso fare in the light and 
blithesome style brillant purveyed by the popular performers of the day, and so were Liszt's early 
compositions, as their very titles proclaim: Variations brillantes sur un thème de G. Rossini, 
or Impromptu brillant [i.e., a medley] sur des thèmes de Rossini et Spontini. His first noteworthy original 
composition, called Étude en douze exercices, consisted of twelve Czernyesque “concert studies,” display 
pieces without orchestra for use on the road, in which (in the words of Alan Walker, Liszt's biographer), 
“the boy makes the keyboard sparkle from one end to the other.”6 In probable collaboration with his other 
teacher, Paer, the young prodigy also fulfilled a commission from the Académie Royale de Musique for a 
one-act opera, Don Sanche, ou Le château d'amour (“Don Sanchez, or the castle of love”), premiered at 
the Salle Le Peletier on 17 October 1825, five days before the composer's fourteenth birthday. Though he 



lived another sixty years, it would be his only work for the operatic stage. His destiny lay on a stage of a 
different kind. 
 

And then came Paganini. “Quel homme, quel violon, quel artiste!” Liszt gushed in a letter to a friend. 
“What a man, what a violin, what an artist! O God, what pain and suffering, what torment in those four 
strings!”7 The restless and ambitious prodigy had grasped something more than the rest of Paganini's 
audience: he knew that in order to equal the Italian's achievement and join him at the pinnacle of 
instrumental mastery he would have to submit to a tremendous test of endurance. He became obsessed 
with the famous response of the Italian painter Correggio, reported in Giorgio Vasari's Lives of the Artists, 
to a masterpiece by Raphael: “Anch'io sono pittore!” (“I, too, am a painter!”). Although, like many others, 
Liszt misattributed the remark to Michelangelo, he understood it well; he knew that it was not a boast but 
an acknowledgment of responsibility, a promise of self-sacrifice. 

The prodigy went into seclusion, a seclusion he described enthusiastically in a famous letter to his pupil 
Pierre Wolff, dated 2 May 1832. He was reinventing his technique from the bottom up, spending four to 
five hours a day on “trills, sixths, octaves, tremolos, double notes and cadenzas,” but also reinventing the 
expressive purposes the technique would serve, for which reason he spent an equal amount of time 
devouring Beethoven, Bach, Mozart, and Weber, along with the literary classics he never read in school 
(because he didn't go to any): Homer, the Bible, Plato, Locke, as well as the latest romantic fare—Lord 
Byron, Victor Hugo, and especially Harmonies poétiques et religieuses of the French poet Alphonse de 
Lamartine, which he tried at various times to “translate” into music. “If I don't go mad,” he promised, at 
the end of the ordeal “you will find in me an artist! Yes, an artist such as is required today.”8 

The first creative fruit of Liszt's seclusion was a series of Paganini transcriptions in which the pianist 
sought equivalents on his instrument to the violinist's sublime diableries. Before the year 1832 was out 
Liszt had composed a Grande fantaisie de bravoure sur La Clochette de Paganini (Big Bravura Fantasy 
on Paganini's “Campanella”), based on one of the pieces he had actually heard Paganini perform, the 
finale of the Second Concerto. One little section is actually called “Variation à la Paganini,” and it is, 
inevitably, a study in leaping around the topmost register of the instrument, the way Paganini could do 
with his patented harmonics (Ex. 5-4). Elsewhere, Liszt makes no attempt actually to imitate the violin, 
preferring instead to create in pianistic terms the frightening atmosphere of “black romanticism” that 
Paganini uniquely evoked, at the very opposite extreme from the “brilliant” or “sparkling” style of 
traditional instrumental virtuosity. 

There was, briefly, another side to this goal, as Liszt dabbled for a while in revolutionary politics. In the 
circles he frequented—notably the utopian religious socialists who called themselves “Saint-Simonians” 
(after Claude-Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon, a philosopher who wished to marry traditional 
religion with modern science)—“an artist such as is required today” meant an artist willing to “seek out 
the PEOPLE and GOD, go from one to the other; improve, moralize, console man, bless and glorify God,” 
so that “all classes of society, finally, will merge in a common religious sentiment, grand and 
sublime.”9 These quotes, capitals, italics, and all, are from an essay by Liszt that appeared in a Paris 
newspaper during the years of his Paganinian self-transformation. Art, as he wished to practice it, would 
be an instrument of social transformation. The virtuoso would become a sublime, rabble-rousing public 
orator on behalf of social progress, much as the poet had become in the person of Victor Hugo. 
 



While it cannot be said that Liszt actually played such a role in life, his imagining it is already powerful 
testimony to the new status and concept of musical virtuosity. The magnetic, socially engaged performer-
virtuoso (which in those days implied a composer, too) was the public face of romanticism, as the 
Beethovenian or Schubertian ideal of withdrawn and concentrated subjectivity was the private face. While 
the national side of this dichotomy can easily be (and certainly has been) overdrawn, it nevertheless 
accords with a long tradition that Liszt's self-transformation, and its literary expression, were stimulated 
and realized in the French capital in the heady atmosphere of the July Monarchy. 

Liszt's final tribute to Paganini was a new set of concert studies, Études d'exécution transcendante 
d'après Paganini (“Etudes for transcendental technique after Paganini”), first published in 1838 (by 
which time several of them existed in various manuscript versions) and reissued with revisions in 1851, 
reflecting refinements the composer had introduced over the years in the course of performing them. 

Liszt's transcriptions hew pretty close to the originals, while greatly magnifying their effect in the true 
spirit of emulation, succeeding brilliantly in having them sound as though they were originally conceived 
for the piano. They are especially full of surprises—in range, in texture, in harmony—for listeners who 
know the originals (and that makes it especially fun to follow Liszt's transcriptions from Paganini's score).  

In the A-minor variations, which Liszt made the finale of his set just as Paganini had done, the pianist 
occasionally manages to set the theme off in one hand against Paganini's variation in the other, and in the 
last variation reaches a level of sheer sonority that was in itself a pianistic breakthrough; one can easily 
imagine it being greeted with scenes of mass hysteria like the one shown in the famous Berlin caricature 
of 1842 manifestations such as had formerly been confined to the opera house. On the way, a number of 
witty allusions to past piano masterpieces pass in review; perhaps the most resonant is the reference to 
the rapt final movement of Beethoven's last sonata. It was surely a matter to ponder and debate, whether 
by placing Beethoven in proximity with Paganini, Liszt had debased the former or ennobled the latter. 
Either way, the underlying point remained the same—the new virtuosity was a truly all-encompassing 
medium. 



 

Fig. 5.5 – Franz Liszt Exerts his Spell on the Ladies in the Audience 

Caricatures like the one in Fig. 5-5, set beside the one in Fig. 5-2, are all the evidence we need that Liszt 
made fair claim to Paganini's mantle as demonic possessor of all who heard him. Concerts like his were 
cathartically purging in a way that only rock concerts have remained in our time, and the cult of 
worshiped personality that he inspired is something to which only rock musicians openly aspire now.  

After emerging from his chrysalis of self-imposed labor, Liszt spent about a decade (1838–48) 
crisscrossing Europe in a cyclone of touring and concert-giving that revolutionized the musical life of the 
continent, and its music business as well. It was not just the level of his playing that was unprecedented. 
Liszt was the first virtuoso to dare appear solo for an entire evening, thus inventing the instrumental 
“recital” as we know it today. And Liszt was the first traveling virtuoso to retain the services of a personal 
impresario, or what we would now call a manager, an advance man who handled his professional 
correspondence, booked his halls, advertised his appearances, negotiated and collected his fees, and took 
care of his personal needs (even preparing his food) on the road. The powerful modern concert booking 
agencies and “artist managements” that run (and sometimes ruin) the lives of musical performers today 
are the descendents of Gaetano Belloni (“Liszt's poodle,” as an envious Heinrich Heine dubbed 
him),12 who served Liszt in this capacity from 1840 to 1847. 

Belloni was also suspected of hiring claques (or paying “ovation expenses,” as Heine dryly put it), but 
there is no evidence that Liszt ever needed one—quite the contrary, if contemporary observers and 
reviewers are to be believed. The novelty of his solo recitals, and the nature of his touring repertoire, are 



both fascinatingly revealed in a memoir by Vladimir Stasov (1824–1906), a prolific Russian writer on the 
arts, who attended Liszt's St. Petersburg debut in April 1842. 

“Everything about this concert was unusual,” Stasov recalled: 

 
“First of all, Liszt appeared alone on the stage throughout the entire concert: there were 
no other performers—no orchestra, singers or any other instrumental soloists 
whatsoever. This was something unheard of, utterly novel, even somewhat brazen. What 
conceit! What vanity! As if to say, “All you need is me. Listen only to me—you don't 
need anyone else.” Then, this idea of having a small stage erected in the very center of 
the hall like an islet in the middle of an ocean, a throne high above the heads of the 
crowd, from which to pour forth his mighty torrents of sound. And then, what music he 
chose for his programmes: not just piano pieces, his own, his true metier—no, this could 
not satisfy his boundless conceit—he had to be both an orchestra and human voices. He 
took Beethoven's [concert aria] “Adelaide,” Schubert's songs—and dared to replace male 
and female voices, to play them on the piano alone! He took large orchestral works, 
overtures, symphonies—and played them too, all alone, in place of a whole orchestra, 
without any assistance, without the sound of a single violin, French horn, kettledrum! 
And in such an immense hall! What a strange fellow!”  

There were two pianos set up on the stage, and Liszt alternated between them, “facing first one, then the 
other half of the hall,” as Stasov recollected. In addition to the vocal numbers to which Stasov referred, the 
program included Rossini's William Tell Overture, Liszt's “Don Juan Fantasy,” and the sextet from 
Donizetti's Lucia di Lammermoor, act II (Ex. 1-11). The only item that was not an arrangement from 
another medium was the grand finale, Liszt's own showstopping Galop chromatique, a tour de force of 
velocity, but something of a throwback to the old style brillant. At his second St. Petersburg concert, the 
program included the “scherzo and finale” (including the storm) from Beethoven's Pastoral Symphony. 
Only at the third concert, when he played Beethoven's “Moonlight” Sonata, did Liszt play the sort of 
repertoire that is now considered standard “recital” fare. 

The inclusion of so much orchestral repertory in keyboard arrangement was partly Liszt's own 
predilection, partly a reflection of the “provincial” venue (an outlying capital with, as yet, no full-time 
resident orchestra), and partly a concession to the expectations of an audience used to variety 
entertainment at public concerts. (The kind of repertoire we now associate with solo recitals—sonatas and 
other “purely” instrumental compositions—were still reserved, in the main, for salons; Liszt played many, 
by invitation, at aristocratic St. Petersburg residences.) The program, in short, could be called a 
traditional one; all that was not traditional was the uniform medium—and, of course the unheard-of style 
of the playing, which caused Stasov and his companion at the recital to vow “that thenceforth and forever, 
that day, April 8, 1842, would be sacred to us, and we would never forget a single second of it till our dying 
day.”14 

 
 

 



A DIVIDED CULTURE 
 

It is precisely at this point, in fact, that a chronic rift begins to open up between a compositional avant-
garde, to which Liszt and many other “creative virtuosos” belonged, and a conservative establishment. 
This rift has been a constant factor in the history of European (and Euro-American) music ever since, and 
reached a crisis in the twentieth century. To a considerable extent, its story will be the main story of this 
book from now on. 

Among the factors contributing to the rift was the wide and rapid spread of conservatories, to the point 
where they became the standard institutions of higher musical education everywhere, so that composers, 
no less than pianists and violinists, received a standard training administered with the aid of didactic 
texts. Conservatories are preservative institutions, both by etymology and by ideology: conservatories are 
called that because they were originally orphanages (conservatorio in Italian), preserving the lives of 
children, to whom musical training was given to make them employable. By the end of the eighteenth 
century, the word had lost that literal meaning, and designated instead a public institution whose primary 
purpose was the preservation of musical standards through standardized instruction. 

As soon as those standards began to apply to composition, the idea of “classical music” (with a canonized 
“classical period” or golden age to validate its practices) was born, and with that came the notion of a 
classical tradition that had to be preserved through education in “classical forms.” The “classical period” 
received its official christening (from the Leipzig critic Johann Gottlieb Wendt) in 1836, the year of Les 
Huguenots and A Life for the Tsar. Most significantly, the theory of “sonata form” (as a tripartite or “aba” 
construction unfolding through a bithematic exposition, a development, and a recapitulation) dates from 
this period, not that of Haydn or Beethoven. 
 

The books that first describe the form in these terms and give instruction in composing along these lines 
were the textbooks written by the transplanted Bohemian Anton Reicha for use at the Paris Conservatory 
(Traité de haute composition musicale, 3 vols, 1824–26) and Adolf Bernhard Marx for Berlin and Leipzig 
(Die Lehre von der musikalischen Composition, 4 vols, 1837–47). Thus by 1847, one could say that the 
conservatory canonization of the classical period, and of classical forms, was complete. Its dominant 
historical idea was that of a sacralized heritage—a golden age, a “classical period”—from which no advance 
was possible, only propagation or decline. Tradition meant maintenance. 

As against that pessimistic view was another idea of history—the one vouchsafed by nineteenth-century 
science (Darwin, Comte)—that saw history as perpetual progressive evolution. According to this happy, 
self-confident outlook, tradition meant advance, and the heritage of the past was raw material to be 
transformed. That was the idea Liszt espoused in word and musical deed. It, too, claimed validating 
descent from Haydn, Mozart, and (especially) Beethoven, as Liszt's deliberate allusions to Beethoven 
emphatically attest, but it regarded their legacy not as a perfected heritage but as part of a dynamic 
process that continued into the present. 

The conservatory view, it could seem, was an Enlightened backlash: a sui generis form such as Liszt 
achieved in his concerto was something atrocious rather than admirable, no matter how demonstrable its 
thematic coherence, because it represented merely subjective rather than universal truth. Its arbitrary 



freedoms were merely “liberties” that diminished the value of the product. And the attempt to create the 
impression of “improvisatory” spontaneity of gesture is unmasked as contradictory, even ludicrous, the 
moment someone other than the composer plays the piece. In an even tougher, more literalistic variant of 
such a stricture, the very participation of the orchestra makes pretentious nonsense of the composition's—
that is, the composer's—willful uniqueness. 

But while such criticism surely underestimates an audience's powers of empathy (or of what writers and 
critics of fiction call “the willing suspension of disbelief”),18 it contains a nub of truth that points to a 
genuine paradox. What Mendelssohn's jeweled Violin Concerto and Liszt's impetuously “temperamental” 
Concerto in E♭ have in common—and where they differ from every previous “classical” concerto we have 
examined (including Mendelssohn's own piano concertos, intended as vehicles for his own 
performances)—is that they contain no provision at all for actual improvisation. Their every note is 
preplanned and put in place, hence controlled, by the composer—even (or should we say especially?) their 
cadenzas, which now take on a previously unaspired-to “structural” role. Mozart, who lived at a time, and 
played before audiences, that valued truly spontaneous behavior at musical performances (both from the 
player and from the listener), would have been quite dumbfounded, not to say aghast. 

Mendelssohn and Liszt were brought up at the tail end of that “Mozartean” time. They were both steeped 
in the art of genuine improvisation, and displayed it with alacrity. In a fascinating letter to his sister 
Fanny, dated 30 January 1836, Mendelssohn described his cadenzas to a concerto by Mozart (the D-
minor, K. 466), performed ex tempore the day before to great success. After jotting down a few passages 
to show how he had cleverly juxtaposed and developed two of Mozart's themes, he added that one of the 
second violin players, 

 
“an old musician, said to me afterwards, when he met me in the corridor, that he had 
heard it played in the same hall by Mozart himself, but since that day he had heard no 
one introduce such good cadenzas as I did yesterday—which gave me very great 
pleasure.” 

As for Liszt, we not only have the evidence of his London program, already quoted, that he was in the 
habit early on of ending his appearances with “Extempore Fantasias” on submitted themes, but also a 
curious complaint from Glinka, quoted by Stasov, that 

 
“sometimes Liszt played magnificently, like no one else in the world, but other times 
intolerably, in a highly affected manner, dragging tempi and adding to the works of 
others, even to those of Chopin, Beethoven, Weber, and Bach a lot of embellishments of 
his own that were often tasteless, worthless and meaningless.”  

This remark of Glinka's is wonderful testimony to the change of taste (perceived as a change in ethics) that 
was taking place under the impact of changing customs and institutions, and in response to the new 
musical “work-concept” that arose in the wake of Beethoven and his romantic reception. Glinka had spent 
a year in Berlin, where he had “had his ideas on music put in order” by Siegfried Dehn, an apostle of the 
new “classicism” that was passing itself off as antiquarianism, a return to old (or eternal) values. 

His strictures against Liszt were not received all that well by Glinka's Russian interlocutors, one of whom 
commented (in the language of Russian high society), “Allons donc, allons donc, tout cela ce n'est que 



rivalité de métier!” (“Come now, come now, all that is just professional jealousy”). But eventually the idea 
that musical scores are inviolable texts, and that improvisation is a debased form of musical art, affected 
even Liszt, as his meticulously notated, “organic” piano concerto confirms. By 1849, not even spontaneity 
could be “merely” spontaneous. And pianists trained in conservatories spent all their time (like Liszt in 
1832) on “trills, sixths, octaves, tremolos, double notes and cadenzas”—but not on their own cadenzas. 
Improvisation was no longer part of the curriculum, and by the end of the century, for artists in the 
European literate tradition, it had become a lost art—which is to say, the literate tradition had become 
more truly and literally and exclusively literate. There are now probably hundreds if not thousands of 
conservatory-trained pianists in the world whose techniques at trills, octaves, and double notes are the 
equal of Liszt's, but hardly a one who can end a concert with an extempore fantasia. Should we call this 
progress? 

 

 
 


