Zeitschrift: Basler Beitrage zur Historischen Musikpraxis : Veroéffentlichungen der
Schola Cantorum Basiliensis

Herausgeber: Schola Cantorum Basiliensis

Band: 41 (2021)

Artikel: The aesthetics of singing in romantic piano playing : strategies and
transfer techniques

Autor: Roudet, Jeanne / Torbianelli, Edoardo / Cré, Marleen

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-961714

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 04.12.2025

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-961714
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

The Aesthetics of Singing in
Romantic Piano Playing

Strategies and Transfer Techniques

Jeanne Roudet, in collaboration with Edoardo Torbianelli

1. The Illusion of the Voice

From the first origins of the instrument to the present day, reference to the voice
as a model of expression at the piano has informed both practice and critical
discourse. The model has accompanied the evolution of pianistic playing, piano
repertoire as well as piano workmanship since 1711, when Maffei published his
famous article in which he praised the expressive possibilities of the new instru-
ment.! Several centuries later, piano teachers still reach for the metaphor, the
meaning of which has become problematic and the effectiveness of which con-
troversial. This is why this essay aims to reconstruct the meaning of the meta-
phor, and to revitalise its effectiveness in contemporary practice.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, references to the voice took on a new
dimension due to the change in aesthetics that inaugurated modernity by estab-
lishing artistic activity as an expression of the artist’s inner life. From then on,
the arts chose to look at the world as it was perceived through the artist’s subjec-
tivity. This reversal of the gaze established music as a model for the other arts -
a model that represented the spirituality of the moral world of which the blue-
print was the inner voice. The philosophy of language was at the heart of this
paradigm shift. Rousseau’s Essai sur lorigine des langues is its key text; in it the
philosopher liberates the voice of the words that prevent him from finding the
primitive energy of primeval language dictated by feeling: “Birds whistle, man
alone sings. And one cannot hear either singing or a symphony without immedi-
ately acknowledging the presence of another intelligent being”.2 This language is

Part 4 of this article presents the results of a collaboration with Edoardo Torbianelli, author of
section 4.2.

1 Scipione Maffei, “Nuova invenzione d’'un gravecembalo col piano e forte; aggiunte alcune
considerazioni sopra gli strumenti musicali’, in: Giornale de’ letterati d’Italia 5 (1711), 144-
159.

2 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Essai sur lorigine des langues, chap. XVI. Translated in Jean-Jac-
ques Rousseau and Johann Gottfried Herder: On the Origin of Language: Two Essays, Translat-
ed by John H. Moran and Alexander Gode, Chicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press 1966 repr. 1986, 64.
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music on this side of and beyond constructed languages: “its language, though
inarticulate, is lively, ardent, passionate; and it has a hundred times the vigor of
speech itself”.

Romantic theory unfolding in Germany in the following decades started from
this revolution. For Wackenroder, Tieck, Novalis, and Schlegel, art was the ex-
pression of man’s highest spirituality; the romantic author was a musician. And
when, in 1795, Goethe wrote that a story needs to be music,* he did so because
music was the model allowing the poetic imagination to liberate itself from any
obstacle.

In accordance with this reversal of values that swept aside classical rational-
ism, the passionate voice that expresses man’s immateriality can be both vocal
and instrumental, as music says “more” than words by virtue of its very impreci-
sion. A certain value comparable to the timbre of a voice was assigned to an
instrumentalist’s sound as the expression of the artist’s uniqueness.

It was the same aesthetic thinking that, some time later, caused numerous
comments on Chopin’s tone. The words written to the pianist by the marquis de
Custine provide an excellent example: “It is not the piano you play; it is the
soul”.5

However, while the particular genius of the musician is transmitted through the
sound he produces, the driving force of both the development and the aesthetics
of the piano is its expected ability to mimic what actually is not its own. The
piano stands out as an instrument of illusion, and it is necessary to linger on this
identity, which may seem paradoxical, for a while. Among the first pedagogues
of the piano, Hélene de Montgeroult offered a precise description of the concept
of illusion:

The great artists in the arts of draughtsmanship are all aware of the felicitous results that
can be achieved through these calculated deceptions that change the proportions and the
forms of objects, with a view to making them appear what they need to be. Why should
we, in the beautiful art of music, give up the illusions with which genius artists have
known how to make the other arts grow? Why should we constrain ourselves at the pi-
ano to make ourselves to say poorly what little a piano’s mechanism allows it to say,

3 Ibid., chap. XIV. Translated in: On the Origin of Language, 57.

4 See Johann Wolfgang Goethe: Unterhaltungen deutscher Ausgewanderten, in: Die Horen,
Tiibingen: Cotta 1795, vol. 3, part 9 (= 9. Stiick), 51.

5  Letter written on 27 April 1841. See Frédéric Chopin, Correspondance, recueillie, révisée,
annotée et traduite par Bronislas Edouard Sydow en collaboration avec Suzanne et Denise
Chainaye, Paris: Richard-Masse 1981, vol. 3, 46.
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without seeking to initiate it into the secrets of art by the illusions belonging to it, and
without seeking to extend the realm of expression and of dramatic effect?

The evolution of this concept, too, marked a break with the classical aesthetic that
used artifice in order to reveal the essence of things. While classical illusion — the
illusion of trompe-loeil is emblematic - wished to be true to reality in order to
objectify the world, romantic illusion took on a subjective dimension. In appealing
to the imagination, it opened up new horizons for the dialogue between the artist
and his audience and was therefore a matter of shared sensitivity.

The flight the piano took is characteristic for this paradigm shift in aesthet-
ics, and its art shaped itself step by step, pointing to the illusion of song as the
perfection towards which the pianist must tend in order to meet the listener’s
imagination and sensitivity. Many sources witness to this phenomenon. In
March 1837, when the duel between Liszt and Thalberg reached its climax, the
former gave a concert at the Opéra, home of the voice. In order to make the
perfection of Liszt’s piano playing absolutely clear, Ernest Legouvé used the most
effective argument to convince his readers - i.e. the comparison with the great-
est singers of the moment - and he evoked Malibran and Lablache: “In the fifth
bar, the battle was half won: under Liszt’s fingers, the piano resounded like
Lablache’s voice.””

2. ldentifying a Vocal Model: Vowel Fluidity vs.
Consonantal Articulation

The new aesthetic values outlined above manifested themselves in their most
ideal form in the Italian school of singing,® in which vowel fluidity is contrary to
the consonantal articulation of the verbal.

In Italian, pronunciation is governed by the modulated emission of vowels
whereas in French - the language of the dominant culture of the 18th century -
the pronunciation is governed by the articulation of consonants. Thus, Rousse-
au’s major contribution to the Querelle des Bouffons was decisive for the adop-
tion of the Italian technique, which, little by little, made its mark on the French
music scene and became part of how singers and instrumentalists were taught at
the Paris Conservatoire.

6 Translated from Héléene de Montgeroult, Cours complet pour lenseignement du forte-
piano, Conduisant progressivement des premiers éléments aux plus grandes difficultés, Paris:
Janet et Cotelle 1820, preface, I-1II. All translations are by Marleen Cré unless stated otherwise.
7 Translated from Revue et gazette musicale de Paris, 26 March 1837, 104.

8 A correct understanding of the term “vocality” is essential for our argument. See Paul
Zumthor’s definition in his La lettre et la voix. De la “littérature” médiévale, Paris: Seuil 1987, 21.
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The same duality also showed itself a century later, still in France, in a technical
and aesthetic evolution that would lead to verismo and Wagnerism. Without a
doubt, it is not a coincidence that this ‘heroic’ aesthetics crystallised in the coun-
try of classical tragedy, as it placed the verbal text and the actor in the fore-
ground, to the detriment of song, and again favoured logos over melos.

Ever since Nourrit left the Opera, it has become a master in a new art, which has placed
the recitative over singing, and has forced singing to turn itself into a recitative. There
have been wonders of performance such as breadth and such as power, striking vocal
effects, a severe and slow manner of scanning the text [...]; there have been admirable
parts of roles, but there have not been nuanced and colourful roles any more. Everything
has been sacrificed to the new method: the scores, whose movement is lost immediately;
the voices, which are weighted down by forcing themselves. Where can a tenor who is
able to vocalise be found? We ought to have shared Nourrit’s legacy.?

The contrast between both schools is clear:

His voice was found to lack strength and magnitude; this might be the case. Like Leporel-
lo, whom one had not taught how to read by moonlight, one had not taught him to sing
under conditions in which every voice tires and quickly uses itself up; but his was enough
for all situations, all emotions and all styles. It was supple, agile and penetrating. [...] He
was a colourist, if one would permit me to apply the word to the art of singing, and, with
this admirable sentiment of a natural harmony between the voice and the situation, and
between the voice and the musical idea, between the voice and the nature of the accom-
paniment, he gave to his roles a colour that was the mark of his creation, and that gave to
the pieces themselves the sign of life.1°

Nourrit left the Opéra in 1836 when Duprez made his entrance there. Both re-
ceived their formation in the Italian technique, but, beyond Nourrit’s ac-
knowledged vocal defects, he represented the vocal heritage of the 18th century,
whereas Duprez, on the contrary, represented the progressive trend. If Duprez’
art was still very different from today’s practice, he made a significant first step, a
notable modification of vocal technique, a result of the search for power and
energy in declamation that Wagner would again take responsibility for while re-
thinking the Greek myth of the intimate union between text and music.
Exploring romantic vocality, then, requires both singers and instrumental-
ists to take into consideration the enduring coexistence of these two types of
aesthetics in composition and performance. At the intersection of these two
schools we find Manuel Garcia, son of the great Rossinian tenor, and author of
the most important treatise on singing in the 19th century. He was a renowned

9  Translated from Edouard Thierry, Les Chroniqueurs parisiens, 9 September 1858, in: Eti-
enne Boutet de Mouvel, Adolphe Nourrit, Paris: Plon 1903, 44.
10 Translated from Thierry, ibid., 42-43.
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teacher in Paris, and published a first version of his treatise in 1840, and the
definitive French version of it in 1847." Afterwards, he left the Conservatoire in
order to teach at the Royal Academy of Music in London from 1848 to 1895.

In his treatise, Garcia drew up a typology of vocal writing and correspond-
ing voices. This new typology featured the new trend that would develop to the
detriment of others:

Dramatic songs are nearly always monosyllabic; they exclude nearly all vocalisation, This
genre, made for passionate feelings, doubtless resorts to musical emphasis, but its princi-
pal effect rests on dramatic emphasis. Consequently, the singer must make everything
converge upon this goal. Syllabication, grammatical quantity, well-graded strength of the
voice, the timbres, bold emphases, sighs, expressive and unexpected transitions, and fi-
nally some appoggiaturas and the carrying of the voice (‘ports de voix’): such are the
elements the singer resorts to.

Diction should not just be accurate, but noble, elevated; affected, trivial and exaggerat-
ed forms suit parody only, and buffi caricati. In order to excel in the dramatic style, a
soul of fire is needed, a gigantic force: the actor should continuously dominate the singer
(M. Duprez, Madame Schroeder-Devrient). But one should take care to tackle this genre
with moderation and reserve only, as it quickly exhausts the resources of the voice. Only
the singer whose constitution is consolidated, but who, through a long practice of his art,
has lost the freshness, youth and flexibility of the voice, should approach it. The use of
this genre is reserved for the second period of the singer’s talent.’?

Garcia’s teaching allows us to identify the first seed of the new school of singing
that wants to give the voice greater declamatory power, greater projection, grea-
ter strength, and, consequently, greater volume in the higher register. The first
seed of this new school can be found in the technique of the voix sombrée taught
by Garcia. This colouring is achieved by fixing the larynx in a low position and
gives greater volume to the voice.”™ The projection of sound uses more air, and
the contraction of the larynx produces marked articulation of which the coup de
glotte (stroke of the glottis) is the physiological consequence. Used as one colour
among others and with moderation, as Garcia advocated it, this technique brings
a felicitous diversity to the singer’s palette of sound colours. Used continually,

11 Ecole de Garcia. Traité complet de lart du chant par Manuel Garcia fils, Paris: ’Auteur
1840; Ecole de Garcia. Traité complet de lart du chant, Premiére partie, Deuxiéme édition, Se-
conde partie, Premiere édition par Manuel Garcia, professeur de chant au conservatoire royal de
musique, Paris: 'Auteur 1847, (2™ part: pp. 83-107). Reproduced in facsimile in Chant: Les
grandes méthodes romantiques de chant; vol. 4: Garcia (fils)-Cinti-Damoreau-Concone, re-
alised by Jeanne Roudet, Méthodes et traités. Série II: France 1800-1860, Courlay: Fuzeau
2005.

12 Translated from Manuel Garcia, Traité complet de l'art du chant, 1847 (see n. 11), v
part, 70.

13 Ibid, 1" part, 4, and 2nd part, 54.
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the technique inevitably exhausts the muscles and causes damage, which too
many present-day singers are victims to."

In spite of the evolution it shows with respect to the 18th-century Italian
tradition, Garcia’s treatise represents the peak of bel canto singing and allows us
to measure the continuity of the essential principles of this art right up to the
turn of the 20th century.

3. Pianistic Genealogies

Among teachers, Friedrich Wieck provides a valuable testimonial because he
taught the piano - as such he was his daughter Clara’s only teacher - and he
also taught singing. Advertised as didactic and polemical, his atypical book Cla-
vier und Gesang (Keyboard and Singing)'s sketches the affinities and contrasts
between singers and pianists in terms of their proximity to the old or the new
vocal school, and it clearly witnesses to the fracture in taste which divides com-
posers and performers into two trends. Through the teaching of Johann Aloys
Miksch (1765-1845), Wieck reclaims the legacy of Antonio Bernacchi’s Bologna
school, and thus the most authentic bel canto tradition. At length he discusses
the composers he loves: Rossini, Bellini, Donizetti, Haydn, Mozart, Gluck, but
also the Spohr who wrote Jessonda and Meyerbeer except when they lose sight of
the “art of singing well”"® and become overly fond of instrumental effects. He
admires the Somnambula and La fille du régiment, of which the writing is truly
ideal for the voice, as he does Weber’s “wonderful vocal instinct™7 in Oberon.
However, as he also writes, Wagner is unsingable and Berlioz crushes the singer
under heavy orchestral weight in his Benvenuto Cellini. The performers most
often quoted and mentioned in his book are Jenny Lind and Chopin. Liszt is not
named, but he is described in an unflattering way, equivalent to the much
talked-about and ostentatious ‘Parisian’ pianist whom Wieck depicts as a carica-
ture.

Upstream from the fracture in taste described by Wieck in the middle of the
19th century, bel canto reigned supreme, and the pianists benefitted from the
example of the great castrato singers, who guaranteed the continuity of the prac-
tice.

14 The issues of vocal technique and aesthetics mentioned in this essay have been discussed
with Ulrich Messthaler, whose research on and experiments of bel canto inform our research.
15 Friedrich Wieck, Clavier und Gesang, Leipzig: Whistling 1853.

16 Ibid., chap. V, 25.

17 Ibid.,, chap. V, 26: “einen wunderbaren Gesangsinstinkt beurkundete in vielen Liedern,
Cavatinen, Arien, etc [...]”.
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Dussek performed with Luigi Marchesi when he arrived in London in 1789 and
at the end of a highly productive decade, he played in Prague, where he inspired
Tomaschek to write a most enlightened review:

It was truly something charming, when Dussek, with his graceful appearance, coaxed
from his instrument sweet and at the same time clear and pithy sounds with his wonder-
ful touch. His fingers are similar to an association of ten singers, who through their shar-
ed technique perfectly perform whatever their controller wants them to. I have never
seen a Prague audience in such rapture as during Dussek’s radiant piano playing. His
truly declamatory performance, especially when playing cantabile phrases, remains the
ideal for any achievement in any art, which no other pianist after him has achieved sin-
"

This 1802 testimonial clearly spells out the essential precepts of the Italian
school of singing transferred to the piano. Afterwards, Dussek settled in France
in the service of Prince Talleyrand, and gave his last concert with the castrato
Girolamo Crescentini in 1812. The two artists performed for Emperor Napoleon
I, who declared a particular admiration for the unique art of the singer. Some
thirty years later, the memory of this last stage in Dussek’s career inspired a valu-
able comparison with the young Chopin, recently settled in Paris:

As for his performance, in the concerts [Dussek] gave during the final two years of his
life — at the urgent request of his friends, and almost against his wishes — he showed [...]
let’s say, everything that great skill, wise playing, and perfect taste can bring about by way
of impression when these qualities attain perfection. The singular grace with which he
sang on his instrument has never found its equal in any other pianist. One pianist only,
young, with a brilliant future ahead of him, and who one hears too little, reminds us of
him a lot; with a little more simplicity, he would remind us of him completely."”

Pianists themselves paid tribute to singers, and point out detailed models in their
writings. Piano handbooks are sources of the utmost importance in which to
observe transfer strategies put in place by pianists. Montgeroult’s Cours de piano
is certainly the text in which this transfer is explained most explicitly, and its
lasting influence merits to be re-evaluated today.

“[H. de Montgeroult] studied, in particular, how to phrase like the great
Italian singers: Marchesi, Crescentini, etc.” wrote Baron de Trémont,? and, in
her book, the pianist refers to Marchesi’s ornamentation:

18 Translated from Zeitung fiir die elegante Welt, 20 November 1802, quoted from Howard
Allen Craw, A Biography and Thematic Catalog of the Works of ]. L. Dussek (1760-1812), PhD
dissertation, University of Southern California 1964, 130.

19 Translated from [Charles Chaulieu], “J. L. Dussek”, in: Le pianiste 10 (August 1834), 151.
20  Translated from Trémont, Louis Girod de Vienney, baron de, Collection de lettres auto-
graphes de personnes célébres des XVIlle et XIXe siécles, Paris, département des manuscrits de la
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Marchesi is the singer most famous for the extent and the variety of his taste. He himself
noted the four different ways in which he sang the scene found below. The accompani-
ments have been reduced for the left hand only, so that the student can study the variants
of the singing voice in this piece with the right hand. Here the student will see that the
singer’s talent made the success of this scene, which in itself is but an empty canvas, and
he will be able to get some idea of how to place the appoggiaturas.?'

A great rival to Liszt in Paris in the 1830s, Thalberg reclaimed Montgeroult’s
teaching. The opening lines of the preface to his Art du chant appliqué au piano
pay tribute to the pianist without naming her.

The art of singing well, said a famous woman, is the same whatever instrument it is ap-
plied to. In fact, one does not have to make any concessions or sacrifices to the particular
mechanism of every instrument. It is up to the performer to bend the mechanism to the
will of art. As the piano is, rationally speaking, unable to translate singing into what it has
as its greatest perfection, i.e. the ability to lengthen sounds, it is necessary, by dint of skill
and art, to destroy this imperfection, and to arrive not only at producing the illusion of
sustained and lengthened sounds, but also the illusion of swelled sounds. Feelings make
people ingenious, and the need to express the feelings one experiences manages to create
resources that escape the mechanic.??

Thus, the issue of the vocal model that pianists refer to is essential in order to
identify and define the parameters of playing that bring together some and op-
pose others. The school of Chopin is faithful to classic bel canto which privileges
melos, while the school of Liszt, more dramatic and theatrical, embraces heroic
vocality that is closer to logos. Several critics emphasise the proximity of the new
musical aesthetics to the theatre and contemporary novels, thus placing the “Hu-
gos and Dumas of piano music”® opposite Chopin’s and Dussek’s cantabile. Jan
Kleczynski uses the same opposition to characterise Chopin’s style:

What is striking in Chopin’s playing is the purity of style and its perfect simplicity, a
certain restraint, a profound dignity that never leaves him. Even when he expresses the
strongest feelings, this man has never given himself to us completely. In his tactfulness,
he kept part of his soul to himself. [...] Those who seek Hugo-style drama in the Mazur-
kas are mistaken. [...] Chopin never loses the feeling of balance. Always refined, he
knows that passion should never descend to the prose of realism. He suffers, there are

BnF, vol. 4, article “Montgeroult”, see https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b107231264 (28 Oc-
tober 2020).

21 Translated from Montgeroult, Cours complet, 1820 (see n. 6), vol. 1, 234.

22 Translated from Sigismond Thalberg, Lart du chant appliqué au piano, op. 70, Paris:
Heugel 1853 -1863, preface.

23 Translated from [Charles Chaulieu], article “]. L. Dussek”, in: Le pianiste 10 (August
1834), 149.
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flushes of folly, but never are there any unhealthy convulsions, which present-day com-
posers bring into their realistic productions, sometimes in the wrong way.?

Elsewhere, it is, more simply, the generic comparison with the novel that de-
scribes the line of fracture between Liszt and Chopin. This line of fracture brings
us back to Wieck, whose teaching, as his daughter Clara’s, defined a German
piano school that called itself “classical”. At the turn of the century, it built up
two battlements against the assaults of modernity. On the one hand, the Leipzig
Conservatoire, founded in 1846, not long before his death, by Mendelssohn
(1809-1847), who entrusted Moscheles (1794-1870) with the task of perpetuat-
ing the good school of piano playing they both pledged themselves to; on the
other, the Frankfurt Conservatoire, where Clara Schumann taught (1819-1896)
from its foundation until her death.

4. A Reconstruction of the Vocal Model and Techniques of
Transfer to the Piano

4.1. Ease of emission, control and continuity of sound

All methods of singing start by the patient study of the messa di voce in order to
make the voice more supple and to make the voice come out without tiring the
larynx. This practice, avoiding any strain on the muscles, renders the organ
highly flexible and gives it a maximum range to produce sounds which we no
longer hear today, but which have been captured in a number of historical
recordings.

According to the evidence, Chopin’s hand presented these qualities to the
highest degree:

A hand of a born pianist, not very large, but extraordinarily flexible, which allows him to
break the stretched-out harmonies and spread-out arpeggios that he introduced into pia-
no playing with an audacity never practiced before - and this without any apparent ef-
fort. Furthermore, beneficial natural ease and absence of any constraint were the distinc-
tive qualities of his technique. Also, the sound he knew how to coax from his instrument
was always a full sound, especially in the cantabile.?®

Piano methods advocated a beautiful production of sound and they recommend-
ed legato. In the context of the search for cantabile shared by keyboardists in the
eighteenth century — with particular emphasis in France - two great early pianists

24 Translated from Jan Kleczynski, Frédéric Chopin: De linterprétation de ses ceuvres, Ulan
Press 2012, (1* edition: Warsaw 1879; translated into French 1880), 9 and 14-15.

25 Translated from Karol Mikuli, “Vorwort”, in: Fréderic Chopin, Pianoforte Werke, Leipzig:
Kistner 1880.
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and pedagogues initiated the passage from one model to another: the fluidity of
the singing voice replaced the imitation of the articulation of the speech. With
the new rule enacted in their methods, Clementi and Adam undermined 18th-
century conventions. Thus, the ideal of the continuity and fluidity of singing ac-
cording to the Italian technique determined the expressive range of the pianist
and transformed progressively but profoundly the conventions of musical nota-
tion and reading.

When the composer leaves LEGATO, and STACCATO to the performer’s taste, the best
rule is chiefly to stick to LEGATO, reserving STACCATO to give SPIRIT occasionally to
certain passages, and to set off the HIGHER BEAUTIES of LEGATO.2¢

Sometimes the composer indicates the musical phrase that needs to be slurred, but when
he leaves the choice of legato or staccato to the performer’s taste, it would be best to stick
with legato and to reserve staccato to bring out certain passages, and to make listeners
hear the benefits of the legato by a contrast brought about artfully.?”

Montgeroult is more explicit when talking about the transfer of singers’ tech-
nique to the piano. She talks about a pressure of touch that suggests a particular
physical sensation, i.e. the sensation of the pressure of breathing, and the mus-
cular tonus and elasticity of the larynx.

The smallness of sound comes from the keys not being felt but being hit. The fingers,
then, are deprived of a sense that truly acts on the key. Thus, the large volume of sound
depends on the art with which one knows how to sustain the note, by the right fingering,
either by strongly pressing the key after it has resonated in order to prolong its reso-
nance, or by stretching oneself softly on a succession of notes without leaving them. This
process is one of the secrets of a great performance, and it is true to say that the Piano
played like this absolutely changes in quality and in effect.?®

Thalberg took over the terms and images used by Montgeroult as he does those
referring to a very precise aesthetic lexis:??

26 Muzio Clementi, Instroduction to the Art of Playing on the Piano-Forte, London:
Clementi, Banger, Hyde, Collard & Davis 1801, 9.

27 Translated from Louis Adam, Méthode de piano du Conservatoire, adoptée pour servir a
lenseignement dans cet établissement, Paris: Imprimerie du Conservatoire de Musique, year
XIII[1804], 151.

28 Translated from Montgeroult, Cours complet, 1820 (see n. 6), vol. 1, “Du Doigté”, VII.
Also see Friedrich Wieck, Clavier und Gesang, Leipzig: Whistling 1853, 68.

29 The use of the word “energy” is not neutral, and its recurring presence in the methods is
significant. According to Michel Delon’s study, the concept “simultaneously refers to the cre-
ative activity and the effectiveness of the created object, and to both the emotion found at the
origin of the work of art and the emotion communicated by it”. See Michel Delon, L’idée d’éner-
gie au tournant des Lumiéres, Paris: PUF 1988 ( coll. “Littératures modernes”), 105.
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In wide, noble and dramatic songs, one needs to “sing from the chest” [...] without ever
hitting the keys, but by striking them from very close-by, pushing them down, pressing
them with vigour, energy and warmth. In simple, soft and graceful songs, one needs to
knead the keyboard, in a way, to walk it with a boneless hand and velvet fingers. The
keys, in this case, must be felt rather than hit.*°

The school of Chopin continues the same school of touch until the end of the
century:

The fingers should sink into the keyboard, somewhat engulfing themselves in the depths
of the piano, in fortes as well as in pianos, drawing from the instrument a lasting melan-
choly sonority — even from an instrument little prone to singing, provided one does not
let the keys rise again too rapidly -, thus highlighting a melody that aims at imitating the
singing of Ttalian singers, as Chopin himself put it.%'

4.2. Legatissimo

Legatissimo probably constitutes one of the practices of piano technique of the
period under scrutiny that has been forgotten in recent times. The quotations
above assume the use of legatissimo, bequeathed to pianists by the harpsi-
chordists. Montgeroult advocates its use in order to increase sound volume and
in order to “improve its quality by all the difference there is between a sound
achieved by a single action of the hammer and a sound made longer by the vi-
bration and the pressure of the key”.32

Complementary to the suggestion of vocality, which is achieved by a mas-
terly management of dynamics, accents and temporal spacing between the notes
of a melody, the aesthetical search of the pianists who, at the beginning of the
19th century, thoroughly investigated the possibilities of their instrument, did
indeed, as has been pointed out above, lead to significant observations about the
illusion of vocality, as well as about the significance of polyphony and of fullness
of sound - observations which would influence piano teaching for many decad-
es to come.

Training the fingers in order to achieve full control over the length of a
sound so that all possible nuances of staccato and legato can be played was part
of the conventional education of a pianist (or any keyboard player) during the