P28 Die liche Farbe, described in general terms on p. 17 above, is the simplest type of Lied: strophic (i.e. each stanza set to the same music), almost entirely syllabic, its short piano prelude also doing duty as postlude. It is a song about repetition, and Müller’s use of rhyme, not just at the ends of lines, but between adjacent words – ‘ich’/’mich’, ‘Schatz’/’hat’s’ – as well as the repetitions of ‘grün’ itself, may have prompted the composer’s tolling dominant pedal: that, and the associations with funereal bells. The melody has the kind of shapely poise which might, in lesser hands, lapse into an effete refinement, a draining of active emotion. What restores and shores up real feeling is the harmony: the major-minor alternations are so telling that no richer chromaticism or complexities are needed to ensure its effect. 

This is the essence of Romanticism in miniature. As the Lied developed, in Schubert himself as much as in later composers, it became increasingly important that the piano ‘accompaniment’ contributed as fully as possible to the creation of atmosphere, and to the portrayal of those expressive essences which might be felt to underpin the ‘mere’ words of the poem. Even in Die liebe Farbe the accompaniment, though relatively modest in scope, is so eminently symbolic that the text itself seems to become a gloss on what is most essential to the song’s expressive character, rather than the prime source of that expression. Nevertheless, the appreciation of the Romantic Lied from Schubert to Richard Strauss depends not on forgetting the text but on remembering it through the music. In this sense, the dimensions of the text itself are never exceeded, even in songs as ‘symphonic’ as Wolf’s Goethe settings Prometheus or Grenzen der Menschheit. Indeed, the notion of ‘symphonic’ here is so loose as to be unneccessary to a full appreciation of the dramatic force of what are, in essence, large-scale songs and nothing more, even with the orchestral versions of their accompaniments.

The idea of loosening the notion of what is symphonic is often proposed as essential to true Romanticism. The symphonic is often proposed as essential to true Romanticism. The symphony strides towards its Mahlerian fulfilment of Beethoven’s ideal, the argument runs: not only are the millions embraced, in obedience to Schiller’s instructions, but the whole world is drawn into the frame. As a late Classic, early Romantic composer of symphonic music, Schubert’s role in this process is crucial, yet open to notably  different interpretations. Schumann, whose dislike of the term ‘Romantic’ has been quoted in Chapter One, was in no doubt that – in the field of the piano sonata, at least – ‘Beethoven’s example was followed mainly by Franz Schubert, who sought after new terrain and won it’. Moreover, one reason for the greatness of the Great  C major Symphony was that ‘over the whole there is poured out that romanticism we know to be characteristic of Franz Schubert’. Today, Schubert continues to fascinate precisely because the relation between the old terrain and the new is so tantalizingly ambiguous, and nowhere are these differences more extreme than in  reactions to his symphonic music. All commentators will agree that Schubert was unable to dispense entirely with Classical forms, even had he wished to do so: where disagreement arises is in determining the nature and significance – the Romanticism – of his modifications to – even distortions of – those forms. 

Undoubtedly the most personal Schubertian trait in instrumental music is expansion: not just the introduction of longer, more lyrical themes than one finds in Beethoven’s large-scale movements, but the use of richer, less diatonic tonal relations – as in his last and finest Piano Sonata, in B flat, in which the relatively leisurely nature of the outer movements contrasts sharply with Beethoven’s most typical concentration and dynamism. And even in those other late works which seem closer to Classical precedents – the G major String Quartet, the C major Quintet, the Great  C major Symphony – there is an expansiveness which, while not demonstrating an irreversible shift from harmonic to thematic principles of structuring, or from forms based on the expansion of a unity to forms composed of the balancing of contrasts, does confirm Schubert’s ability to admit a high degree of lyric reflection into sonata movements without simply breaking up the form into a succession of juxtaposed episodes. An earlier work, the superb A minor String Quartet (1824), demonstrates that he was perfectly capable of greater concentration and economy, with no loss of lyric poignancy and melodic eloquence. No one is likely to mistake this work for imitation Beethoven; indeed, it is more as if Schubert is seeking to explore the relevance of forms in which Beethoven was uniquely at home to his own very different musical temperment. 

Recently, specialist studies have tended to focus less on awkward comparisons between Schubert and his contemporaries and more on the fruitful consequences of his innovations, whether in the multi-movement sonata works of Bruckner and Brahms, or in compositions (from Liszt to Schoenberg and beyond) which link separate movements together after the fashion of the Wanderer  Fantasia and the F minor Fantasy for piano duet. What keeps these large-scale symphonic works of Schubert’s in the public eye is the often supreme beauty of their melodic materials and the compelling way in which those melodies are harmonically enriched. In loosening the unifying grip of Classical formal schemes, these enrichments and expansions simply acknowledge the need of their materials, not to flaunt themselves rhapsodically with no particular end in view, but for room in which to breathe and to realize their full potential within larger schemes whose allegiance is still, essentially, to Classic tradition. It is one of the essential qualities of the Romantic era that melodies have as much right to exist in symphonic music as motifs have in dramatic music. As a result, there grows a rich confusion of genres, and an eager appreciation by composers themselves of the fact that coherence can survive the loss of the stricter unifying schemes so powerfully evident in Classical times. For his role in furthering this confusion, this appreciation, Schubert can certainly not be excluded from any account of musical Romanticism. Still less can he be excluded when the other, complementary aspect of his genius is recalled. Some of his greatest songs are his shortest: there is a place for concentration as well as expansion in the world of Romanticism, and Schubert was a master of both. P30

P73 He certainly admired the way in which Liszt played his (Chopin’s) compositions, but had little sympathy with what he saw as Liszt’s excessively mannered and flamboyant creations.

Such judgements are scarcely to be wondered at in view of the fact that Chopin’s own background was so different. And while it is easy  to exaggerate the special circumstances of his early years in Poland, as well as the ironies of his rapid and sustained success in a city where Berloiz, for one, could find little but frustration and incomprehension, it may well be true that it was a mixture of detachment (by virtue of his birth) and confidence (by virtue of his success) that did most to enable Chopin to pursue such a remarkable policy of transcending the superficiality and easy effects of the salon piece in his years in France. He was also fortunate in that, disinclined by temperment to engage in the barnstorming platform antics of the concert  virtuoso, he was able (after 1832) to avoid frequent concert appearances through the patronage of, among others, the Rothschild family. Indeed, he gave only about thirty public performances throughout his life. Nevertheless, his life was not exclusively devoted to creative work, sheltered by the protection of his patrons. He was in demand as a teacher, and in his last years, at a time of social upheaval in Paris, he found himself experiencing the harsher side of patronage in travels through England and Scotland. It was in these final, bitter months that he may have come closest to regretting that he had never accepted the challenge of his teacher Elsner, expressed in a letter to Chopin of September 1834, not merely to compose an opera on a subject drawn from Polish national history, but to return from his ‘Olympian abode’ in Paris to his true homeland. It is true that as a composer Chopin had as little interest in detailed programmatic pictorialism as he had in large-scale dramatic or symphonic forms. And as a ‘nationalist’ in exile he was inclined by temperment more to allusion to Polish features as an aid to refinement of expression than, as later nationalists would be, to affirmation as a means of intensifying emotion and originality – through partial but significant independence of French or German models.

Chopin was virtually self-taught as a  pianist, and as a composer his lifelong concentration on the piano was established early – a draft for one of his best mazurkas (op. 7 no. 4) has been assigned to 1824, when he was only fourteen. His first piano lesson and first publication (a G minor polonaise) date from his eight year (1817), his first public performance from a year later. And although it was not until 1826 that Chopin began full-time music study with Elsner, he was already showing a lively interest in contemporary music: a letter to a friend of June 1826 shows that he had been studying the score of Der Freischütz  in advance of a possible Warsaw performance, and he noted ruefully that ‘considering the aim that Weber had in mind in his Freischütz, its Germanic substance, its queer romanticism, its extraordinarily recherché  harmony (chich particularly suits the German taste) one may rechon that the Warsaw public, accustomed to Rossini’s light melodies, will begin by praising it not from conviction, but rather in imitation of the connoisseurs, and because Weber is highly thought of everywhere’.

While it is not difficult to read into this wry portrait of relative provincialism the strength of Chopin’s desire to escape into a wider musical world, he was no more contemptuous of (or uninfluenced by) Rossini’s ‘light melodies’ than he was by Weber’s ‘recherché harmony’. Yet the fullest musical embodiment of that essential ‘elegance’ that Chopin himself was to do more than any other composer to establish as a serious feature in music of genuine substance was Hummel, who visited Warsaw in 1828, and whom Chopin set out to emulate. It is primarily because of the sources of Chopin’s style – Hummel, Field, Weber, Rossini, Bellini, Spohr (rather than Beethoven or Schubert) – that he might be seen as, in some sense, evading the challenge of the larger-scale symphonic sonata. Even if it could be established that in the late 1820s it was possible for him to be fully aware of the achievements of the Viennese masters, however, it would be more sensible to regard his imdependence of, or indifference to, the potential of their work as recognition both of where his own gifts lay and of what music needed in the 1830: that is, time to digest those great works of the late Classic era before seeking to develop their implications. And that ‘digestion’ could well involve the kind of smaller-scale but highly imaginative adaptation of sonata-form characteristics that several of Chopin’s finest works reveal. P74

P76 Chopin intensified expressiveness and refined structures to such effect that the results can now be seen as laying the foundations for that new flexible coherence of form in all genres which is the hallmark of Romantic music after 1830. The leading proponent of this ‘alternative symphonism’ in Chopin, Gerald Abraham, claims that, as early as the Mazurka op. 24 no. 4 (1834-5), he began to expand and refine simple sectional forms, so that with another Mazurka, op. 41 no. 1 (1838-9), ‘we already reach the almost symphonic style of the greatest Mazurkas of the last phase’. This symphonism consists in increasing or introducing thematic development in forms – waltz, nocturne, polonaise – more normally associated with the simple statement and restatement of contrasting thematic elements.

Even if it is felt that there are dangers, in using the terms ‘symphonic’ and ‘developmental’, of exaggerating the nature of these compositions as in some sense offshoots of the Classical tradition, it is perfectly true that their most remarkable quality is sophistication of thematic working, but more varied phrase structures and richer harmonies (extending diatonic tonality) than mere dance forms would normally be expected to display. In 1830, long before the composition of the most radical works of his later years, Chopin wrote from Vienna about the public popularity of waltzes by Strauss and Lanner: his own mazurkas, he points out, ‘are not meant for dancing’. A decade later, it was the mazurkas, as ‘serious’ extension of their thematic, phrase-structural and harmonic techniques into later and larger works. In the 1830s only the G minor and F major Ballades and the B flat minor Sonata anticipate – not entirely successfully – that greater scope and power which emerge fully in Chopin’s compositions after 1841. The later mazurkas (including op. 68 no. 4, Chopin’s last composition) intensify still further the chromatic enrichment of their basic tonalities, and developmental processes grow even more pervasive. But it is in the third and fourth Ballades (1841-2), the E major Scherzo (1842), the F minor Fantasie (1841) and the Polonaise-Fantaisie (1846) that Chopin’s radical approach to form – building new structures from the elements of the old – can best be demonstrated, in works whose greater expressive power reflects the conviction and originality of their techniques. These works do indeed evoke a ‘Paradise’ of personal freedom – an utterly individual response to a recognition of the need to make form serve the new expressiveness without lapsing into incoherence.

P83 Liszt could not claim a wholly inexplicable source for his musical gifts: his father, an official in the service of the Eszterhazy family, was a good, and versatile, amateur musician. Yet there was something almost miraculous in the sheer rapidity with which Liszt was translated from obscurity (and poverty) to fame and fortune. Only a little more than two years separated his first public concert at Sopron (in October 1820, the month of his ninth birthday) and his first public concert in Vienna, on 1 December 1822. Within two years he was the rage of Paris, and it was in Paris that Liszt became wholly of his time, susceptible to the richest mix of diverse Romantic influences – literary, religious, sexual. 

P84 As early as 1827, the year of his father’s death, Liszt, in a phase of nervous strain, had formed the wish to become a priest. Then, as his career as a virtuoso developed, and alongside his first love affairs, he grew interested both in Saint-Simonism and in the teachings of the Abbé Félicité de Lamennais. Liszt spent the summer of 1834 in retreat with Lamennais at his country estate, and the experience seems to have prompted a marked advance towards maturity in the piano compositions, sketched there, which included Apparitions  and the  Harmonies poétiques et religieuses. It is hardly suprising that Liszt should have been attracted to Lamennais’s views about the divine status of art and the priestly function of the artist. 
