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The relationship between piano manufacturer and composer is interactive, and 

consequently both compositions and performance styles evolved organically due to this 

relationship. Early on, the instrument had more influence on the composer, whereas with 

the instrument’s establishment, composers began to exert more influence on the 

subsequent development of the instrument through their requests of manufacturers.  The 

relationship between pianist-composers and manufacturers is important for pianists to 

study and understand, as well as the actual sound of a composer’s fortepiano and the way 

he performed on it. Through studying the development of the piano and the relationship 

between manufacturers and composers, pianists can reinterpret compositions before the 

mid nineteenth century, such as Mozart, Beethoven, Dussek, Chopin, and Liszt, using 

their knowledge of the aforementioned to bring a different perspective to their 

performances on the modern piano. There are numerous manufacturers and composers 

who made important contributions to the development of the piano. This dissertation 

focuses on selected pianist-composers and fortepiano manufacturers, and the impact of 

their relationship on piano literature before 1860.   
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CHAPTER I  

BACKGROUND AND BIRTH OF THE FORTEPIANO 

Before the eighteenth century, the harpsichord, the organ, and the clavichord were 

popular keyboard instruments at court. 1 While singers and string players were capable of 

making dynamics and flexible phrases, keyboard instruments lagged behind in their 

abilities to be musically expressive.   

Harpsichordists could apply terraced dynamics through combining different 

registers. Performers could vary loudness or change timbre by coupling manuals together, 

rapidly changing registers, adding ornamentations, playing arpeggios, or applying stops. 2 

Italian organist and composer Giovanni Casini (1652-1719), however, emphasized that 

“the harpsichord does not fulfill all the expressions of human sentiment.” 3 During the 

mid seventeenth century, melodies were often simple, lyrical, and tuneful. Musicians 

were intrigued by dynamic contrasts, sustained sounds, and tonal coloring. There began 

to be great demand for more nuance and dynamic flexibility within a specific rhythmic 

time frame. 4 Increasingly homophonic writing also required greater performance ability 

and an instrument capable of isolating a phrase or separating a melody from the 

accompaniment. 5 Because the keyboard instruments of the time could not fully achieve 

                                                           
1 Others keyboard instruments included Tangentenflügel, Geigenwork, and Archicembalo,  
2 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 32. 
3 Ibid., 33. 
4 Sandra P. Rosenblum, Performance Practice in Classic Piano Music (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana 
University Press, 1988), 3. 
5 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 12. 



2 
 

the subtle differences expected by composers, instrument builders began to experiment 

with new possibilities to create dynamics, such as the striking mechanism.  

In contrast to the harpsichord, the clavichord was able to produce tonal gradations 

through the performers’ touch. The clavichord had tangents to strike the string.  

Clavichord players were able to control the intensity and quality of the tone, including the 

use of the crescendo and decrescendo. With a sensitive touch, players could achieve 

bebung, a special effect similar to vibrato. The level of volume from the clavichord went 

from barely audible to soft, and its delicate tone controlled by touch foreshadowed the 

volume scale available in modern pianos. However, the clavichord was primarily 

designed for private solo performance and accompanying for single instrumentalists and 

vocalists. During the early years of the fortepiano’s development, both harpsichord and 

fortepiano were in frequent use, not only throughout the eighteenth century, but also into 

the nineteenth century. 

The First Fortepiano and Its Inventor: Bartolomeo Cristofori 

 Although a striking mechanism was mentioned as early as the fifteenth century, it 

was most likely not known outside of Burgundy. 6 However, during the sixteenth century 

before Cristofori invented the first fortepiano, 7 the concept caught on and was 

incorporated into the clavichord, the Geigenwerk, and the harpsichord. 8 Keyboard 

instruments with striking action were mentioned in several documents in the sixteenth 

                                                           
6 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 45. 
7 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 7-42. 
8 Ibid., 7.  
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century. 9 According to letters from Hippolito Cricca (1561-1628), an organist and 

caretaker of instruments of the court of Ferrara, he used the term “pian et forte” to 

describe instruments with dynamic flexibility in 1598. 10 Although the harpsichord was 

capable of dynamic flexibility, the term “pian et forte” here pointed to a different kind of 

sound, “soft and loud.” The term also suggests a mechanism rather than the plucking 

system of the harpsichord. 11 The motivating factor was the desire to increase the capacity 

for greater musical expression from keyboard instruments. 

Bartolomeo Cristofori (1655-1732), instrument curator and maker for the crown 

prince Ferdinando Maria de’Medici (1663-1713) of the grand duchy of Tuscany in 

Florence, produced an “Arpicembalo…di nuova invention, che fa’il piano, e il forte” (a 

harpsichord, of new invention, that plays soft and loud) in 1700. 12 With the patronage of 

the Medici family, Cristofori spent the rest of his life improving his invention and 

training apprentices. 13 The action and hammers were much different in his later 

fortepianos and became the model for fortepianos in the eighteenth century. 

                                                           
9 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 27-30. A group of letters 
from Hippolito Cricca in 1598 indicated that instruments with the striking action were capable of dynamic 
flexibility and may have been known outside of Burgundy. Between 1598 and 1600, there were keyboard 
instruments with similar descriptions listed in a series of inventories from the Cesare d’Este.  
10 Ibid., 28. Cricca used the “instromento pian et forte with the organ below” to describe instruments such 
as the claviorganum and a two-register harpsichord in a letter to Duke Cesare d’Este in Modena dated from 
1598.   
11 Ibid., 30-31.  
12 Ibid., 43-46, 53. Howard Schott, “From Harpsichord to Pianoforte: A Chronology and Commentary,” 
Early Music 13, no. 1, The Early Piano II (February 1985): 30. Mario Fabbri claimed the authentic date for 
Cristofori’s invention was in 1698 based on his discovery of a diary by court musician Francesco Manucci. 
However, scholars are still in disagreement about the authenticity of this new date. The year 1700 is the 
most convincing date so far. 
13 Giuliana Montanari, “Bartolomeo Cristofori: A List and Historical Survey of His Instruments,” Early 
Music 19, no. 3 (August 1991): 387. His pupils were Ferrini Giovanni from Florence and Domenico Del 
Mela.  
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Cristofori’s fortepiano started with a shape similar to the harpsichord but with a 

unique method of sound production. According to an inventory from the Archivio di 

Stato in Florence, Italy, Cristofori’s work was called an Arpicimbalo:  

An Arpicimbalo of Bartolomeo Cristofori, of new invention, that produces piano 
and forte, with two principal unison sets of strings, with a sound-board of cypress 
without a rose, with bands and half-round mouldings alike veneered with ebony, 
with jacks (saltarelli), with red cloth that touch the strings, and hammers 
(martelli) that produce the piano and forte; and the entire instrument closed and 
covered with a sheet of cypress veneered with ebony, with a keyboard of 
boxwood and ebony, without splits, which begins on C (stretched octave) and 
ends on C, with the number of forty-nine keys (both white and black), with two 
black side blocks, with which one lifts and places the keyboard, with two small 
black knobs above, length 37/8 braccie, width at the front one braccia and six 
soldi, with a desk of cypress and an outer case of white poplar, and a covering of 
red leather, lined with green taffeta and edged with gold ribbon. 14  
 

This document illustrates several features of the harpsichord-like instrument: paired sets 

of strings, an elaborate sound-board, escapements (jacks), a back check, hammers, a 

separate damper for the hammer action, regulation of the fall of the hammer, and forty-

nine keys. 15 

There are several similarities between Cristofori’s fortepiano and other keyboard 

instruments pre-dating 1700. First, the clavichord used a hammer action to strike and 

vibrate the string, thus creating sound. Second, the damper fell back automatically when 

the key was released. The una corda stop was a unique device that shifted the hammer 

                                                           
14 Giuliana Montanari, “Bartolomeo Cristofori: A List and Historical Survey of His Instruments,” Early 
Music 19, no. 3 (August 1991): 388. A braccia was 58.3 cm; twelve soldi are quale to one braccia. Edwin 
M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 
2001), 33-34. Quoted and translated by Dr. Good’s study through Prince Ferdinando’s instrumental 
inventory, Florence, Italy.  
15 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 33-34.  
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slightly to the right to strike only one string from the pair, 16 its function being to change 

dynamics and tone color. This device was remodeled and later evolved as the una corda 

pedal in the modern piano. Cristofori also installed jacks, called ‘escapements,’ to allow 

the hammer to move freely and bounce instantly away from the string. The escapement 

below the intermediate lever allowed the lever to return to its original position.  

Only three Cristofori fortepianos have survived: one from 1720, located in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York); one from 1722, located in the Museo degli 

Strumenti Musicali (Rome); and one from 1726, located in the Musikinstrumenten 

Museum der Karl-Marx-Universität (Leipzig). 17   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
16 Helen R. Hollis, Pianos in the Smithsonian Institution (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1973), 5-6. This differed from the modern piano in that the hammer only strikes the string off the center in 
the lower register and two of the three strings for the upper register. 
17 Giuliana Montanari, “Bartolomeo Cristofori: A List and Historical Survey of His Instruments,” Early 
Music 19, no. 3 (August 1991): 383-396. 
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Example 1.1: A grand piano made by Bartolomeo Cristofori, dated from 1720. 
 

  

Maker: Bartolomeo Cristofori; Date and Place of Manufacturer: 1720; Florence, Italy; 
Range: four octaves, C-c3; ID Number: 13550. Description: 1. There is a bottom rail 
supporting intermediate levers. 2. There are writings in ink on present hammer rail, 
possibly originally the name board: “BARTHOLOMAEUS DE CHRISTOPHORIS 
PATAVINUS INVENTOR FACIEBAT FLORENTIAE·MDCCXX.”3. There is writing 
in ink at left of hammer rail: “Restaurate l'Anno.” Present Location: Gallery 684; The 
Crosby Brown Collection of Musical Instruments, Metropolitan Museum of Art. Image 
copyright ©: The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 18  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
18http://library.artstor.org/library/welcome.html#3|search|1|Cristofori|Multiple20Collection20Search|||type3
D3126kw3DCristofori26id3Dall26name3DAll20Collections||1|. Metropolitan Museum of Art - Images for 
Academic Publishing.  
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There are several devices that greatly influenced piano manufacturing after 

Cristofori’s 1700 fortepiano: the damper device, the hammer action, the una corda stop, 

and the escapement device. Hammer action responded to the speed and weight of the 

players’ fingers; hammers then bounced away automatically. The material of the hammer 

included a parchment cylinder and wood hammers with leather covering the striking 

surfaces. 19  

Part size in the hammer mechanism varied accordingly, with the larger 

mechanism in the bass area and the smaller one in the treble area. 20 This proves that 

Cristofori was concerned about the balance of touch and took into account the needs of a 

performer while crafting an instrument. 21 The final form of the action was the 

culmination of much trial and error. The revised action came out in 1720 and brought the 

fortepiano up to date. The intermediate lever was modified and was hinged to a block 

under the hammer butt. Each block was adjusted to a different weight to pair with the 

corresponding key. A back check was installed to catch the hammer and support it when 

it dropped. The damper point was close to the back side of the key instead of at the end of 

the intermediate lever. Cristofori’s 1726 action became the model for most later 

fortepiano actions. 

                                                           
19 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 38-40.  
20Ibid., 39. According to Good, the blocks on the underside of the keys also varied in size and shape, but 
not in length. 
21 Ibid. Good and his colleagues conducted an action examination of the 1722 pianoforte from Rome. They 
noticed the blocks that were located on the underside of the key varied in size and shape according to the 
correlated key. The weight tests by Professor Thomas and Barbara Wolf confirmed that the keyboard was 
carefully balanced and the size and the shape of blocks were consistent with it.   
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Example 1.2: Revised action design from Cristofori’s 1726 piano in Leipzig. 22 

 

The Verschiebung, 23 or the una corda stop, moved the hammer toward the right 

so that it struck only one string from the pair.  24 This una corda stop was one of the 

devices used to mechanically change the tone color. Other stops installed in the early 

eighteenth century fortepianos included the lute, harp, and piano stops. These stops were 

originally operated by hand. However, this procedure required an immobilized hand 

while operating. Therefore, keyboard players usually set up and changed the stop before 

the performance or before individual passages, instead of in the middle of a passage. 

Players were inconvenienced by this mechanical design while attempting more tonal 

nuance in the late eighteenth century. Fortepiano manufacturers eventually replaced the 

                                                           
22 The New Grove: The Piano, edited by Edwin M. Ripin et al. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988), 4. 
Copyright © 1980, 1984 and 1988 Macmillian Press Ltd, London; Copyright ©:1980, 1984 and 1988 
Edwin M. Ripin, Philip R.Belt, Maribel Meisel,Derek Adlam, William J. Conner, Rosamond R. M. 
Harding, Cyril Ehrlich,Susan Bradshaw. Copyright © 1984, 1988 Hugh Davies, Robert Winter, J. Bradford 
Robinson. Copyright © 1988 Harold C. Schonberg. Used by permission of W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
23 Michael Latcham, ‘Franz Jakob Spath and the “Tangentenflügel,” an Eighteenth-Century Tradition,’ The 
Galpin Society Journal 57 (May 2004): 150-170. 
24 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 27-28. 
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hand stop with knee stops. Most fortepianos made in German-speaking regions in the first 

half of the eighteenth century adopted knee stops. Mozart praised the new device that 

would free pianists’ hands while applying the piano or the forte stop in Stein’s 

fortepiano: “The device which you work with your knee is better on his than on other 

instruments. I have only to touch it and it works; and when you shift your knee the 

slightest bit, you do not hear the least reverberation.” 25 The foot pedal was not common 

until this design was introduced from England during the late eighteenth century. 26  

The escapement had been set to prevent the hammer from bouncing back and 

double striking while fingers held down the keys. 27 Thicker strings, heavier inner lining, 

and a rail were applied to balance the tension in order to hold the instrument in tune. 28 

The strings were placed above the sound board with two strings assigned to each note. 

The interior frame was all made of wooden parts. The range of Cristofori’s instrument 

was in the range of four octaves, from C to c3. 29 Players could adjust their sound by 

controlling the amount of weight they used or by approaching the keys at different angles 

to trigger the response of the hammer. With this instrument, players had more control of 

the dynamics and tone quality. The speed of hammers and the volume of sound depended 

on finger weight. Performers relied on practice and experience to create gradual dynamic 

                                                           
25 Mozart to his father, Augsburg, 17-18 October 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, ed. Eric 
Blom, trans. Emily Anderson (New York, St. Martin's Press, 1966), 53.  
26 Arthur Loessur, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover, 1990), 47. 
27 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano 
(New York: Dover, 1972), 41-48. 
28 ed. James Parakilas, Piano Roles: Three Hundred Years of Life with the Piano (New Haven, Connecticut: 
Yale University Press, 1999), 34. 
29 William Leslie Sumner, The Pianoforte (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1971), 41. 
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effects on the fortepiano with an extended compass. Keyboard players finally had the 

possibility of exploring dynamics and tone colors just as singers and other 

instrumentalists did.30  

Scipione Maffei 

 Italian journalist Scipione Maffei (1675-1755) was a major proponent of the 

fortepiano. Maffei visited Prince Ferdinando (1669-1713) in 1709 to ask for his support 

of a quarterly magazine published in Venice. During the visit, Maffei also had the chance 

to visit Cristofori and try out his invention. In 1711, Maffei published an article 

describing the new instrument he saw in the Tuscany court in the Giornale de’letterati 

d’Italia in Venice. 31 The article contained a description in words and graphics of the 

mechanical construction of the fortepiano. He described the instrument as “Nuova 

invenzione d’un gravicembalo col piano e forte” (New invention of a harpsichord with 

the soft and loud) and named Cristofori as the ingenious inventor. 32  

In this article, Maffei explained the existence of the new instrument and supported 

the need for it at the turn of the century:  

The secret of especially delighting their listener is the alternation of soft and loud. 
This may come either in a theme and its response, or it may be when the tone is 
artfully allowed to diminish little by little, and then at one stroke made to return to 
full vigor – an artifice which has often been used, and with wonderful success, at 
the great concerts in Rome. Now of all this diversity and variation of tone, in 
which the bowed instruments excel among all others, the harpsichord is entirely 
deprived, and one might have considered it the vainest of fancies to propose 

                                                           
30 ed. James Parakilas, Piano Roles: Three Hundred Years of Life with the Piano (New Haven, Connecticut: 
Yale University Press, 1999), 32-33. 
31 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 36. 
32 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover Publications, 1990), 29-
33.  
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constructing one in such a manner as to have this gift…The bringing out of 
greater or lesser degree of sound depends upon the varying force with which the 
keys are pressed by the player; [and] by regulating this, may not only loud and 
soft be heard, but also gradations and diversity of sounds, as if it were a 
violoncello. 33   
The greatest opposition that this new instrument has suffered consists in the fact 
that people in general do not know how to play it at the first encounter, since an 
ability to play the ordinary keyboard instruments will not suffice here. Being a 
new instrument, it requires a person who understands its virtues, who to some 
extent has made a particular study of it, so that he may regulate the measures of 
the varying impulses that he must impart to the keys in order to achieve graceful 
graduations at the right time and place, and so also as to select appropriate 
pieces.34 
 

In Maffei’s article, he pointed out the possibility of a new performance style, and noted 

that musicians would need to be trained in a different way in order to perform on the 

fortepiano. Although well-trained keyboard players were able to switch between various 

instruments quickly, they were still challenged by having to learn a new performance 

style for the new fortepiano. 

 There were several differences between Cristofori’s and Maffei’s design. The 

major differences were: the position of the intermediate lever, 35 the shape and the 

material of the hammer, 36 and the location of the escapement tongue. 37 Despite 

                                                           
33 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover Publications, 1990), 30. 
Edward Francis Rimbault, The Pianoforte, its Origin, Progress and Construction (London: R. & Cooks, 
1860), 95-97. Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 57-62, 232-
237. See Pollens, The Early Pianoforte, for the complete translation and original text. 
34 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover Publications, 1990), 33-
34. 
35 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 62. The intermediate is 
also called the secondary lever. In Maffei’s graphic, the intermediate lever is lifted by the back of the 
keylever, tasto ordinario. Cristofori’s escapement was hinged by its distal end to a lighter intermediate 
lever, in order to raise the hammer. 
36 Ibid., 67-69. In Maffei’s description, the hammer head was covered with buckskin. Cristofori’s hammers 
from 1711 and 1722 were covered in thick layers of leather with a flat striking surface. Cristofori later 
changed the design for the hammer head in his design in 1720, 1725, and 1726 model. It was constructed 
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differences from Cristofori’s original design, Maffei’s action design appeared workable. 

38 In his article, Maffei also pointed out an unusual construction in Cristofori’s design: 

Cristofori used thicker wood on the bent side and applied heavier strings carefully to 

prevent the case and the soundboard from malfunctioning. 39 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
with two parts, with a hollow paper cylinder roll made by parchment papers, and covered with a layer of 
soft leather.    
37 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 62-68. In Maffei’s 
graphic, the escapement tongue, or jack, is moved directly upon the hammer. In Cristofori’s design, the 
intermediate lever moved directly upon the hammer, instead of on the escapement. Despite the different 
location, the shape and the function of the escapement tongues, (or the jack), are the same in Cristofori and 
Maffei’s article.      
38 Ibid., 62.  
39 Ibid., 77. 
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Example 1.3: Cristofori’s action after Maffei’s description. 40  

 

 
                                                           
40 Edward Francis Rimbault, The Pianoforte, its Origin, Progress and Construction (London: Cooks, 
1860), 99.  
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Fortepianos as Luxuries 

 Before the mid eighteenth century, the majority of musical activities were 

centered in courts, and harpsichords were the primary choice of keyboard instruments in 

concerts. According to Medici’s inventory, fortepianos were considered an exquisite and 

expensive art project. 41 Fortepianos were a marriage of experienced craftsmen, 

expensive materials, and an extensive amount of labor. It required not only a large 

amount of expensive materials such as leathers and woods, but also experienced artisans 

to craft a single instrument. The expense of materials, difficulties of overland 

transportation, and limits on commercial trading made it difficult for fortepiano makers to 

exchange new concepts and ideas. 42 These technical difficulties and the enormous 

expense made the fortepiano a luxury which only the aristocracy could afford. The slow 

hand-made process not only elevated the instrument’s value, but also delayed the 

popularity of fortepianos in the early eighteenth century. According to the diary of 

Niccolò Susier in Florence, João V, the King of Portugal, had spent an enormous amount 

of money to purchase Cristofori’s fortepianos before the inventor’s death. The price was 

about four or five times that of a highly regarded Rucker harpsichord. Yet, even though 

manufacturing and shipping were slow in the early eighteenth-century, the novelty of the 

instrument inspired composers to write for the fortepiano in Italy, Spain, and Portugal. 43  

                                                           
41 Giuliana Montanari, “Bartolomeo Cristofori: A List and Historical Survey of His Instruments,”  Early 
Music 19, no. 3 (August 1991): 383-396.  
42 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano 
(New York: Dover, 1972), 166. 
43Ibid., 121. David Sutherland, “Domenico Scarlatti and the Florentine Piano,” Early Music 23, No. 2 (May 
1995): 243-257. 
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The fortepiano was presented as a gift by Prince Ferdinando to several different 

monarchs, including the King of Portugal. 44 The first composition for the fortepiano, 

Sonate da Cimbalo di piano e forte detto volgarmente di Martelletti, was written by 

composer Lodovico Giustini di Pistoia (1685-1743), dedicated to Infante Don Antonio, in 

1732. 45 Harpsichordist and composer, Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757) would have 

expected access to the very latest instrument when he arrived at the Portuguese court in 

1719. 46 There is little evidence of the history of fortepiano manufacturing in Spain 

because only a few Spanish and Portuguese keyboard instruments survived. 47 

Chronologically, Portugal, Spain, and Germany knew about the fortepiano before 

England and France. 48 Although Maffei’s article helped to spread the word, most 

fortepiano reproductions were similar to Cristofori’s 1726 design. 49 Overall, the 

exquisite fortepiano was a symbol of wealth and privilege during the early eighteenth 

century. It continued to remain as a court instrument through the first half of the 

eighteenth century and was not mass-produced. Cristofori’s fortepiano appeared to be 
                                                           
44 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 43. 
45 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 118. 
46 Joel Leonard Sheveloff, “The keyboard music of Domenico Scarlatti: A Re-Evaluation of the Present 
State of Knowledge in the Light of the Sources” (Ph D. Dissertation, Brandeis University, 1970), 319-341, 
357. David Sutherland, Piano, 252. After reinterpreting existing evidence, Sheveloff and Sutherland both 
suggest that Scarlatti was the first advocate of the fortepiano. Michael Cole, the Pianoforte in the Classical 
Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 15-17. W Dean Sutcliffe, The Keyboard Sonatas of Dominico 
Scarlatti and Eighteenth-Century Musical Style (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 45-49. When 
Scarlatti moved with Princess Maria Barbara to Spain in 1729, the princess had the fortepiano transported 
with her. Several scholars have suggested that Cristofori’s fortepiano may have been the choice of 
instruments in Scarlatti’s keyboard sonatas.  
47 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 121. 
48 Ibid., 123-152. 
49 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 50. 
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popular at European courts, but cheaper fortepianos were also on their way to the public 

in the late eighteenth century. An example of these was the square piano which began to 

appear in middle class households in the nineteenth century. It became the model for the 

upright piano with which we are familiar today. 

From Italy to Germany 

In 1725, Maffei’s article and diagram of the fortepiano had been translated by 

Johann Ulrich von König (1688-1744), a friend of Silbermann, and republished by 

Johann Mattheson (1681-1764) in his Critica musica (1722-1723) in Hamburg. 50 This 

article helped to expand fortepiano manufacturing in German speaking areas. Various 

keyboard instruments similar to Cristofori’s were being manufacturered in Germany. 

These German manufacturers, such as Silbermann, modeled their works on Cristofori’s 

1726 design instead. Based on Cristofori’s model, German piano makers adopted 

suggestions and worked closely with composers and performers to improve the 

instrument.  

From the beginning of the eighteenth century, piano makers constantly innovated 

and remodeled the original action in order to increase velocity and deliver a broader 

dynamic range. Fortepiano makers kept modifying the instrument in order to satisfy 

composers’ and performers’ criteria, with manufacturers building various keyboard 

instruments simultaneously, such as organs, harpsichords, clavichords, and spinets. The 

coexistence of various instruments in production and performance was a common scene 

                                                           
50 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD, 1975), 26. Michael Coles, The 
Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 14. Michael Coles points out that 
Maffei’s diagram was outdated when the article was published.  
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until the nineteenth century. 51 However, there are no existing fortepianos made by 

German manufacturers based on Maffei’s translated article. 52 

 

                                                           
51 Howard Schott, “From Harpsichord to Pianoforte: A Chronology and Commentary,” Early Music 13, no. 
1, The Early Piano II (February 1985): 28-38. 
52 Stewart Pollens, The Early Pianoforte (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 157.  
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CHAPTER II 

CONSTRUCTION MODIFICATIONS TO FORTEPIANOS  
     IN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY GERMANY 

It was in Germany that the development of the fortepiano truly accelerated. 

During the first half of the eighteenth century, fortepianos changed very little. Between 

1700 and 1760, the harpsichord and the clavichord were still available and in common 

use. The standard size of a fortepiano was five octaves, from FF to f³, with a wooden 

frame and in various shapes. This is the tonal range used in almost all piano literature in 

the classical period. 1 

Fortepiano Manufacturers 

Gottfried Silbermann 

 Maffei’s translated article inspired Gottfried Silbermann (1683-1753), an organ 

builder from Freiberg, Saxony, to build his own fortepiano. The existing action models 

from Silbermann’s fortepiano show similarities to those of Cristofori, 2 and scholars 

generally agree that Silbermann might have come into possession of Cristofori’s 

invention. 3 Based on the differences between Maffei’s graphic and Cristofori’s existing 

action model, it is evident that Silbermann actually saw Cristofori’s action designs from 

                                                           
1 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 70. 
2 Michael Coles, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 19-22. 
3 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 45. 
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the 1720s and used this first-hand knowledge as the basis for constructing his own 

fortepiano, rather than following Maffei’s sketch. 4  

In the 1730s, Gottfried Silbermann built several fortepianos based on Cristofori’s 

model. Gottfried Silbermann himself named the instrument “Piano et Forte” in Curiosa 

Saxonica. 5 In 1736, Silbermann revised and showed his instrument to Johann Sebastian 

Bach (1685-1750) during his visit to Dresden. J. S. Bach criticized Silbermann’s 

fortepiano for its heavy touch and weak treble tone when they first met. After taking the 

composer’s advice and revising his fortepiano, Silbermann seems to have successfully 

met the composer’s standard in 1747 when J. S. Bach visited his son, Carl Philipp 

Emanuel (1714-1788), in Berlin. Silbermann’s fortepianos had hammers facing toward 

the performer, pivoting on a lever, and with the damper initiating movements from above 

the string. The action was more brisk and the tone was brighter than his previous model. 6  

 With help from C. P. E. Bach, Silbermann submitted his work to Frederick the 

Great of Prussia and received fifteen orders from the King. When J. S. Bach later visited 

the Prussian court in Potsdam, he had another chance to play on a Silbermann fortepiano 

which was owned by Frederick the Great. The King improvised a fugue on Silbermann’s 

instrument, and as The Musical Offering, J. S. Bach later elaborated the theme into a 

number of movements.  Bach was so impressed by the redesigned instrument that he 

                                                           
4 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 48. Michael Coles, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 20. 
It was possible that Silbermann may have seen the original design.  
5 Stewart Pollens, “Gottfried Silbermann’s Pianos,” Organ Yearbook 17 (1986): 120. 
6 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD, 1975), 26. 
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devoted himself to promoting it and acting as an agent for Silbermann’s fortepianos in 

1749. 7 With royal approbation, Silbermann fortepianos were soon in great demand.    

 Gottfried Silbermann passed away in 1753. His nephew, Johann Daniel 

Silbermann (1717-1766), devoted himself to the business and focused exclusively on 

manufacturing the fortepiano. After Johann Silbermann’s death in 1766, the Silbermann 

business in Leipzig no longer had a successor. The Strasburg Silbermann family 

continued the tradition until 1817. 8 Silbermann’s apprentices, Johannes Zumpe (1726-

1790) and Americus Backers (fl. 1763-1778), along with other manufacturers went to 

London during the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763). 9 These manufacturers developed a 

modified action design, which became the English action. In the last quarter of the 

eighteenth century, this particular action was widely used in England. 10 Another 

apprentice from the Silbermann workshop, Johann Andreas Stein (1728-1792) of 

Augsburg, stayed in Germany and perfected his own design which became known as the 

Viennese action. 11 This particular type of action was favored by Joseph Haydn (1732-

1809), Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791), Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), 

and most German composers.  

                                                           
7 Howard Schott, “From Harpsichord to Pianoforte: A Chronology and Commentary,” Early Music 13, no.1 
(February 1985): 28-38. 
8 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 217. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 57. 
11 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers, 47-48. 
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 Though Cristofori is credited with the invention of the fortepiano, Gottfried 

Silbermann surpassed his predecessor in multiple ways. He inspired interest in fortepiano 

manufacturing in both Germany and England, and notably modified several important 

features, including the inverted wrest plank. 12 Silbermann kept the wing shape of the 

instrument, but replaced the internal materials to increase the volume of the instrument. 

Silbermann’s hammers swung on a separate rail, and there were jacks with a special 

escapement on each to prevent rebound. 13 His partnership with J. S. Bach also 

represented a potential business model. The fortepiano had been defined as a luxury ever 

since Prince Ferdinando introduced one of Cristofori’s fortepianos to Portugal. In the 

early eighteenth century, it was extremely difficult to advertise luxuries that primarily 

belonged to the aristocracy. Silbermann, however, managed to discover a new business 

strategy. He cleverly presented his instruments to the most renowned musicians of the 

time and managed to sell more of his instruments at an extravagant price. Having famous 

musicians use his instruments in various capacities was a powerful promotional medium. 

From his workshop, he also generated two primary action designs used in later fortepiano 

construction. 14        

 

 

 
                                                           
12 Michael Coles, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 21. 
13 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover, 1990), 41. 
14 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover, 1972), 45. 
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Johann Andreas Stein  

 Johann Andreas Stein is credited with developing the Viennese action, which was 

adopted by most German fortepiano manufacturers. He studied piano making with 

Silbermann’s nephew, Johann Heinrich Silbermann (1727-1799). 15 During the Seven 

Years’ War, he went to Augsburg in 1768 and started his own business. 16 Stein inherited 

the action design directly from Silbermann and tried to build his own fortepiano. Stein’s 

action design differed in several respects from Silbermann’s. First, he changed the 

intermediate level of the hammer shank. Second, he attached the hammer on the back 

side of the key which allowed a greater swing. Third, he installed escapements that 

facilitated the action movement. The result was a new action design that became 

representative of the ‘Viennese action.’ None of Stein’s fortepianos had a hammer back 

check. The hammer was light enough that it did not require a back check to prevent 

rebound. This also suggests that the touch of the Viennese action was lighter than action 

models made in England. 17  

The Viennese action was adopted by most fortepiano manufacturers in the 

Classical era. Stein’s action gave players remarkable hammer control and a sensitive 

touch, especially in soft passages.  

 

                                                           
15 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 82. 
16 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 168. 
17 ed. Michael Latcham, “Stein, Johann Andreas,” in Grove music online. 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com:80/subscriber/article/grove/music/26631 



23 
 

Mozart complimented the evenness and sensitivity of Stein’s instrument in a letter 

to his father, Leopold Mozart (1719-1787):  

He guarantees that the sounding-board will neither break nor split. When he has 
finished making one for a clavier, he places it in the open air, exposing it to rain, 
snow, the heat of the sun and all the devils in order that it may crack. Then he 
inserts wedges and glues them in to make then instrument very strong and firm. 
He is delighted when it cracks, for he can then be sure that nothing more can 
happen to it. Indeed he often cuts into it himself and then glues it together again 
and strengthens it in this way. He has finished making three pianofortes of this 
kind. Today I played on one again. 18 
 

Stein belonged to a school of instrument makers who followed the hand-made tradition. 

Stein’s apprentices included his daughter, Nannette Stein (1769-1833), and Johann David 

Schiedmayer (1753-1805). Andreas Stein did the majority of manufacturing by himself, 

assisted by his apprentices and family members. Stein used natural methods to curve 

woods and crafted soundboards and other parts by hand. Stein’s soundboard and bridge 

were thinner than those of Viennese manufacturers during his time or his successors. 19 A 

thinner soundboard resulted in a specific tone color and rich overtones on fortepianos. 20 

According to pianist-composer Andreas Streicher (1761-1833), “The tone of the Stein 

[fortepiano] is modeled exclusively according to this ideal, so that in the keyboard, 

everything that the player needs for every type of musical performance is already 

prepared.” 21 Stein also changed the strings to a thicker wire in the bass area. He began to 

                                                           
18 Mozart to his father, Augsburg, 17-18 October 1777,  in Mozart’s Letters, ed. Eric Blom, trans. Emily 
Anderson (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1961), 53. 
19 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 85. 
20 Eva Badura-Skoda, Interpreting Mozart: the Performance of His Piano Pieces and Other Compositions 
(New York: Routledge, 2008), 96.  
21 Richard A. Fuller, “Andreas Streicher’s Notes on the Fortepiano: Chapter 2: ‘On Tone’,” Early Music 12, 
no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 1984): 463-464. 



24 
 

experiment with the relationship between increasing the tension of the strings and the 

volume of the instrument. In 1782, Stein chose a different framing system for his piano. 

The invention was called an A-frame with the inner bent-side continued with a straight 

line to the belly rail. This construction became the standard of the Viennese piano 

throughout the nineteenth century. These features made his fortepianos softer in volume, 

clearer in tone, and more responsive to sound projection. 

 Stein established a high standard in fortepiano manufacturing because of the 

longevity of his instruments, and his improvements to the action of the Viennese piano. 

His instruments featured lightness of action that corresponded to the specific finger 

technique used by keyboard players during the second half of the eighteenth century. This 

technique was very different from the powerful approach needed for the modern piano. 

An additional advantage of the Stein instrument was ease of executing the harpsichord 

literature, though this did not work the other way around: the rich harmonic texture and 

tonal color required by fortepiano compositions was not possible on the harpsichord. 22  

Nannette Stein (Nannette Streicher) 

 Nannette Stein and her brother, Mattäus Andreas Stein (1776-1842), continued 

the family tradition of fortepiano manufacturing after 1792. Nannette married pianist-

composer, Johann Andreas Streicher, who joined the business and dedicated his career to 

fortepiano manufacturing. Nannette Streicher became a business partner soon after 

joining the firm. In 1794, she moved to Vienna and continued the Stein tradition. In 1805, 

Nannette Streicher changed her father’s design to suit the taste of the day, including 

                                                           
22 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Elek, 1974), 80-81. 



25 
 

expanding tonal range up to six octaves. The Streicher family was well known among 

piano virtuosos, composers, and music teachers. Beethoven kept a close friendship with 

the Streicher family and Nannette was constantly looking after his household and musical 

needs. 23  

Example 2.1: A portrait of Nannette Streicher. 24 

 

Example 2.2: A portrait of Johann Andreas Streicher. 

 
                                                           
23 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 218-219. 
24 Copyright by Beethoven-Haus Bonn. Used by permission. 

 

Portrait of Johann Andreas 
Streicher: oil painting by 
Johann Nepomuk Ender 
(1793–1854), ca 1820.  
Facsimile. Location: 
Pasqualati Haus, Vienna. 
Image copyright ©: Wien 
Museum. 

Portrait of Nannette 
Streicher: photograph of 
water color painting by 
Ludwig Krones (1785-
1830). Image copyright: 
© Beethoven-Haus 
Bonn.  
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 In 1816, Nannette Streicher built a grand piano with a range of six-and-a-half- 

octaves based on Beethoven’s request. The range is from CC to f 4. Streicher 

strengthened the frame structure and added a second soundboard to increase the 

volume.25  

 After the death of Nannette Streicher and her husband in 1833, their son, Johann 

Baptist Streicher (1796-1871), inherited the business and continued with great success. 

However, the fortepiano market in Vienna soon was under the pressure of competing 

with an increased number of imported English fortepianos. J. B. Streicher started using 

both Viennese and English actions in manufacturing. J. B. Streicher successfully built a 

down-striking fortepiano for Johann Nepomuk Hummel (1778-1837) in 1825 and 

achieved a worldwide reputation. 26 J. B. Streicher made his son, Emil Streicher (1836-

1916), a partner in 1823 and changed the name of the firm to J. B. Streicher & Sohn. In 

1868, J. B. Streicher built a piano with Viennese action for Brahms, which the composer 

kept until his death. This instrument is currently located in the Kunsthistorisches 

Museum, Vienna. Emil Streicher continued the family business until he retired and the 

firm ceased to exist in 1896. 27          

Streicher fortepianos were known for a gentle, delicate, and soft tone. 28 Pianists 

needed to have precise control of touch and elastic finger work to perform on a Streicher 

                                                           
25 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1974), 81. 
26 Martha Nocak Clinkscale, Makers of the Piano, Vol. II, 1820-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 365. 
27 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover Publications, 1972), 218-219. 
28 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 85-86. 
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fortepiano. Contemporary writers criticized the weak volume but praised the delicate tone 

of the Streicher piano. 29  

 

Example 2.3: Nannette Streicher, firm mark. 

 

 
Example 2.4: Stringing from a Streicher piano. Left: Bass area; Right: Treble area. 

            

 

 Photo copyright ©: Wien Museum. 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
29 Johann Ferdinand von Schönfeld, Jahrbuck der Tonkunst von Wien und Prag (Vienna: von Schönfeld, 
1796), 88.  
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Example 2.5: A Streicher piano made by Nannette. 

 

Maker: Nannette Streicher; Date of Manufacturer: 1821; Range: six-and-half octaves, 
CC-f4; Pedals: five: (from left to right) Una Corda, Bassoon, Moderator, Pianissimo-Stop, 
Damper lift or Sostenuto. Present Location: Beethoven Pasqualatihaus, 1010 Mölker 
Bastei 8, Vienna. Photo copyright ©: Wien Museum.   
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Example 2.6: A grand fortepiano with down-striking action made by Johann Baptist 
Streicher.  
 

 

Maker: Johann Baptist Streicher; Date and Location of Manufacturer: 1840, Vienna; 
Range: six-and-a-half octaves, CC-g4; Present Location: Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Vienna. Photo copyright ©: Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. 
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Gabriel Anton Walter   

 Gabriel Anton Walter (1752-1826), from Neuhausen auf den Fildern, was a 

Viennese fortepiano manufacturer. His firm was well known in his time and was awarded 

the title of “Imperial Royal Chamber Organ Builder and Instrument Maker” in 1790 by 

Emperor Leopold II. Scholars suggest that the Walter firm earned its reputation mostly 

among aristocrats rather than musicians. 30 In fact, Walter himself also suggested the title 

would “increase his credit among persons both here [Vienna] and abroad …, and 

consequently to increase the prosperity of his family and neighbors.” 31 The period of 

Emperor Leopold II’s reign (1790-1792) deeply influenced Viennese musical life and the 

status of Viennese fortepiano manufacturers in the late eighteenth century. 32 Since 

musical patronage was an important part of ruling activities, Anton Walter was formally 

acknowledged as Vienna’s leading fortepiano manufacturer.      

 Walter’s piano shop employed fourteen craftsmen around 1790 and up to twenty 

in 1804. Great productivity allowed the firm to produce 350 fortepianos over the course 

of a decade. The Walter firm was the largest fortepiano manufacturer in Europe before 

the Industrial Revolution of the early nineteenth century in England. 33 Walter’s 

fortepianos were praised for their action. Walter fortepianos dominated the market, being 

                                                           
30 Michael Latcham, “Mozart and the Pianos of Gabriel Anton Walter,” Early Music 25, no. 3 (August 
1997): 388. 
31 John A. Rice, “Anton Walter, Instrument Maker to Leopold II,” Journal of the American Musical 
Instrument Society 15 (January 1989): 35-36, 45-47.  
32 John A. Rice, “Emperor and Impresario: Leopold II and the Transformation of Viennese Musical 
Theater, 1790-1792” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, Berkeley), 1987.  
33 John A. Rice, “Anton Walter, Instrument Maker to Leopold II,” Journal of the American Musical 
Instrument Society 15 (January 1989): 40-43. 
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the biggest and heaviest Viennese fortepiano, rich in tone and unique in timbre. The 

instrument was expensive as well. 34  

Walter was the first fortepiano manufacturer who improved upon Stein’s action 

design. He used the Viennese action as a basis, and he installed the back check to prevent 

hammer rebound. This remodeled action design became standard in Walter’s fortepianos 

after 1790. Walter’s fortepiano was known for its sound and its durability over the course 

of many performances. These fortepianos were usually triple-strung in the treble area. 

Mozart received a Walter piano in 1782 35 and purchased a Walter fortepiano in 1792 

which contained a knee-pedal. 36 Beethoven also expressed interest in the quality of 

Walter’s instrument, and praised its responsive touch and distinguished sound. 37 The 

Walter firm dominated the fortepiano market in Vienna at the end of the eighteenth 

century. A new generation of manufacturers, including Conrad Graf followed this long 

tradition, and sustained the reputation of Viennese made pianos in the nineteenth century.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
34 John A. Rice, “Anton Walter, Instrument Maker to Leopold II,” Journal of the American Musical 
Instrument Society 15 (January 1989): 37, 39. 
35  Michael Latcham, “Mozart and the Pianos of Gabriel Anton Walter,” Early Music 25, no. 3 (August 
1997): 383-388. 
36 Richard Maunder, “Mozart’s Walter Fortepiano,” Early Music 28, no.4 (November 2001): 669. 
37 Beethoven to Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, Vienna, November, 1802, in The Letters of 
Beethoven Vol. I, trans. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 82. 
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Example 2.7: A portrait of Anton Walter. 
 

 

Example 2.8: An 1800 Walter fortepiano. 

 

 

Maker: Anton Walter; 
Date of manufacture: 
1800; Present Location: 
Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Vienna. Photo 
copyright ©: 
Kunsthistorisches 
Museum Vienna. 

 

Anton Walter Portrait: oil painting by 
Friedrich August Mathias Gauermann, 
1825. Present Location: 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 
Photo copyright ©: Kunsthistorisches 
Museum Vienna. 
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Conrad Graf 

 German fortepiano manufacturer Conrad Graf (1782-1851) started as a cabinet 

maker in 1796. He eventually became an apprentice of Jakob Schelke in Währing, 

Vienna in 1798 or 1799. After he inherited Schelke’s shop, Graf fully devoted himself to 

piano manufacturing. His business soon expanded rapidly. The Graf workshop moved to 

Vienna in 1811 where his employees went from ten to forty workmen, and he continued 

to pursue instrumental innovation. 38 The Graf piano around the 1820s had leather 

covered hammers and stronger interior bracings than other Viennese fortepianos at the 

time. He installed steel pins in the bridge to secure the tone, and occasionally had designs 

with quadruple-stringing. In 1824, Graf received the title of “Imperial Royal Court 

Fortepiano Maker” (Kaiserlich königlich Hof-Fortepiano-macher). After receiving this 

endorsement, Graf secured his reputation as the most renowned fortepiano manufacturer 

in Vienna. His reputation grew and demand for his fortepianos increased, with his factory 

turning out an average of fifty pianos a year. 39  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
38 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 449. 
39 Ibid.: 448. 
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Example 2.9: Conrad Graf, firm marks. 

 

Present Location: Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Photo copyright ©: 
Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. 
 
 Shortly after receiving the royal endorsement, Graf presented his grand piano as a 

gift to Beethoven in 1825. Frédéric Chopin (1810-1849) described the Graf piano as “the 

best Viennese instrument” in his letter to Wojciechowski on 11 August 1829. In 1841, 

Conrad Graf sold his business to Karl Andreas Stein (1797-1863), the grandson of 

Andreas Stein and retired from fortepiano manufacturing. 

 Graf’s instrument was noted for its consistency. It was aligned with the style of 

Johann Andreas Stein and Anton Walter in its responsive action and light touch. He used 

opus numbers and standardized labels to categorize his pianos. All Graf’s fortepianos had 

a Viennese action, ivory keys, wooden frame with metal stretcher bar, and a range of six-

and-a-half octaves, from CC to f4 or g4. They usually had three to five pedals, including 

una corda or Verschiebung (shifting actions as due corde or una corda), bassoon (Fagott), 

piano (inserting a single layer of fabric), moderator (pianissimo, inserting double layers 
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of fabric), and janissary (Turkish effect). 40 Conrad Graf’s fortepiano was known for its 

durability. Performers rarely experienced cracked soundboards or instrumental 

malfunction on Graf’s fortepianos, although this was a common issue with other 

manufacturers during the early nineteenth century. Viennese manufacturers pointed out 

that Graf had an incomparable interior design. The frame was assembled with separate 

pieces and interlocked as bricks at each joint which created an exceptional frame. 41 The 

variety of different dimensions of Graf’s fortepianos was due to an extended tonal range 

that led to a heavier frame construction. The heavier case supported the tension from 

weighted strings and prevented instrumental malfunction. 42     

 Another characteristic of Graf’s fortepiano was its damper system. Graf 

meticulously crafted the damper by increasing the size of the blocks from the bass to the 

treble register; inserting a leather-covered wood wedge between the strings and the 

damper in the low register; and using napped wool fabric as the pad in the high register. 

The result was a tremendous quietness and efficient damping effect in his instrument. 43 

The two original Graf pianos in existence today are known for their association with 

Beethoven and Clara Wieck Schumann in 1826 and 1840 respectively. 44 

 

 

                                                           
40 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 447. 
41 Ibid., 454. 
42 Ibid., 454-455. 
43 Ibid., 456. 
44 Ibid.  446-460. 
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Example 2.10: A fortepiano made by Conrad Graf.  

 

Maker: Conrad Graf; Year: 1839; Range: Six-and-a-half octaves, CC-g4. CC-FF are 
double-strung; the rest are triple-strung. Pedals: four pedals on a lyre: keyboard shift, 
moderator (piano), moderator (pianissimo), dampers (sustain); Present Location: 
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Photo copyright ©: Kunsthistorisches Museum 
Vienna.  
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The Need for Innovation 

In the quest for innovation, fortepiano manufacturers collaborated with famous 

musicians in the court and placed the latest fortepiano at their disposal. Thus, a symbiotic 

relationship was at play: manufacturers would consult with musicians to develop their 

latest fortepianos; composers would provide feedback and suggestions to improve the 

sound of fortepianos. Consequently, changes in the instrument would be included and 

reflected in their keyboard compositions. This collaboration continued for centuries and 

became vital to the advertisement and development of the fortepiano. Well-established 

partnerships between manufacturers and fortepiano virtuosos included: Silbermann with 

J. S. Bach; 45 Stein with Mozart; Jan Ladislav Dussek (1760-1812) with John Broadwood 

(1732-1812); Daniel Gottlieb Steibelt (1765-1823), Franz Liszt (1811-1886), and 

Sigismond Thalberg (1812-1871) with Sébastien Érard (1752-1831); Ignaz Moscheles 

(1794-1870), Frédéric Kalkbrenner (1785-1849), Johann Baptist Cramer (1771-1858), 

John Field (1782-1837), and Frédéric Chopin with Ignace Pleyel (1757-1831). 46 

However, Beethoven did not favor any particular fortepiano. Unlike his predecessors, he 

used whatever was provided to him, and only wrote for the fortepiano. Additionally, an 

early generation of virtuosos interested in the fortepiano gradually formed before enough 

                                                           
45 Michael Latcham, “Pianos and Harpsichords for Their Majesties,” Early Music 36, no.3 (June 2008): 
359. 
46 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano trans. Delano Amers, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Paul 
Elek, 1974), 98.  



38 
 

fortepiano literature and instruments had appeared. Music idiomatic to the fortepiano was 

not widely available until after the1750s. 47  

Various Devices of the Fortepianos in the Late Eighteenth Century 

Serious innovations and increased demands for the instrument were testimonies to 

the popularity of the fortepiano. Pianists became aware of the potential of the fortepiano 

and gradually changed their physical approach in response to the changes to the 

instrument. 48 Consequently, the remodeled fortepiano enhanced the new piano idioms 

and new genres. Even though the popularity of the fortepiano was largely increased, the 

fortepiano was still in a transitional stage that did not reach its final form until the late 

nineteenth century.        

Before the 1760s, mechanical innovations on the fortepiano progressed slowly, as 

did the literature composed exclusively for the fortepiano. It was not until Stein installed 

the escapement in 1773 that the major performance issue of the instrument was solved. 

After Stein’s improvement, composers became more enthusiastic about the new 

instrument and collaborated more often with piano manufacturers. After the 1760s, the 

fortepiano was widely used in various venues, and it also gradually replaced the 

harpsichord as the primary solo instrument in public concerts.       

One important characteristic of the fortepiano was its ability to transpose 

orchestral effects into a single instrument. Fortepiano makers experimented with all kinds 

                                                           
47 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano trans. Delano Amers, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Paul 
Elek, 1974), 98. 
48 Alan Davison, “The Iconography of an Émigré Musician: Henri-Pierre Danloux’s 1795 Portrait of Jan 
Ladislav Dussek,” Early Music 37, no. 2 (May 2009): 178. Dussek was the first pianist to suggest 
Broadwood to add extra notes on the treble register of the fortepiano. 
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of devices to imitate sounds from the orchestra, including an expanded tonal range and 

increased instrumental weight. Increasing the volume and the size of the instrument was a 

common trend in response to the change in musical style and enlarged size of the 

performance space. Various pedal devices were invented to mimic orchestral sonorities in 

the late eighteenth century. Pianist Johann Nepomuk Hummel wrote about using pedals 

during performance in his Method. It was clear that Hummel disliked overused pedal 

effects.  

A performance with the dampers almost constantly raised, resorted to by way of a 
cloak to an impure and indistinct method of playing, has become so much the 
fashion, that many players would no longer be recognized, if they were debarred 
the use of the pedals. 49  

Though a truly great Artist has no occasion for pedals to work upon his audience 
by expression and power, yet the use of the damper-pedal, combined occasionally 
with the piano-pedal (as it is termed), has an agreeable effect in many passages, 
its employment however is rather to be recommended in slow than in quick 
movements, and only where the harmony changes at distant intervals. All other 
pedals are useless, and of no value either to the performer or to the instrument. 50  
 

The popularity of special pedals gradually decreased as it became both more common 

and more possible to vary the tone simply by controlling one’s touch on the keyboard. 51 

Overall, virtuoso playing was judged on aesthetics and technique, not artificial effects 

created by special devices. 52  

 
                                                           
49 Johann Nepomuk Hummel, A Complete Theoretical and Practical Course of Instructions on the Art of 
Playing the Piano Forte: Commencing with the Simplest Elementary Principles and Including every 
Information Requisite to the Most Finished Style of Performance (London: T. Boosey & Co., 1827), 62. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 51. 
52 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 112-113. 
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The Viennese and the English Actions 

 With the increasing popularity of the fortepiano, its manufacturers gradually 

divided into two major schools in the late-eighteenth century: the German and the 

English. As a response to composers and performers, English manufacturers continuously 

explored ways to make the instrument more powerful, while German makers pursued the 

subtlety and the mechanical freedom of the instrument. In the late eighteenth century, 

major manufacturers in Germany included Graf, Streicher, and Walter, all producing 

instruments with Viennese action, while in England, fortepianos built by Burkat Shudi 

(1702-1773) and John Broadwood (1732-1812) had an English action. These two types of 

fortepiano actions were well established by the late eighteenth century. 53 With the spread 

of the instrument’s popularity, France and America began to manufacture fortepianos. 

France’s Érard and Pleyel both studied fortepiano manufacturing in England and 

developed their own distinctive actions. In America, manufacturers in New York and 

Philadelphia frequently used the Viennese action; while others in Boston, such as 

Alpheus Babcock (1785-1842) and Jonas Chickering (1798-1853), chose the English 

action. These manufacturers created many distinctive features of American pianos. 54  

The Viennese Action 

 The Viennese action is based on Cristofori’s model, but with several 

modifications. Compared to Cristofori’s action design, the Viennese has a simpler 

mechanism, leather covered hammers, individually hinged keys, and leather dampers. 

                                                           
53 ed. James Parakilas, Piano Roles: Three Hundred Years of Life with the Piano (New Haven: Yale 
University press, 2001), 47. 
54 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 153-154. 
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Pianos made by German makers usually were triple-strung in the high register to increase 

the volume. The touch and articulations would vary noticeably among players even on 

the same instrument. The touch was shallower than those made by English makers. The 

hammer in the Viennese action was attached at the end of the key and was pointed toward 

the player, the opposite of the English action. A spring was installed on the rail that kept 

the hammer pointed forward. The spring, the escapement rail, was a breakthrough in 

piano manufacturing: it caught the hammer tail at the end of the key while the back check 

supported the weight of the hammer-head. With these two devices, piano manufacturers 

successfully prevented hammer rebound, and reset the action movement as soon as the 

key was released. In general, the tone produced by the Viennese action vanished sooner, 

and was characterized by its color and clarity. The overall result was a lighter action with 

greater velocity. Sensitivity, velocity, responsive touch, varied tone color, and dynamic 

variety were the main features of the Viennese action. Composers such as Joseph Haydn, 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Franz Schubert (1797-1828), and Ludwig van Beethoven 

were all familiar with this type of action. 55 

The difference between the Cristofori-Silbermann and the Viennese actions was 

the trigger of the movement. The hammer in the Viennese action was installed on its own 

prong, and the hammer moved against the escapement rail. Because the fulcrum was 

placed at the far end of the key, it required less energy for the player to press the key. 

Also, the pivot point was in the opposite direction of the hammer shank; it allowed a 

greater energy and more efficient movement of the action. The Viennese action 
                                                           
55 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 76-77.  
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mechanically had an advantage over the Cristofori-based English action. 56 Overall, the 

Viennese action was often described as lighter in weight, more shallow in touch, 

responsive, and as being unique in timbres on different registers. 57 For pianists, it was 

more difficult to obtain good control if performing on a fortepiano with Viennese action. 

Representative makers included Andreas Stein, Andreas and Nanette Streicher, Gabriel 

Anton Walter, Conrad Graf, and Ignaz Bösendorfer (1796-1859). 58  

 In the late nineteenth century, due to changes in musical style, expanded keyboard 

range and volume became the primary agenda for fortepiano manufacturing. With the 

expansion of the concert hall, influence of symphonic compositions, and increasing 

demand in piano literature, piano manufacturers began increasing the size and volume of 

the instrument by adopting thicker strings and an iron frame. The Viennese action lacked 

power and volume compared to the English action. Thus, the Viennese action was 

gradually replaced by the English action as instruments became larger. However, these 

mechanical changes also caused complications and added tension in the wooden frame. 

Fortepiano manufacturers struggled with these issues of design through the years and 

finally discovered a solution in the nineteenth century.  

 

 

                                                           
56 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 78. 
57 Ibid., 72-79. 
58 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte: A Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 30-31. 
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Example 2.11:Viennese grand piano action by Johann Andreas Stein,circa 1785.59 

 

The English Action 

     The English action appeared later than the Viennese action, and often came with 

triple stringing throughout the entire instrument. The result was a greater volume with 

increased tension on the frame. Because of this issue, English fortepiano manufacturers 

had to search for solutions to prevent cracks in the wooden frame. The English action 

followed Cristofori’s model, mounting hammers on a separate rail and placing them in 

the middle of the keys. The jack was controlled by a lever that moved directly from the 

butt of the hammer. The touch was heavier than the Viennese model; the sound was 

rounder and fuller with wider dynamic changes. 

                                                           
59 The New Grove: The Piano, edited by Edwin M. Ripin et al. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988), 14. 
Copyright © 1980, 1984 and 1988 Macmillian Press Ltd, London; Copyright ©:1980, 1984 and 1988 
Edwin M. Ripin, Philip R.Belt, Maribel Meisel,Derek Adlam, William J. Conner, Rosamond R. M. 
Harding, Cyril Ehrlich,Susan Bradshaw. Copyright © 1984, 1988 Hugh Davies, Robert Winter, J. Bradford 
Robinson. Copyright © 1988 Harold C. Schonberg. Used by permission of W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
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The difference between Cristofori’s action and the English action was the trigger 

of the action movement. In the English action, the movement was triggered by an 

intermediate lever between the jack and the hammer. The English action allowed pianists 

to use greater power and a more direct strike. Another improvement was an adjustable 

escapement button that reinstalled the jack by the gravity of its backward-leaning position 

when pianists released the key. 

An advantage of the English action was the capacity of the pianist to better adjust 

the touch by the weight of the finger in a thicker musical texture. If pianists pushed a key 

far down to the bottom, the touch would be heavy because the hammer was released from 

the jack that was closer to the string. If the hammer was released further away from the 

string, the keys felt lighter because of the shallow depth. Thus, pianists could adjust the 

depth or the touch of the key. The English action usually had more depth in the bottom of 

the key compared to that of the Viennese action.  

The general perception of English fortepianos was that they had a brighter and 

louder tone. 60 Muzio Clementi (1752-1832) in London was an advocate for the English 

action for its heavier strike, brilliant sound, and virtuoso effects. Other advocates in 

England included manufacturer John Broadwood, pianists Jan Ladislav Dussek, John 

Field, and Johann Baptist Cramer.61   

                                                           
60 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 68-73. 
61 Alexander L. Ringer, “Beethoven and the London Pianoforte School,” The Musical Quarterly 56, no. 4, 
Special Issue Celebrating the Bicentennial of the Birth of Beethoven (October 1970): 742-758. 
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Example 2.12: English Grand piano action by John Broadwood, 1799. 62 

 

Example 2.13: A portrait of Johann Nepomuk Hummel. 63 

 

                                                           
62 The New Grove: The Piano, edited by Edwin M. Ripin et al. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988), 24. 
Copyright © 1980, 1984 and 1988 Macmillian Press Ltd, London; Copyright ©:1980, 1984 and 1988 
Edwin M. Ripin, Philip R.Belt, Maribel Meisel,Derek Adlam, William J. Conner, Rosamond R. M. 
Harding, Cyril Ehrlich,Susan Bradshaw. Copyright © 1984, 1988 Hugh Davies, Robert Winter, J. Bradford 
Robinson. Copyright © 1988 Harold C. Schonberg. Used by permission of W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
63 Copyright © Wien Museum. 
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 Johann Nepomuk Hummel, a pupil of Mozart from 1785-1787, was a renowned 

pianist. In his Method, he summarized the difference between the Viennese and the 

English action: 

Pianofortes, generally speaking, are constructed on two different plans, the 
German or Viennese, as it is termed, and the English. The former is played upon 
with great facility as to touch, the latter with considerably less ease. Other modes 
of construction are compounded of these two, or are merely partial variation upon 
one or other of them. […] It cannot be denied but that each of these mechanisms 
has its peculiar advantages. The German piano may be played upon with ease by 
the weakest hand. It allows the performer to impart to his execution every 
possible degree of light and shade, speaks clearly and promptly, has a round fluty 
tone, which in a large room contrasts well with the accompanying orchestra, and 
does not impede rapidity of execution by requesting too great an effort. These 
instruments are likewise durable and cost but about half price of the English 
pianoforte. 64 
 

For the English action, Hummel states: 

To the English construction, however, we must not refuse the praises due to the 
score of its durability and fullness of tone. Nevertheless this instrument does not 
admit of the same facility of execution as the German; the touch is much heavier, 
the keys sink much deeper, and consequently, the return of the hammer on the 
repetition of a note cannot take place so quickly 65… This mechanism is not 
capable of such numerous modifications as to degree of tone as ours, we gain no 
louder sound by a heavy blow; than may be produced by the natural strength and 
elasticity of the fingers…As a counterpoise of this, however, through the fullness 
of tone in the English pianoforte, the melody receives a peculiar charm and 
harmonious sweetness. In the meantime, I have observed that, powerfully as these 
instruments sound in a chamber, they change the nature of their tone in spacious 
localities; and that they are less distinguishable than ours, when associated with 
complicated orchestral accompaniments; this, in my opinion is to be attributed to 
the thickness and fullness of their tone. 66 

 

                                                           
64 Johann Nepomuk Hummel, A Complete Theoretical and Practical Course of Instructions on the Art of 
Playing the Piano Forte: Commencing with the Simplest Elementary Principles and Including every 
Information Requisite to the Most Finished Style of Performance (London: T. Boosey & Co., 1827), 64. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid., 65. 
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Summary 

 To summarize, the Viennese action had a comparatively more direct route from 

the key to the hammer, and hence to the string. The Viennese action was easier to repair 

and less expensive. Manufacturers usually chose two strings per key for the Viennese 

action, with a thinner soundboard and smaller leather-covered hammers. 67 The weight 

was about one-tenth of a modern grand piano. It was easier for players to play on the 

Viennese action but the volume was softer. The depth of the key was only half that of a 

modern piano. 68  

On the other hand, the English action had a mechanical detour that provided more 

leverage for the action to swing freely. The structure and the sound were considerably 

broader. It usually featured three strings per note, 69 thicker strings, and a thicker 

soundboard. The damper was less efficient than the Viennese’; the touch was deeper, and 

the sound between the treble and the bass was not well balanced. 70 Therefore, it required 

more effort from the player to press the key. In general, it produced a fuller tone and 

louder volume.   The difference in volume between the Viennese and the English piano 

was caused by the interior design. As opposed to Viennese makers who only applied 

triple strings in the lower bass, English piano makers applied triple strings to the entire 

keyboard. In order to prevent cracks in the wooden frame, English manufacturers started 

inserting an iron gap-stretcher into pianos as early as 1772 in order to relieve the 

                                                           
67 Bichord: two strings per note. 
68 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 15. 
69 Trichord: three strings per note. 
70 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 15. 
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increased tension which came from triple stringing. 71 However, the most drastic change 

in the construction of the piano appeared after the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth 

century.  

 

                                                           
71 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 70-72. 
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CHAPTER III 

FORTEPIANO MANUFACTURING 
IN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY ENGLAND 

 
By the late eighteenth century, Vienna had already established its supremacy as 

the musical center of Europe. Musicians such as Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven all 

settled in Vienna before their deaths. 1 Their presence also stimulated the sale and 

manufacture of fortepianos in Vienna as manufacturers experimented with all kinds of 

shapes, parts, and materials. These Viennese instrument makers were extremely 

influential, as they also introduced the fortepiano to England and would later stimulate 

fortepiano production in France. In 1785, Silbermann’s reputation was so wide-spread 

that the French magazine Encyclopédie Méthodique described the remodeled fortepiano, 

“forte-piano ou clavecin à marteau,” as Silbermann’s invention in the article “Art du 

faiseur d’instruments de musique et lutherie.” 2  However, the Seven Years War greatly 

changed the social and political environment in Europe.  

Rise of the Fortepiano Market in England 

The Seven Years’ War between Prussia and Austria had a huge impact on 

fortepiano manufacturing in Germany. 3 As countries battled with each other, towns and 

cities were destroyed, as were musical instrument shops. Transportation and 

communication were disrupted. Patrons and aristocrats fled the European mainland for 

                                                           
1 Michael Latcham, “Mozart and the Pianos of Gabriel Anton Walter,” Early Music 25, no. 3 (August 
1997): 382. 
2 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 47. 
3 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover, 1990), 68. 
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safety. Patronage in Germany and France declined; musicians and instrument makers 

relocated to more stable countries. England’s geographical separation from the continent 

attracted patrons, musicians, fortepiano manufacturers, and aristocrats during this war 

and the French Revolution. The French and German markets were more centrally located 

but were also disrupted by the revolution and the war. English manufacturers were able to 

dominate the French market because of the ease of overseas transportation and stable 

political conditions in the late eighteenth century. 

 Among fortepiano manufacturers, Americus Backers was one of the earliest to 

head to London. In the 1760s, others followed the same path, including Johannes Zumpe 

and Johannes Pohlmann (1767-1793). These German fortepiano manufacturers joined the 

leading keyboard manufacturers such as Burkat Shudi and Jacob Kirckman (1710-1792) 

and contributed to fortepiano manufacturing in London. The arrival of these German 

manufacturers and the vibrant cultural environment of 1760s London stimulated a drastic 

change in fortepiano production. Various experimental fortepianos were produced in 

response to the increasing demand for the instrument. The fortepiano soon established its 

popularity throughout Europe, though clavichords and harpsichords were still widely 

used. 4  

Johannes Zumpe  

After arriving in London, Zumpe devoted himself to manufacturing a cheaper and 

simpler version of the grand fortepiano: the square piano. It was difficult for piano 

manufacturers to promote and produce grand fortepianos exclusively because of the 
                                                           
4 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 66-67. 
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complexity of its production. The square piano was suitable for a limited household space 

and the price was less expensive. The square piano was well crafted and had a certain 

novelty. 5 Zumpe’s square piano was much smaller compared to the grand fortepiano in 

the late nineteenth century. Two general sonorities were available in Zumpe’s square 

piano: the softer tone and the sustained tone. 6 The range of fifty-eight notes became the 

standard for the square piano, along with a range of about five octaves, from AA to f3. 

Although slightly different from the grand fortepiano, these square pianos had similar 

tonal aesthetics in that they were designed to produce varying timbres and to allow 

players to control nuance. 7  

The rapid expansion of the market in England attracted musicians, performers, 

piano teachers, and piano makers, and the rising middle class formed the cultural 

mainstream in late eighteenth century London. With newly acquired economic power, the 

bourgeoisie was eager to explore luxuries, such as musical performance and arts. The 

possession of a keyboard instrument represented an elevation of social status for the 

middle class. Thus, they became the major consumer of the fortepiano market in England.  

For middle class families who were not quite so prosperous, the square piano became the 

primary choice. This type of affordable, small fortepiano appeared to have such great 

success that almost every home in England had a Zumpe piano by the 1750s. 8 By the end 

                                                           
5 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 58. 
6 Michael Coles, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 51-62. 
7 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 67. 
8 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 58-67. 
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of the eighteenth century, fortepianos took over the keyboard market as the primary 

household instrument. 9 

In 1767, the standardized tonal range was down to FF in most fortepianos. Zumpe 

independently added the second damper lever at the left to the bottom half of the 

keyboard. 10 As the construction of the square piano changed, the damper system also 

changed. Knee pedals were in common use, but foot pedals had already been introduced 

by Broadwood in 1783.11  

John Broadwood 

 John Broadwood was a piano manufacturer based in England. He came to 

England from Germany in 1761 and studied piano making with Burkat Shudi. His first 

grand piano came out in 1781, which was relatively late compared to others such as Stein 

and Streicher. 12 He married Shudi’s daughter and became a partner in 1770. After the 

death of Burkat Shudi, the business continued with Shudi’s son and John Broadwood 

producing all kinds of keyboard instruments, from the harpsichord, the square piano, to 

the concert grand. John Broadwood, his friend Americus Backers, and his apprentice, 

Robert Stodart (1748-1831), worked closely together in perfecting the English action. 

Stodart was the first fortepiano manufacturer to use the term “grand piano” in order to 

                                                           
9 Michael Latcham, “Pianos and Harpsichords for Their Majesties,” Early Music 36, no. 3 (June 2008): 
359. 
10 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 67-68. 
11 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & CO LTD, 1975), 33. 
12 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover, 1972), 59. 
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distinguish it from other types of fortepianos. 13 In 1783, John Broadwood moved the 

wrest pins to the   left-back side of the case, divided the belly rail for the lower area 

strings, and added a second soundboard beneath the original one. The purpose of double 

soundboards was to enhance the sound and adjust the tone quality. 

 John Broadwood was the first piano maker to equalize tension for the strings and 

measure the striking point scientifically. 14  The results included shortened bass strings, 

which had the effect of freeing up more interior space so that makers could extend the 

tonal range of the instrument. 15  

The advantage of its location in London allowed Broadwood access to many 

different materials used in piano manufacturing and expanded their market. The arrival of 

the Broadwood pianos in Vienna soon aroused interests and concerns in the Viennese 

market. It was a bold move for the English maker to tap into the instrumental market in 

Vienna.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 73.  
14 David Wainwright, “John Broadwood, the Harpsichord and the Piano,” The Musical Times 123, no. 1676 
(October 1982): 675-678. 
15 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 64-66. 
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Example 3.1: John Broadwood and Sons, firm mark. 16 
 

 

Maker: John Broadwood & Sons. Date: plate from an upright piano made from 1809-
1811; Access Number: 58488; Catalog number: 315668; Data source: National Museum 
of American History, Kenneth E. Behring Center. Photo copyright ©: Smithsonian 
Institute.  

 

Example 3.2: A portrait of John Broadwood.17 

 

 

                                                           
16URL:http://collections.si.edu/search/results.jsp?q=nmah_605838&utm_source=google%20gmail&utm_m
edium=social-media&utm_campaign=addtoany  Image under fair use of the content. 
17 Copyright 1966 by Nation Portrait Gallery, London, UK. Used by permission. 
http://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portraitLarge/mw130302/John-
Broadwood?LinkID=mp59427&search=sas&sText=John+Broadwood&OConly=true&role=sit&rNo=0   

Portrait of John Broadwood, by 
and published by William Say, 
after John Harrison Jr. Mezzotint, 
published 1 August 1812. 
Purchased by National Portrait 
Gallery in 1966.  NPG D32157. 
Image copyright ©: National 
Portrait Gallery, London. 

http://collections.si.edu/search/results.jsp?q=nmah_605838&utm_source=google%20gmail&utm_medium=social-media&utm_campaign=addtoany
http://collections.si.edu/search/results.jsp?q=nmah_605838&utm_source=google%20gmail&utm_medium=social-media&utm_campaign=addtoany
http://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portraitLarge/mw130302/John-Broadwood?LinkID=mp59427&search=sas&sText=John+Broadwood&OConly=true&role=sit&rNo=0
http://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portraitLarge/mw130302/John-Broadwood?LinkID=mp59427&search=sas&sText=John+Broadwood&OConly=true&role=sit&rNo=0
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 In 1817, Thomas Broadwood constructed a grand piano with six octaves as a gift 

to Beethoven. It took three months for the instrument to travel from London (England) to 

Trieste (Italy). It was his German rival, Andreas Streicher, who inspected the Broadwood 

fortepiano, number 7362, when it arrived Trieste. 18 The complications of transportation 

were due in part to the rapid expansion of the instrument in both size and weight. 19 This 

piano, the Broadwood 7362, became an important asset to Beethoven and inspired piano 

literature he composed during that period. Beethoven’s compositions for piano made use 

of full six octaves after 1818. The Gross Sonata für das Hammerclavier, Opus 106, even 

used six octaves and a fourth higher, from CC to f4. 20 Later, Chopin would also receive a 

Broadwood, number 17093, on his arrival to London in 1848. 21   

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
18 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte: A Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 26-29. 
19 Ibid., 28. 
20 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 92. 
21 David Wainwright, Broadwood by Appointment: A History (London: Quiller Press, 1982), 160-161. 
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Example 3.3: A Broadwood grand piano.  

 

Maker: John Broadwood & Sons; Place of Manufacturer: United Kingdom: England, 
London; Date of Manufacturer: 1794; Serial Number: 715A; Compass: Five and half 
octaves, a rather advanced compass for its time, FF-c4; Description: This grand piano was 
made by John Broadwood & Son in London, England in 1794. It is identical to one that 
Broadwood put at the disposal of Franz Joseph Haydn during his visit to London in 1793-
1794, and is the type of instrument for which he wrote his last piano sonatas and trios. 
This grand piano has English grand action, leather on wood core hammers, brass and iron 
strings, straight strung scale, triple-strung throughout, two pedals mounted on its trestle 
stand, una corda and damper lifter. The right-hand pedal raises the dampers from the 
strings, while the left-hand pedal shifts the keyboard slightly to the right so that the 
hammers strike only one (una corda) rather than two (due corde) strings for each note. 
The large label visible on the soundboard reads: "By special appointment to H[is] 
M[ajesty] King George III." Present Location; National Museum of American History, 
Kenneth E. Behring Center. Photo copyright ©: Smithsonian Institution.  
 

Advantages of the Grand Fortepiano 

Grand fortepianos were larger in size, heavier in weight, and projected sound well 

in concert halls. Being the most popular among fortepianos, grand fortepianos were often 

regarded as the best instrument and most suitable for virtuosos. Though harpsichords and 

clavichords were used well into the nineteenth century, the grand piano gradually became 
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the major instrument for keyboard virtuosos in public concerts, 22 and would become 

established as the most important keyboard instrument of the Romantic period. 23 

Public Concerts 

Pianist Johann Baptist Schmid (fl. late 18th century) performed on a fortepiano in 

a chamber recital in Vienna’s Burgtheater on 13 May 1763.  Then, a benefit concert, held 

by singer Miss Brickler and pianist Charles Dibdin (1745-1814), brought public attention 

to the fortepiano in London on 16 May 1767. 24 After this concert, the fortepiano began to 

appear more regularly as a solo instrument in public performances. Before he arrived in 

London, Johann Christian Bach (1735-1782) was already familiar with the expressive 

power of Silbermann’s fortepiano while hearing his brother, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, 

accompanying Frederick the Great in Prussia. 25 This experience influenced J. C. Bach 

and inspired him devote himself to promoting fortepianos in England. On 2 June 1768, 

Johann Christian Bach performed the first public fortepiano concert in London, with his 

fellow musicians Friedrich Abel on the viol-da-gamba and Johann Christian Fischer on 

the oboe. The performance was held at the Thatched House in St. James’s with a Zumpe 

square piano that he purchased for fifty pounds. 26  

                                                           
22 Howard Schott, “From Harpsichord to Pianoforte: A Chronology and Commentary,” Early Music 13, no. 
1, The Early Piano II (February 1985): 28-38. Mozart and still performed concert on harpsichord after 
expressing his favor of Stein’s fortepiano in 1777.  
23 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson, 1975), 36-39. 
24 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 67. 
25 Michael Latcham, “Pianos and Harpsichords for Their Majesties,” Early Music 36, no. 3 (June 2008): 
361. 
26 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 67-68. 
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After the 1760s, fortepianos were increasingly used in small public concerts, choir 

rehearsals, and opera rehearsals. However, the result of the increasing number of 

fortepianos heard in public concerts was an explosion in their popularity. The effect of 

the popularity was overwhelming. The increasing demands for fortepianos made all 

keyboard manufacturers eager to earn more profit and fulfill public demand. The first 

generation of famous pianists in late eighteenth century London included Muzio 

Clementi, Jan Ladislav Dussek, Johann Nepomuk Hummel, Johann Baptist Cramer, and 

Daniel Gottlieb Steibelt. They contributed different styles of fortepiano playing, 

advanced techniques, and provided valuable feedback for fortepiano manufacturers. 

In the late eighteenth century, the majority of audiences in public concerts were 

middle class and keyboard amateurs. In order to maintain the novelty of concerts, piano 

manufacturers turned to famous pianists and provided grand fortepianos to be at their 

disposal. The purpose of public concerts was not only to introduce fortepiano virtuosos, 

but also for manufacturers to attract both amateur and professional players, who may or 

may not already possess a fortepiano. Audiences who went to concerts were amazed by 

virtuosic playing, and were eager to possess the same instrument keyboard virtuosos did 

in order to achieve the level of skill they heard. With the support of famous pianists, 

piano manufacturers found an additional way to advertise the instrument to the rising 

middle class in the late eighteenth century.  

The first advertisement for the fortepiano appeared in 1763 when the instrumental 

maker Frederic Neubaur introduced “harpsichord, piano-fortes, lyrichords, and 
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claffichords.” 27 An extensive study led by Richard Maunder reveals that the first piano 

advertisement came out in 1779 in the Wienerisches Diarium (later the Wiener 

Zeitung).28 Although scholars are still in disagreement about the earliest date of the 

advertisement, the tremendous popularity of fortepianos in the late eighteenth century is 

certain.  

Changes of Publishing and Music Education in England 

By the late eighteenth century, the rise of the middle class and the fortepiano 

influenced music educating and publishing in London. Public concerts were social, 

cultural, and commercial centers. People preordered sheet music, purchased printed 

music, and practiced on fortepianos at home. Publishers changed their printing technique 

to shorten the printing process, and this change accelerated the distribution of sheet 

music.  

In 1755, Immanuel Breitkopf (1719-1794), printer and book publisher from 

Leipzig, introduced a new printing technique in the publishing business. He broke down 

all musical elements into small segments or components that were easy to rearrange and 

that had notes that could be clearly printed on the same staff. This technique, type 

printing, solved issues in music printing for chords, especially in keyboard music. 

Limited print runs requiring subscriptions in advance began to appear. With the growing 

number of potential customers, mainly in the middle class, publishers began to be able to 

print the music first and then to sell it. In the 1760s, the music printing business in 
                                                           
27 Richard Maunder, “J C Bach and the Early Piano in London,” Journal of the Royal Musical Association 
116, no. 2 (1991): 201-210. 
28 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 55. 
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Germany began to be a business in the modern sense, having a printed catalogue and a 

stock of printed music. The Seven Years’ War was a setback for the flourishing 

publishing business in Germany, but in England, Muzio Clementi began to expand the 

music publishing business.  

Keyboard and keyboard-vocal music comprised the majority of music published 

in the mid-eighteenth century. This fulfilled the needs of the rising middle class that 

enjoyed listening to and learning to play music. The success of the publishing business 

coincided with the demands of a rising middle class. 29 In earlier keyboard repertoire, 

music was often written with figured bass. Only a trained musician could execute this 

properly. To meet the demand of the rising middle class, notes needed to be written out 

completely in order to be available for enthusiastic amateurs. Composers also began to 

write detailed and specific directions to clarify their intentions with regards to 

ornamentations and other special effects; this also helped to advertise their music.  

In the 1790s or later throughout Europe, music publishers often published 

keyboard music under double titles, “per cembalo o pianoforte,” “for Harpsichord or 

Piano Forte.” 30 Multiple titles were an advertising strategy that meant to include all 

keyboard instruments, especially clavichords and fortepianos. Piano literature in this 

period often provided several editions of certain passages for players who did not own the 

same instrument as the composer, and whose instruments had a smaller range. Titles such 

as “For Pianoforte with additional keys” were frequently printed on keyboard music 

                                                           
29 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women, and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Dover, 1990), 67-71. 
30 John A. Rice, “Anton Walter, Instrument Maker to Leopold II,” Journal of American Instrument Society 
15 (January 1989): 36.  
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between the late eighteenth and mid nineteenth century. 31 This publishing strategy was a 

response to the coexistence of various keyboard instruments. 32 It was evident that the 

fortepiano was gradually displacing the harpsichord and the clavichord. In 1790, Joseph 

Haydn said that he was no longer in the habit of playing the harpsichord. He also advised 

his friend to purchase a piano. 33 According to the Allgemeine musiksalische Zeitung, 

everyone played the fortepiano, and keyboard education gradually developing exclusively 

for the fortepiano by the nineteenth century. 34 The article also made note of the decline 

in the use of the harpsichord and the clavichord.  

By 1800, headings for piano literature were often distributed as “for Piano Forte” 

while the “or Harpsichord” was in a smaller font or completely omitted. 35 With broader 

access to all kinds of sheet music and various keyboard instruments, there was an 

increased popularity in music study, which increased the demands for new fortepiano 

literature.   

Fortepiano Literature in the Late Eighteenth Century 

 In the eighteenth century, compositions for fortepianos faithfully reflected these 

mechanical, social, and musical changes. Piano virtuosos deeply influenced fortepiano 

manufacturing in the nineteenth century, and composers began writing compositions 

suitable for these more refined instruments. With the popularity of the fortepiano, 
                                                           
31 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 67-68. 
32 Ibid., 68. 
33 Helen Rice Hollis, The Musical Instrument of Joseph Haydn (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1977), 7-20. 
34 Harold C. Schonberg, The Great Pianists (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987), 23. 
35 Ibid. 
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performers were looking for compositions that could fully explore characteristics of this 

new instrument.  

In the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century, most keyboard 

compositions did not specify what type of instrument to use. Although the fortepiano 

gradually dominated the keyboard market, harpsichords and clavichords were still in 

common use. 36 However, the need for new fortepiano literature started growing. Several 

compositional styles were carried from the harpsichord, the spinet, and the clavichord to 

fortepiano compositions. Passages full of ornamentations were one of the features of the 

style. Composers responded to the variety of tonal colors possible on the fortepiano. The 

rise of symphonic compositions also inspired fortepiano composers in the eighteenth 

century. Due to increasing public demand after public concerts, composers started to 

produce arrangements and transcriptions for the fortepiano from operas, symphonies, and 

songs. 37 There was a great demand for both sheet music and performers to perform these 

transcriptions. Given the many improvements to the piano, composers and performers 

were able to write more transcriptions of orchestral and operatic works. Transcriptions 

became fashionable for both keyboard virtuosos and amateurs. 

The majority of keyboard masters preferred to compose for the fortepiano because 

it gave them more timbres and dynamic gradations than the harpsichord. Belgian theorist 

Jérôme-Joseph de Momigny (1762-1842) praised the fortepiano for its expressiveness 

and advantages: “It is particularly suited to pieces whose pathos is stressed by the 

                                                           
36 Harold C Schonberg, The Great Pianists (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1963), 90-91. 
37 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 105. 
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harmony.” 38 C. P. E. Bach wrote some music for keyboard instruments in his book, 

Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen (1753), and he also addressed various 

damper effects. In the second half of his treatise, he said that the fortepiano was 

indispensable for accompanying songs, for improvisation, and was much more suitable 

for transcribing orchestral works for its nuance and color. 39 

These stylistic changes influenced composers’ writings, as well as performers’ 

interpretations that eventually led to the age of piano virtuosos in the nineteenth century. 

Johann Joachim Quantz (1697-1773) made comments about the fortepiano in his Essay of 

a Guide to Playing the Transverse Flute:  

Upon a pianoforte everything may be achieved in the most convenient manner: 
for this instrument has more of those virtues necessary to a good accompaniment 
than any that is called by the name of clavier: here everything depends only upon 
the player and his judgment. The same quality can be predicated of a good 
clavichord, so far as playing is concerned, not however in point of the effect, 
since the fortissimo is lacking. 40  
 

As musical styles shifted, performance technique gradually headed toward voicing the 

melody to distinguish it from the accompaniment. A new performance style that 

emphasized cantabile playing was soon widely adopted by performers as it was 

particularly suited for the fortepiano in the late eighteenth century. 41  

                                                           
38 Nicolas Étienne Framery, J-J de Momigny, and Pierre Louis Ginguené, Encyclopédie méthodique. 
Musique, Vol.II (Paris: Panckoucke, 1791-1818), 547. 
39 Ernest Closson, History of the piano. trans. Delano Ames., ed. and rev. Robin Golding. (London: Elek, 
1874), 76-77.  Michael Latcham, “Pianos and Harpsichords for Their Majesties,” Early Music 36, no.3 
(June 2008): 361. It is certain of the quality and expressiveness of the Silbermann fortepiano in the Prussia 
court based on the review by J.S. and C.P.E. Bach.  
40 Johann Joachim Quantz, Essay of a Guide to Playing the Transverse Flute (Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 2001), 231. 
41 The cantabile style was largely used by Mozart and musicians from the London Fortepiano School, 
including Muzio Clementi, J. B. Cramer, and J. L. Dussek.  
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Summary 

Both musical style and society went through profound changes in the eighteenth 

century. 42 There were various factors that increased the need for innovation to the 

fortepiano beginning in the second half of the mid eighteenth century: a shifting musical 

style, a changing economic environment, an expanding music publishing business, the 

growing interest of the middle class in amateur music making, the increasing interest in 

amateur performances, and the popularity of professional public concerts. These factors 

played an important role in the development of the fortepiano as well as in the 

relationship between composers and instrument manufacturers.  

The fortepiano was emblematic of both a musical and social shift. The fortepiano 

was not just an instrument: it also symbolized an elevated social status in the late 

eighteenth century. The thriving English market had a unique advantage: compared to 

other countries, England had the largest and most expanded middle class. A different 

relationship was gradually formed among fortepiano manufacturers, famous pianists, 

composers, and audiences. Though harpsichords and clavichords would continue to be 

used into the nineteenth century, the fortepiano was clearly becoming the preference, so 

much so that the demand for the new instrument began to exceed manufacturing 

capacities. Additionally, toward the end of the eighteenth century, fortepiano shops 

gradually became central meeting places for famous composers and performers. These 

meetings became such a deeply rooted tradition by the nineteenth century that certain 

workshops built their own performance spaces, and supported artists, such as Chopin and 
                                                           
42 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano, trans. Delano Amers, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Paul 
Elek, 1974), 76. 
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Liszt, chose to make their Paris debut in the Salle Pleyel and the Salle Érard respectively. 

The growing interest in this novel instrument and mechanical requests from composers 

pushed fortepiano manufacturers to start a new period of changes and experiments in the 

nineteenth century.43 The most significant changes in piano manufacturing were led after 

the Industrial Revolution, especially in France. 

 

                                                           
43 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 90. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PIANO IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

Rise of the French Market 

Despite political turmoil from the French Revolution (1789-1799) and its 

aftermath, the market for fortepianos in France finally began to flourish at the beginning 

of the nineteenth century. Post-Revolution Paris (after 1799) became the new center of 

culture. The spirit of liberation and freedom in Paris attracted writers, musicians, artists, 

and patrons. 1 Many fortepiano manufacturers from France, such as Sébastien Érard, 

Ignace Joseph Pleyel, and Jean-Henri Pape (1787-1875), 2 went to London and studied 

fortepiano manufacturing. After finishing their study, they returned to France and 

established their own brands. Since these manufacturers had studied in England, it was 

natural that they would retain the English action in their production. Soon, the number of 

French firms began to multiply. In the nineteenth century, the term ‘piano’ was 

commonly applied and gradually replaced the term ‘fortepiano’. The Encyclopédie points 

out “From Saxony the invention penetrated to London, from where practically all the 

pianos which are sold in France come to us.” 3  

In the nineteenth century, piano manufacturers incorporated scientific methods, 

performers’ suggestions, and timber changes into piano production. In 1825, Carl Czerny 

                                                           
1 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte, A Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1988), 64-65. 
2 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 16-18.  
3 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Elek, 1974), 86. 
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(1791-1857) acknowledged the rapid changes of the piano industry in a lecture at the 

August Eberhard Müller piano school: 

Even the fortepianos themselves are every year refined with new inventions and 
improvements, and it is as yet impossible to predict when this complicated 
instrument will finally be perfected; and at the same rate the virtuosi of our time, 
in their playing as well as in their compositions, have brought a perfection to the 
handling of the instrument, and a versatility to any performance, that one could 
not have imagined possible. 4 
 

As a result of collaboration between instrument makers and performers, piano 

manufacturers made a series of radical changes in the first quarter of the nineteenth 

century. 5 Most pianos in the early nineteenth century had a range of six-octaves, from FF 

to f4, with multiple pedals for sound effects and a back check for each hammer to regulate 

the action. 6 There were three major innovations that completed the transformation of the 

piano in the nineteenth century: the double escapement, the overstrung scale, and the full 

cast iron frame.  

The Double-Escapement Action 

Versatility of the action was the most important mechanical innovation in the 

nineteenth century. Through the years, piano manufacturers kept making changes to their 

instruments, tracking changes in musical style and performance interpretation. In 1821, 

Sebastian Érard invented the double escapement as the solution for playing notes more 

rapidly. The mechanical change was an extra lever under the hammer that would reset the 

hammer immediately before fully releasing the key. With the double-escapement action, 

                                                           
4 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Elek, 1974), 65-66. 
5 Ibid., 64-65. 
6 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 105. 
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hammers dropped down a shorter distance. The shortened traveling distance for the 

hammer reduced the time needed to repeat the same note. Hence, pianists could play note 

repetitions more rapidly.  

Érard’s double-escapement action was a significant breakthrough in piano 

manufacturing, combining the latest technology and performance experience. It improved 

the tone of the piano, especially in the treble register, and gave the instrument a much 

more flexible action. 7 The double-escapement action was critically important in fostering 

the rise of piano virtuosos in the nineteenth century, allowing for astonishing sound 

effects and virtuosic techniques that were previously impossible.  

Impact of Industrialization: The Shape and the Case of the Piano 

There were two important advantages of industrialization for the production of 

pianos: improvement of shipping the raw materials, and the mechanization of the 

manufacturing process. 8 The average production rate in the eighteenth century was 

approximately twenty instruments per year for a leading firm. Andreas Stein made 

roughly the same number, as did other Viennese manufacturers. Even with assistance 

from apprentices, the quantity of production was still on a small scale compared to the 

output in the nineteenth century. 9 By 1815, Stein’s daughter, Nanette Streicher, one of 

the leading manufacturers in Vienna, would build approximately fifty pianos a year. The 

size of the firm expanded, but the quantity of production only increased slightly. When 

                                                           
7 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte, a Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1988), 65-66. 
8 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 18.  
9 Edwin M. Good, Giraffe, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 131-136. 
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the Broadwood family began piano production, they vigorously expanded the business 

worldwide in order to meet market demand. The Broadwood firm mechanized their 

process and their production number exceeded a new record: in the 1790s, Broadwood 

produced about four hundred square pianos and one hundred grand pianos a year, and 

their production of pianos increased drastically by the 1820s, reaching a total of one 

thousand square pianos and four hundred grand pianos. These pianos were both better in 

quality and more expensive.  

In the nineteenth century, the Industrial Revolution largely changed the procedure 

of piano production and reduced the timing of processing materials. Post industrialization 

London stimulated an open market that provided multiple avenues to acquire materials 

for piano production. It was more efficient and economical to acquire wood and parts, 

including transporting materials from overseas. Advances in industrialization inspired 

piano manufacturers to produce iron cast frames and encouraged them to pursue mass 

production. With the invention of the planing machine and chain saws, these machines 

largely reduced the labor of wood shaping in piano production. 10 

The wing shape of the grand piano had remained standard since 1700. Despite 

various experiments in the eighteenth century, 11 piano manufacturers kept the same 

shape for its acoustic and mechanical effect. The process of building a wing-shape piano 

required strenuous efforts in the eighteenth century. After Industrialization, however, the 

casting machine eased the process and largely reduced the labor and time required to 

                                                           
10 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 19-20. 
11 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 131-136. 
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produce it. The new process was economical and strengthened the case significantly. 

With help from machines, piano manufacturers could more easily build braces and the 

curved side of the case, and could even avoid using expensive wood by gluing layers of 

boards, aiming for a more affordable price for the middle class. The new manufacturing 

method reduced the cost of labor and was soon adopted by most leading firms. However, 

hand-crafted processes were still essential in piano production, and piano manufacturing 

was still a laborious process in the early nineteenth century.  

Impact of Industrialization: The Felt-Covered Hammer 

In 1839, French piano manufacturer Jean-Henri Pape produced a new type of 

hammer with layers of treated felt, capable of elastic strike and efficient resilience. 

Compared to the earliest hammers, covered with parchment papers or layers of leather, 

both the size and the material of the hammer had evolved. Since the concept of patent 

was not well established at the beginning of the nineteenth century, manufacturers could 

adopt the latest device soon after it had been released. 12 Similar processes of concept 

sharing could be observed in the expansion of tonal range and the enlarged size of the 

piano. The felt-covered hammer soon was adopted in England and ultimately replaced the 

leather-covered hammer in the 1850s. German manufacturers were the last to 

acknowledge the latest hammer. Thicker strings, especially those from English 

productions, were adopted in Vienna in 1834 and became popular around 1837. The 

                                                           
12 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 455. 
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influence of action design and hammer material from French makers was universal, and 

the felt-covered hammer is widely used today. 13  

Impact of Industrialization: The Full Cast Iron Frame 

Piano manufacturers continued to experiment with range expansion. 14 The five-

octave range was somewhat limiting. At the request of composers such as Dussek and 

Beethoven, piano manufacturers were pressed to extend the instrument’s range to keep up 

with the range of the orchestra. When they broadened the piano’s range from five to six 

octaves, the added tension from the strings went beyond the limitation of the wooden 

frame. Concerts were often disrupted because of instrumental malfunction. Therefore, 

piano manufacturers searched for solutions by gradually replacing wooden braces, and 

struts, eventually using metal to strengthen the interior frame. 15 The full cast iron frame 

was one of the solutions to resolve the added tension coming from weighted strings and 

heavier hammers. 

As the piano acquired greater tonal range, the strings required more space. In 

order to extend the bass register, piano manufacturers had to install longer and thicker 

strings to create low notes. However, there was limited space inside the piano frame. As a 

result, piano manufacturers started to place strings at different angles. The result was the 

overstrung system. In the overstrung system, bass strings were placed across the middle 

register diagonally, and they would fan out over the soundboard. Compared to the 
                                                           
13 Helen R. Hollis, Pianos in the Smithsonian Institute (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1973), 28.  
14 David Wainwright, Broadwood by Appointment: A History (London: Quiller Press, 1982), 160-161. 
Dussek was the first pianist who suggested Broadwood to add top four notes for a more virtuosic 
performance effect. 
15 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson, 1975), 55. 
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straight-strung scale, the overstrung made more efficient use of the space inside the 

piano. 

Example 4.1: A piano with the overstrung scale.16 

 

Maker: Steinway & Sons Grand Piano; Date and Place of Manufacture: 1892, New York; 
Serial number: 71227; Accession number: 310 654. This grand piano was made by 
Steinway & Sons in New York in 1892. It was played by composer and pianist, Ignacy 
Jan Paderewski during his first U.S. tour in seventy-five concerts from1892-1893. This 
piano is serial number 717227 and has a range of AAA-c5, repetition action, layers of felt 
hammers, single-, double-, and triple-stringing. There are 3 pedals: una corda, sustention, 
and dampers. The frame is one-piece cast-iron frame, with the overstrung scale and an 
ebonized wood case. Location: National Museum of American History, Kenneth E. 
Behring Center, Smithsonian. Copyright ©: Smithsonian Institute. 

                                                           
16 http://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?print=yes&q=record_ID:nmah_609326  

http://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?print=yes&q=record_ID:nmah_609326
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Example 4.2: A piano with the straight-strung scale. 17 

  

Maker: Chickering, Jonas; Date and Place of Manufacture: 1865, Boston, Massachusetts, 
United States; ID Number: 1981.0625.01; Accession number: 1981.0625; Serial number: 
27733; Description: This grand piano was made by Chickering and Sons in Boston, 
Massachusetts in 1865. This piano is identical to the one that Chickering won a gold 
medal with at the Paris Exposition in 1867. The piano is serial number 27733 and has a 
range of AAA-c5, Edwin Brown patented action, copper-wound and plain steel strings, 
one, two, or three strings per note, layers of felt hammers. There are two pedals: una 
corda and damper lifter. It has a one-piece cast-iron frame, straight-strung, and a 
rosewood veneer case. Data Source: National Museum of American History, Kenneth E. 
Behring Center, Smithsonian. Copyright ©: Smithsonian Institute. 

 

 

                                                           
17 http://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?print=yes&q=record_ID:nmah_609321  

http://collections.si.edu/search/results.htm?print=yes&q=record_ID:nmah_609321
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Impact of Industrialization: Applying Iron Bars in Piano Production 

 It was not until the nineteenth century that piano manufacturers decided to add an 

iron bar above the soundboard to increase the resistance of the frame. Previously, the 

added tension had often caused cracks in the wooden frame which would wear down the 

instrument completely. Iron was a rarely seen and extremely expensive metal in the 

eighteenth century. After the Industrial Revolution, iron became essential to 

industrialized production, and a full iron frame opened up new possibilities for further 

development of the piano. 18 Though iron would definitely increase the resistance of the 

frame to the strings, this concept was initially met with resistance from the leading piano 

manufacturers: they believed that using metal as part of the instrument would generate a 

metallic sound and harsh tone. 19 Various experiments with iron parts were conducted in 

the early nineteenth century. Manufacturers, Allen and Thom of London, claimed to 

produce a grand piano with full metal framing in 1820. In 1823, John Broadwood 

discovered the possibility of incorporating iron into the production of the piano by using 

steel tension bars. 20 Around the same time in 1823, Érard built a grand piano with six 

iron-tension bars over the soundboard. In 1827, John Broadwood constructed a grand 

piano with an iron string plate with iron bars. It was the closest model to the full iron 

frame in the early nineteenth century. 21     

                                                           
18 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano 
(New York: Dover, 1972), 50-51. 
19 Ibid.  
20 H.C Schonberg, The Great Pianists (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987), 97. 
21 David Wainwright, Broadwood by Appointment: A History (London: Quiller Press, 1982), 127.  
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 While most major renovations were conducted in Europe before the mid 

nineteenth century, it was Alpheus Babcock, an American piano maker from Boston, who 

invented the first square piano with a full iron frame in 1825. Later in 1843, Jonas 

Chickering from Boston made the first grand piano with a complete cast iron frame. This 

instrument was straight strung. Steinway and Sons presented a square piano at the great 

fair of the American Institute in New York in 1855, featuring a full iron frame, 

disposition of the strings in the form of a fan, and the overstrung scale. 22 It produced a 

greater volume without a harsh and metallic tone. 23 Henry Steinway (1830-1865) 

patented the overstrung scale for the grand piano on 20 December 1859, and it eventually 

became standard for modern pianos. 24 The full iron frame was largely adopted in 

Germany and Austria after the London Exhibition of 1862. 25 Subsequently, almost all 

leading piano firms adopted the overstrung scale and the iron frame in their instruments. 

Piano Manufacturers 

Sébastian Érard 

 Sébastien Erhard was a cabinetmaker from Strasbourg, France, when he entered 

the piano manufacturing profession. He arrived in Paris and changed his name to Érard in 

1768, starting as an apprentice to several harpsichord makers, but soon surpassing his 

masters. His talent soon allowed him to set up his own piano shop, and he earned the 

patronage of the Duchesse de Villeroi (1731-1816) in 1777. Sébastien constructed his 

                                                           
22 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano 
(New York: Dover, 1972), 302. 
23 Ibid., 51-52. 
24 Ronald V. Ratcliffe, Steinway & Sons (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1989), 186. 
25 Ibid., 62. 
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first grand piano at the Duchesse’s château. The grand piano had a five octave range with 

two strings per note. 26 Érard saw a future for the grand piano market and moved his 

business to Rue de Bourbon, Paris, where he began a partnership with his brother, Jean-

Baptiste Érard (1749-1826). The firm was later moved to rue de Mail, Paris in 1781, 

which remained the headquarters of the firm. The Érard firm was taken over by 

Schimmel of Brunswick, Germany, in 1971.27 

 A membership in the piano manufacturing guild came from King Louis XVI, and 

Érard was awarded a commission to design an instrument for Marie Antoinette (1755-

1793). The excellence of Érard’s pianos soon conquered the Parisian market. Érard used 

the English action as a model and added an intermediate lever to facilitate repetition 

sometime in the 1790s. The result was a triple strung piano with a range of five-and-a-

half octaves, from FF to c3. 28 The instrument was equipped with a single escapement 

action and four pedals: lute, forte, celeste, and una corda. 

 The French Revolution introduced a new era. Érard realized the risk inherent in 

his royal patronage and emigrated to London in 1792. He opened a sales branch in Great 

Marlborough Street, London, and patented his first escapement action in 1794. 29 During 

his stay, he made an intensive study of English fortepiano production and business 

strategy. 30 He returned to Paris in 1796 with the most up-to-date techniques of piano 

                                                           
26 The professional term is ‘Bichord.’ 
27 ed. Edwin M. Ripin, The New Grove Piano (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988), 161, 169. 
28 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 74-77. 
29 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte: A Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 66-67. 
30 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & Co LTD, 1975), 55-56. 
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manufacturing. The Érard firm remained in business both in England and Paris, handled 

by Sébastien and Jean-Baptiste respectively. 31    

 Sébastien Érard was definitely a participant in the collaboration between piano 

manufacturers and composers. The Érard firm presented a piano to Joseph Haydn in 

1801, a piano with Viennese action to Bonaparte Napoleon (1769-1821) in the same 

year,32 and another to Beethoven in1803. The latter inspired the rewriting of the last two 

movements of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto in C Minor, Opus 37, Piano Sonata in C 

Major, Opus 53, and Piano Sonata in F Minor, Opus 57. 33 In 1832, Felix Mendelssohn 

(1809-1847) also received an Érard piano. 34   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 Martha Novak Clinkscale, Makers of the Piano: 1820-1860, Vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 117-118.  
32 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & Co LTD, 1975), 56. 
33 Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven’s Erard Piano: Its Influence on His Compositions and on Viennese 
Fortepiano Building,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November 2002): 522- 538. 
34 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte: A Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 66-67. 
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Example 4.3: An 1840 Érard piano with six-and-a-half octaves. 35 
 

 

Maker: Érard; Place and Date of manufacturer: London, 1840; Range: six-and-a-half 
octaves, from CC-f4; plan scale; double-escapement action; Pedals: una corda and 
damper. Hammers are covered with felt, first used in place of leather coverings in 1826. 
Strings of the top twenty-six notes pass through a perforated brass bar that secures them 
against the hammers’ strong blows. Longitudinal steel bars reinforce the open-bottomed 
case. Present location: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Number 59.76. Copyright ©: 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Images for Academic Publishing. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
35 Martha Novak Clinkscale, Makers of the Piano: 1820-1860, Vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 121. 
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 Érard patented a series of action innovations between 1801 and 1808, including 

the agraffe that secured behind the wrest-plank. The string was wired through the 

perforation of the agraffe after being installed. The metal plate held the string in place. 

This device allowed the strings to stay in tune longer, and improved the tone in the treble 

register. 36   

Example 4.4: Agraffes for different register: Bass, lower-middle, and treble.   
            

 

 

                                                           
36 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & Co LTD, 1975), 56. Miles Chapin, 
Eighty-Eight Keys: the Making of a Steinway Piano (New York: Clarkson, 1997), 50-51. An illustration 
well explained the location and design of Tuning pin, Agraffe, Capod’astro, and Hitch pin. 
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From 1815 to 1820, Sébastian Érard continued working on a new escapement that 

was derived from the English action, but with a facilitated action. 37 Sébastian Érard 

challenged the piano industry with a new repetitive action that combined the elastic touch 

of the Viennese action with the striking power of the English action. The result was a 

repetition action with extreme rapidity. It was the prototype of the double escapement 

action. 38 In 1821, Pierre Érard (1794-1855), the nephew of Sébastian Érard, finally 

perfected the idea and completed the “double escapement.”39 This remarkable 

breakthrough was used in their first piano with seven octaves and reinforced metal bars in 

1822. 

The double escapement is a system that will hold the hammer position closer to 

the string after hitting the note. In the previous generation, the hammer would fall back to 

its resting place and had to travel the full distance before restriking the note again. The 

double escapement allowed pianists to perform repetitive figures more practically and 

efficiently. It was essential to the bravura performance style of the nineteenth century. 40  

Ignaz Moscheles described the double escapement action in his diary dated from 1 

June 1825:  

It consisted in the key, when only sunk half way, again rising and repeating the 
note. I was the first to play upon one of the newly completed instruments and 
found it of priceless value for the repetition of notes. In matter of fullness and 

                                                           
37 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 170, 173, 320, 322. 
38 Ibid., 156-158. 
39 ed. Edwin M. Ripin, The New Grove Piano (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988), 29, 41-43,161. 
40 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & Co LTD, 1975), 57. 
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softness of tone, there is something yet to be desired, and I had a long 
conversation on the subject with [Pierre] Érard. 41  
 

In his visit to Érard’s workshop in 1821, Moscheles also comment on the new action: 

“This quicker action of the hammer seems to me so important that I prophesy a new era 

in the manufacture of pianofortes.” 42 Meanwhile, the cast iron frame was another 

popular experiment in the early nineteenth century. Pierre Érard patented the 

compensation frame in 1822, which was similar to Thom & Allen’s design at the same 

time. 43 Érard’s double escapement soon became popular and circulated among 

manufacturers during the 1820s, as well as providing the foundation for most piano 

actions after the 1830s. With assistance from Henri Herz (1803-1888), the simplified and 

much more durable action was soon adopted by major firms worldwide, such as 

Broadwood, Collard, Bechstein, Pleyel, and Steinway.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
41 Constance Moscheles, Life of Moscheles by His Wife, trans. A. D. Coleridge (London: Hurst and 
Blackett, 1873), 106-107. 
42 Ibid., 59. 
43 Rosamond E. M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great Exhibition of 1851 (New 
York: Da Capo Press, 1973), 203-209. 
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Example 4.5: Érard’s double-escapement grand piano action, 1822. 44 

 

 In 1823, Pierre Érard was awarded the gold medal at the Paris Exhibition with a 

grand piano of seven octaves and double escapement. Numerous patents were filed in the 

1820s. In 1825, Sébastian’s invention was finally patented by Pierre Érard with a few 

revisions, including repositioning the hammer heads that point towards the player.45 

Pierre Érard not only installed the double escapement, but also regulated the pressure bar, 

and patented the capo tasto in 1838, a bar covered with felt or leather that can clip strings 

temporarily to convert tones or transpose.  46 Franz Liszt used an Érard piano with 

                                                           
44 The New Grove: The Piano, edited by Edwin M. Ripin et al. (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988), 42. 
Copyright © 1980, 1984 and 1988 Macmillian Press Ltd, London; Copyright ©:1980, 1984 and 1988 
Edwin M. Ripin, Philip R.Belt, Maribel Meisel,Derek Adlam, William J. Conner, Rosamond R. M. 
Harding, Cyril Ehrlich,Susan Bradshaw. Copyright © 1984, 1988 Hugh Davies, Robert Winter, J. Bradford 
Robinson. Copyright © 1988 Harold C. Schonberg. Used by permission of W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
45 Curt Sachs, The History of Musical Instruments (New York: W. W. Norton, 1940), 396. 
46 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers: A Comprehensive History of the Development of the Piano from 
the Monochord to the Concert Grand Player Piano (New York: Dover, 1972), 61. 
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updated devices in his Paris and London début. Liszt was so impressed by the precision, 

the power, the clarity, and the speed of the instrument that he was inspired to compose 

Huit variations op.1, and dedicated the composition to Sébastien Érard. 47  

 The Érard firm kept producing harps, square pianos, and grand pianos side by side 

in the nineteenth century. The partnership with famous musicians continued for 

generations. Liszt received his Érard & Alexandre piano in 1843 with a range of seven-

octaves, from AAA to a4. Wagner also received a piano as a gift from Mme Pierre Érard 

at Asyl in 1858. 48 

Details of the Érard piano have been thoroughly studied by scholars such as R. 

Harding, Dossier, and Pierre Érard. Piano manufacturers gradually incorporated the 

double-escapement action into the upright piano. The result was largely improved 

instruments with greater sonority and better mechanical movement. Érard’s contribution 

was to extend the piano range, and perfect the double escapement. The new instrument 

had power and clarity. The double-escapement action was one of the keys to virtuoso 

performing, and allowed composers to compose in extremely dense textures. The 

enlarged instrument of the mid nineteenth century was capable of simulating orchestral 

colors more than its predecessors, and it encompassed a wider range. Modern piano 

technique is largely based upon these vital improvements. 

 

 
                                                           
47 Robert Winter, Performance Practice: Music After 1600, ed. H. Brown and S. Sadie (Basingstoke, 1989), 
367. 
48 Martha Novak Clinkscale, Makers of the Piano: 1820-1860, Vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 122-123. 
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Example 4.6: An Érard grand piano. 

 

Maker: Érard; Date and Place of Manufacturer: 1861, Paris. Range: seven octaves, AAA-
a4; two foot-pedals; Case: Rosewood; frame: iron frame with six stretchers and capo 
tasto. This Érard Piano owned by concert pianist, Sigismund Thalburg (1812-1871). He 
was supported by the illegitimate son of Count Moritz Dietrichstein, while received his 
musical training in Vienna. Thalburg was in his teenage years while in a serious rivalry 
with Franz Liszt in Paris. Later he moved his residence to Naples, where he used this 
piano. The instrument remained in the family until entrusted to the Italian 
Adelsfamilieder collection in 2005; Present Location: Kunsthistorisches Museum, 
Vienna. Photo copyright ©: Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. 
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Ignace Pleyel 

 Ignace Josef Pleyel from Ruppersthal, Austria, came to Paris in the 1790s and 

established himself as a piano manufacturer. A child prodigy, Pleyel studied with Haydn 

when he was fifteen. He went on to become a music publisher after his association with 

Clementi helped him to acquire the French publishing rights of Clementi’s work in 

London. 49 Ignace Pleyel established his piano manufacturing firm in 1807, and was 

assisted by Henry Pape in the early stage. 50 Camille Pleyel (1788-1855) first studied 

piano with his father, Ignace Josef Pleyel, but later became a pupil of J. L. Dussek and 

Steibelt. As a young pianist, Camille toured throughout southern France and acted as an 

agent for the family business. His musical training put him in contact with some of the 

most renowned musicians of the time, including pianists Frédéric Kalkbrenner, Johann 

Baptist Cramer, and Frédéric Chopin; as well as piano makers John Broadwood, 

Frederick William Collard (1772-1860), Muzio Clementi, and Thomas Tomkison 

(fl.1789-1853). Camille became a legal partner of the firm in 1815, taking over the firm 

in 1820. Pianist Frédéric Kalkbrenner joined the firm later in 1829, and the partners 

opened the Salle Pleyel in 1830. 51 The Salle Pleyel was the first sales facility that 

provided rehearsal rooms and a small concert hall for pianists, which was added next to 

the showroom at 9 Rue Cadet and had space enough for a small orchestra to accompany 

                                                           
49 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & Co LTD, 1975), 44-45. 
50 William Leslie Sumner, The Pianoforte (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc., 1966), 129. 
51 William G. Atwood, Fryderyk Chopin: Pianist from Warsaw (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1987), 96. 
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piano concertos. 52 Camille formed a close friendship with Frederic Chopin, who made 

his Paris début in the Salle Pleyel in 1832. 53 Perhaps the most important contribution the 

firm made to cultural life in Paris, was the establishment of the Salle Pleyel concert 

venue. 

Example 4.7: A portrait of Ignace Pleyel.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
52 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson & Co LTD, 1975), 88-89. 
53 Alfred Dolge, Pianos and Their Makers (New York: Dover, 1972), 254-257. 

 

A portrait of Ignace Pleyel, 
Fascimile, Haydn Haus, 1060 
Wien, Haydngasse 19. Photo 
copyright ©: Wien Museum. 
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The Pleyel firm turned their workshop into a factory in the 1820s. The success of 

the English upright piano built by Robert Wornum (1742-1815) inspired the Pleyel-

Kalkbrenner firm to produce cottage pianos in Paris. 54 Their annual production was 

approximately fifty pianos per year. The Pleyel firm was awarded several medals and 

patents in the world exhibitions, and the Pleyel piano was known for its distinctive 

mechanism and unique timbre. Chopin claimed “Pleyel’s pianos are the last word in 

perfection…silvery and somewhat veiled sonority and their easy touch” after his arrival 

in Paris. 55 According to Chopin’s pupil, Emilie von Gretsch (1821-1877), she 

experienced “the subtlest nuance with wrists and forearm, as well as each individual 

finger” in Chopin’s Pleyel piano. 56  Pedals on the Pleyel pianos created the perfect 

sonority during performance, and the damper system worked with a precision that 

facilitated passages such as chromatic scales and modulation transitions. 57 The Pleyel 

firm merged with Schimmel in 1971. 58 

 

 

 

                                                           
54 William Leslie Sumner, The Pianoforte (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc., 1966), 67. Cottage piano is a 
type of square piano similar to the upright piano.  
55 Chopin to Titus Woyciechowski, Poturzyn, 12 December 1831, in Selected Correspondence of Fryderyk 
Chopin, trans. A. Hedley (New York: McGraw-Hill Book, 1963), 101. 
56 Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher as Seen by His Pupils, trans. N. Shohet with K. 
Osostowicz and R. Howat, ed. R. Howat (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 26. 
57 Ibid., 58. 
58 ed. Edwin M. Ripin, The New Grove Piano (New York: W. W. Norton, 1988), 168. 
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Example 4.8: A Pleyel grand piano. 

 

Maker: Ignaz Pleyel; Place and Date of Manufacturer: Île-de-France, Paris, 1866; 
Compass: Description: seven octaves, AAA to a4; Action: English; Pedals: two pedals: 
una corda, damper; iron straight plate frame with tension bar, straight stringing; rosewood 
case. Id Number: MI*73.40; Location: National Museum of American History, Kenneth 
E. Behring Center, Smithsonian Institute, D.C. Photo copyright ©: Smithsonian Institute.    
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Summary 

 Both musical style and society went through profound changes in the eighteenth 

and the nineteenth centuries. Various factors enhanced the development of the fortepiano, 

including shifting musical styles, a changing social environment, an expanding interest of 

the middle class in amateur music making, and the popularity of professional public 

concerts. These would all play a vital role in the development of the fortepiano, and a 

symbiotic relationship between composers and fortepiano manufacturers gradually 

formed through the years. The most significant examples in the eighteenth century are 

Mozart and Stein, Dussek and Broadwood.   
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CHAPTER V 

MOZART’S KEYBOARD COMPOSITIONS AND THE FORTEPIANOS OF 

JOHANN ANDREAS STEIN AND ANTON WALTER 

During the first half of the eighteenth century, musicians were gradually 

becoming acquainted with performing on the fortepiano. In 1752, Johann Joachim 

Quantz expressed his opinion about the differences between the fortepiano and the 

clavichord:  

Everything required for accompaniment can be executed most conveniently on a 
pianoforte, for this instrument, more than any others that are called "clavier," has 
in itself most of the attributes that are necessary for proper accompaniment; and 
this depends exclusively upon the player and his judgment. The same is true, 
indeed, of a good clavichord, as regards playing, but not as regards effect, for the 
fortissimo is lacking. 1 
 

Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach also commented in 1753: 

Whoever can play the clavichord well will be able to do the same on the 
harpsichord also, but not vice versa. One must therefore employ the clavichord for 
learning good performance, and the harpsichord for acquiring the requisite 
strength in the fingers. 2 
 

Though the fortepiano was fairly new to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart in his childhood, it 

gradually achieved great popularity over the course of his lifetime. Titles for his keyboard 

compositions were often provided as “pour le Clavecin ou le Pianoforte” (for the 

clavichord or the pianoforte). 3 Mozart also used Clavichord, Flügel, and Pianoforte 

                                                 
1 C. P. E. Bach, Versucb über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, trans. and ed William I.Mitchell 
(London: Eulenburg, [1753] 1949), 175. 
2 Ibid., Part I, 11. See also the citations from Virdung, Praetorius, Mattheson, Walther, Marpurg, and others 
in Cornelia Auerbach, Die deutsche Clavichordkunst des 18. Jahrhunderts (Bärenreiter-Verlag, 1930), 9, 
46. 
3 Nathan Broder, “Mozart and the ‘Clavier’,” The Musical Quarterly 27, no. 4 (October 1941): 428. 
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when referring to the fortepiano part in all his keyboard compositions. 4 Because the rate 

of change was so rapid with respect to the emerging fortepiano, publishers did not yet 

specify the instrument to be played in a keyboard composition. 5 

During the latter part of the eighteenth century, a gradual distinction between the 

harpsichord and the fortepiano repertoire began to emerge. Increased dynamic marking 

and more detailed articulations through slur or staccato became common in fortepiano 

compositions. 6 In general, it is still uncertain which instrument Mozart had in mind when 

he composed a particular piece. 1770-1780 was the decade during which Mozart 

vacillated between various keyboard instruments. 7 In 1777, Mozart’s meeting with 

Viennese fortepiano manufacturer, Johann Andreas Stein of Augsburg, resulted in some 

unexpected changes in piano literature. Because the new fortepiano was capable of so 

much more than its predecessors, Mozart began to write more and more compositions 

specifically for it. Looking at the specific articulation and detailed dynamic markings in 

Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309 (c. October-November 1777), it is possible to assume the 

majority of Mozart’s keyboard compositions after 1777 were conceived for the 

fortepiano.  

                                                 
4 Eva Badura-Skoda, “Haydn, Mozart and Their Contemporaries,” in Keyboard Music, ed. Denis Matthews 
(New York: Praeger, 1972), 113. 
5 Sandra P. Rosenblum, Performance Practices in Classic Piano Music (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1991), 16-19. 
6 William S Newman, The Sonata In The Classical Era (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1963), 84-86. 
7 Richard Maunder, “Mozart’s Keyboard Instrument,” Early Music 20, no. 2, Performing Mozart's Music 
III (May 1992): 216. 
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Mozart’s interest in the fortepiano can be traced back to his early childhood. 8 The 

clavichord was popular in households and court during the time. The Mozart family was 

familiar with the fortepiano, as seen in letters between them. 9 While traveling through 

Europe, Mozart had a chance to meet with J. C. Bach, the greatest keyboard player in 

London. It is possible that Mozart had heard of a fortepiano and perhaps even played on 

it during his trip in London in 1763-1764. 10 Under the influence of J. C. Bach, Mozart 

began to learn a more legato cantabile style of playing, clearly better suited to the 

fortepiano. The difference in Mozart’s playing became apparent upon his arrival in 

Mannheim in 1777. Maria Anna Mozart (1720-1778) wrote:  

Everyone thinks the world of Wolfgang, but indeed he plays quite differently 
from what he used to in Salzburg–for there are pianofortes here on which he plays 
so extraordinarily well that people say they have never heard the like. In short 
everyone who has heard him says that he has not got his equal. Although Beecke 
has been performing here and Schubart too, yet everyone says that Wolfgang far 
surpasses them in beauty of tone, quality, and execution. And they are all 
positively amazed at the way he plays out of his head and reads off whatever is 
put before him. 11 
 

Mozart also expressed his interest in playing on a fortepiano in several different letters. 12  

                                                 
8 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1954), 96-
99. 
9 Ibid., 214-219. 
10 Robert L. Marshall, Mozart Speaks: Views on Music, Musicians, and the World (New York: Schirmer, 
1991), 220. 
11 Maria Anna Mozart to her husband, Mannheim, 28 December 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His 
Family, Vol. II. ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 644.  
12 Richard Maunder, “Mozart’s Keyboard Instrument,” Early Music 20, no. 2, Performing Mozart's Music 
III (May 1992): 207, 209-212, 214-219. Richard Maunder’s detailed study traces the fortepiano and 
Mozart’s instrumental choice as seen in letters with his family.   
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Example 5.1: A clavichord dated in the late eighteenth century. 

 

Instrument: Clavichord; Location: Kunsthistorisches Museum; Photo copyright ©: 
Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



94 
 

Mozart and Stein’s Fortepiano 

Mozart gave high praise to Stein’s fortepianos, expressing keen interest in it even 

before meeting with Stein. 13 The thrilling experience of their meeting in Augsburg was 

documented in a series of letters addressed to his father between October and November 

1777. The letter describing their meeting was often cited as proof of his approval of 

Stein’s instrument: 

This time I shall begin at once with Stein's pianofortes. Before I had seen any of 
his make, [Franz Jakob] Späth's claviers had always been my favorites. But now I 
much prefer Stein's, for they damp ever so much better than the Regensburg 
instruments. When I strike hard, I can keep my finger on the note or raise it, but 
the sound ceases the moment I have produced it. In whatever way I touch the 
keys, the tone is always even. It never jars, it is never stronger or weaker or 
entirely absent; in a word, it is always even. It is true that he does not sell a 
pianoforte of this kind for less than three hundred gulden, but the trouble and the 
labor which Stein puts into the making of it cannot be paid for. His instruments 
have this special advantage over others that they are made with escape action. 
Only one maker in a hundred bothers about this. But without an escapement it is 
impossible to avoid jangling [blocking] and vibration after the note is struck. 
When you touch the keys, the hammers fall back again the moment after they 
have struck the strings, whether you hold down the keys or release them. He 
himself told me that when he has finished making one of these claviers, he sits 
down to it and tries all kinds of passages, runs, and jumps, and he polishes and 
works away at it until it can do anything. For he labors solely in the interest of 
music and not for his own profit; otherwise he would soon finish his work. He 
often says: “if I were not myself such a passionate lover of music and had not 
myself some slight skill on the clavier, I should certainly long ago have lost 
patience with my work. But I do like an instrument which never lets the player 
down and which is durable.” And his claviers certainly do last. He guarantees that 
the sounding-board will neither break nor split. When he has finished making one 
for a clavier, he places it in the open air, exposing it to rain, snow, the heat of the 
sun and all the devils in order that it may crack. Then he inserts wedges and glues 
them in to make the instrument very strong and firm. He is delighted when it 
cracks, for he can then be sure that nothing more can happen to it. Indeed he often 
cuts into it himself and then glues it together again and strengthens it in this way. 

                                                 
13 Mozart to his father, Augsburg, 17-18 October 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, Vol. II, 
ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 478-482. 
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He has finished making three pianofortes of this kind. Today I played on one 
again.14 
 

Example 5.2: A portrait of Franz Xaver Anton Späth (1750-1808).15  

 

Leopold Mozart responded in a similar way to Stein’s fortepiano: 

She [Abbé Henri] talked a great deal and, upon her asking me about Stein’s 
pianoforte, I told her what you had written to me about it. She said that you were 
right, judging by the approval of Countess Schönborn, who had told her that she 
had travelled through Augsburg on purpose in order to see these instruments and, 
finding them infinitely better than Späth’s, had ordered one for herself at the cost 
of 700 gulden. I am surprised that Herr Stein said nothing to you of this. 16 
 

                                                 
14 Mozart to his Father, Augsburg, 17-18 October 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, Vol. II, 
ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 478-482. 
15 Copyright by Internationale Stiftung Mozarteum. Used by permission. 
16 Leopold Mozart to his son, Salzburg, 1-3 November 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, Vol. 
II, ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 517. 

Franz Xaver Anton Späth, 
portrait by Anonym, 
Bürgermeister von 
Salzburg. Image copyright 
©: Internationale Stiftung 
Mozarteum (ISM)  
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There were several features of Stein’s fortepiano which made it an attractive 

option for composers and performers. The instrument was characterized by its clarity of 

tone, vibrant bass, and silvery middle and upper registers. 17 As seen above, Mozart was 

impressed by the evenness of the touch and the efficient damping of the escapement 

action. Stein’s improved action provided evenness and quick response. 18 The escapement 

action and improved damping system enhanced the performance by allowing the 

performer to play faster and to clear the harmony more efficiently. Since Stein’s action 

was not equipped with a back check, it required a more delicate touch to perform with 

nuance. Hammer heads of Stein’s instrument were smaller and lighter than the modern 

pianos, covered in leather instead of felt. The leather covered hammer head was not 

popular before 1777; instead, a round-hollow shape hammer head was more commonly 

seen. This feature provided pianists the means to vary tonal nuance and articulation. 

Hammers were installed at the far end of the key and pointed toward the player – the 

opposite direction from Cristofori’s design. A back check and spring was attached on a 

rail to keep the action moving forward. 19 Stein was the first fortepiano manufacturer to 

realize the value of a knee-pedal that would not interfere with hand movements on the 

                                                 
17 William S Newman, The Sonata in the Classical Era (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1963), 87. 
18 Eric Blom, Mozart, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Lys, 1974), 72-74. 
19 Edwin M. Good, Giraffe, Black Dragons, and Other Piano (Stanford: California, Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 76. 
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keyboard.20 He was aiming for an instrument that would combine mechanical delicacy 

and variety of tone colors. 21 

After trying out Stein’s fortepianos, Mozart became inspired by what this 

instrument could do. This discovery enabled him to perform and write in an expressive 

style that was quite different from his earlier compositions. In general, Mozart considered 

Stein’s fortepiano to be more reliable and more responsive to his performance style. 22 

The Stein fortepiano was a perfect fit to Mozart’s compositional vision, and may well 

have contributed to Mozart’s output. Scale-like passages became more beautiful because 

of the quality of the action. As Mozart said: “it’s always even on Stein’s instrument.” 23 

The abilities of the new instrument also influenced Mozart’s melodic writing, particularly 

as regards elongated note values and the diversity of melodic fragments.  

Mozart and Walter’s Fortepiano 

 Even though Mozart was fond of the fortepiano made by Stein, it was not until 

1782 that he purchased a fortepiano of his own. This fortepiano was made by Gabriel 

Anton Walter, the most famous Viennese maker at the time. This fortepiano, equipped 

with pedals, is listed in Mozart’s inventory. 24 Anton Walter followed Stein’s design, but 

                                                 
20 Michael Latcham, “Mozart and the Pianos of Johann Andrea Stein,” The Galpin Society Journal 51 (July 
1998): 127 
21 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1954), 102. 
22 John Irving, Understanding Mozart’s Piano Sonatas (Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2010), 108-109. 
23 Mozart to his Father, Augsburg, 17-18 October 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, Vol. II, 
ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 478-482. “In whatever way I touch the keys, the tone 
was always even. It never jars, it is never stronger or weaker or entirely absent; in a word, it is always even 
on Stein’s fortepiano.” 
24 Henry Edward Krehbiel, The Pianoforte and its Music (New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc., 
1971), 134. 
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adopted heavier hammers, added a back check, changed the angle of the escapement, and 

mounted the hammer fork on the key. Walter’s fortepiano had a range of five octaves, 

from F1to f3.  The bottom 40 notes were bichord, two strings for each note, and the top 21 

notes, from a1 to f3, were trichord. Walter also used a heavier case that allowed a broader 

range for the fortepiano. All these alterations gave his instrument the capacity for a 

greater dynamic range and volume.  

Although the foot pedal was standard in most of Walter’s fortepianos after 1790, 

it is unclear what sort of pedal device Mozart’s Walter fortepiano had. According to 

Leopold Mozart’s letter to Nannerl, Mozart’s fortepiano was equipped with a pedal 

board, a device similar to an organ pedal board, with a two octaves range, from C to c1: 

Since my arrival your brother’s fortepiano has been taken at least a dozen times to 
the theatre or to some other house. He has had a large fortepiano pedal made, 
which is under the instrument and is about two feet longer and extremely heavy. It 
is taken to the Mehlgrube every Friday and has also been taken to Count Zichy’s 
and to Prince Kaunitz’s. 25    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
25 Leopold Mozart to his Daughter, Nannerl Mozart (1751-1829), Vienna, 12 March 1785, in The letters of 
Mozart and His Family, Vol. III, ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 1325. 
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Example 5.3: A pedal-piano made by Joseph Brodmann (1771-1828).  Mozart’s pedal-
piano made by Anton Walter was similar to this fortepiano. 

 

 

Instrument: Pedal-Hammerflügel; Maker: Joseph Brodmann; Date and Place of 
Manufacturer: 1815, Wien; Location: Kunsthistorisches Museum; Photo copyright ©: 
Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. 
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Walter’s fortepiano had three very contrasting registers. The treble register was 

relatively dry and sparkly; the middle register was warm and the sound lasted longer; and 

the bass register was dark yet clear. 26 These characteristics enhanced the clarity of 

texture in Mozart’s keyboard compositions. Both the dynamic and the tonal range of the 

fortepiano were smaller and the touch was shallower than the modern piano, facilitating 

passages like scales or running notes. Today, many early music performers and scholars 

consider a Walter piano to be the ideal instrument to perform Mozart’s keyboard 

compositions. 27        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
26 John Irving, Understanding Mozart’s Piano Sonatas (Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2010), 106-7. 
27 Ibid., 105.  
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Example 5.4: An original Walter fortepiano owned by Mozart. 28 

 

Instrument: fortepiano; Manufacturer: Anton Walter; date of manufacturer: 1780; Presnet 
location: Mozart Wohnhaus, Salzburg. Copyright attributes: © Internationale Stiftung 
Mozarteum (ISM) 
 

 

                                                 
28 Copyright by Internationale Stiftung Mozarteum. Used by permission. 
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Fortepianos in the Mid Eighteenth Century 

Fortepianos in Mozart’s time had rich overtones, thin volume, and translucent 

tonal colors. The silvery sound and contrasts of registers are largely missing in the 

modern piano. 29 In general, fortepianos were bright in the upper register and round and 

full in the lower registers. The volume of a fortepiano became gradually thinner toward 

the high register. The full and round sound of the bass register was significant in 

Mozart’s fortepianos. The thinner strings enhanced the tonal clarity in the bass area. 

Hence, the chords could be clearly presented even in a dense or close texture. These 

contrasts made it easier for pianists to play cantabile with full colors while maintaining 

the clarity of the harmony. 30 The use of pedals in Mozart’s fortepianos gave a more 

translucent sound than a modern piano. 31 The variety of timbre was probably the most 

important feature of the fortepiano. In addition, the updated action made trills on adjacent 

keys possible. The tonal nuance between different registers enhanced the contrast 

between melodies and harmonic fillings. 32  

The instrument is likely to have influenced the increased diversity in textural 

setting between different registers throughout Mozart’s keyboard writing. Mozart’s 

fortepiano idioms, such as prolonged harmonies without pedal access, contrapuntal 

settings, and expressive performing and writing style, reflected his understanding of the 

mechanical ability of the fortepiano. 

                                                 
29 Eva Badura-Skoda, Interpreting Mozart on the Keyboard (New York: St Martin's Press, 1962), 7-8. 
30 Ibid., 10. 
31 Ibid., 11.  
32 Eric Blom, Mozart, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Lys, 1974), 263. 
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Mechanically, a Stein or a Walter fortepiano had an action three times lighter than 

a modern piano. 33 Lighter actions facilitated rapidity in scale-like passages without 

artificial finger staccato. 34 Since fingers were directly in control of the weight of the 

touch and volume, a fine pianist could produce a sustained singing tone easily on the 

fortepiano.   

The common keyboard range during Mozart’s time was five octaves, from FF to 

f3. This restriction of tonal range can be observed in the second theme of the 

recapitulation, specifically the second theme from measure 251-253 in the third 

movement of his Piano Concerto in B-flat Major, K.595. Top notes in measure 253 only 

went to f3.  

Example 5.5: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Concerto in B-flat Major, K.595, Third 
Movement,  mm. 112-114 and  mm. 251-253. 

 

 

 

                                                 
33 John Irving, Understanding Mozart’s Piano Sonatas (Surrey, England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2010), 106.  
34 Ibid., 105. 
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Mozart’s Early Piano Sonatas 

Mozart’s six Sonatas for Piano K.279-284 were composed in Munich in 1775, 

before his meeting with Stein. Mozart regularly performed these sonatas, separately or as 

a group, during his travels in 1777-1778. His letters indicate that he performed them both 

on the clavichord and the fortepiano. Performing these sonatas on a clavichord, pianists 

could apply the hand-stop at the beginning of the performance, take advantage of rests in 

passages, and use fermatas in order to make the necessary mechanical adjustments.   

 With regard to performing the Piano Sonata in D Major, K.284, Mozart 

addressed his special preference for Stein’s fortepiano in his letter dated from 1777.  

Here [Augsburg] and at Munich I have played all my six sonatas by heart several 
times. 35 I played the fifth, in G, at that grand concert in the Stube. The last one, in 
D, sounds exquisite on Stein’s pianoforte. The device, too, which you work with 
your knee is better on his than on other instruments. I have only to touch it and it 
works; and when you shift your knee the slightest bit, you do not hear the least 
reverberation. 36  
 

Eva Badura-Skoda points out that indications of forte, piano, crescendo and accent in the 

autograph of K.282-4 would indicate Mozart’s intention to use the pianoforte; though the 

instrument was not available to Mozart when he composed these early piano sonatas. 37  

Sonata in D major, K.284 is quite different in comparison to the other five 

sonatas, K.279-283. The first movement is more orchestral in nature, with cadential 

passages before the end of the exposition; a most unusual Polonaise en Rondeau is the 

                                                 
35 These six sonatas are K.279-284. The last one, Sonata in D Major, K.284 (composed in 1775), is often 
called “Dürnitz Sonata.” 
36 Mozart to his Father, Augsburg, 17-18 October 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, Vol. II, 
ed. (Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 480-481.  
37 Eva Badura-Skoda, “Haydn, Mozart and Their Contemporaries,” in Keyboard Music, ed. Denis 
Matthews (New York: Praeger Publishers, Inc., 1972), 113. 
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second movement; and the finale is an extended set of variations. 38 Sonata in D major, 

K.284, is much longer than previous sonatas. 

There are several features in K.284 that would make it sound different if 

performed on the fortepiano. The responsive action and dampers, the evenness of touch, 

and the silent knee-lever of the fortepiano allowed Mozart to explore greater possibilities 

of voicing, dynamic distinction between repeated notes, and expressive sound effects 

between registers. 39 In the first movement, the responsive action of Stein’s fortepiano 

facilitated repeated notes in measures 4 and 11-16. The instrument’s evenness between 

different registers facilitated execution of scale passages and dynamic contrasts such as 

those found in measures 7-8 and 17-20, also in the first movement.    

The orchestral texture of the opening of the first movement made a great effect on 

fortepiano. The knee pedals on Stein’s instrument gave the performer more control of 

various tone qualities. Passages such as measures 34-40 from the first movement would 

have a completely different color when performed on a fortepiano. The fortepiano had a 

greater capacity to do justice to the grand scale and orchestral setting of this particular 

sonata. 

 

 

 

                                                 
38 John Irving, Mozart’s Piano Sonatas: Contexts, Sources, Style (UK: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
51-52. 
39 John Irving, Understanding Mozart’s Piano Sonatas (England: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2010), 111-
112. 
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Example 5.6:   Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in D Major, K.284, First 
Movement, mm. 34-37. Mozart used voicing in multiple layers for  a subtle dynamic 
distinction.   
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Example 5.7:  Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in D Major, K.284, First 
Movement, mm. 1-21.  The responsive action facilitated repeating notes in mm. 4-5.  
Evenness between registers smoothed the running passage in mm. 7-8.  Responsive 
actions for repetitive effect in mm. 9-12.  Evenness between registers smoothed 
transitional passage in mm. 17-20.   
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Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309 

One of the features of Mozart’s early keyboard writing was a leading melodic line 

in the treble clef with accompanying figurations in the bass clef. The sound decay of an 

eighteenth century fortepiano was much faster than that of the modern piano. Performers 

had to sustain the harmony by using repetitive figures in the left hand such as Alberti bass 

or octaves.  Composers in the classical period were more likely to write out the harmony 

from figured bass, turning it into repetitive figures. The function of Alberti bass was to 

sustain the harmony as well as to reflect a performer’s or composer’s knowledge of the 

instrument. Mozart composed his Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, between November 

and December 1777. Mozart himself commented on this work: 

I send [Nannerl] herewith the Allegro and Andante of the sonata for Mlle. 
Cannabich. [K.309] The Rondo will follow the next time…. you may have heard 
something of my sonata, for at Cannabich’s it is sung, strummed, fiddled or 
whistled at least three times a day! Only sotto voce, of course! 40 
 

When Mozart sent his manuscript to his father and sister, they both point out the stylistic 

change in Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309:  

Thanks for the first movement and the Andante of your sonata [K.309] which I 
have already played through. The Andante requires indeed great concentration 
and exactness in playing. But I like the sonata very much. One can see from its 
style that you composed it in Mannheim. I am looking forward to the Rondo. 41  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
40 Wolfgang A. Mozart to his father, Mannheim, 29 November 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His 
Family, Vol. II, ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 585-586. 
41 Nannerl Mozart to her Mother and Brother, Salzburg, 8 December 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and 
His Family, Vol. II, ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 608-609.  
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Mozart’s family members definitely noticed the change in Mozart’s writing style. 

Leopold Mozart commented on Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309:  

Nannerl plays your whole sonata excellently and with great expression… your 
sonata is a strange composition. It has something in it of the rather artificial 
Mannheim style, but so very little that you own good style is not spoilt thereby. 42 
 

Expressing the musical content of Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, was made possible 

because of the evenness, the elongated sound, and the various timbres of Stein’s 

fortepiano. The first movement begins with a Mannheim Rocket figure and continues 

with dialogues between the solo and tutti verses. Dialogue textures in the first movement 

of the Sonata enhance tonal contrasts between different registers, thematic development, 

and fragmentations. Extended dynamic contrasts such as subtle placements of beats, 

gradations of dynamic shadings, and voicing are well presented in this work. The 

evenness and various timbres on Stein’s fortepiano resulted in different effects in 

modulations in transitional passages. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
42 Leopold Mozart to his son, Salzburg, 11 December 1777, in The Letters of Mozart and His Family, Vol. 
II, ed. Emily Anderson (Macmillian: London, 1938), 615. 
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Example 5.8:   Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, First 
Movement, mm. 59-70. Fragmentation from the opening theme and tonal contrasts 
between registers. 

 

 
 

 
 

Example 5.9:  Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, First 
Movement, mm. 85-95. Mozart used ascending pattern in modulation. 
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Example 5.10: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, Second 
Movement, mm. 1-8. Mozart used frequent changes of dynamics for expressive effects. 

 
 

 

 

Example 5.11: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, Third 
Movement, mm. 52-60.  Dynamic graduations in this passage suggest that  Mozart 
composed this piece for the fortepiano. 

 

 

The evenness of Stein’s fortepiano facilitated scale-like passages and the effectiveness of 

the knee-pedal facilitated dynamic shifting.  
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Example 5.12: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, First 
Movement, mm. 51-58. The evenness of touch facilitated scale passages, such as these at 
cadential points. 

 
 

 

 
 

Example 5.13: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, Third 
Movement, mm. 32-35. Sensitive action facilitated rapid repeating notes to embellish the 
theme. 
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Example 5.14: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, First 
Movement, mm. 116-121. There are rapid repeating chords in the accompaniment.  

 

 

 

Other Approaches after Stein’s Fortepiano 

Piano Sonata in A Minor, K.310 is the first composition in a minor key for a 

keyboard instrument in Mozart’s catalogue. Mozart used a novel modulation in the first 

movement. The opening dissonances from the grave notes enhance the sudden harmonic 

change. The exchange of voices in the exposition creates a conversation between 

different registers. The opening line of the slow movement has a dynamic marking for a 

sudden and unexpected change from piano to fortepiano. All of these dynamic changes 

were possible only because of the Stein fortepiano.  
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Example 5.15: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Piano Sonata in A Minor, K.310, Second 
Movement, mm. 1-9.  There are frequent dynamic changes. 

 

Summary 

Piano Sonata in C Major, K.309, is clearly a composition that was meant for the 

Stein fortepiano rather than the clavichord. Qualities from Stein’s fortepiano like 

effectiveness of action, varieties of sound, evenness of touch, and the use of knee-lever, 

all found a place in Mozart’s keyboard compositions. However, the relationship between 

Walter’s fortepiano and Mozart’s compositions is less clear. Since Mozart purchased a 

Walter fortepiano in 1782, we can assume that piano sonatas composed thereafter were 

based on the Walter fortepiano. However, the actual instrument Mozart had in mind 

remains unclear. 43Anton Walter’s fortepiano was known for its powerful tone and 

stability, and its volume of sound was much greater than Stein’s. The forceful style of 

playing would not have suited Mozart’s taste, but the general trend in the late eighteenth 

century was toward larger instruments. The delicate sound produced by the hollow 

                                                 
43 Nathan Broder, “Mozart and the ‘Clavier’,” in The Creative World of Mozart, ed. Paul Henry Lang (New 
York: Norton, 1963), 80-84. 
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hammers in Stein’s fortepiano was very different from the powerful tone created by 

Walter’s. 44 The existing Walter fortepiano in Mozart’s Geburtshaus, (Salzburg) has been 

altered through major renovations that do not represent the original sound that Mozart 

knew. 

Regardless, both the relationship between Stein and Mozart, and Mozart’s choice 

of the Walter fortepiano later on resulted in a great harvest of fortepiano compositions. 

With regard to Mozart’s keyboard compositions, scholars strongly support the notion that 

all Mozart’s piano concertos were composed for the fortepiano, with the possible 

exception of some compositions from his early childhood. 45 The greater dynamic range 

and interactive texture in Mozart’s writing indicate his knowledge of the capabilities of 

the fortepiano. 46 The increased modulations in some of Mozart’s compositions, such as 

the first movement of sonata, K.309, or the first movement of sonata, K.311, anticipated 

the upcoming style of pianistic writing, particularly that of Jan Ladislav Dussek. 47  

                                                 
44 Michael Latcham, “Mozart and the Pianos of Johann Andrea Stein,” The Galpin Society Journal 51 (July 
1998): 152. 
45 Eva and Paul Badura-Skoda, Interpreting Mozart on the Keyboard, trans. Leo Black (New York: St 
Martin’s Press, 1962), 242-243. Eva Badura-Skoda believes all of Mozart’s keyboard concertos, except 
some compositions dated from early childhood, were meant to be for the fortepiano 
46 Nathan Broder, “Mozart and the Clavier,” The Musical Quarterly 27, no. 4 (October 1941): 424. 
47 Eric Blom, Mozart, ed. Stanley Sadie (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Lys, 1974), 267. 
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CHAPTER VI 

JAN LADISLAV DUSSEK AND JOHN BROADWOOD 

Background of Jan Ladislav Dussek 

Jan Ladislav Dussek was a Bohemian pianist who established himself as a piano 

virtuoso throughout Europe, from St. Petersburg through Germany to Paris, where he was 

a favorite of Marie Antoinette in the late eighteenth century. Even though he only spent a 

short time in Paris, Dussek soon established himself in the wealthy and sophisticated 

sector of Paris society. At the outbreak of the French Revolution, Dussek escaped to 

London. He arrived in London in 1789 and was constantly referred to as ‘le beau 

Dussek.’ Camille Pleyel mentioned Dussek’s performance in his letter: 

The Prince 1 at present has much of the imposing bearing of Dussek. He is still 
very good-looking and must have been the most handsome man of his day. The 
women are decked out very richly, much gold brocade, embroidered velour, and 
transparent muslin. Many diamonds. They are generally tall and have good 
figures, beautiful hair, and lovely skin. Only the Queen was seated in an armchair 
with a back, all the other women being on stools. They listened very attentively to 
the music. 2  
 

Dussek remained in London from 1789-1799, until bankruptcy compelled him to flee to 

the Continent.3 Dussek was one of the busiest and most renowned touring piano virtuosos 

in Europe, decades ahead of Franz Liszt and Sigismand Thalberg. 4  

                                                 
1 Prince Regent of England, 1762-1830, later became George IV. 
2 Camille Pleyel to his parents, London, 20 May 1815, ed. and trans. Rita Benton, in “London Music in 
1815, as Seen by Camille Pleyel,” Music & Letters 47, no. 1 (January 1966): 40. 
3 Stanislas V. Klíma, “Dussek in England,” Music & Letters 41, no. 2 (April 1960): 147. 
4 Alan Davison, “The Iconography of an Émigré Musician: Henri-Pierre Danloux’s 1795 Portrait of Jan 
Ladislav Dussek,” Early Music 37, no. 2 (May 2009): 178. 
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In the eighteenth century, pianists usually sat with their back to the audience when 

performing in an ensemble or as soloist in a concerto. Dussek was the first pianist to 

introduce the profile position still in use today, because he wished to present the beauty 

of his own profile. 5 In this position, it was also possible acoustically to achieve a better 

tonal balance between the orchestra and the soloist.   

John Broadwood and His Experiment with Tonal Expansion 

England was economically ahead of other countries in the late eighteenth century. 

The pace of industrialization allowed piano manufacturers to improve the fortepiano 

mechanically, and the large number of music lovers among the middle class provided an 

excellent market for instruments. England was the most advanced country in terms of 

developing the latest model of fortepiano, publishing sheet music, as well as presenting 

stimulating public concerts. With all these advantages, a manufacturer like John 

Broadwood was in an ideal position to manufacture and market his fortepianos, which 

combined the tonal variety of the Viennese fortepiano with the velocity of the English 

action.  

Broadwood began his experiment with tonal range expansion in the 1770s. During 

this period of time, there were several significant changes, including increased 

instrumental volume, depth of touch, and a divided bridge. 6 Broadwood consulted with 

Edward Whitaker Gray (1748-1806) and Tiberius Cavallo (1749-1809) for further 

development of the fortepiano, especially with regard to the striking point and acoustic 
                                                 
5 David Wainwright, Broadwood by Appointment: A History (London: Quiller Press, 1982), 74-75. Arthur 
Loessur, Men, Women, and Piano: the Social History (New York: Dover, 1990), 17-67.  
6 Michael Cole, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 134-135. The new 
range was from FF to c4. 
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effects. Gray and Cavallo pointed out that the best striking point would be at the one-

ninth position on the string. 7 Their study also concluded that since the tension between 

registers was different, a divided bridge would smooth the transition between registers 

and result in a more sonorous sound in the high register. 8 Broadwood combined their 

findings and incorporated them with a divided bridge and shorter strings in the lower 

register.9 The divided bridge largely reduced the length of lower strings, provided a better 

sound, and smoothed the tension between registers. As a result, Broadwood’s fortepianos 

became known as more powerful in volume and more even in all registers.       

With a redesigned bridge, Broadwood took the next major step toward range 

expansion of the fortepiano: Dussek was the first pianist to suggest that Broadwood add a 

half-octave in the treble register to the conventional five octaves fortepiano. Along with 

the already excellent qualities of Broadwood’s fortepianos, Dussek believed that this 

addition would add the possibility of more dramatic effects on the piano, and would 

further encourage composers to explore the potential of the fortepiano. 10 Broadwood 

wrote: 

Dussek came to England about 1792, 11 and, at his request, John Broadwood 
introduced the additional keys: the novelty of these upper notes so pleased in the 

                                                 
7 Michael Cole, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 136-137. 
8 Ibid., 136. 
9 Virginia Pleasants, “The Early Piano in Britain (c1760-1800),” Early Music 13, no. 1, The Early Piano II 
(February 1985): 43. Edward Whitaker Gray suggested to Broadwood that the best striking position would 
be on the one-ninth of the vibrating string for a better tone quality. 
10 John Broadwood to Thomas Bradford, 13 November 1793, in Some Notes made by J. S. Broadwood, 
with Observations and Elucidations, H.F. Broadwood (London, 1862), 13-14.  
11 Alan Davison, “The Iconography of an Émigré Musician: Henri-Pierre Danloux’s 1795 Portrait of Jan 
Ladislav Dussek,” Early Music 37, no. 2 (May 2009): 178. It was an obvious mistake in his letter, since 
Dussek arrived in London and had a benefit concert on June 1, 1789. 
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several concerts he played at, that they soon became generally introduced in all 
pianofortes. 12  
 

Broadwood’s expansion of the treble register may have originated as a request from 

Dussek, but it soon became the standard and was duplicated by other manufacturers. The 

tonal expansion of the treble register was followed by an extension to the bass register as 

well.  The added keys in the treble register were featured as an optional extra to 

fortepianos made from 1789 to 1794. But within the next ten years, the six-octave register 

became standard for most fortepianos. Broadwood explained the process of extension in 

his letter dated from 1793: 

We now make most of the Grand Pianofortes [fortepianos] in compass to CC in 
alt. We have made some so for these three years past, the first to please Dussek, 
which being much liked Cramer Jr. had one of us so that now they are become 
quite common and we have just begun to make some of the small pianofortes up 
to that compass.13   
 

Tonal range expansion could be found among various manufacturers on both the 

Continent and in England: Anton Walter, Longman & Broderip, and Clementi. The 

Longman & Broderip had a different six-octave range, from FF to f4, this particular 

register being usually associated with fortepianos made on the continent.14 Broadwood’s 

six-octave range from CC to c4, was more popular and was regarded as the standard 

register in England at the time. 15  

                                                 
12 H. F. Broadwood, Some notes made by J. S. Broadwood 1838 with observations and elucidations 
(London, 1862), 13-14.  
13 A. J. Hipkins, ‘Personal Notebooks,’ Hipkins was the showroom manager of the Broadwood since 1881. 
14 David Rowland, “Piano Music and Keyboard Compass in the 1790s,” Early Music 27, no. 2, Instruments 
and Instrumental Music (May 1999): 285-286. “Fortepiano's in Flügelform zu 6 Oktaven, vom Contra F bis 
4 gestrichene F',” in Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung Vol. II (October 1799). 
15 Ibid.: 287. 
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Although the six-octave range, from FF to f4, had been made in 1774, 

Broadwood’s six-octave grand fortepianos did not become widely popular until the 

nineteenth century. 16 It was not until after 1808 that the six-octave fortepiano began to be 

produced in larger numbers. By 1812, both five-and-a-half octaves and six octaves 

fortepianos were manufactured side by side. 17 Characteristics of these grand fortepianos 

included triple stringing and both the sostenuto pedal and the una corda pedal. The 

damping in Broadwood fortepianos provided a shimmering sound, rather than the clean 

stroke sound associated with the Viennese fortepianos.  Repetition in the English 

fortepiano was slower than the Viennese fortepiano due to heavier hammer heads. 18 

A heavier action also resulted in a completely different performance approach 

when using the English fortepiano: a more percussive performing manner, with the 

pianist applying wrist and forearm movements in performances, was very different from 

the technical approach commonly used when performing on a Viennese fortepiano. 19 On 

the latter instrument, pianists rarely lifted fingers from the keyboard and applied a more 

“scratching” or “tickling” finger approach due to the lighter action. Because of 

mechanical differences in the instruments, compositions intended for English fortepianos 

naturally were richer in tone, texture, and dynamic density.    

                                                 
16 Michael Cole, The Pianoforte in the Classical Era (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 134. 
17 David Rowland, “Piano Music and Keyboard Compass in the 1790s,” Early Music 27, no. 2, Instruments 
and Instrumental Music (May 1999): 285. 
18 Virginia Pleasants, “The Early Piano in Britain (c1760-1800),” Early Music 13, no. 1, The Early Piano II 
(February 1985): 43-44. 
19 Eric Blom, Romance of the Piano (New York: Da Capo Press, 1969), 158. 
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According to Alfred James Hipkins (1826-1903), a showroom manager of the 

firm, Broadwood fortepianos reached a five-and-a-half-octave range in the 1790s, with 

1794 being the year of extension to six octaves, with a new expansion in the lower 

register. 20 Looking at these dates, it is evident how quickly the new range of the 

fortepiano was both established and adopted. 

Because of the heavier touch, greater volume, wider tonal range, and strong 

interior design of Broadwood’s fortepianos, musicians and amateurs in London were 

already accustomed to a richer and denser keyboard idiom by the late 1790s. However, 

composers on the Continent clearly still preferred a lighter, thinner, and more clear piano 

texture, and Viennese manufacturers were reluctant to adapt to the new expansion. 

Geographical differences definitely affected the development of the fortepiano 

repertoire,21 and publishers routinely provided two different versions of a piece or of 

certain passages in order to accommodate various fortepianos. 22  

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
20 David Rowland, “Piano Music and Keyboard Compass in the 1790s,” Early Music 27, no. 2, Instruments 
and Instrumental Music (May 1999): 284. 
21 Nicholas Temperley, “The London Pianoforte School,” The Musical Times 126, no. 1703 (January 1985): 
25. 
22 David Rowland, “Piano Music and Keyboard Compass in the 1790s,” Early Music 27, no. 2, Instruments 
and Instrumental Music (May 1999): 287.  
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Example 6.1:  Jan Ladislav Dussek, Piano Concerto in B-flat Major, Opus 22, First 
Movement, mm. 116-119. 

 For fortepianos with five-and-a-half octaves. 
 

 

 
  For fortepianos with six octaves.  
 

 
 
 

Jan Ladislav Dussek was one of the composers who explored a distinctive style of 

fortepiano writing during this time frame. His piano compositions achieved a new level 

of perfection by using the full capacity of the Broadwood fortepiano. 23 His modulations 

were novel and advanced, and represented a harmonic adventure not found in other 

keyboard compositions of the time. 24 His idiomatic piano writing foreshadowed and 

influenced later composers such as Beethoven, Brahms, Chopin, Field, Liszt, Weber, and 

Schumann. 25     

 

 

                                                 
23 Eric Blom, Romance of the Piano (New York: Da Capo Press, 1969), 149-151. 
24 Ibid., 151-152. 
25 Eric Blom, “The Prophecies of Dussek,” from Classics: Major and Minor (London, 1958), 88-117. 
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Instrumental Range in Dussek’s Compositions 

Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 24 and Piano Concerto in B-flat Major, Opus 

22, both written in 1793, were the first composition in each genre to utilize the full five-

and-a-half-octave range. 26 Piano Sonata in D Major, Opus 25 (c. 1795) and Sonata in D 

Major, Opus 31 (c.1795) also included an alternate version when written for instruments 

in a smaller range. As of 1799, Dussek increasingly published compositions for 

instruments with larger range, but without further notation on the title pages. 27 

By publishing music with the title “with and without the additional key,” 28 

publishers believed they would attract equal attention from both connoisseurs and serious 

amateurs to both the music as well as the new fortepiano. Professional pianists were 

eager to discover the capabilities of the new instrument, and serious amateurs were 

curious about the latest instrument when they saw it on stage. Some of them might even 

have been able to purchase the latest instrument.  

 Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 24, clearly requires Broadwood’s five-and-a-half 

octave fortepiano. The wider tonal range in the first movement, from AA to c4, makes use 

of all the tonal varieties of the English fortepiano.  

 

 

 

                                                 
26 Howard Allen Craw, “A Biography and Thematic Catalog of the Works of J. L. Dussek (1760-1812),” 
(Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Southern California, 1964), 266.  
27 David Rowland, “Piano Music and Keyboard Compass in the 1790s,” Early Music 27, no. 2, Instruments 
and Instrumental Music (May 1999):  291. 
28 Such as title page of Sonata in A Major, Opus 43. 
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Example 6.2: Jan Ladislav Dussek, Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 24, First 
Movement, mm. 1-4. The lowest note is down to AA.  

 

 

Example 6.3: Jan Ladislav Dussek, Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 24, First 
Movement, mm. 15-17. The highest note is up to c4. 

 

 

Dussek was the first composer to indicate pedal markings on published scores, 

starting around 1798. His modulatory choices foreshadowed the harmonic trend of the 

nineteenth century. Enharmonic modulation and median relationship between keys were 

often found in his compositions. Tonic prolongations and unexpected modulations were 

considered bold at the time but would later be used by Beethoven. 29  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
29 Eric Blom, Romance of the Piano (New York: Da Capo Press, 1969), 161-163. 
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Example 6.4: Jan Ladislav Dussek, Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 24, First 
Movement, mm. 26-43. 
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Example 6.5:  Jan Ladislav Dussek, Piano Concerto in B-flat Major, Opus 40, First 
Movement, mm. 1-9. Dussek indicated the first pedal marking on a published score. 

 

 

 

Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 43 (c. 1800), makes full use of the tonal colors of 

the early fortepianos as well as showing off the pianist through its technical challenges. 30 

In the Sonata in E Major, Opus 44 (c. 1800), Dussek explored the capabilities of the new 

fortepiano, exploring its virtuosic possibilities to the limit. The first movement of the 

sonata is rich in harmonies and dense in texture. This rich and dense texture was novel 

and technically challenging for most contemporary pianists.  

 

 

 
 
 

                                                 
30 Eric Blom, “The Prophecies of Dussek,” (originally published in Musical Opinions, December 1927-
August 1928), from Classics: Major and Minor (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1958), 107. 
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Example 6.6: Jan Ladislav Dussek, Piano Sonata in E Major, Opus 44, Third Movement, 
Molto adagio e sostenuto, mm. 57-63.  Dussek used a rich and dense texture in this 
passage.  Prolonged dominant pedal note with elaborated harmonies before return to 
the tonic.  
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Summary 

Through his collaboration with piano manufacturer John Broadwood, Dussek 

contributed to the development of the fortepiano. The endeavors of Dussek and 

composers from the London Fortepiano School also influenced the rising middle class in 

England to embrace further musical changes, both as audience members and as amateur 

musicians. 31 While the fortepiano did not evolve with the same rapidity in Europe, 32 

Viennese composers began to be influenced by such English composers as Clementi, 

Dussek, Cramer, and Field. 33 Indeed, Dussek’s piano compositions were highly regarded 

by nineteenth century piano virtuosos. 34 Dussek’s piano sonatas were among the 

compositions that had virtuosic qualities at the end of the eighteenth century. Though his 

works have been largely forgotten today, he wrote up to the limit of the instrument, and 

his compositions challenged pianists with their technical demands. The development of 

advanced performance techniques became vital to pianists at the same time as the 

instrument itself was evolving. 35 Dussek is regarded by many scholars today as an 

innovative piano virtuoso who anticipated the era of piano virtuosos in the nineteenth 

                                                 
31 Alexander L. Ringer, “Beethoven and the London Pianoforte School,” The Musical Quarterly 56, no. 4, 
Special Issue Celebrating the Bicentennial of the Birth of Beethoven (October 1970): 742-758. This group 
of pianists included: Muzio Clementi, Jan Ladislav Dussek, Johann Baptist Cramer, John Field, George 
Frederick Pinto (1785-1806). 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 744. 
34 Leon Plantinga, “Clementi, Virtuosity, and the ‘German Manner’,” Journal of the American 
Musicological Society 25, no. 3 (Autumn 1972): 314.  
35 Eric Blom, Romance of the Piano (New York: Da Capo Press, 1969), 157. 
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century. 36 With the renovated fortepiano at their disposal, pianists’ technical 

development headed in a new direction at the beginning of the nineteenth century.              

                                                 
36 Alan Davison, “The Iconography of an Émigré Musician: Henri-Pierre Danloux’s 1795 Portrait of Jan 
Ladislav Dussek,” Early Music 37, no. 2 (May 2009): 175. 
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CHAPTER VII 

BEETHOVEN AND HIS ROLE 

       IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE FORTEPIANO 

In the late eighteenth century, piano manufacturers were fully devoted to the tonal 

expansion of the instrument in every aspect to fulfill the needs of both composers and the 

public. Beethoven’s piano compositions reflect the flexibility of these manufacturers, as 

well as the diversity of their instruments. As regards performing on the fortepiano, 

Beethoven wrote the following in 1796 to Streicher: 

There is no doubt that so far as the manner of playing it is concerned, the 
pianoforte is still the least studied and developed of all instruments; often one 
thinks that one is merely listening to a harp. And I am delighted, my dear fellow, 
that you are one of the few who realize and perceive that, provided one can feel 
the music, one can also make the pianoforte sing. I hope that the time will come 
when the harp and the pianoforte [fortepiano] will be treated as two entirely 
different instruments. 1 
 

Beethoven’s great influence on both music and society had an impact on the development 

of the fortepiano, and his music is a reflection of that impact.  

Beethoven either owned or borrowed fourteen different fortepianos: a Tufenbruch 

from Count Waldstein, a Walter, 2 a Jakesch, 3 a Pohack, a Moser, 4 a Vogel of Budapest 

                                                 
1 Beethoven to Johann Andreas Streicher, Vienna, 1796, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. I, ed. Emily 
Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 25-26. 
2 Tilman Skowroneck, “The Keyboard Instruments of the Young Beethoven,” from Beethoven and His 
World, ed. Scott Burnham and Michael P. Steinberg (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2000), 165-166. When Czerny at age ten visited him at 1801, Beethoven called the Walter piano “the best 
piano at that time.”  
3 Beethoven to Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, Vienna, November, 1802, in The Letters of 
Beethoven. Vol. I, ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 82-83. 
4 Beethoven to Breitkopf & Härtel, Leipzig, Vienna, 23 November 1803, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. 
I, ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 101. 
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from the Princess Lichnowsky, 5 a Feiler, 6 a Schanz, 7 a Kirschbaum, 8 several Stein-

Streicher, 9 an Érard, a Broadwood, and a Graf. Eleven of them were made by Viennese 

manufacturers.10 However, Beethoven did not bestow his loyalty exclusively upon one 

piano manufacturer. 11 Nanette Streicher and her family were dear friends of his; Anton 

Walter and Conrad Graf were the most renowned piano manufacturers in Vienna; English 

manufacturer John Broadwood sent him a fortepiano in order to tap the Viennese market; 

and the French manufacturer Sébastien Érard also provided him with a fortepiano. A 

letter to Nikolaus Zmeskall (1759-1833) von Domanovecz in 1802 explained his sources 

of instruments:  

Well, my dear Z [Zmeskall], you may give Walter, if you like, a strong dose of 
my affair. For, in the first place, he deserves it in any case; and, what is more, 
since the time when people began to think that my relations with Walter were 
strained, the whole tribe of pianoforte [fortepiano] manufacturers have been 
swarming around me in their anxiety to serve me – and all for nothing. Each of 
them wants to make me a pianoforte exactly as I should like it. For instance, 
Reicha 12 has been earnestly requested by the maker of his pianoforte to persuade 
me to let him make me one; and he is one of the more reliable ones, at whose firm 
I have already seen some good instruments – So you may give Walter to 

                                                 
5 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 52. 
6 T. Frimmel, “ Beethoven als Klavierspieler,” in Beethoven-Studien, 2 vols (Munich: G. Miller, 1906), 
233. 
7 Beethoven to Joseph von Varena in Graz, Vienna, 23 July 1815, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. II, ed. 
Emily Anderson  (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 523. “The instrument has been made by Schanz 
– I too posses one of his.” 
8 T. Frimmel, “Von Beethovens Klavieren,” Die Musik 2, no. 3 (1903): 83-91. 
9 Ernesr Closson, History of the Piano, trans. Delano Ames, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Elek, 
1974), 93. 
10 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 50-53. 
11 Ibid., 53. 
12 Antonín Reicha (1770-1836) was a Prague musician and a nephew of composer Joseph Reicha (1746-
1795).  
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understand that, although I can have pianofortes for nothing from all the others, I 
will pay him 30 ducats, but not more than 30 ducats, and on condition that the 
wood is mahogany. Furthermore, I insist that it shall have the tension with one 
string [una corda pedal] – if he won’t agree to these conditions, then make it quite 
plain to him that I shall choose one of the others to whom I will give my order and 
whom I shall take later on to Haydn 13 to let the latter see his instrument. 14 
 

Beethoven was more likely to use whatever instrument was provided to him while he was 

composing. 15 Many scholars have already noted that Beethoven’s compositions 

paralleled the development of fortepiano. 16 Of the many different fortepianos he used, 

five most closely parallel Beethoven’s compositional development: Walter, 17 Streicher,18 

Érard, Broadwood, and Graf. 19   

 

 

 

                                                 
13 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 66. Beethoven was probably inspired by Haydn’s Érard fortepiano, which has a una corda pedal.   
14 Beethoven to Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, Vienna, November, 1802, in The Letters of 
Beethoven. Vol. I,  ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 82.The original text was 
“Zug mit einer Saite,” which means the una corda pedal, instead of “the tension with one string.”  
15 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Syanford University 
press, 2001), 93. 
16 Tia DeNora, Beethoven and the Construction of Genius: Musical Politics in Vienna, 1792-1803 (CA: 
University of California Press, 1995), 170-185.  William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing 
His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 1988), 45-82. Cyril Enrlich, The Piano: A History (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990), 1-26. Edwin M. Good, “Beethoven and the Growing Grand,” from Giraffes, Black 
Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2000), 91-119. 
17 David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” in Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 51. The precise date of when Beethoven acquired his Walter 
fortepiano is uncertain. However, according to their correspondence, it is certain that Beethoven did have a 
Walter fortepiano at his disposal.  
18 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 45-46. 
19 Eva Badura-Skoda, “Performance Conventions in Beethoven’s Early Works,” in Beethoven, Performers, 
and Critics, ed. Robert Winter and Bruce Carr (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1980),44.  
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The Walter and the Streicher Fortepianos 

Beethoven’s relationship with Streicher was of long standing. 20 The Streicher 

family was the most renowned Viennese manufacturer after Stein. According to their 

correspondence, Nannette Streicher was not only the head of the firm, but took charge of 

taking care of Beethoven’s housekeeping. 21 Andreas Streicher was a partner but appears 

to have taken orders from his wife. 22 From his letters, it is clear that Beethoven had 

Streicher fortepianos in his possession. 23 Beethoven’s letter dated in 1796 describes his 

reaction to both Johann Andreas Streicher’s piano and to Streicher family: 

Dear Streicher! 
I received the day before yesterday your fortepiano, which is really an excellent 
instrument. Anyone else would try to keep it for himself; but I – now you must 
have a good laugh – I should be deceiving you if I didn’t tell you that in my 
opinion it is far too good for me, and why? – Well, because it robs me of the 
freedom to produce my own tone. But, of course, this must not deter you from 
making all your fortepianos in the same way. For no doubt there are few people 
who cherish such whims as mine. . . In regard to the sale of the fortepiano, I had 
conceived this idea long before you; and moreover, I will certainly endeavor to 
carry it out–with all my heart I thank you, dear St [Streicher], for your kindness in 
being so obliging to me. I only wish that I could return this kindness, but I trust 
that without my having to remind you of this in my letter, you are wholly 
convinced of my heartfelt desire that the merits of your instruments should be 

                                                 
20 David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” from Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 50-51. It is important to notice the tone device of Stein’s 
instrument and its influences to Beethoven’s compositions. 
21 ed. Emily Anderson, The Letters of Beethoven. Vol. II (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 664, 
665, 681-682, 685, 690, 692, 694-696, 702-704, 706, 711-717, 721-722, 728-730, etc.  
22 ed. Emily Anderson, The Letters of Beethoven. Vol. I (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 24-26, 
271, 281-282, 292, 300. 
23 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 45-54. Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven's Erard piano: its influence on his compositions and on 
Viennese fortepiano building,” Early Music 30, no.4 (November 2002): 523-540.  Scholars are still 
uncertain about Streicher fortepianos in Beethoven’s possession. However, several scholars support the 
notion that Beethoven did own Streicher fortepianos. 
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recognized in this country and everywhere, and that you should always be fond of 
me and regard me as your affectionate and warm-hearted friend.24 
 

Most of Beethoven’s fortepianos were Viennese with knee-levers, such as the Walter and 

the Streicher. These instruments had common features such as: sensitive repetition, five-

octave range, and well balanced action between registers.  

Tonal Range 

The title “pour le clavecin ou pianoforte” was for commercial purposes since the 

clavichord was still popular among music enthusiasts. For marketing reasons, 25 

Beethoven’s piano compositions before 1803 were mostly within the five-octave range, 

CC-c3, with a few exceptions to g3. His compositions prior to 1803 reflect the restricted 

range of these fortepianos, and a limitation he felt keenly. 26   

Example 7.1: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C Major, Opus 2 Number 3, First 
Movement, mm. 85-90. There is a lack of notes in the bass register. According to the 
sequence, the left hand should continue in broken octaves.  
 

 

 
 
  

                                                 
24 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
188-189. Beethoven to Johann Andreas Streicher, Pressburg, 19 November 1796, in The Letters of 
Beethoven, Vol. I, ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 24-25.  
25 Edwin M. Good, “Beethoven and the Growing Grand,” from Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2000), 92. 
26 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano, trans. Delano Ames, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Elek, 
1974), 94-95. 
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Example 7.2: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in D major, Opus 10 Number 3, First 
Movement, mm. 268-274. There is a lack of notes in the bass register. 
 

 

 
Example 7.3: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in D major, Opus 10 Number 3, First 
Movement, mm. 101-105. There is a lack of notes in the treble register. 
  

 

 

Example 7.4: A possible sequence for mm. 101-105. This might have been logical if the 
instrument had these upper notes. 

 

 
Example 7.5: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in G Major, Opus 14, Number 2, 
First Movement, mm. 101-103. 
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Example 7.6: A possible sequence for mm. 101-103. This might have been logical if the 
instrument had these upper notes. 
 

 

 

Dynamic Range  

In fortepianos before 1803, sound decayed quickly; the dynamic range 

approximated mp to mf on a modern piano. Therefore, the opening density of sound and 

dynamic contrast in Piano Sonata in C Minor, Opus 13, for example, was on a much 

smaller scale. The sound collapsed quickly, with less resonance, and the diminuendo was 

immediate. Modern day pianos have difficulty releasing sound on the fortepiano chords 

illustrated in example 7.7.  

Example 7.7: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C Minor, Opus 13, First 
Movement, mm. 1-5. 
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Pedal Indication 

Regarding Beethoven’s use of the pedal in performances, Czerny remarked: “He 

used a lot of pedal, much more than is indicated in his work.” 27 Beethoven indicated his 

first pedal marking in Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 26. Beethoven clearly indicated the 

pedal markings in the score when he wanted a specific effect, such as the opening of 

Sonata in C-sharp Minor, Opus 27 Number 2. The opening of the first movement is 

indicated “most delicately” and “without una corda pedal” (senza sordini). Terms like 

senza sordino and con sordino mostly implied using a knee-lever to damp or restore the 

sound. When Beethoven started using a foot pedal around 1801-1802, his markings 

changed to “Ped” and “O.” 28 The una corda had just come into use on Viennese 

fortepianos at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 29 In a letter dated 1802, 

Beethoven was evidently already aware of the una corda pedal device. 30  

  

                                                 
27 Carl Czerny, On the Proper Performance of All Beethoven’s Works for the Piano, ed. Paul Badura-Skoda 
(Wien: Universal, 1963), 22. 
28 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 67. “Nb. Wo ped. steht wird die ganze Dämpfung sowohl vom Bass als Dißkant aufgehoben. O 
bedeutet, daß man sie wider fallen laße.” (“O” is for Ohne, German word for “without.”) 
29 David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 50.  
30 Beethoven to Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, November, 1802, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. I, 
ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 82. Beethoven made a specific request to 
Walter for a una corda pedal. His interest of the una corda peal might have derived from Haydn’s Érard 
fortepiano of 1801. David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin 
Stowell (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 52, 58.  
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Example 7.8: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C-Sharp Minor, Opus 27 Number 
2, First Movement, mm. 1-5. 
 

 

The sound effect of the first movement of Piano Sonata in C-Sharp Minor, Opus 

27 Number 2 would be completely different if performed on Beethoven’s fortepianos. 

His fortepianos had much less tension on the strings and the sound decayed very quickly. 

The sonority would be more like a glimmer from a distance. The modern piano is so 

resonant that the sound sustains much longer and appears louder. Pedals on fortepianos 

varied drastically in the early nineteenth century. Beethoven’s indication of specific pedal 

markings reflected his gradual change of attitude toward a composer’s right to control 

how his piece was performed. 31 He felt a need to specify which parts should be played 

without damper pedal. 32 The indication for what today appears to be an unrealistically 

long pedal comes from a combination of factors, including the time of sound decay in the 

early fortepianos and the growing consciousness among composers that others would be 

playing these compositions, and might be in need of more detailed instructions as to the 

composer’s intentions.  

                                                 
31 Eva Badura-Skoda, “Performance Conventions in Beethoven’s Early Works,” in Beethoven, Performers, 
and Critics, ed. Robert Winter and Bruce Carr (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1980), 64. 
32 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 67. 
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Beethoven owned an Anton Walter piano in the late 1790s, which had a new 

range of FF-g3. 33 Walter fortepianos were usually equipped with thicker strings than 

Streicher’s fortepianos, and were triple-strung from b1 to g3. 34 Therefore, the use of these 

extra notes in future piano compositions is not a surprise. 35 Without wound strings and 

an iron case or rail, the lower register of the Anton Walter piano was not optionally 

designed for a thick musical texture. Several compositions were proof that Beethoven 

composed on the Walter fortepiano. 36  

Example 7.9: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Concerto in C Major, Opus 15 measure 20. 
(c. 1975, rev. 1800 and 1809). Revised Cadenza. The a-flat3 is beyond the five-and-a-half 
octaves range.  
 

 

 
 
  

                                                 
33 Ibid., 92. Beethoven composed different cadenzas for the piano concerto No, 1, Opus 15, using a six 
octaves range, which are unplayable on five-and-a-half octaves fortepianos.   
34 Tilman Skowroneck, “The Keyboard Instrument of the Young Beethoven,” from Beethoven and His 
World, ed. Scott Burnham and Michael P Steinberg (Princeton, New York: Princeton University press, 
2000), 174. 
35 Ibid., 173-175. For the difference of Streicher and Walter fortepiano. 
36 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 97, Other compositions included Piano Concerto in C Major, Opus 15, with high notes up to 
f#3; Trio Opus 1 Number 2, and Trio in B-flat Major, WoO 38 up to g3. Martha Novak Clinkscale, Makers 
of the piano. Vol. 1,1700-1720 (Oxford : Clarendon, 1999),  312-13. 
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Example 7.10: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in E Major, Opus 14, Number 1, 
First Movement, mm. 39-42. High note is up to f-sharp3.  
 

 

 
 
Example 7.11: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in D Major, Opus 28, First 
Movement, mm. 63-67. The lowest note is down to FF#. 
 

 

 
Example 7.12: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in D Major, Opus 28, Fourth 
Movement, mm. 1-12. Lighter texture in the bass. 
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1803 – The Érard Fortepiano 

 Beethoven began to experiment with a wider range, from FF to c4, after receiving 

an Érard piano with foot pedals from Paris in August 1803. 37 The Érard archive in Paris 

shows that on the 18th of July, 1803, Sébastian Érard sent “un piano forme clavecin” to 

Beethoven in Vienna. 38 This gift was proof of Beethoven’s international reputation and 

of the thriving market of piano manufacturing in Paris in the early nineteenth century. 

Beethoven used this Érard fortepiano exclusively until 1810. 39  

After extensive use, Beethoven’s instruments, including the Streicher and the 

Érard fortepiano, began to wear out. Beethoven was eager to find a replacement: 

Here, dear Streicher, are the letters which I am letting you see so as to avoid any 
further formalities – But I do ask you to ensure that the instruments do not wear 
out so quickly – You have seen your instrument which I have here and you must 
admit that it is very worn out; and I frequently hear the same opinion expressed 
by other people – You know that my sole object is to promote the production of 
good instruments. 40      
 

Three months later, he described the condition of the Érard fortepiano to Streicher: 

 Dear Streicher!  
As I shall be back in Vienna by the beginning of October, let me know whether I 
may again have a piano from you. My French piano [Érard] is no longer of much 
use; in fact it is quite useless. Perhaps you can advise me where we can find a 
home for it.41  

                                                 
37 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte: A Social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 27. 
38 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
335. 
39 Beethoven complained to Johann Andreas Streicher about the overused and worn out Érard piano in his 
letter in 1810. 
40 Beethoven to Johann Andreas Streicher, Vienna, 6 May 1810, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. I, ed. 
Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 271. 
41 Beethoven to Johann Andreas Streicher, Baden, 18 September 1810, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. I, 
ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 292. 
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Beethoven had already asked Streicher to change the action twice in 1805, because the 

Érard action “not as supple and elastic as in the Viennese pianos.” 42 It appears that 

Beethoven broke about 78 percent of the strings of his Érard fortepiano. 43 After the Érard 

fortepiano wore out, he still kept this instrument, eventually giving it to his brother in 

1824. This Érard fortepiano was donated to the Oberösterreichisches Landesmuseum in 

Linz in 1845. 44  

The Érard fortepiano had a range of five-and-a-half octaves, from FF to c4. It had 

an English action and hammers attached individually so that each key could be played 

fluently. Because Beethoven was fond of music of the London Fortepiano School, he was 

amenable to an instrument with an English action. 45 This Érard fortepiano was triple-

strung throughout, without wound strings, and installed with an iron gap-stretcher 

between the pin block and the belly rail. The range was similar to the Walter and 

Streicher fortepianos of 1803. However, this Érard fortepiano had four pedals: the lute 

stop, the damper pedal, the moderator, and the una corda. 46 The una corda pedal was 

                                                 
42 Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven's Érard Piano: Its Influence on His Compositions and on Viennese 
Fortepiano Building,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November 2002): 529. 
43 Ibid.: 525, 529-530. 
44 rev. Elliot Forbes. Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
335. Also see the library catalog of the Oberösterreichisches Landesmuseum, Linz. 
45 Alexander L. Ringer, “Beethoven and the London Pianoforte School,” The Musical Quarterly 56, no. 4, 
Special Issue Celebrating the Bicentennial of the Birth of Beethoven (October 1970): 742-758. David 
Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” from Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 55. It was evident that Beethoven’s sonorous and legato style was 
different from other Viennese pianists of his day. His influences included Clementi, J.B.Cramer, and 
Dussek. 
46 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 95-97. The lute stop creates a pizzicato-like sound. The moderator introduced leather tongues 
between the hammers and the strings. Last, the una corda pedal shifts the keyboard asides that the hammer 
hits only one string.   
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exactly what Beethoven requested from Walter in his letter dated 1802. 47 It appears that 

Beethoven was most interested in the una corda and the damper effect of this Érard 

fortepiano. 48 The sonority of this instrument led Beethoven to explore the full capacity of 

the instrument in his compositions. 49  

Beethoven was so enchanted by the power and excellence of the Érard fortepiano 

that Viennese manufacturers became interested in studying and acquiring the advantages 

of this new instrument. Viennese manufacturers started doubling the weight of the 

instrument and expanded the range to six octaves in 1805. 50 The FF had been the lowest 

note for harpsichords and early fortepianos, but by 1815, Viennese manufactures had 

expanded the original register. While the Érard fortepiano was a novelty in 1803, it soon 

became outdated as Viennese firms began to produce fortepianos of the same or greater 

range. 51  

The specific touch, damping sonorities, and pedals available on the Érard 

fortepiano were reflected in Beethoven’s compositions. 52 Mechanically, the bass register 

of the Érard fortepiano was more powerful than his Viennese fortepianos. It was much 

easier to control left hand tremolos and repeated notes on the Érard fortepiano.  

                                                 
47 Beethoven to Nikolaus Zmeskall von Domanovecz, November, 1802, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. I, 
ed. Emily Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 82 
48 Alfons Huber, “Beethovens Erard-Flügel, Überlegungen zu einer Restaurierung,” Restauro 3 (1990): 
181-188. 
49 Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven’s Erard Piano: Its Influence on His Compositions and on Viennese 
Fortepiano Building,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November 2002): 535. 
50 Martha Novak Clinkscale, Makers of the piano. Vol. 2, 1820-1860 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1999),  365-369. 
51 Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven’s Erard Piano: Its Influence on His Compositions and on Viennese 
Fortepiano Building,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November 2002): 523. 
52 Ibid., 530-534. 
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The first important piano sonata he composed right after receiving the Érard 

fortepiano was Sonata in C Major, Opus 53, “Waldstein.” The availability of the 

sonorous bass register explains the accompanying pattern and sound in the left hand – 

semiquavers or a single voice – instead of massive chords; even a single melody could 

create a powerful crescendo. Dense chords only appeared in the most dramatic 

passages.53  

Example 7.13: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C Major, Opus 53. First 
Movement, mm. 143-158. Beethoven used melodies instead of dense chords to create 
crescendo.   

 
                                                 
53 Ibid., 533-534. 
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Most significant was the change of pedal markings in the Piano Sonata in C Major, 

Opus 53. Instead of using senza sordino and con sordino, Beethoven’s pedal markings 

became more place-specific and detailed to indicate the effect. The pedal effects also 

enabled composers to write in a new texture. 54 An elongated note assisted by pedals 

followed by a broken chord or arpeggio was a popular texture in London, but less 

important among Viennese composers. This was possible because of different sounds and 

the mechanisms of Viennese fortepianos. 55 Czerny noted that “this Rondo, of a pastoral 

character, is entirely calculated for the use of the pedal.” 56 The damping effect, strong 

bass register, and different sonorities of the Érard fortepiano were perfect for the 

marvelous opening of the third movement of the Piano Sonata in C Major, Opus 53. 57 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
54 David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” from Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 60. 
55 Ibid., 60. 
56 Czerny, Supplement, translated from ‘Dieses Rondo von pastoralem Character ist ganz auf den Gebrauch 
des Pedals berechnet.’ 59. 
57 Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven’s Érard Piano: Its Influence on His Compositions and on Viennese 
Fortepiano Building,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November 2002): 534. 
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Example 7.14: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in C Major, Opus 53, Finale, mm. 
1-23. Pedals are indicated. 
 

 

Passages in Piano Sonata in F Minor, Opus 57 (c.1804-5), sound completely 

different on the modern piano, as compared to Beethoven’s Érard fortepiano. The long 

pedal marking in example 7.15 is an unusual choice. Beginning at measure 132 in the 

first movement, Beethoven used overlapping notes instead of dense chordal textures to 

highlight different sonorities between registers. The result was a massive sound, even 

without repeating notes. 58 Beethoven clearly understood the ability of the Érard 

fortepiano, and knew what kind of effect he wanted when he notated the pedal marking. 

 

                                                 
58 Tilman Skowroneck, “Beethoven’s Érard Piano: Its Influence on His Compositions and on Viennese 
Fortepiano Building,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November 2002): 533-535. 
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Example 7.15: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in F Minor, Opus 57, First 
Movement, mm. 123-136.  
 

 
 



148 
 

After 1808, Beethoven began to explore a six-octave range, from FF to f4. 59 Both 

Piano Sonata in E-flat Major, Opus 81a (c.1809-10), and Piano Sonata in E Minor, Opus 

90 (c. 1814), have notes which are beyond the range of the Érard fortepiano. Beethoven 

expressed his preference for Streicher’s fortepiano once again in his letters. The common 

pedals on a Streicher fortepiano were una corda, bassoon, moderator, and damper 

pedals.60  

Example 7.16: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in E-flat Major, Opus 81a, Third 
Movement, “Das Wiedersehen,” mm. 173-175. The range was expended to e4. 
 

 

 

Example 7.17: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in E Minor, Opus 90, First 
Movement, mm. 211-217. Low note is down to FF#. There is a lack of keys in the bass 
register. 
 

 

                                                 
59 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 92. 
60 David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” in Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 53. 
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 Johann Friedrich Reichardt (1752-1814), a German composer and music critic, 

makes note of Beehtoven’s influence upon the evolution of the fortepiano in Vertraute 

Briefe in 7 February 1809: 

Streicher has abandoned the soft, yielding, repercussive tone of the other 
Viennese instruments, and at Beethoven’s wish and advice has given his 
instruments greater resonance and elasticity, so that the virtuoso who plays with 
strength and significance may have the instrument in better command for 
sustained and expressive tones. He has thereby given his instruments a larger and 
more varied character, so that they must give greater satisfaction than the others to 
all virtuosi who seek something more than mere easy brilliancy in their style of 
playing. 61 
 

 Beethoven was not concerned with the limitations of an instrument; he wrote what he 

wanted and then pushed a manufacturer to produce an instrument capable of doing what 

he wrote. Therefore, manufacturers kept expanding the range and finding solutions for 

overloaded tension in the bass strings in order to fulfill Beethoven’s demand. 62   

 In a letter to Nannette Streicher dated 1817, Beethoven expressed his need for 

more volume and requested a fortepiano to replace his old Érard fortepiano:  

 Now here is a big request for Streicher. Ask him for my sake to do me the favor 
 of adjusting one of your pianos for my weakened hearing so that it is as loud as 
 possible. I need it. For a long time I have had the intention to buy one for myself, 
 but at the moment it would be very difficult for me. Perhaps somewhat later, 
 though, it will be more easily possible; but until then I want to have one on loan 
 from you. I refuse completely to accept it free. I am ready to pay the going price 
 for it within six months in Convention Coin. Perhaps you do not know, that 
 although I have not had one of your pianos all the time, yet I have preferred your 

                                                 
61 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
461. 
62 Ibid., 501. 
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 make especially ever since 1808 – Streicher is the one person who is in the 
 position to send me the kind of piano that I need. 63  
 
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, larger instruments became popular. The foot 

pedal became more standard on all fortepianos. 64 The Streicher firm attempted to make 

seven-octave fortepianos around 1816-1817, but no original Streicher instrument with 

this range has survived. 65  

1818 – The Broadwood Fortepiano 

Thomas Broadwood (1786-1861), the third son of the English manufacturer John 

Broadwood, visited major cities on the Continent in 1817 and became acquainted with 

Beethoven. Their meeting inspired Broadwood to present one of his fortepianos as a gift 

to Beethoven in 1818 without any charge, not even for the import duty. 66 The range of 

the fortepiano was six octaves, from CC to c4, with an inscription on top of the keyboard: 

“Hoc Instrument est Thomae Broadwood (Londini) donum, propter Ingenium 

illustrissimi Beethoven.” On the front back case of the keyboard, is Beethoven’s name 

inlaid in ebony, with the following inscription: “John Broadwood & Sons, Makers of 

Instruments to His Majesty and the Princesses. Great Pulteney Street. Golden Square. 

London.” 67 In addition to these markings, the names of five piano virtuosi from London 

                                                 
63 Beethoven to Frau Streicher, Nussdorf, 7 July 1817, in Thayer’s Life of Beethoven, ed. Elliot Forbes 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 690. 
64 David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling,” in Performing Beethoven, ed. Robin Stowell (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 52. 
65 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 111. 
66 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
694-695. 
67 Dieter Hildebrandt, Pianoforte: A social History of the Piano, trans. Harriet Goodman (New York: 
George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 27. 
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were engraved on the right side of the fortepiano: J. B. Cramer, Frid. Kalkbrenner, Fred. 

Ries, G. C. Ferrari, and C. Knyvett. Their autographs were provided as testimony to 

assure the quality of the instrument. 68  

 When this fortepiano, Broadwood No.7362, arrived in Trieste, it was first sent to 

Nannette Streicher’s warehouse for initial adjustments. Several pianists tried this English 

fortepiano and were pleased by its admirable qualities, beautiful tone, and heavy action.69 

The condition of the Broadwood fortepiano was unstable after having travelled for three 

months from England. Beethoven only permitted Johann Andreas Stumpff (1769-1846), a 

harp maker from London introduced by Broadwood in 1824, to tune this instrument. 

Stumpff recalled the condition of the instrument: “There was no sound left in the treble 

and broken strings were mixed up like a thorn bush after a gale.” 70 Since Beethoven 

refused to allow anyone to tune this piano until 1824, the Broadwood remained in poor 

condition for six years.    

 The Broadwood fortepiano No.7362 was triple-strung throughout with no wound 

strings. The size and the weight of the instrument were considerably greater than others. 

                                                 
68 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
695-696. 
69 Ibid. Several people tried this Broadwood fortepiano when it first arrived. Moscheles commented on the 
beautiful tone, but found the action was too heavy. Potter found no difficulties with its action and praised 
its superb quality. Potter reported to Beethoven that the fortepiano was out of tune, but Beethoven replied: 
“That’s what they all say; they would like to tune it and spoil it, but they shall not touch it.” However, after 
such an arduous travel and shipping process, the pitch of the Broadwood no. 7362 must have been quite 
unstable.   
70 Ernesr Closson, History of the Piano, trans. Delano Ames, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Elek, 
1974), 93. William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: 
Norton, 1988), 56. 
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The range of this fortepiano, CC to c4, 71 created a challenge for composers on the 

Continent because most Viennese fortepianos used a range from FF to f3. 72 Broadwood 

used the English action which had a shorter distance between hammers and strings for 

greater volume and velocity. Broadwood had two foot pedals: a una corda at left and a 

split damper pedal at right. 73 Broadwood split the damper pedal, so that the left half of 

the pedal controlled the damper from CC to b, and the right half controlled c1 to c4. 74 

The added weight and enormous size of this fortepiano increased the level of 

difficulties in transportation. The considerable gift from Broadwood was another 

testimony to Beethoven’s international recognition, as well as the marketing expansion of 

the Broadwood. No other fortepiano provoked such great public interest and concern, 

especially after the Austrian government waived the import duty. 75 The government’s 

seal was an official sign of recognition for the quality of Broadwood’s fortepiano.  

Beethoven’s hearing gradually worsened between 1812 and 1816. Even with an 

ear trumpet, by 1818, he relied primarily on writing in order to communicate. 76 The 

powerful sound of the Broadwood fortepiano was designed in order for Beethoven to 
                                                 
71 Martha Novak Clinkscale, Makers of the Piano, Vol.2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 47-
48, 53-57. The lowest note in most Broadwood grand fortepianos was in CC. However, the range of the 
Broadwood square fortepianos was mostly six octaves, from FF to f4, this was closer to the range to which 
Viennese composers were accustomed.  It was not until 1850s that the firm started to produce a seven 
octave range for grand pianos, from AAA to a4. See Clinkscale, 57. 
72 Kenneth Mobbs and Michael Latcham, “Beethoven’s Broadwood,” Early Music 20, no. 3 (August 1992): 
527. 
73 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 106. 
74 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 66. 
75 Ibid., 52. 
76 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
690. Schindler’s record in the Niederrheinische Musikzeitung, 1854, No.28. 
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hear the sound better, but his hearing loss prevented him from appreciating this. It is 

possible to argue that his tendency to compose more for the extremes of register is related 

to his hearing loss, but scholars are not in agreement about this. 77  

It is evident that Beethoven used this fortepiano to compose Sonata in A Major, 

opus 101(c.1816), because of una corda pedal markings in transitional passages. The 

function of the una corda pedal was to move the entire keyboard and the action to the 

right so that the hammer only struck one of the three strings. 78 Beethoven’s pedal 

marking was designed specifically for the Broadwood fortepiano. The result is a 

remarkable transition that is unique in tone quality. It is difficult for a pianist to reproduce 

this effect on a modern piano because most pianos are not equipped with a true una corda 

pedal. 79 The mechanism on the modern piano moves the keyboard to strike two strings. 

Beethoven tried to accomplish “an equally continuous transition in an exposition from a 

delicate sonority in the high register of the keyboard to the biggest sound of which the 

instrument was capable.” 80 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
77 Kenneth Mobbs and Michael Latcham, “Beethoven’s Broadwood,” Early Music 20, no. 3 (August 1992): 
527.   
78 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 106. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Charles Rosen, Music and Sentiment (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 95-99. 
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Example 7.18: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 101, Third 
Movement, mm. 1-5. 
 

 

 
Example 7.19: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 101, Third 
Movement, mm. 18-19. 
 

 

 
Example 7.20: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 101, Fourth 
Movement, mm. 1-4.  
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 The tonal range of Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 101(c.1816), was EE to e4. 

However, Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106 (c.1818), has a range from CC# to e4. 

The high register in both Opus 101 and Opus 106 is beyond the range of the Broadwood 

fortepiano. 81 Because pianists were unaccustomed to the new range, Beethoven had to 

request that his publisher, Tobias Haslinger (1787-1842), put letter names over the notes, 

in order to help identify them for performers. 82 These letters indicated his strong will: 

The guilty and the innocent are commanded to see to the proof-reading with all 
speed and to return the proofs to me – In the last movement [Opus 101]  in the 
passage where low E appears in the four chords, I should like the letters to be 
added, namely: 
 

E E E E E
A Fis Gis A h 
E E E E E

 
Furthermore, the words which have been added in certain places must be noted 
and inserted…The worthy A[djutant] must still see that the few mistakes are 
corrected in the last movement where low E occurs. Meanwhile I should like the 
letter to be out under the first note, as I have indicated – Tastenflügel is a good 
expression, but can be regarded as a general term for Federflüel, Klavier (or 
Clavichord) etc. Hence I think I can decide on Tasten-und Hammerflügel, that is 
to say, by uniting in this way both these expressions. However, I will consult 
today an empty-headed man, I mean, to say, a scholar, on this point. 83  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
81 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 113 
82 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 60. 
83 Beethoven to Tobias Haslinger, Vienna January, 1817, in The Letters of Beethoven, Vol. II, ed. Emily 
Anderson (New York: St. Martin’s Press Inc, 1961), 660-661. 



156 
 

Example 7.21: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in A Major, Opus 101, Last 
Movement, mm. 223-231. ○1  Beethoven indicated notation on low notes. ○2 The highest 
note is up to e4, which exceeded the range of the Broadwood fortepiano. 
 

 

 

The Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus106, “Hammerclavier,” has the broadest 

tonal range of all Beethoven’s piano sonatas. This sonata is the only composition in the 

genre that used a full six-and-fourth-octave range, from CC to f4, which is a range way 

beyond his earlier compositions. 84 Because of its complexity and its grand scale, this 

sonata became a model for larger scale piano compositions in the nineteenth century, 

such as Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), Piano Sonata in C Major, Opus 1 (c.1853). 

Beethoven’s Broadwood fortepiano was later acquired by Franz Liszt and is currently on 

display in the National Museum in Budapest, Hungary. 85  

  

                                                 
84 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 113, 
85 rev. Elliot Forbes, Thayer’s Life of Beethoven (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1967), 
696. 
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Example 7.22: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in B-flate Major, Opus 106, Third 
Movement, Adagio Sostenuto, mm. 103-107. The lowest note is down to CC#. 
 

 

 
Example 7.23: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106, Second 
Movement, measure 112. The highest note is up to f4 that exceeded the range of the  
Broadwood fortepiano. 
 

 

Pedal markings in Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106, made for a remarkable 

transition when performed on the Broadwood fortepiano. The extensive use of una corda 

in Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106, was much more detailed than any other 

composers in the same period. 86 Various timbres repeated between una corda and tutte 

                                                 
86 Beethoven also progressively used pedal shiftings, from tutte le corde to una corda, in Piano Concerto in 
G Major, Opus 58 (c.1804-1806). 
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corde, such as in example 7.24, are best achieved only with a true una corda pedal. A 

sonorous modern piano cannot achieve such extreme contrasts. 

Example 7.24: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106, Third 
Movement, mm. 76-88. 
 

 

The title of Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106, was chosen by Beethoven 

after Broadwood’s fortepiano: Grosse Sonate für das Hammerclavier. 87 However, 

                                                 
87 As translated in Emily Anderson, The Letters of Beethoven (London, 1961), 657. “After individual 
examination and taking the advice of our council we have determined and hereby determine that hereafter 
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Beethoven started composing Piano Sonata in B-flat Major, Opus 106, in 1817, even 

before receiving this Broadwood fortepiano. Extended notes in Piano Sonata in B-flat 

Major, Opus 106, indicate the rapidity of growth in range of the early nineteenth-century 

fortepianos. The extension of the lower register came much more slowly because of the 

enormous amount of tension in thicker strings. Manufacturers had to discover new 

methods of strengthening the interior bracing, enforcing the framing, and adjusting the 

stringing before further bass extension could be done. 88   

1826–The Graf Fortepiano 

Conrad Graf arrived in Vienna in 1798 and worked for the piano maker Jakob 

Schelkle. In 1824, Graf obtained the title of Imperial Royal Court Fortepiano maker, 

Keiserlich königlich Hof-Fortepiano-macher, because of the excellence of his 

instruments. 89 The prestigious royal seal improved his business in the Viennese market. 

By the late 1820s, his workshop, Mondscheinhaus, became a factory with skilled workers, 

each assigned a specific task. 90 

Graf had been eager to expand his business as an independent piano maker. He 

was inspired by manufacturers such as Érard and Broadwood to loan Beethoven a 

                                                                                                                                                 
on all our works with German titles, in place of pianoforte, Hammer-Clavier will be printed; our best 
Lt.Gen. (Andrea Streicher) as well as the Adjutant and all others concerned will govern themselves 
accordingly at once and put this order into effect. Instead of Pianoforte, Hammerclavier, -which settles the 
matter once and for all. Given etc. etc.” 
88 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 110. William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New 
York: Norton, 1988), 61. 
89 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984):  316. 
90 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 449. According to the Exhibition report, Graf employed forty people in his workshop, 
Mondscheinhaus.  
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fortepiano in order to get some “celebrity advertising.” 91 The standard Graf fortepiano 

was triple-strung with four pedals: damper, bassoon, moderator, and una corda. 

However, Graf customized a special fortepiano for Beethoven based on his hearing 

condition. He started the quadruple-strung experiment for the tenor and the treble area in 

the fortepiano as early as 1812. 92 This experiment was based on the assumption that 

quadruple stringing could increase the volume of the fortepiano and make the sound 

audible to Beethoven. Graf admitted in 1849 that this quadruple-strung fortepiano was 

customized for Beethoven to help him hear the instrument. 93 However, the added tension 

on the bass area overpowered the soundboard and the frame. Graf had to adopt much 

smaller tension blocks and gauges to adjust to the available space. In the end, the sound 

from this particular Graf piano was not louder than other pianos in the mid nineteenth 

century.94 In 1826, Beethoven finally acquired this last fortepiano, a gift from Graf. 95 

Beethoven’s Graf fortepiano had three pedals, a una corda, a damping, and a 

sostenuto pedal. 96 Graf used extra crosswise beams and a belly rail to reinforce the frame. 

                                                 
91 John Henry van der Meer, “Beethoven’s Graf Piano,” Early Music 13, no. 2, J. S. Bach Tercentenary 
Issue (May 1985): 335. 
92 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 454-457. Good, 115. 
93 T. Frimmel, “Von Beethovens Klavieren,” Die Musik 2, no. 3 (1903): 88. 
94 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), 114-115. 
95 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 457-458. William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New 
York: Norton, 1988), 53. Deborah Wythe listed detailed measurement of Beethoven’s Graf piano. Scholars 
were in disagreement about the actual date that Beethoven received the Graf fortepiano. The year 1826 is 
based on the record from the Beethoven-haus-Bonn.  
96 William S. Newman, Beethoven on Beethoven: Playing His Piano Music His Way (New York: Norton, 
1988), 66. Beethoven’s Graf fortepiano was customized for him, excluded the common bassoon pedal in 
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This unique construction created a durable and exceptionally stable frame. 97 The range 

of the Graf fortepiano was six-and-a-half octaves, from CC to f4. It was triple-strung in 

the low register (CC to C#) and quadruple-strung from the middle to the higher register 

(D to f4). 98 Of the early nineteenth century, Graf’s fortepianos were considered the most 

durable and superb instrument in Vienna. The instrument was recognized for its strong, 

sweet, and singing tone, as well as its even touch. 99 Considering that Beethoven had 

completely lost his hearing by this time, the actual value of this Graf fortepiano to 

Beethoven remains questionable. 100  

  

                                                                                                                                                 
Graf’s production.  David Rowland, “Beethoven’s Pianoforte Pedaling” from Performing Beethoven, ed. 
Robin Stowell (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 53-54. 
97 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984):  454. 
98 Bericht über die zweite allgemeine österreichische Gewerbsprodukten-Ausstellung im Jahre 1839 (Wien: 
Carl Gerold, 1840), 319. The idea for quadruple-stringing a piano was mentioned in one of Beethoven’s 
conversation books. It reported that Graf thought about the idea back in 1812. Apparently, this piano is 
customized for Beethoven under the assumption that more strings produce louder tone.  
99 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984):  457. 
100 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragons, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2000),  115. Wilfrid Mellers, Beethoven and the Voice of God (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1983), 430. John Henry van der Meer, “Beethoven’s Graf Piano,” Early Music 13, no. 2, J. S. Bach 
Tercentenary Issue (May 1985): 335. Beethoven probably rarely touched the Graf fortepiano in the last 
three years of his life. 
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Example 7.25: Beethoven’s Graf fortepiano.101 

 

Maker: Conrad Graf; Date of Manufacturer: 1826; Present location: Beethoven Haus – 
Bonn. Photo credit line: © Beethoven-Haus Bonn. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
101 Copyright by Beethoven-Haus Bonn. Used by permission.  
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Example 7.26: Beethoven’s Graf fortepiano, with Beethoven’s name engraved on the 
damper rail.102 
    

 

Maker: Conrad Graf; Date of Manufacturer: 1826; Present location: Beethoven Haus – 
Bonn. Photo credit line: © Beethoven-Haus Bonn. 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
102 Copyright by Beethoven-Haus Bonn. Used by permission.  
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The advantage of the Graf fortepiano was its Viennese action and durability in 

performance. The elastic repetition in Viennese action made possible a unique effect in 

the third movement of Piano Sonata in A-flat Major, Opus 110. 

Example 7.27: Ludwig van Beethoven, Piano Sonata in A-flat Major, Opus 110, Third 
Movement, mm. 5-7. 
 

 

The damper mechanism is another advantage of the Graf fortepiano. 103 Graf 

increased the size of the damper blocks from the bass to treble, and constructed dampers 

on the lower register heavier than the treble. The result was an extremely quiet and 

efficient damping. Dynamic contrasts in Beethoven’s late piano sonatas were enhanced 

by the Graf fortepiano.  

Summary 

Beethoven’s impact on the development of fortepianos intertwined with the 

growing demand for a louder and larger instrument. His demands stretched the limits of 

the instrument. Although Beethoven had several fortepianos at his disposal, his 

compositions were largely associated with the Viennese fortepianos. Broadwood’s and 

Graf’s gifts to Beethoven represented the highest example of the development of the 

                                                 
103 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano I (November 
1984): 456. 
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fortepiano before the Industrial Revolution. 104 A larger tonal range already appeared in 

Beethoven’s Piano Concerto in C Minor, Opus 37, Number 3 (c.1803), even before the 

Érard fortepiano. On the other hand, the Piano Sonata in F Major, Opus 54 (c.1804), 

remained in the five octaves range. Piano Sonata in C Minor, Opus 111 (c.1821-2), did 

not use the full six-and-a-half octaves available by then. The range of these sonatas is 

only one of several reasons for concluding that Beethoven retained his allegiance to his 

Viennese instruments, even after the Broadwood arrived.  

All Beethoven’s fortepianos varied from one another. While scholars debate 

Beethoven’s preference for one particular instrument for a given composition, it is 

difficult to come to a definite conclusion since Beethoven owned and used multiple 

fortepianos simultaneously. Manufacturers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century were all aiming for a more powerful tone and a wider dynamic range. With many 

new instruments at their disposal, pianists’ technique began evolving in a new direction at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

Keyboard music during the late eighteenth century had been deeply influenced by 

orchestral and operatic settings. Pianists would frequently perform transcriptions from 

different composers and genres, and would be able to imitate other instruments more 

vividly. In certain passages, composers would use repeated notes to imitate string 

tremolos, instrumental cadenzas, and scales.  

In the early nineteenth century, the norm of the composer-pianist was gradually 

giving way to the performer as the interpreter. The new romantic idiom of the performer 

                                                 
104 Deborah Wythe, “The Pianos of Conrad Graf,” Early Music 12, no. 4, The Early Piano, I (November 
1984): 446-460. 



166 
 

as an independent interpreter began to flourish with Beethoven, but it was Frédéric 

Chopin and Franz Liszt who led the next generation to explore the full capabilities of the 

new piano. Both of them had a strong relationship with French manufacturers in their 

career: Chopin was sponsored by Pleyel and Liszt was supported by Érard. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CHOPIN AND HIS NEW PIANISTIC IDIOM 

As a result of the drastic mechanical changes at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, the fortepiano had become the primary keyboard instrument of the Romantic 

period. 1 At this time, fortepianos were still not uniform in type or tone. 2 The 

construction of a particular piano could influence both the compositional style of a 

composer and the performance technique of a pianist. Before 1850, pianists still had a 

wide variety of different instruments to choose from, and many performers maintained 

strong ties of loyalty to one or another manufacturer.  

Frédéric Chopin used several pianos brands during his life: Buchholtz, 3 Graf, 4 

Streicher, 5 Érard, 6 Pleyel, and Broadwood. 7 Of these, the ones he valued most highly 

                                                            
1 These changes included the full iron cast frame, the double escapement, and the overstrung system. 
2 Nicholas Temperley, The New Grove: Early Romantic Masters I: Chopin Schumann, Liszt (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1980), 37. 
3 Benjamin Vogel, “The Young Chopin’s Domestic Pianos,” in Chopin in Performance; History, Theory, 
Practice, ed. Arthur Szklener, trans. John Comber (Warszawa: Narodowy Instytut Fryderyka Chopina, 
2005), 57- 75.  Letter to Titus Woyciechowski, Warsaw, 9 September 1828, in Selected Correspondence of 
Fryderyk Chopin, trans. and ed. Arthur Hedley (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 12-13. Letter to Titus 
Woyciechowski, Poturzyn, Warsaw, 27 December 1828, Ibid., 19-20. 
4 Jim Samson, Chopin (New York: Schirmer, 1997), 25. Chopin used a Graf piano for his 1829 Vienna 
debut. He tried out both pianos with the English and the Viennese action. Initially, Chopin preferred the 
Viennese action and declared his choice of the Graf fortepiano, which he used in two concerts in the 
Kärntnerthor theater, right before his Paris debut.  Fryderyk Chopin, Selected Correspondence of Fryderyk 
Chopin, trans. and ed. Arthur Hedley (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 22-23, 33, 67, 69. 
5 Letter to Titus, Warsaw, 12 October 1830, in Selected Correspondence of Fryderyk Chopin, trans. and ed. 
Arthur Hedley (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 1564-155. Chopin used s Streicher piano in his farewell 
concert in Warsaw. This Streicher piano was probably equipped with the English-Viennese action. Johann 
Baptist Streicher adopted both actions into his production after 1824.  
6 James Huneker, Chopin: the Man and His Music (New York: Dover, 1966), 144. 
7 James Methuen-Campbell, Chopin Playing: from the Composer to the Present Day (New York: Taplinger 
Publishing Company, 1981), 19. 
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included: Buchholtz from Warsaw; Graf and Streicher from Vienna; and Pleyel from 

Paris.  

Pianos Used by Chopin before the 1830s 

Chopin was already familiar with a variety of grand pianos before 1830. 8  

According to his letter to Titus Woyciechowski of Warsaw in 1828, it was evident that he 

had owned and used a Buchholtz, a piano made by a Warsaw manufacturer with English 

construction for the solid frame, but equipped with the Viennese action. 9 The Viennese 

action was known for its tonal subtleties and sensitive action, its volume comparatively 

softer than those pianos with English action. This piano was capable of subtle dynamics, 

and Chopin was pleased with the sound.  

On 11 October 1830, Chopin played on a piano with English action made by J. B. 

Streicher in his farewell concert in Warsaw:  10 

The hall was crammed. Görner’s Symphony opened the ball; then I played the 
first Allegro from the E minor Concerto; the notes seemed to roll along of 
themselves on the Streicher piano. […] The Streicher piano was very much liked, 
but Fräulein Wolkow [a polish singer] still more. 11  
 

Chopin favored the subtle nuances available from the Viennese action, and this 

influenced his choice of tone varieties in both his performances and his compositions. 

                                                            
8 Benjamin Vogel, “The Young Chopin’s Domestic Pianos,” in Chopin in Performance; History, Theory, 
Practice, ed. Arthur Szklener, trans. John Comber (Warszawa: Narodowy Instytut Fryderyka Chopina, 
2005), 65. 
9 Ibid., 57-62. Letter to Titus Woyciechowski, Warsaw, September 9, 1828, in Selected Correspondence of 
Fryderyk Chopin , trans. and ed. Arthur Hedley (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 12-13. 
10 Benjamin Vogel, “The Young Chopin’s Domestic Pianos,” in Chopin in Performance; History, Theory, 
Practice, ed. Arthur Szklener, trans. John Comber (Warszawa: Narodowy Instytut Fryderyka Chopina, 
2005), 57-62. 
11 Letter to Titus Woyciechowski, Warsaw, 12 October 1830, in Frederic Chopin: Life and Letters, ed. 
Moritz karasowski, trans. Emily Hill (London: The New Temple Press, 1938), 154-155. 
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The Graf Piano 

 Among the Viennese manufacturers, Chopin favored pianos made by Conrad 

Graf. Through Hussarzewskis, a patron in Vienna, Chopin made acquaintance with 

musicians and piano manufacturers in his visit to Vienna in 1829:  

Stein at once offered to send me one of his instruments to my lodging and lend it 
afterwards for my concert, should I give one. Graff [Conrad Graf], who makes 
still better pianos, told me the same thing. Würfel [Wilhelm Wüefel] maintains 
that if I wish to reveal something new and create a sensation I simply must play. 
[…] Stein is most kind and friendly to me, but I shan’t play on his piano: I prefer 
Graff’s. Haslinger, Blahetka, and Würfel favour him too. 12  
 

The Graf piano became Chopin’s choice for his Viennese debut in 1829. 13 Since Chopin 

chiefly focused on finishing his two piano concertos between 1829 and 1830, 14 it is 

likely that the Graf piano and the efficiency of the Viennese action affected his early 

compositions. However, in a letter written in 1830 to Titus Woyciechowski, Chopin 

makes note of the audience’s response to the Graf piano:  

Ernemann was completely satisfied, but Elsner regretted that the tone of my piano 
was too woolly and prevented the runs in the bass from being heard. That evening 
everybody up in the gallery and those standing at the side of the orchestra were 
satisfied, but the audience in the stalls complained about my playing too quietly – 
and I would like to have been at “Cinderella’s” (a Warsaw café) to hear the 
arguments that must have raged about me. This is why Monacki, in the Polish 
Courier, after praising me to the skies, particularly for the Adagio, ends by 
advising me to show more energy. 15 
 

                                                            
12 Letter to his family, Vienna, 8 August 1829, in Selected Correspondence of Fryderyk Chopin, trans. and 
ed. Arthur Hedley (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 21-23. 
13 Letter to Titus Woyciechowski at Poturzyn, Warsaw, 12 September 1829, in Selected Correspondence of 
Fryderyk Chopin, trans. and ed. Arthur Hedley (New York: Da Capo Press, 1979), 32-33. 
14 Letter to his family, Vienna, 8 August 1829, Ibid., 38-39, 66-67. The piano concerto in E Minor, Opus 
11, was composed before his visit to Paris. Thus, the repetitive patterns and scale-like passages were 
written based on the ability of the Viennese action.   
15 Letter to Titus Woyciechowski, Warsaw, 27 March 1830, Ibid., 38-39. 
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Chopin’s Graf piano had a range of six and a half octaves, CC to g4, five pedals, a 

translucent tone, and distinctive sounds in each register. Pianos with Viennese action 

usually had a brighter treble register, but a less resonant bass register. The bass register of 

the Graf piano did not project as well in a large concert hall as pianos with English 

actions. Pianists needed to consider the size of performing facilities when choosing the 

piano. This fact obviously had an impact on Chopin. However, the advantage of tonal 

nuance and a sensitive Viennese action facilitated passages such as these illustrated in 

example 8.1.  

Example 8.1: Frédéric Chopin, Piano Variation in B-flat major, Opus 2, “Là ci darem la 
mano” from Don Giovanni, by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, measure 63.  ○1  repetitive 
intervals ○2  a scale like passage. 
 

 

 

Compositions based on the Viennese action included part of the Études Opus 10, 

which contained many bravura figures. These compositions required a rapid action in 

order to execute the passage fluently. A piano with Viennese action was ideally suited to 



171 
 

this need. In Étude in C major, Opus 1 Number 1, Chopin composed figures that 

encompassed four octaves in one hand, and the Sostenuto pedal was used to support 

harmonic progressions. The lighter resonance in the bass area of the Graf piano meant 

that the left hand did not overpower the right hand. On a Graf piano, pianists could create 

a unique combination of overlapping dissonances and pitch overtones as illustrated in 

example 8.2. The rapidly decaying tone and lighter resonance of early nineteenth century 

pianos increased the need for long pedaling in such passages. This unique tonal 

combination is difficult to recreate in today’s more resonant modern pianos.  

Example 8.2: Frédéric Chopin, Étude in C Major, Opus 10 Number 1, mm. 7-8. 

 

 
Example 8.3: Frédéric Chopin, Étude in G-flat Major, Opus 10 Number 5, mm. 28-30. 
The light and responsive Viennese action facilitated repeated notes. 
 

 

Shortly before Chopin arrived in Paris, three important innovations occurred in 

piano manufacturing: the full cast metal frame which supported greater tension from the 
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strings; hammers covered with thicker felt that provided a more mellow sound, and the 

double-escapement action that facilitated passages with repetitive notes and bravura 

performance. After establishing himself in Paris, Chopin came to prefer the Pleyel 

piano.16 

Ignace Pleyel and Camille Pleyel 

Ignace Pleyel founded Pleyel et Cie in 1807 in Paris. Because of Haydn’s 

influence in London, and due to the fact that Pleyel had studied with Haydn when he was 

a young man, Pleyel was able to establish a close relationship with English piano 

manufacturers, and build a reputation in the English piano market. In the early nineteenth 

century, many musicians from the continent settled in London. Consequently, they also 

became familiar with pianos made by Pleyel in Paris. 17 Pleyel promoted his son, 

Camille, to a partner in the firm in 1815. Camille traveled throughout Europe to give 

recitals and arrange for materials for their piano factory in France. However, since France 

was still politically unstable in the decades immediately following the French Revolution, 

Camille Pleyel chose to remain in London. His residency in London was an advantage in 

terms of arranging transportation of the company’s manufacturing supplies. Camille 

mentioned the unstable situation in a letter to his father:  

I am taking advantage of the departure of M. Rolland to send you news of myself. 
I inquired at the Exchange about sending the mahogany wood, but could not find 
a boat for either Le Havre or Dieppe. At the moment there are only boats for 
Calais and Ostend. Besides, I was advised not to send anything at present because 

                                                            
16 Jim Samson, Chopin (New York: Schirmer, 1997), 32-33. 
17 Rita Benton, “London Music in 1815, as Seen by Camille Pleyel,” Music & Letters 47, no. 1 (January 
1966): 36. 
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it might not be without danger. Nevertheless, if I find a boat for one of the first 
two cities I shall try to send you the wood. 18   
 

In another letter, Camille spoke about his relationship with the Broadwood firm, the 

leading manufacturer in England, and about his ideas about piano manufacturing: 

The best cabinet pianos are those of Wilkinson and Broadwood. As for the oval 
pianos, Dettmer is practically the only one who makes them. His instruments are 
good, but he has no reputation. Broadwood's are the best known, then Clementi, 
Stodart, Wilkinson, Tomkinson, etc. etc. Up to the present I have had only a small 
square one of Broadwood, but they are supposed to send me a large grand piano 
today. The small piano which I have is made quite differently from ours. The 
wrest pins are on the wrest plank and the sound-board is bolted down, as are also 
the wrest plank and the other piece where the strings are attached. For the rest it is 
Clementi's mechanism. But these pianos stay perfectly in tune and do not cut any 
of the strings. 19 
 

Given all these facts, it is understandable that Camille would base his action design 

chiefly on the English model. 20 

Ignace ceded control of the business to Camille in the 1820s. 21 After he took 

charge of piano production, Camille opened the Salle Pleyel in 1 January 1830. It was 

located on rue Cadet, close to the northern end of fashionable Paris. The Salle Pleyel was 

the first performance facility that provided adequate lighting and space for 

performances.22 People came to Salle Pleyel to listen to the latest performances and 

musicians gathered at the Salle Pleyel to compete professionally.  

                                                            
18 Camille Pleyel to his parents, London, 22 April 1815, ed. and trans. Rita Benton, “London Music in 
1815, as Seen by Camille Pleyel,” Music & Letters 47, no. 1 (January 1966): 38. 
19 Rita Benton, “London Music in 1815, as Seen by Camille Pleyel,” Music & Letters 47, no. 1 (January 
1966): 37. 
20 Ibid.: 37, 39. 
21 William G. Atwood, Fryderyk Chopin: Pianist from Warsaw (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1987), 95-96. 
22Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, ‘Chopin and Pleyel,’ Early Music 29, no. 3 (August 2001):  389-393. 
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Chopin had become acquainted with pianist Friedrich Kalkbrenner, who was also 

a partner in the Pleyel firm. 23 Chopin first tried a Pleyel piano in 1831 and commented 

“they are the absolute pinnacle of perfection.” 24 Camille Pleyel and Kalkbrenner helped 

to arrange Chopin’s Paris debut. 25 In 1832, Chopin made his Paris debut on the Pleyel 

piano in the Salle Pleyel. His audience was carefully selected from distinguished 

musicians and aristocracy. There were three instruments used in this concert, a Pantaloon, 

a Pleyel piano, and a giraffe piano. 26 This concert promoted not only the young virtuoso, 

but also Pleyel’s merchandise. It was a huge success. After the concert, Chopin received 

a sponsorship from the Pleyel firm and deliberately promoted Pleyel pianos to his pupils.  

Chopin’s Pleyel Piano 

In 1839, Chopin took delivery of his Pleyel piano, which had a range of seven 

octaves, from AAA to a4, two pedals, a laminated soundboard, single escapement action, 

and hammers covered with felt. The touch on Pleyel’s piano was lighter than Érard’s 

because of the single escapement. On the Pleyel piano, Chopin felt that pianists could 

shape melodies and blend harmonies better than on the Érard piano. 27  

                                                            
23 Derek Melville, Chopin (London: Clive Bingley, 1977), 75. Originally, Chopin had planned to study 
with Kalkbrenner, but he soon dropped the idea. Chopin wrote: “to attempt to play entirely from the wrist, 
as Kalkbrenner advocates, is incorrect.”  
24 ed. and trans, Arthur Hedley, Selected Correspondence of Fryderyk Chopin, after Sydow (London: 
Heinemann, 1962), 101. 
25 Derek Melville, Chopin (London: Clive Bingley, 1977), 25. 
26 Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, ‘Chopin and Pleyel,’ Early Music 29, no. 3 (August 2001):  390. 
27 James Methuen-Campbell, Chopin Playing: from the Composer to the Present Day (New York: 
Taplinger Publishing Company, 1981), 19. 
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The sound of Chopin’s Pleyel piano was transparent, with a bell-like sound in the 

treble register, pronounced differences between registers, 28 and a thinner overall 

resonance. 29 In a Pleyel piano, the felt covered hammers created a mellow tone; staccatos 

sounded less sharp. Chopin was very concerned with making the piano sing. With its 

delicate touch and the extraordinary variety of tonal gradation, the veiled and silver tone 

of the Pleyel piano pleased Chopin greatly. Liszt’s comment on the Pleyel piano was: 

“He [Chopin] was particularly fond of these Pleyel pianos, because of their silvery and 

slightly veiled sonority and their lightness of touch.” 30 Chopin insisted that his students 

play on the Pleyel piano in order to learn cantabile style, ‘You must sing if you wish to 

play,’ especially in the Nocturnes, such as illustrated in example 8.4. 31 Emilie von 

Gretsch, a pupil of Chopin, described her experience of performing on the Pleyel piano:  

Until now I have worked more on heavy keyboards than on light ones: this has 
greatly strengthened my fingers. However, on this type of piano it is impossible to 
obtain the subtlest nuances with movements of the wrist and forearm, as well as 
of each individual finger. These nuances – I've experienced them at Chopin's on 
his beautiful piano, with its touch so close to that of the Viennese instruments. He 
himself calls it un traître perfide [a perfidious traitor]. Things that came out 
perfectly on my solid and robust Érard became abrupt and ugly on Chopin's 
piano. He found it dangerous to work much on an instrument with a beautiful 
ready-made sound like the Érard, he said these instruments spoil one’s touch: 
‘You can thump it and bash it, it makes no difference: the sound is always 
beautiful and the ear doesn't ask for anything more since it hears a full, resonant 

                                                            
28 Jim Samson, Chopin (New York: Schirmer, 1997), 109. 
29 Eleanir Bailie, Chopin: A Graded practical Guide (London: Kahn & Averill, 1998), 40. 
30 Franz Liszt, F. Chopin (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1879), 146. “Son appartement, envahi par surprise, 
n'était éclairé que de quelques bougies réunies autour d'un de ces pianos de Pleyel qu'il affectionnait 
particulièrement, à cause de leur sonorité argentine un peu voilée et de leur facile toucher. Il en tirait des 
sons qu'on eût cru appartenir à une de ces harmonicas que les anciens maîtres construisaient si 
ingénieusement, en mariant le cristal et l eau et dont la romanesque Allemagne conserva le monopole 
poétique.” 
31 Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher as Seen by His Pupils, trans. N. Shohet with K. 
Osostowicz and R. Howat, ed. R. Howat (Cambridge, 1986), 45. 
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tone. The Pleyel piano was described as “a clearer, more incisive and distinct 
fashion than the mellow tone of the Pleyel, which rounds itself.’ 32   
 

Evidently, performing on Pleyel’s pianos required a different control of the touch and a 

keen sense of tonal nuances. Pianists needed to acquire an absolute control of their 

fingers in order to succeed with the single escapement action on the Pleyel piano. Each 

finger had to be treated as an individual voice. 33 Chopin’s Pleyel piano is currently on 

display at the Cobbe Collection of pianos, operated by the National Trust house in 

Hatchlands (Surrey, England). 34 

The Cantabile Style 

One of the most obvious characteristics of Chopin’s writing is the accompanied 

cantabile melody. This texture requires pianists to emphasize voicing, embellishments, 

and ornamentations in the right hand, while balancing the broken chord figures in the left 

hand. 35 In this texture, melodies are harmonized by figures, which are very different 

from those of the Alberti bass in the classical period. 36 The sustained melody was 

characteristic of the London Fortepiano School, as represented by Cramer, Dussek, and 

Field. 37 Because of the influence of John Field and J. L. Dussek, the accompanying 

                                                            
32 Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, ‘Chopin and Pleyel,’ Early Music 29, no. 3 (August 2001):  391. 
33 James Huneker, Chopin: the Man and His Music (New York: Dover, 1966), 52-53. 
34 This piano was identified by its serial number by Swiss scholar Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger in 2007. The 
grand fortepiano, No. 13819, by Pleyel & Company, Paris, 1848, was owned by Fryderyk Chopin. It 
currently belongs to Alec Cobbe’s collection of keyboard instruments in Hatchlands, England. 
http://www.cobbecollection.co.uk/instruments_pleyel.html  
35 Jim Samson, Chopin (New York: Schirmer, 1997), 112-113. 
36 Nicholas Temperley, The New Grove: Early Romantic Masters I: Chopin, Schumann, Liszt (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1980), 39. 
37 The most direct influence was the Nocturne by John Field. 

http://www.cobbecollection.co.uk/instruments_pleyel.html
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patterns in the left hand evolved from simple harmonic support to more complex figures 

with counter melodies. 

Chopin elaborated his melodies by combining ornamentations and cadenza-like 

passages with wide broken-chord accompaniments. Chopin’s admiration of the operas of 

his time greatly influenced his melodic writing. The result was a writing that was similar 

to the Bel Canto operatic style. Melodies consisting of elongated notes became the center 

of the singing style. 38 Separate notes were enhanced by and intertwined with a sustained 

tone. This style was already apparent in Chopin’s early works, but it was greatly 

enhanced by the Pleyel piano. The widened spacing in the left hand was supported by the 

Sostenuto pedal to increase the varieties of the accompaniment figures.  

Karol Mikuli (1819-1897), a pupil of Chopin, described Chopin’s approach to the piano: 

The tone he could draw from the instrument, especially in cantabiles, was always 
immense; in this regard Field alone could be compared with him. He gave a noble 
manly energy to appropriate passages with overpowering effect – energy without 
roughness – just as, on the other hand, he could captivate the listener through the 
delicacy of his soulful rendering – delicacy without affection. For all the warmth 
of Chopin’s temperament, his playing was always measured, chaste, distinguished 
and at times even severely reserved. 39 
 

Chopin himself described the Pleyel piano as:  

When I feel out of sorts, I play on an Érard piano where I easily find a ready-
made tone [un son tout fait]. But when I feel in good form and strong enough to 
find my own individual sound [mon propre son à moi], then I need a Pleyel 
piano.40 
 

                                                            
38 Eleanir Bailie, Chopin: A Graded Practical Guide (London: Kahn & Averill, 1998), 8-9. 
39 Jean-Jacques Eigeldinger, Chopin: Pianist and Teacher as Seen by His Pupils, trans. N. Shohet with K. 
Osostowicz and R. Howat, ed. R. Howat (Cambridge, 1986), 275-276. 
40 Ibid. 
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Chopin explored further possibilities of left hand patterns by extending the range beyond 

an octave. Chopin’s long pedal markings were intended to blend harmonies. If Chopin’s 

long pedal markings were to be followed on the modern piano, the resulting harmonic 

overtones would overpower the melody. 41   

Example 8.4: Frédéric Chopin, Nocturne in D-flat Major, Opus 27 Number 2, mm. 1-4. 

 

 

The Pleyel piano provided the ability to support the underlying harmonic structure and 

isolate independent voices. Because the Pleyel piano had registers with distinctly 

different sounds, it was possible for a pianist to successfully isolate counter melodies and 

vary different voices in a chordal texture. 42 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
41 James Methuen-Campbell, Chopin Playing: from the Composer to the Present Day (New York: 
Taplinger Publishing Company, 1981), 79-80.  
42 Jim Samson, Chopin (New York: Schirmer, 1997), 116. 
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Example 8.5: Frédéric Chopin, Prelude in F-sharp Major, Opus 28, Number 13, mm. 21-
28. The right hand is playing two different voices, which each require a different touch, 
while the left hand creates harmonies through accompaniment figurations, but is also 
required to play two lines with two distinct touches. 

 

 

Example 8.6: Frédéric Chopin, Piano Sonata in B-flat Minor, Opus 35, First Movement, 
mm. 41-56. 

  

In the Étude in G-sharp Minor, Opus 25 Number 6, Chopin explored the combination of 

the use of the soft and sostenuto pedals, and increased the density of the texture. The 

variety of sound of the Pleyel piano facilitated the contrasts between melodic and 

rhythmic elements. 

 According to Karol Mikuli, Chopin used a unique fingering that was a radical 

departure from the nineteenth century standard: 
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Chopin used without hesitation the thumb on the black keys, passed it even under 
the little finger (it is true, with a distinct inward bend of the wrist), if this could 
facilitate the execution and give it more repose and evenness. With one and the 
same finger, he took often two consecutive keys, […] without the least 
interruption of the sequence being noticeable. He frequently crossed the long 
fingers over each other, without the help of the thumb… The fingering of 
chromatic third based on this principle offers, to a much higher degree than the 
then-usual method, the possibility of the most beautiful legato in the quickest 
tempo and with a perfectly quiet hand. 43 
 

He further commented expressly about Chopin’s fingering on the Pleyel piano. 

It is to be conjectured that Chopin was influenced in his method of fingering by 
the piano of his favorite makers, Pleyel and Wolff, of Paris—who, before they 
adopted the double escapement, certainly produced instruments with the most 
pliant touch possible—and therefore regarded the use of the thumb in the 
ascending scale on two white keys in succession—the semitones EF and BC—as 
practicable. On the grand piano of the present day we regard it as irreconcilable 
with conditions of crescendo legato. 44 
 

Because of the evenness of the Pleyel piano, Chopin was able to come up with unique 

fingerings which allowed the pianist’s fingers to maneuver more naturally across the 

black keys. These unorthodox fingerings were possible for two reasons – the extreme 

flexibility of Chopin’s hands and fingers, and the superb quality of the Pleyel piano. Such 

fingerings would be possible in passages of thirds and chromatic passages, illustrated in 

examples 8.7 and 8.8. 

 
 
 
 

                                                            
43 Jeremy Nicholas, Chopin: His Life & Music (Illinois: Sourcebook, Inc., 2007), 79. 
44 Ibid. 
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Example 8.7: Frédéric Chopin, Étude in G-sharp Minor, Opus 25 Number 6, mm. 1-6. 
Fingerings are indicated by Mikuli. Chopin explored the density of various patterns in 
this etude: ○1  the soft pedal, ○2  the sostenuto pedal, ○3  increasing the density of the 
texture. 

 

 

Example 8.8: Frédéric Chopin, Étude in E Minor, Opus 25 Number 5, mm. 1-4.  

 

Summary 

 In a review from Le Rénovateur in 1833, Berlioz wrote about his impressions of 

Chopin, the composer and pianist:  
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In order to appreciate him fully, I believe he has to be heard from close by, in the 
salons rather than the concert hall, with all preconceived notions put aside as these 
would be inapplicable to both him and his music. Unfortunately, virtually nobody 
but Chopin himself can play his music and give it this unusual turn, this sense of 
the unexpected which is one of its principal beauties. His interpretation is shot 
through with a thousand nuances of movement of which he alone holds the secret, 
and which are impossible to convey by instructions. 
There are unbelievable details in his Mazurkas; and he has found how to render 
them doubly interesting by playing them with the utmost degree of softness, piano 
in the extreme, the hammers merely brushing the strings, so much so that one is 
tempted to go close to the instrument and put one's ear to it as if to a concert of 
sylphs or elves. Chopin is the Trilby of pianists. 45 
 

Chopin’s idiomatic piano writing was doubtless enhanced by the Graf and the Pleyel 

pianos, whose elastic actions and mellow sounds were a perfect fit to Chopin’s attributes 

as both a pianist and composer. 46 One-third of his oeuvre and both piano concertos were 

written before 1830, prior to his meeting with Pleyel. Certainly his large volume of works 

could not have been achieved without numerous predecessors and mechanical 

innovations. 47 The radical changes of the piano itself significantly enhanced Chopin’s 

decision to write exclusively for the piano. His preeminence in writing for the piano 

separated him from other composers of the nineteenth century. At the same time, Franz 

Liszt was establishing himself as a new kind of virtuoso performer. Both Chopin and 

Liszt were opening the door to a new pianistic language aided by the emerging new 

pianos of the mid nineteenth century. 48    

 
                                                            
45 Hector Berlioz, “Revue musicale: concerts,” Le Rénovateur 2 (15 December 1833): 345, in Chopin: 
Pianist and Teacher as Seen by His Pupils, trans. N. Shohet, K. Osostowicz and R. Howat, ed. R. Howat 
(Cambridge, 1986), 71. 
46 Adam Zamoyski, Chopin: A New Biography (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1980), 95. 
47 Jim Samson, Chopin (New York: Schirmer, 1997), 109-110. 
48 James Huneker, Chopin: the Man and His Music (New York: Dover, 1966), 190-191. 
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CHAPTER IX 

LISZT AND HIS VIRTUOSIC PERFORMANCE STYLE 

Liszt and Fortepianos 

 Paris in the 1830s was the center of the pianistic world. It offered the greatest 

opportunity for piano manufacturers to experiment with the latest technology and pianists 

came from all over the world. 1 In 1822, Érard’s invention of the double-escapement 

action revolutionized virtuosity by allowing pianists to play more rapidly. Eventually, 

changes of musical taste and improvements in piano construction led to the rise of the 

modern piano virtuoso. Frédéric Chopin and Franz Liszt were the best known of the first 

generation of such virtuosos. 2 The high point of Liszt’s virtuosic touring performances 

occurred between 1839 and 1847. He began touring at the precise time the piano was 

coming into its own. Liszt’s musical ideas were inseparable from the latest pianos, and he 

exploited the full potential of the pianos of his day.  

Liszt remained highly interested in the development of the piano throughout his 

career. He discussed his opinions of the piano in an essay in 1837: 

Thanks to improvements that have already been made and those that the diligent 
efforts of pianists add every day, the piano is continuing to expand its assimilative 
capability. We play arpeggios like a harp, sustained notes like the wind 
instruments, and staccatos and a thousand other passages that one time seemed to 
be the special province of one instrument or another. The improvements forecast 
in piano making will undoubtedly provide us before long with the variety of 
sonority we still lack. Pianos with a pedal bass, the polyplectron, the claviharp, 
and several other as yet tentative endeavors, all call attention to a widely felt need 

                                                            
1 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 161-163. 
2 Ibid., Other virtuosos included John Baptist Cramer, Alexander Dreyschock (1818-1869), Ferdinand 
Hiller (1811-1885), Friedrich Kalkbrenner, Johann Peter Pixis (1788-1874), Clara Schumann (1819-1896), 
and Sigismond Thalberg. 
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for the instrument’s further development. The expressive keyboard of the organ 
will naturally lead to the creation of pianos with two or three keyboards, and with 
this advance the piano will complete its peaceful conquest. 3 
 

Though the Érard firm was the primary sponsor for most of Liszt’s concerts, later in 

Hofgärtnerei (1869), Weimar, Liszt used a Bechstein piano for his teaching. Liszt used 

numerous different brands of pianos during his tours throughout Europe: Bechstein, 

Boisselot, 4 Broadwood, Bösendorfer, Chickering, 5 Érard, and Streicher, describing some 

of these instruments in a letter to Weitzmann. 6 Through Liszt and his contemporaries 

such as Chopin and Thalberg, we can observe the development of the fortepiano, and its 

evolution into the modern piano. Liszt’s students helped to spread the foundation of 

modern piano playing; some of them lived until the twentieth century and left audio 

                                                            
3 Letter to Adolphe Pictet, Chambéry, Septmeber 1837, in An Artisit’s Journey: Lettres d’un bachelier èn 
musique, 1835-1841, trans. Charles Suttino (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 45-46. 
4 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 286. Alan 
Walker, Reflections on Liszt (New York: Cornell University Press, 2005), 51-53. Liszt had played on the 
Boisselot piano while touring in Spain and Portugal from 1844-45.  
5 Alan Walker and Carey Humphreys, “Liszt’s Pianos,” The Musical Times 119, no. 1619 (January 1978): 
24-25. Liszt had used Bösendorfer and Chickering pianos for his benefit concert in Budapest in 1875. 
6 György Gábry, “Franz Liszts Klaviere,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 20, 
no.1(1978): 397. Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1983), 286, 316. Liszt had shipped a Streicher piano in 1839 from Vienna to Florence to complete his 
concert engagement. “Schliesslich, verehrter Freund, was die Claviere anbetrifft die mir angehörig sind, 
befinden sich auf der Altenburg folgende: 1 Erard in dem Empfangssalon im 1. Stock – 1 Bechstein in dem 
kleinen Salon daneben – 1 Boisselot (Marseille) inmeinem Studir - und Arbeits-Zimmer. NB. Louis 
Boisselot war einer meiner Freunde, und machte mit mir die ganze Reise durch Spanien und Portugal (44-
45). Bald darauf starb er – ich behielt dieses Clavier was noch obendrein ein paar merkwürdige 
Schicksalsfälle zu ertragen hatte die ich Ihnen gelegentlich erzählen will. So wie es seit mehreren Jahre 
geworden, ist es kaum von jemand anderem zu gebrauchen doch kann ich mich nicht entschliessen zu 
eseitigen, und auch nicht ein anderes in mein Arbeitszimmer daneben zu stellen. – Im sogenannten 
Musiksalon (2. Stock) stehen zwei Wiener Flügel von Streicher - und Bösendorfer und in dem anderen 
Zimmer ein ungarisches von Beregszazy [...]” 
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recordings. 7 Modern performance technique such as powerful tone production evolved 

largely from Liszt and his students. 8 

As a touring pianist, Liszt was supported by the Érard firm which provided 

shipping for his pianos, though on many occasions he had to play on whatever instrument 

was available. 9 Sometimes concerts would be delayed due to the search for suitable 

pianos with sufficient volume and availability. Most of these pianos were provided by 

local owners. Their tonal ranges were not always a full seven octaves, the structure was 

lighter in weight, the action would not respond as sensitively as the double escapement, 

and the sound could be softer than Érard’s pianos. These features made them better suited 

for compositions written before the nineteenth century instead of compositions with 

extremely dense textures. Certain bravura effects created after Érard’s invention of the 

double-escapement action were not possible on these instruments, and this led to broken 

strings and damaged hammer shanks. After 1840, in order to solve instrumental 

malfunctions, Liszt hired a manager to search for pianos prior to concerts, and always had 

two or more pianos placed on the stage simultaneously. 10  

There were three major brands of pianos in Liszt’s career that are worth 

mentioning: the Broadwood piano with the English action; the Streicher piano with the 

Viennese action; and the Érard piano with the double-escapement action.  

 

                                                            
7 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 53.  
8 Ibid., 167. 
9 Ibid., 286. 
10 Ibid., 287. 
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Beethoven’s Broadwood Fortepiano 

It is possible that Liszt was already familiar with English and Viennese actions 

while studying with Czerny in Vienna. 11 As he recalled in 1876, Liszt played the 

Hammerklavier sonata when he was ten, “I played it badly, no doubt, but with passion.”12 

Through Czerny, Beethoven’s influence was deeply imprinted on the young Liszt, who 

built up an extensive repertoire of Beethoven sonatas and later in life made transcriptions 

of Beethoven’s symphonies for solo piano. 13 Beethoven’s Broadwood piano must have 

had a special meaning to Liszt. 

Beethoven kept his Broadwood piano until his death in 1827. This Broadwood 

piano was then auctioned and sold to Carl Anton Spina (1790-1857), a music publisher in 

Vienna. Liszt inherited this piano from Spina in 1845 and housed it in Weimar, until he 

donated it to the Hungarian National Museum in 1874. 14 Before he transported this 

Broadwood piano from Vienna to Weimar, Liszt had requested that Streicher restore it. 15  

                                                            
11 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 286, 
316. Liszt had shipped a Streicher piano from Vienna to Florence in 1839 to complete his concert 
engagement.  
12 ed. La Mara, Letters of Franz Liszt (New York: Greenwood Press,1969), 164. Liszt had performed 
Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto in a concert in 1828. 
13 William S. Newman, “Liszt’s Interpreting of Beethoven’s Piano Sonatas,” The Musical Quarterly 58, no. 
2 (April 1972): 185-188.  
14 Alan Walker, Reflections on Liszt (New York: Cornell University Press, 2005), 52-53, 176-177. 
15 David Winston, “The Restoration of Beethoven’s 1817 Broadwood Grand Piano,” The Galpin Society 
Journal 46 (March 1993): 149-150. The Streicher family was the original and primary manufacturer who 
repaired Beethoven’s Broadwood piano when it arrived in Trieste in 1818. “The outer deerskin covering 
the hammers had been pulled tighter to brighten the tone. Research by Eszter Fontana has shown that this 
was probably done in the Vienna workshops of Nanette Streicher shortly after Beethoven received the 
instrument.”  
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The actual impact of this 1818 Broadwood, with its six-octave range, had on 

Liszt’s compositional style is unclear. 16 The differences of tonal range between 

Beethoven’s Broadwood piano, CC to c4, and Liszt’s Érard piano, AAA to a4, may have 

reminded Liszt of the differences of tonal ranges of pianos between the eighteenth and 

the nineteenth centuries, which would have suggested further possibilities for Liszt in 

interpreting Beethoven’s piano sonatas. In Liszt’s own edition of Beethoven’s sonatas, in 

fact, he supported the notion of extending certain sequences in certain phrases, such as 

measures 103 to 105 in the first movement of Sonata in D Major, Opus 10 Number 3, 

illustrated in examples 7.3 and 7.4 in chapter VII. 17  

The Streicher Pianos 

 Letters between Liszt and the Streicher family 18 indicate that Liszt was already 

familiar with the Streicher piano and its Viennese action when he studied with Czerny in 

Vienna. 19 Letters between Liszt and J. B. Streicher also document his consistent use of 

the Streicher piano for his performance tours in Europe. 20 Critics were divided about the 

Streicher pianos. The Streicher piano received positive feedback from concerts in 

Frankfurt in 1840 and 1841. However, on 25 November 1841, in Weimar, music critics 
                                                            
16 David Winston, “The Restoration of Beethoven’s 1817 Broadwood Grand Piano,” The Galpin Society 
Journal 46 (March 1993): 147-151. 
17 Alan Walker, Reflections on Liszt (New York: Cornell University Press, 2005), 179. 
18 Geraldine Keeling, “Liszt and J. B. Streicher,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 
28, no.1 (1986): 38. Letter to J. B. Streicher, 17 July 1847, in Franz Liszt: Unbekannte Presse und Briefe 
aus Wien, 1822-1886, ed. Dezsö Legány (Wien: Verlag Hermann Böhlaus Nachf, 1984), 126. 
19 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 286, 
316.  
20 Geraldine Keeling, “Liszt and J. B. Streicher,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 
28, no.1 (1986): 37. In 1838, Liszt had also played on a Streicher piano for a concert in Bologna, Italy. He 
also used a Streicher piano which was a gift from the Prince Lichnowsky in his 1841 concert in Germany. 
This particular Streicher piano was made in 1839.  
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commented that “the Streicher piano was insufficient for Liszt’s playing and the size of 

the theater.” 21 These comments reflected the need for pianos with much more powerful 

tone due to the increased size of performance facilities and changes in musical style.  

The Érard Pianos 

In 1823, Sebastian Érard completed his latest double-escapement action and 

successfully provided pianos in a seven-octave range, from AAA to a4. When the Liszt 

family arrived in Paris in 1823, they stayed in the Hôtel d’Angleterre, close to the Érard 

workshop and the Salle Érard. The Érard family immediately befriended the Liszt family. 

Sébastian and Pierre Érard recognized Liszt’s talent and provided young Liszt with their 

latest instrument: a piano with a range of seven-octaves and double escapement action.22 

Liszt used this new Érard piano for his Paris debut in 1824. 23 After the concert, Liszt was 

advertised by his father, Adam Liszt (1776-1827), and Sébastian Érard as an Érard artist. 

The Érard firm provided and shipped pianos to wherever he performed. 24 The sensational 

young Liszt and his many concert tours created a business advantage for the firm. 25  

Érard’s pianos had a strong and full tone; the invention of the double-escapement 

action facilitated the playing of repetitive figures. 26 The latter became essential to 

                                                            
21 Geraldine Keeling, “Liszt and J. B. Streicher,” Studia Musicologica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 
28, no.1 (1986): 37. 
22 Alan Walker, Reflections on Liszt (New York: Cornell University Press, 2005), 210. 
23 Edwin M. Good, Giraffes, Black Dragon, and Other Pianos (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), 111. 
24 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 103. 
These places included London, Manchester, Bordeaux, and Geneva. Liszt used an Érard piano in his 
London debut on 21 June 1824. 
25 Ibid., 93. By the time of Liszt, pianos had a powerful bass register, suited for virtuosic playing. 
26 David Wainwright, The Piano Makers (London: Hutchinson, 1975), 56-57. 
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virtuosic performances because it greatly reduced the traveling time for the hammer to 

rebound and re-strike the strings. Pianists could play faster trills and more rapid 

repetitions. Thus, the rate of repetition depended only on the pianist’s technique and 

ability to control the instrument, rather than the construction of the piano itself. 27 The 

supremacy of the Érard piano was addressed in a letter to Czerny: “The Érard piano 

reaches such a high level of perfection that it looks forward to the next century. It is 

impossible to describe it; one must see it, hear it, and play it.” 28   

The most significant compositional result produced by the invention of the 

double-escapement was rapid repeated note patterns, as seen in the following example 

from Liszt’s La Campanella. It was a tribute to the Érard double escapement action. 

Example 9.1: Franz Liszt, Grandes Etudes de Paganini, Etude Number 3 in G-sharp 
Minor, La Campanella, mm. 54-56. 

 

 

The double escapement inspired many such repeated note passages in Liszt’s technical 

studies. It also allowed for a greater control of rhythmic emphasis in certain passages, 

such as in example 9.2. 29 Liszt utilized this feature in creating orchestral effects while 

                                                            
27 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 92-93. 
28 Adam Liszt to Czerny, in Classisches und Romantisches aus der Tonwelt, ed. La Mara (Leipzig, 1892), 
241-242. 
29 Cyril Ehrlich, The Piano: A History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 22-23. 
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transcribing operatic paraphrases and in Lieder transcriptions. Tremolos in string sections 

could be realized and recreated through extremely dense chords and octaves in the piano. 

Broken chords that encompassed the entire keyboard could imitate an orchestral effect 

and add virtuosity to the performance.  

Example 9.2: Franz Liszt, Grandes Etudes de Paganini, Etude Number 1 in B-flat Major, 
measure 28. Pianists could achieve better rhythmic control over repetitive figures            
because of the double-escapement action.  

   

 Throughout his life, Liszt frequently revisited his own compositions. 30 He first 

composed the Transcendental Etudes in 1824, while he was 13 years old. The third 

version came out in 1851, under the title of “Etudes d’exécution transcendante.” 31 One 

possible reason for these revisions would be the advances and changes in construction of 

the piano over the years. Liszt’s revisions challenged generations of pianists to the 

present day.  

 

 

  

                                                            
30 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 306. 
31 Ibid., 305. 
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Example 9.3: Franz Liszt, Etudes d’exécution transcendante,  Prelude in C Major, mm. 7-
8.  Liszt provided different versions for selected passages.  
 

 

The full sonorities and responsive action of Érard’s pianos not only enhanced 

Liszt’s virtuosic techniques, but also inspired many of his Lieder and opera 

transcriptions. Liszt discussed his approach to the piano and the paraphrasing of Lieder 

and operatic transcriptions in an essay: 

 Perhaps this sort of mysterious feeling which binds me to the piano is a delusion, 
 yet I consider the piano extremely important. In my opinion it ranks highest in the 
 instrumental hierarchy. It is the most widely cultivated and popular of all 
 instruments. Its importance and popularity are due in part to the harmonic 
 capability that it alone possesses, and consequently to its ability to recapitulate 
 and concentrate all of musical art within itself. Within the span of its seven 
 octaves it encompasses the audible range of an orchestra; and the ten fingers of a 
 single person are enough to render the harmonies produced by the union of over a 
 hundred concerted instruments. The piano is a means of disseminating works that 
 would otherwise remain unknown or unfamiliar to the general public because of 
 the difficulty involved in assembling an orchestra. Thus it bears the same relation 
 to an orchestral work that an engraving bears to a painting; it multiplies the 
 original and makes it available to everyone, and even if it does not reproduce the 
 colors, it at least reproduces the light and shadow. 32     

                                                            
32 Letter to Adolphe Pictet, Chambéry, Septmeber 1837, in An Artisit’s Journey: Lettres d’un bachelier èn 
musique, 1835-1841, trans. Charles Suttino (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), 45. 
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 Because the Érard piano had such a resonant bass register, bright treble register, 

and greater volume in comparison to other pianos of the time, it was capable of realizing 

Liszt’s various pianistic evocations, such as the whispering of the stream in “Auf dem 

Wasser zu singen,” and the orchestral effects in the paraphrase of the opera, Der 

Freischütz, as illustrated in examples 9.4 and 9.5. 

Example 9.4: Schubert-Liszt: Lieder von Schubert, Number 2, Auf dem Wasser zu singen, 
mm. 35-36. 

 

 
Example 9.5: Weber-Liszt: Ouvertüre zum Freischütz, mm. 9-11. The orchestral sonority 
was indicated in the piano texture. 

 

 

In addition to Lieder transcriptions, Liszt also wrote many opera paraphrases. 

These paraphrases became an important milestone in the history of keyboard literature. 33 

Operatic paraphrases such as Réminiscences de Norma and Rigoletto: Paraphrase de 

concert encapsulated the entire opera in the piano, reformulating the score in a pianistic 

                                                            
33 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 314.  
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way. With a superb piano such as Érard’s, Liszt was able to explore the full range of the 

keyboard and created a richness of sonority which hitherto had not been possible on the 

instrument. 34 Liszt separated the score into three staves in order to avoid visually 

overcrowding. Other printing innovations included folding the entire piece into one stave, 

and writing the decorative musical material in smaller notes. 35 

Example 9.6: Franz Liszt, Grandes Etudes de Paganini, Etude Number 4 in E Major, mm. 
1-2. Liszt wrote in a condensed score. 

 

 
 

Example 9.7: Verdi-Liszt, Rigoletto: Paraphrase de concert, mm. 18-19. Liszt used 
different printing styles to separate the melody  and the ornamentation. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
34 Philip Friedheim, “The Piano Transcriptions of Franz Liszt,” Studies in Romanticism 1, no.2 (Winter 
1962): 83-96. 
35 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 312.  
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Example 9.8: Franz Liszt, Etudes d’exécution transcendante in D Minor, Mazeppa, mm. 
7-8. Liszt separated the score into three staves to isolate the melody and the 
accompaniment, as well as to avoid visual confusion. 

 

Though these transcriptions fell into neglect for a period of time after Liszt’s 

death, they have been revived and today are a staple of the modern virtuoso pianist’s 

repertoire. 

Summary 

By the 1840s, the piano had not yet been standardized. Most of the pianos that 

Liszt played during his performing years lacked an iron frame and were lighter in weight. 

However, with the invention of the double-escapement action, a wider range of sensitive 

and vibrant nuances were available to a pianist and the instrument could project easily in 

a large concert hall. The virtuosic effects with which we are all familiar today could not 

have been achieved without all the improvements that Liszt mentioned in his letters. By 

1851, the general register of grand pianos had extended to a full seven octaves, from 
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AAA-a4. The extension down to CCC came in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 

and was not required in Liszt’s compositions. 36 

With the help of Érard’s double-escapement, Liszt and his contemporaries 

accomplished some of the most spectacular technical feats in the history of piano 

performance. They demonstrated superb techniques and largely changed pianists’ 

approach to the piano. The increasing strength of the hands of piano virtuosos was also 

notable and was necessary in order to accomplish all the octaves, scales, repeated notes, 

and leaps. 37 This was definitely a different approach to the piano from the late eighteenth 

century.  

                                                            
36 Howard Schott and F. Lioni, “Liszt and the Keyboard,” The Musical Times 118, no. 1617 (November 
1977): 911. 
37 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years, 1811-1847 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983), 166-167. 
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CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

Early in the development of the fortepiano, composers wrote for what the 

instrument could do. Later on, composers were emboldened to make specific requests of 

piano manufacturers. Well-established partnerships between manufacturers and 

fortepiano virtuosos are amply documented, including J. S. Bach with Silbermann; 1 

Mozart with Stein; Dussek and Field with Broadwood; Liszt and Thalberg with Érard; 

Moscheles, Kalkbrenner, Cramer, and Chopin with Pleyel. 2 The symbiotic relationship 

between pianist-composers and manufacturers is important for today’s pianists to study 

and understand. This collaboration resulted in the expansion of the keyboard register and 

changes to the construction of the fortepiano. Qualities of fortepianos enhanced passages 

illustrated in this dissertation, allowing special effects such as over pedaling and unique 

timbres in different registers. Specific techniques and performance styles evolved to fit a 

given piano. These gradual changes and tonal differences were definitely considered by 

composers while creating their compositions. 

It is hoped that through studying the development of the fortepiano, pianists can 

benefit from learning the different types of articulation, performance styles, and the 

timbres and capabilities of the instrument that informed the composers of the time. While 

some of the special effects of particular fortepianos, such as the true una corda pedal, are 

not possible with the modern piano, pianists can still approximate the sound on the 
                                                            
1 Michael Latcham, “Pianos and Harpsichords for Their Majesties,” Early Music 36, no. 3 (June 2008): 
359. 
2 Ernest Closson, History of the Piano, trans. Delano Amers, ed. and rev. Robin Golding (London: Paul 
Elek, 1974), 98.  
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modern instrument. This knowledge enhances a pianist’s interpretation by offering us a 

window into the composers’ intentions.  
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