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Philosophy

• Man as a free and independent agent

• Composers and performers expressed 
themselves freely and personally, how they 
felt the music should go

• Emotional display

• All music, including baroque, approached 
fearlessly



• The teaching of music became an established profession

• Conservatories and schools of music founded

• Research in music history and theory introduced into 
programmes of many universities by the end of the 1800s 



The Piano

• Pianos changed significantly between 1820 and 1870.

• Development of the piano from a wooden frame with leather-
covered hammers to an iron frame and felt-covered hammers. 

• Longer, thicker strings = a much fuller, warmer and richer sound 
with a greater dynamic range and tonal palette. 

• 1825 - heavier wooden frame with more iron braces
• 1850 - iron bracing adds strength and allows greater string tension
• 1870 - modern frame is all cast iron



Beethoven’s 1803 Érard

• Keyboard length 5 and a quarter octaves

• Wooden frame

• String tension less than 2 tons

• Hammers covered with leather



Beethoven’s 1803 Érard piano



1840 Érard 





The Piano

• Steinway followed on from Broadwood and then 
Érard. 

• Chopin preferred the lighter Pleyel pianos – his 
fortissimo was full and pure, never harsh and his 
nuances decreased to the faintest yet always 
distinct pianissimo. 





Technique

• Rise of the virtuoso, and increase in difficulty of 
music written (this went hand in hand with the 
increase in difficulty of the music)

• Performance was no longer by amateurs, much 
Romantic music was too technically demanding for 
unskilled performers



• Fingerwork alone not adequate - use of the arm

• Large public performances, and the solo recital

• The performer as Romantic Hero



Educational Material

• An important treatise: Johann Nepomuk Hummel, A 
Complete Theoretical and Practical Course of 
Instruction on the Art of Playing the Piano Forte 
(1828)

• Studies and other short teaching pieces written to 
meet the need for pedagogical material (albums for 
the young, etc.)



Expression

• Expressive indications (espressivo, dolce, con 
amore, con fuoco)

• Implied interpretive freedom (rubato)

• Range of dynamics and accent signs 



Style

• Available editions often highly edited (and altered) with the 
editor’s personal views on dynamics, tempo, etc.

• Little attempt to distinguish those markings that might have 
been from the composer from those that were editorial.

• As long as it made musical sense, it was accepted. 

• Editors guilty of this sort of tampering were Tausig and von 
Bülow (in Scarlatti) and Busoni (in Bach), amongst many others 



Form

• Not as precise and clear as in Classicism

• Sections of larger works might blend into one 
another

• Some of the same thematic material might recur in 
each movement (cyclic form) 



Form

• Tendency to write shorter works, some of which could 
express feeling, emotion or atmosphere.

• Stylised piano music such as the waltz, mazurka, 
polonaise, and etude; music in free form such as the 
fantasy, arabesque, rhapsody, song without words, 
ballade, impromptu and nocturne.

• Theme and variations was one of the few forms to 
survive from the Baroque period.



Melody

• Long, lyrical melodies with irregular phrases

• Wide, somewhat angular skips

• Extensive use of chromaticism

• Vivid contrasts

• Variety of melodic ideas within one movement

• Melodies characterised by an intensity of feeling -
can be extremely long, with dramatic and dynamic 
climaxes

• Folk melodies might be used



Rhythm

• Accurate tempo markings because of the 
metronome

• Frequent changes in both tempo and time 
signatures

• Changes in the number of beats in a bar, cross-
rhythms, syncopations, etc. 

• Tempo in Romantic music is not always constant, 
but may fluctuate (rubato)

• This might be indicated, or not (personal rubato at 
the discretion of the performer) 



Dynamics

• More explicit, greater range and variety of 
markings

• Smaller changes of colour and gradations of 
loudness indicated by more definite terms 

• Tempi were more accurately designated by the 
use of metronome markings 



German Dance, op. 4 - Carl Maria von Weber 
(1786-1826)

New keyboard effects - dramatic crescendos and tremolos



Harmony

• Modulation, chromaticism, non-harmonic tones, 
altered chords and larger chords (ninths and 
thirteenths)

• The feeling for a central tonality often became 
obscure

• Increased use of dissonance and the  blurring of a 
defined tonality paved the way for the 
Impressionistic and Expressionistic movements of 
20thC.



Texture

• Move away from pure counterpoint

• Melody (singing RH) and accompaniment 
(arpeggiated patterns)

• Doublings in octaves

• Full chords

• Full range of the keyboard

• Pedal textures

• Orchestral textures



The Pedal

• Right pedal = “the soul of the piano”

• To join sounds the fingers alone cannot join

• To sustain sounds

• To add resonance and colour to the sound

• Integral to Romantic sound, its use assumed 
even when not marked



The Pedal

• Direct - hand and foot together

• Legato (syncopated) - foot comes up as hands 
go down

• Legatissimo - over-connected

• Fractional pedals - depth of depression may be 
very shallow

• Half pedals - to sustain bass notes but clear the 
worst of the dissonance above



Left Pedal

• Una corda

• Shift

• Sometimes marked

• Discretionary - like a mute

• Depends on the piano



Sostenuto (Middle) Pedal

• Sustains pre-selected notes by lifting those 
dampers up

• Not appropriate for Debussy or Ravel, but not 
illegal!

• Pedal mechanism often not reliable



Pedalling

• Joseph Banowetz, The Pianist’s Guide to 
Pedaling (Bloomington: Indiana Press, 1985)



Chopin: Cantabile in Bb

Old style pedal markings - we use legato pedalling today





Stephen Heller: Prelude No. 11, op 81

Pedal through rests

Special pedals marked, ordinary pedals not marked



Recommended Reading

The Romantic Piano 
The Influence of Society, Style and Musical Trends on the Great Piano Composers

Ed. Nancy Bachus / perf. Daniel Glover

(Piano Book & 2 CDs)

Alfred Music


