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Abstract
A musical performance is a complex, multi-sensorial and interactive artistic act that consists of a set of
relationships. In early Romantic music aesthetics, an expressive performance was attributed with the
potential to create an experience of synthesis between the real and the ideal, the material and the spiritual,
as well as between the actors involved. Sensations and feelings were conceived as vague and ineffable, and
this dynamism was seen as an asset to musical expression. For a performer, engaging in the unutterable,
constantly changing sentiments of the music required both an inward orientation and an act of sympathy.
According to early Romantics, the performer who understands and resonates with the music can identify
with the composer’s self. In a research project preceding this essay, I together with my colleagues aimed at
re-enacting ideas and mindsets of early Romantic discussions of music performance. The present essay
includes two videos of these re-enactments-in-performance during which chamber music by Schubert and
Beethoven is performed and the listener’s real-time thoughts and feelings are visualised. 

Expressivity in music performance has sparked increasing research interest over the last decades.[1] The term
expressive musical performance is, however, difficult to define.[2] In music psychology as well as other fields of
music research, expression in a musical performance is often defined as the performer’s deviation from the
regular: a “change” or “departure” (whether conscious or unconscious) from what is expected or what is
indicated in the score.[3] Mine Doğantan-Dack suggests another definition, which is not restricted to the sonic
properties of the performance, namely that an expressive performance is “generative of a valued affective
response triggered (at least in part) by the sounds of the performance.”[4] In a study by Erik Lindström et al.,
students in higher music education in the subjects of classical music and jazz defined musical expression in
terms of “communicating emotion” and “playing with feeling”.[5] As Aaron Williamon observes, the practical
limitations associated with experimental studies have forced researchers of music performance to focus on
core principles that “transcend a specific time and place”.[6] This timelessness can lead to misconceptions.
According to David Milson and Neal Peres Da Costa, “[o]ne of the main limitations of expressiveness analyses in
the domain of cognitive studies of music performance is that expressivity is often defined as being constant or,
more precisely, as if traits of music performance associated with the invocation of emotion have remained more
or less stable over time.”[7] Doğantan-Dack suggests that this dehistoricisation is a consequence of a research
focus on musical scores and the properties of the sounding music, and calls it “perhaps the most serious
weakness of research on expressive performance”.[8] How music is viewed and understood in different cultures
and periods interacts with how it is and was performed and experienced.
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When preparing for concert performances of early nineteenth-century music, musicians usually pay close
attention to expressive tools such as dynamics, articulation and timbre. Metaphors are also often used as tools
for expressivity, some of which derive from early nineteenth-century aesthetics. The early Romantic discussion
on music performance also includes metaphors and prompts that are not commonly used today. Can these
metaphors and prompts be helpful for creating expressive performances of early nineteenth-century music?
Arguably, when we perform music that has been performed before, we re-enact to a greater or lesser extent not
only practices such as playing techniques and styles, but also thoughts, ideas and feelings. To re-enact an
aesthetic mindset or conception means that they become embodied and experienced. This can form a deeper
understanding of the mode of thinking in question, and of how it might affect us.[9] As part of the research
project “Rhetorical and Romantic affective strategies in musical performance”, I, together with my colleagues,
aimed at re-enacting aesthetic ideas and mindsets of early Romantic discussions of musical performance to
explore their artistic potential and further develop the understanding of early nineteenth-century music
aesthetics. This essay is based on these re-enactments as well as historical sources. It is written from the
perspective of the performer in the sense that it is guided by what I, as a musician, consider relevant for
performances of early nineteenth-century music.

Aspects of Early Romantic German and French Music Performance Aesthetics

As signalled by the often non-systematic and non-dialectical magnificent language of the early Romantics, an
ideal musical performance was conceived as a magical, ecstatic event, where value corresponded with affective
engagement and the music’s ineffability and indefinability. Music was said to be able to enflame the heart with a
warm love, and to give access to another, supernatural world of the unfathomable. Arguably, early Romantic
musical performance aesthetics is characterised by an ideal of synthesis. A performance was attributed with the
potential to create an experience of unification of the real and the ideal, the material and the spiritual, as well as
between performer and music, performer and composer, performer and instrument. By understanding and
reproducing the composer’s innermost ideas and feelings, entering into and resonating with the music, the
performer could identify with the spirit of the composer. Through this unification, the performer became the
music’s co-creator, or real-time creator, expressing both the music and themself with an expanded artistic
power.

The paradigmatic transformations in eighteenth-century European music aesthetics included a changing
conception of emotions. The Cartesian view of passions as definable and separable drew repeated criticism
during the second half of the century, and another view of sentiments as dynamic, fluctuating entities and
therefore indeterminate entered the discussion.[10] Johann Nikolaus Forkel was a music theorist and historian who

in the 1780s cultivated the notion that just like all other natural phenomena, sentiments [Empfindungen] are
subject to constant change.[11] The Leipzig writer on music Friedrich Rochlitz suggests that we cannot name and
specify the mixtures, gradations, transitions and nuances of our own feelings, and that the same is true of
feelings expressed through music.[12] The Romantics further emphasised this conception of sentiments or
feelings both in the inner lives of individuals and in music as dynamic entities, ever-flowing and fluctuating, and
thus undefinable and ineffable.[13]

Especially in instrumental music, this dynamism and vagueness was seen as an asset to musical expression: an
artistic strength that enabled the sounding music to connect to a deep inwardness in the listener. Heinrich

Domnich was appointed one of the horn professors at the Paris Conservatory. In his treatise Méthode de
premier et de second cor (1808), he writes: “That which the musical language in and of itself has in terms of
vagueness and lack of determinedness, enters its [expression’s] domain and thus becomes a profit for the art.
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Expression takes hold of it and finds in it a source of beauty.”[14] Partly due to its ineffability, music could express

what conventional language could not.[15] Johann Gottfried Herder writes in Kalligone: Von Kunst und
Kunstrichterei (1800):

[E]very moment of this art [music] is and must be transitory. For precisely the longer and shorter, the 
louder and softer, higher and lower, the greater and lesser is its meaning, its impression. The victorious
power of the tone and its sentiment lies in its coming and going, its becoming and having been. As the
former and the latter melt together with others, rise, fall, sink and along the tensed rope of harmony,
following eternal fixed laws re-emerge with new effects, so [does] my spirit, my courage, my love, and
my hope… You air spirits, you came and fled on weightless tones, moved my heart and left behind in me
an endless longing, through you, for you.[16]

In the aesthetics of idealism, art is the means through which the ideal takes shape and is embodied in the real.
Music was seen as a sensuous manifestation of the ideal, something that could represent the infinite in the finite
and open up the possibility for mankind to perceive a supernatural, otherworldly sphere.[17] A musical
performance could generate a sense of immersion in another, magical or spiritual world, a sense of being
transferred into a higher reality, independent of earthly phenomena, abandoning the struggles of the everyday
world. For a number of Romantic thinkers, art could even synthesise the real and the ideal. The essence of art
was suggested to “manifest the suprasensuous, to unite the finite and the infinite.”[18]

Image 1. Caspar David Friedrich, The Garden Terrace, 1811 12, oil on canvas[19]

Metaphors of depth and inwardness are widely employed in writings of the early Romantics, especially in
discussions on music.[20] The idea was that music penetrates the inner human soul. When performers and
listeners express or perceive music’s ineffable, obscure feelings, we are ultimately drawn into our own deepest

selves. For Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, the essence of music is its subjective inwardness. For him, music
conveys us to ourselves. It “draws us into our own subjective depth, lets that depth resound and thereby be
sounded.”[21] The performer’s emotional engagement is thus both inward and outward turning. Musical expression
relies on the mutual influences between inwardness and outwardly directed communication.
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Passions were supposed to be highly present in musical performances, embodied in the performers as well as in
the sounding music. Pierre Baillot was one of violin professors at the Paris Conservatory from 1795 until his death

in 1842. He wrote two violin methods, of which the second one, L’Art du violon, became one of the most
influential of the nineteenth century.[22] Baillot writes about the violin soloist being profoundly moved, and
“communicating the full range of feelings he has”.[23] The performer wished to touch the listener, to make the
listener respond sympathetically to their feelings. These feelings were supposed to be the same as, or similar to,
the composer’s feelings that were incorporated into the music.[24] Johann Nepomuk Hummel one of Europe’s
most famous pianists of the early nineteenth century writes in his piano treatise: “Expression refers directly to
the feelings, and indicates the disposition and ability of the player to put into his playing and impress upon the
listener whatever feeling the composer has put into his work, and which the player feels in the same manner.”[25]

According to Baillot, “it is genius of performance that allows the artist […] to transmit to the soul of the listener
the feeling that the composer had in his soul.”[26] The idealist Romantic aesthetic still makes no attempt to
explain any naturalist cause-and-effect relationships in a musical performance. The German professor of music
and aesthetics Joseph Fröhlich suggests that the sounding music incorporates and displays the composer’s self;
it has to serve “the revelation of his inner self” and allow the composer to open “a view on his mind.”[27]

Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann was a Romantic writer, composer, and painter, today perhaps best known as
a music critic. He suggests that “to the proper and adequate performance of Beethoven’s compositions […]
belongs nothing less than that one understands him, that one penetrates deeply into his essence, that in the
consciousness of one’s own blessings one boldly dares to enter the realm of those magical things that his
powerful spell invokes”.[28] At least for Hoffmann, Beethoven’s music could arouse feelings of awe, fear, terror,
and pain.[29] To sincerely engage in, reproduce, and sympathise with such emotional content requires strength
and bravery.

Image 2. E.T.A. Hoffmann, Self-portrait, before 1822[30]

Understanding and reproducing the composer’s innermost ideas and feelings incorporated in the music are
reciprocal activities. Understanding the feelings and aesthetic ideas of the music supports an engagement with
them and vice versa: engaging in the composer’s sentiments and ideas not only helps move the listeners but also
deepens and develops the performer’s understanding of them. This interaction can be a process over time, or it
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can take place in momentum, in the multi-layered complex that is a musical performance. In chamber music
performance, entering into the composer’s ideas and bringing them to life is a communal act. The violinist Louis
Spohr writes that when performing string quartets, “all four instruments enter in the same way into the
composer’s idea and make it perceptible.”[31]

To connect with the composer and identify with their style can also be facilitated through bodily movements.
When the composer of violin music is a violinist themself, to render the composer’s personal imprint includes re-
enacting their individual playing style, that is the physical movements. Baillot advises students to follow the
composer’s fingering style to “identify oneself with the style of the author,” and “come the closest to the true
meaning of the compositions”.[32] When the performing body of one musician re-enacts the precise movements
of another, a feeling of closeness or even identification can emerge, which expands beyond the physical
gestures to include sensibility and musical expressivity.

Engaging in the situation of another or transporting oneself outside of one’s self and identifying with somebody
else was a major theme of both the cult of sensibility and early Romanticism. According to Baillot, “[i]t is genius
of performance that allows the artist to seize at a glance the different characters of music, and by a sudden
inspiration identify himself with the genius of the composer, follow him in all his intentions, and communicate
them with both facility and precision.”[33] Through this act of identification, the talented performer can reanimate
the spirits of genial composers from an earlier age, make them become alive and present.[34] In a pamphlet from
1831, the French writer on music François Fayolle honours Baillot for possessing “the genius of performance
because he strips away his ego to become, by turn, Haydn, Boccherini, Mozart and Beethoven.”[35] For the
beholder, to perceive such a transformation can be an extraordinary and magical, even idolatrous, experience.
The famous violinist Joseph Joachim made his first public performance in Berlin in December 1852, playing
Beethoven’s violin concerto. The critic Otto Gumprecht was very enthusiastic and describes an immersive
listening experience that included the presence of the dead composer:

Now a young violinist entered the stage… During the Tutti at the beginning of Beethoven’s Violin
Concerto, I had enough time to look at him, but at the first sounds of the violin I forgot everything else,
the concert hall, the audience, even Mr. Joachim. The nobility and fullness of the tone, the perfect
technique, the spirited conception occupied my full attention. Not before the Adagio did I look again,
but of the figure of the violinist I could not see anything anymore; it was entirely eclipsed by another. I
recognized it well, this short, nonchalantly dressed figure with the tangled hair standing on end, the high
forehead on which the most sublime thoughts leave their illuminated traces, with the deep-seated eyes
that radiated the most audacious spirit and the deepest love of mankind, with those lips into which pain
had drawn the sharpest creases and lines… It was he himself, the creator of the Ninth Symphony, whom I
imagined seeing face to face.[36]
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Image 3. Karl Joseph Stieler, Portrait of Ludwig van Beethoven when composing the Missa Solemnis, 1820, oil on canvas[37]

This idea of self-transformation also relates to the early Romantic discussions of individuality, the belief “that
individuality demanded an expansion of the self towards infinity”.[38] In this way of thinking, self-annihilation could
function as a vehicle for a sense of self-expansion: what Hunter calls a “reciprocal self-loss and
self-realization”.[39] By spontaneously and temporarily surrendering to the composer’s subjectivity and leaving
one’s self behind, the performer could expand their self.

The performer merging with the musical instrument is a metaphor of unification that was used in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth century and still persists today. According to the early Romantics, the
instrument permeated by the innerness of both the performer and the music could become something more
than a separate item. It could transform into a soulful subject, expressing the performer. Baillot writes that for
the violin “becomes the most noble interpreter of [the] genius; initiated to all mysteries of the heart by its
continuous contact, it breathes and it beats with the heart [of the performer].”[40] Later in his treatise, Baillot
further anthropomorphises the violin: “The violin is no longer just an instrument, it is a sonorous soul; traveling
through space, it strikes the ear of even the least attentive listener and seeks in the depths of his heart
emotional strings to set in motion.”[41]

Hegel explains what is unique about music as an artform: that it has to be performed by another artist. The
performer physically puts life into and embodies the music, expressing both the music and themself. The
sounding music becomes soulful, permeated with the performer’s subjectivity. For Baillot, the mature violin
soloist, expression becomes “the story of his life; he sings of his memories, his sorrows, the pleasures he has
tasted, the hurts he has endured […] the melody is his interpreter, his faithful friend; it gives him the purest of all
enjoyments by revealing to him the secret of communicating the full range of feelings he has, and the secret of
enabling his fellow men to become passionately involved in his destiny.”[42]

The idea of a musical performance as an interpretation of a musical work was not established before the
1840s.[43] The early nineteenth-century understanding of an ideal musical performance public or private can
rather be described as a relational and interactive artistic act. The visual perception of the performer or
performers contributed to the listener’s artistic experience and feeling of participation.[44] The listeners were
given an active role, both regarding their own understanding of the music and in that their response to the music
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perceived by the performer could contribute to the development of new expressions. Baillot writes: “The artist
[playing a string quartet] cannot be unaware that the listener, thus situated in visual contact with the players, is
under the influence of his outpouring of feeling. It is only by the continuous exchange of feelings that he feels
born in himself new feelings resulting from the effect of those he has conveyed; these new inspirations give him
new means to move the audience.”[45] Through such a feedback loop, the audience supports the development of
both the expressivity of the real-time performance and the performer’s expressive ability.

Re-Enacting These Aesthetic Ideas and Mindsets in Musical Performances

This article has video content that can be viewed at https://www.researchcatalogue.net/text-editor/simple-
media-resource?research=2288387&simple-media=2288394.

 Ludwig van Beethoven: String Trio in G Major Op. 9 No 1, Adagio ma non tanto e cantabile. Karin Berggren, Magnus Persson and Frida

Bromander, 2021.This article has video content that can be viewed at https://www.researchcatalogue.net/text-
editor/simple-media-resource?research=2288387&simple-media=2288407.

 Franz Schubert: String Trio in B-flat major, D581, Allegro Moderato. Karin Berggren, Magnus Persson and Frida Bromander, 2021.

In the performances documented in these two video recordings, the musicians Karin Berggren (violin), Magnus
Pehrsson (viola) and Frida Bromander (cello) as well as the listeners aim at re-enacting the aesthetic ideas and
mindsets of the early Romantic performance discussion briefly presented in this essay. Seven listeners took part
in the performances, one of which was me. The lines added as subtitles are excerpts from the thoughts, feelings
and associations of mainly the listeners but also the performers during the performance. Each participant is
represented by a specific colour. These subtitles can be read as private, individual, free-wheeling thoughts or as
an unspoken conversation among the people in the room. My goal in presenting these thoughts and feelings in
this way is to re-create the sense of the performing space with some of its atmospheric qualities, point out the
unseen listeners’ mental presence in the room and their participation in the performance, and make some of the
participants’ experiences accessible as a contribution to the music video.

The performances took place on 13 September 2021 at Jonsered Herrgård outside Gothenburg, the mansion

seen at the beginning of the videos, photographed by Håkan Berg. That day, the entire String Trio in B-flat major

by Schubert and Beethoven’s Trio Op. 9 No. 1 in G major were performed, movement by movement. It was
filmed by Kristoffer Sandberg and audio was recorded by Erik Sikkema. The musicians and the listeners had
prepared similarly for the performances. Our previously established knowledge of and familiarity with early
nineteenth-century music and music aesthetics provided a basis for the preparations. After reading about the
early Romantic ideas on musical performances, the bulk of our preparation consisted of practical exercises. The
musicians rehearsed and workshopped with formulated metaphors, invitations and prompts to incorporate these
ideas and mindsets in themselves and the sounding music. The listeners practised a corresponding listening
attitude by using similarly formulated invitations and prompts when listening to early nineteenth-century music.
In the performances at Jonsered Herrgård, we all used the same versions of the formulated prompts, one for
each movement. After each movement, the listeners made short notes about the thoughts and feelings that we
experienced. Over the next few months, the listeners wrote more detailed reflections using the video recordings
to recollect our impressions, and to indicate the precise timing of the feelings and thoughts we had noted down
as we experienced them. The musicians also reflected orally and in writing on their experiences using the video
recordings. Quotes from these written reflections appear as the subtitles.

https://parsejournal.com/article/i-am-the-music/ 7 / 12

https://www.researchcatalogue.net/text-editor/simple-media-resource?research=2288387&simple-media=2288394
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/text-editor/simple-media-resource?research=2288387&simple-media=2288394
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/text-editor/simple-media-resource?research=2288387&simple-media=2288407
https://www.researchcatalogue.net/text-editor/simple-media-resource?research=2288387&simple-media=2288407
https://parsejournal.com/article/i-am-the-music/


 

The metaphor of the performer becoming the composer is not regularly used today.[46] The perception of the
composer’s thoughts as one’s own can expand the performer’s artistic and expressive self-confidence and
support the feeling of being the music’s co-creator, or real-time creator. It challenges the conceptions of
distance and hierarchy between the historical composer and the living performer. The researcher and musician
Elisabeth Le Guin asserts the possibility for the performer to have a physically reciprocal relationship with the
dead composer. She shows how, for the performer, a genuine and sincere understanding of a piece of music,
together with extensive tactile experience of practicing it, can create a feeling of unification with the
composer.[47]

The musicians taking part in this study experienced it as both intense and artistically rewarding. Karin Berggren
said that working in this way spending time on entering the music in another way, exploring the music through

images and feelings and one’s inner self, being inside the music and aiming at finding the essence of the music
developed her understanding of it. Frida Bromander reflected afterwards that “[t]he different ways of thinking
and tools that we worked with during the workshop have helped me communicate the music in a freer way. The
music is allowed to reach greater heights and I, the musician, am allowed to become one with it.” Magnus
Pehrsson agreed that using the metaphor of identifying with the composer while playing gave him confidence,
authority and freedom as a musician.

As several authors point out, discussing listening attitudes or modes is a challenging task. “Listening” can be
understood in many ways: it is highly subjective, and a listening attitude depends not only on aesthetic culture,
social structures and etiquettes, but also on the individual person’s passion for and interest in music, musical
training, mood and agency.[48] Discussing a specific listening aesthetics, even within a defined time, place and
musical genre, can thus be misleading. To re-enact a particular listening aesthetics or mindset is arguably even
more challenging. A substantial number of musical works composed in the early nineteenth century are well
known in today’s classical music culture, as are some nineteenth-century aesthetic ideas and ideals. As Deirdre
Loughridge observes, however, our self-recognition and feeling of shared realities with the early Romantic era is
combined with the opposite: differences and “otherness”.[49] In our performances at Jonsered Herrgård, this
“otherness” was especially experienced by the listeners. As one of us reflected afterwards,

when encouraged to adopt an early Romantic mode of listening, the task involves not only an attempt to
adopt a particular listening attitude on the basis of evidence from the period, but it also involves a
reimagining of the self according to different historical understandings of the human and of aesthetic
experience… we must try to embrace historical understandings of what constitutes us as humans, of how
we experience the world, and how we connect to other humans. Encouraged to connect to the soul of a
composer through listening, for example, we must first entertain a belief in the idea of the soul.

However, as another listener observed, “[t]he early Romantic music-aesthetic ‘paradigm’, if we can even call it
that, is a flexible one, plural and even at times self-undermining or contradictory.” Listeners also commented
upon the multi-sensorial aspects and subtle forms of communication and connection. One listener wrote that
listening in this way “does take a certain inner focus; but it is far from solipsistic, and it can be enhanced by
subtle forms of communication or felt connection […] which can only be experienced live in the room with
performers.” Another listener noted, “[w]e see the body feeling the music as it produces the music and this does
have an impact upon its reception.” At the end of the day at Jonsered Herrgård, the string trio played a
sequence from one of the movements by heart. This created a different, and at least for some participants,
more gripping experience, as well as more direct interactions. One listener observed that “[t]he barriers have
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changed between the performers and us, between the performers and each other, and my personal barrier has
somehow also shifted.” Another listener noted, “I perceive the music as an act of creation that just happens
here, in front of our eyes and ears. It feels like fresh water, pouring right out from its source.” Magnus Pehrsson
also commented that when playing this section by heart, it was “significantly easier to focus on images, feelings
and ideas.”

Discussing and exploring musical expressivity as part of a particular aesthetic context deepens our
understanding of the performance discourse in question and the connections between the expressive tools of
performance and the philosophical and aesthetic thinking of the period or culture. This understanding can, in
turn, support the use of expressive tools such as metaphors and ideas that are rooted in the aesthetic thinking in
question, and thus expand the performer’s expressive capacity and their sincere participation in the
performance.
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