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Chopin, Liszt, and Rachmaninoff: Pianists that made a Difference

When looking at influences on classical piano music, many musicians throughout the Romantic Period have made their impact. Artists like Chopin, Liszt, and Rachmaninoff are widely recognized as having a profound impact on the language of music, and they managed this using just one instrument, the piano. 

The early nineteenth century was a time when music started to shift from the more confined characteristics of Classical style, to music that had a unique emphasis on self expression and eccentricity of composing and playing styles. This new style let loose a torrent of ethnicity in music, which is having an impact even today.

Frederic Chopin (1810-1849) is widely acclaimed as the most predominant of Polish composers and highly distinguished pianist. Chopin’s influence, as a virtuoso and harmonically, spans two centuries; from Liszt to Scriabin and Rachmaninioff, to Debussy, Granados, and Symanowski. It has been said that, “He was the first composer seriously to undermine the solid system of diatonic tonalism created by the Viennese classical masters and the contemporaries in other countries.” (Wikipedia).

Indeed, Chopin was a new and more independent pianist, free from the conventional discipline of stiff bodily action. Subsequently his music was entirely distinct among styles relative to the time, demanding novel forms of hand coordination.

The chief characteristic of Chopin’s playing style was his highly particular and perverse use of tempo rubato; the speeding up or slowing down of the tempo of a piece of music, also requiring the use of altering the relationships among the written note values, and the played ones. 

In some of Chopin’s music the left hand was to be played at the exact tempo of the piece while the right hand was to be played freely, with rubato. In Chopin’s view, “…the left hand is the conductor, it must never waver or lose ground; do with the right what you will and can.” (Piano Paradise). 

Franz Liszt (1811-1866) was also well respected at the height of virtuosity and had been admired by composers and performers alike throughout Europe, especially for his exuberant transcriptions of operas and famous symphonies of the time, reducing the cost of hearing such music. In his most popular and advanced works, he is the archetype of Romantic composers. Liszt pioneered the technique of thematic transformation, a method of development that was related to both the existing variation technique and to the new use of leitmotif.

Finally, Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943), a Russian composer and pianist who had great command of counterpoint and fugal writing made his impact. Counterpoint is a broad organizational feature of much music, involving the simultaneous sounding of separate musical lines. He was also said to have one of the widest hand spans of any pianist, able to cover a twelfth with his left hand.
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