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It can hardly be said that the pianist Charles Hallé (1819-1895) is a musical figure who has 

been unjustly neglected. The orchestra that he founded in Manchester in 1858 attracted a 

range of high-profile conductors after Hallé’s tenure and continues to be active to this day, as 

does the music college in the same city of which he was one of the founding professors. The 

history and development of both of these important institutions have also attracted significant 

scholarly interest, both because of their continued existence as well as their important 

function within British musical life of the second half of the nineteenth century.
1
 

 Hallé was possibly the first pianist with a truly intercontinental career—his concert 

tours took him from many European counties to as far away as Australia—and his activities 

have been documented in detail by Ann Kersting and more recently Robert Beale.
2
 One of the 

cornerstones of Hallé’s identity as a musician was Beethoven’s music, the familiarity of 

which was still developing during his career. This chapter will show how the critical 

reception of Hallé’s performances in France, the United Kingdom, and Germany was 

influenced by degree to which Beethoven’s music was known by his audience and critics. 

The final part of this chapter will demonstrate how Hallé’s reception by European critics 

influenced the reception of his performances in Australia in the 1890s, a hitherto largely 

ignored aspect of his career. 
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The French Reviews 

Born in 1819 in Hagen, Westphalia, Germany, Charles Hallé studied in Darmstadt as a young 

man, before moving to Paris in 1835, where his first reviewed performances as a pianist took 

place.
3
 The earliest description of Hallé’s playing is in a letter by Heller to Schumann dated 

November 1839, when Hallé was twenty years old. At a private performance, he had played 

Schumann’s Carnaval and Kinderszenen; his interpretation was described by Heller as “truly 

artistic, with power, glow, and intimacy.”
4
 Shortly thereafter, in 1840, Hallé played his first 

public concert, according to his own autobiography with success, and in the presence of 

Liszt, Chopin, and Meyerbeer.
5
 The first published concert review of Hallé is shortly after 

that and was written by none other than Hector Berlioz. He described Hallé as a “great 

virtuoso, who follows in Liszt’s footsteps. … He is a rare and important talent.”
6
 Praise like 

this from someone like Berlioz is of course highly significant and doubtlessly helped spread 

Hallé’s fame considerably.  

 Other French reviews from around this time are also extremely positive: on 13 April 

1845 La Revue et Gazette musicale de Paris described Hallé’s playing of a programme of 

Beethoven and Heller as “very fine, energetic, colourful, and full of elegant clarity.”
7
 On 8 

March 1846, the same periodical described his playing as “fine, unbound, elegant, and with a 

warmth united with purity.”
8
 With such positive reviews in important publications, it is no 

surprise that Hallé quickly attracted international attention: the English and German press 
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began to write about him often during this period, which worked in his favour, because when 

he moved to England in 1848 his reputation had preceded him. 

 The only other French reviews of his playing are from the 1870s, when he returned to 

Paris to play two recitals. Both of these were enthusiastically reviewed, again in the Revue et 

Gazette musicale. On 24
 
April 1870, Hallé’s playing is described as “noble, simple, with 

much charm, and carefully avoiding any lack of taste.”
9
 On the first of May, however, Hallé’s 

playing was reviewed enthusiastically in the case of all music (even Chopin) with the 

exception of his interpretation of Beethoven, in which Hallé’s fine detailed playing did not 

save him from the criticism that he did not play with enough energy. Nevertheless, the 

reviewer claimed that although Hallé has rivals, he was not surpassed by anyone.
10

 

 So in summary, in the French press Hallé’s playing was greatly praised, particularly 

for its neatness and delicacy. The only minor criticism is found in a single review from 1870 

in which his Beethoven was criticised for being insufficiently energetic, which nonetheless 

did not prevent Hallé for being considered one of the most prominent pianists of his time. 

 

The English Reviews 

In the English press, Hallé’s performances, particularly those of Beethoven, were received 

with boundless enthusiasm, and he quickly became a critical darling. Here is a representative 

sample of the critical writing about him in the English musical press during his first two 

decades in London: 

 

Splendid performances [of Beethoven’s 5
th

 concerto].
11

  

 

as an interpreter of classic music Hallé has certainly no superior.
12

  

His performance, striking and brilliant, was listened to from beginning to end with 

breathless attention.
13
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it is impossible to speak too highly….[of the] masterly style of M. Charles Hallé.
14

  

 

It is unnecessary to say how M. Hallé plays the two sonatas of Beethoven.
15

  

 

The performance was irreproachable.
16

  

 

Beethoven’s sonata [for piano and violin, op. 96] … was marvellously well given by 

Mr. Hallé and M. Sainton.
17

 

 

The great pianist played throughout magnificently, enchanting his aristocratic 

audience from the first movement of Beethoven’s Sonata to the last Mazurka of 

Chopin.
18

  

 

What was it precisely that made Hallé’s playing so popular? As with all aspects of 

musicianship, success is dependent on a complex interplay of factors. On the side of the 

performer these factors include talent, training, and opportunity. Considering Berlioz’s 

comments cited above, Hallé’s connections with other important musicians, and his long 

practice schedules,
19

 it is easy to see where this critical acclaim comes from: clearly, Hallé 

was a very talented pianist who worked hard to nurture and develop his playing. But an 

equally important part of the equation are the expectations on the part of the critics, and 

although these are not always stated explicitly, some of the reviews from the 1860s and 1870s 

give an inkling of what the critics appreciated so much in his playing. 

 One reviewer wrote in the Musical World of 30 May 1868 that “[Hallé’s] object is not 

so much to display his capabilities as an executant as to make his hearers familiar with the 

choicest productions of the art.”
20

 What this entailed was shown a few months later, when 

another review in the same publication claimed that “Mr Charles Hallé is gifted with the first 
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of all qualifications requisite in a pianist—a denial of self.”
21

 Other reviews took a very 

similar line: some years later, the same publication reported that “the performance [of 

Beethoven’s op. 73] on Tuesday was about perfect, the piano solo blending with the whole 

composition, out of which it grows so artistically, with just the prominence intended. The 

reading of the work was marked by the reverent adherence to the author’s text for which Mr. 

Hallé is celebrated.”
22

 The periodical Concordia described Hallé’s approach to Beethoven’s 

Hammerklavier sonata op. 106 a couple of years later as  “Chaste, careful, and contentious,”
23

 

and reviewed another concert by stating that “Mr Hallé, of course, ‘read’ the work with all 

due ‘diligence’ (…) and was applauded to the echo.”
24

 Similarly, The Musical World 

described Hallé’s performance style as “quiet and unobtrusive (…) [and] sufficiently well 

known to our musical readers.”
25

  

 These reviews indicate that what the English reviewers appreciated in Hallé’s playing 

was not only his technical skill, but also that he treated the music he played with a certain 

reverence, a denial of self, or a contentious chastity. In short, Hallé’s approach was to stick 

fairly close to the score, perhaps more so than other pianists of this time: eye-witness 

accounts indicate that he occasionally berated other pianists for not following the score 

closely, although he himself seems to have departed from his own principles at times.
26

 All of 

this is wonderfully summarized in a letter from his student Julius Stockhausen to Clara 

Schumann from 1870:  

 

He manages to live with the English! And that’s how he plays for them: it is the most 

correct, sensible, and cold playing that I have ever heard, but so conscientious, that 

you want to hear it anyway. And that’s what the English like. They do not understand 
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expression. They don’t get it, when someone loses himself, and say: “What a pity! He 

is an enthusiast!”
27

 

 

The German Reviews 

Stockhausen clearly considered both the English music scene in general and Hallé in 

particular as overly concerned with correctness, and lacking any proper sense of expression, 

resulting in a coldness that many musicians in Germany presumably did not value as much as 

the English did. And it is indeed true that even the earliest reviews of Hallé’s playing by 

German critics bring up his musical cleanliness as a criticism. In what may be the first 

published review of Hallé’s playing in German, written by Beethoven’s secretary Anton 

Schindler in 1842, this issue is already brought up in relation to the repertoire that would 

make him famous in England. According to Schindler, Hallé’s rendition of Beethoven’s 

archduke trio was the best he had heard, although he also criticized Hallé for playing the 

piano sonatas far too “cleanly”.
28

  And this latter criticism becomes something of a recurring 

theme in German reviews of Hallé’s playing: despite the fact that his performances of Chopin 

and Heller are almost always praised, his performances of Beethoven were criticized for 

being too clean, cold, or lacking in spirit.  

 The Belgian critic August Gathy would later repeat his criticism in the Neue 

Zeitschrift für Musik on 11 May 1843, when he described Hallé as “a proficient pianist: solid, 

healthy, powerful, and robust, but to me, if I have to express an individual opinion, much of 

what he plays needs a more spirited performance.”
29

 Years later, the reviewer of the 

Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung had a similar opinion on 12 October 1864, when he 

described Hallé as “a significant artist”, and greatly praised his Chopin, Bach, and Heller 
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interpretations, but also said that there were many objectionable things in Hallé’s rendition of 

Beethoven’s Waldstein sonata.
30

 The Niederrheinische Musik-Zeitung, on 26 November 

1864, had, in addition to significant praise for Hallé’s interpretations of Heller and Chopin, 

the following to say: “For all things Beethoven his interpretative power is not quite sufficient, 

which one could notice in his not especially powerful rendition of Beethoven’s concerto in E-

flat major. The more delicate parts worked better than the heroic, where we wished that Hallé 

possessed the bigger, round tone of Moscheles, Hiller, or the salon player Alfred Jaell.”
31

 

Another example, and there are several more, is found in the Allgemeine musikalische 

Zeitung again, which on 30 November 1864 praised Hallé using terms as “thoughtful, well 

rounded, and noble” to describe his playing, but also mentioned that his interpretation of 

Beethoven, in this case the G-major concerto, was very different from what German critics 

were used to.
32

 

 Interestingly, these German criticisms were reported on by the English language 

press. The American periodical The Musical Review and Musical World published, under the 

heading “musical gossip,” the following about one of Hallé’s concerts in Leipzig: “The 

execution is greatly praised by German critics, but they think that his touch lacks power and 

that his performance is rather cold.”
33

 Another journal published in the United States, 

Dwight’s Journal of Music, reported of one of Hallé’s German performances, presumably on 

the basis of German reviews, that “his style is so totally different from the generality of 

German players, that the public at first hardly seemed to understand him” Nevertheless, the 

article also states that Hallé is considered to be “one of the greatest players of the day.”
34

 

 So in summary, the early French reviews and the English reviews were extremely 

positive of virtually all of Halle’s interpretations, while one later French review and almost 

all German reviews were somewhat critical of Hallé’s interpretation of Beethoven. It is of 

course possible that the difference between English and German pianos is the root cause for 
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Hallé’s more negative reception in Germany, and perhaps some of the criticisms of his tone 

can be explained that way. But I think there is another factor that may have played an even 

larger role. 

 I suspect that part of the explanation for this difference in reception is the varying 

state of knowledge of Beethoven’s piano sonatas (which were a cornerstone of Hallé’s 

repertoire) in different countries. In the United Kingdom, where Hallé was arguably most 

successful, the number of editions of Beethoven sonatas available to the public was rather 

small when Hallé arrived.
35

 There were some early editions of individual sonatas during 

Beethoven’s lifetime, and one early edition contained op. 2 until 53, but it was not until the 

mid-30s that a single edition with all sonatas appeared, published by Cramer and edited by 

Moscheles.
36

 This edition came in three volumes, and was therefore relatively expensive, and 

consequently few people were probably familiar with it. This might explain why in 1839 a 

reviewer of The Musical World admitted ignorance of Beethoven’s op. 106 in a review of a 

performance of that very work by Moscheles;
37

 despite the fact that the first edition of the 

sonata had been published in London two decades before.
38

 

 Only from the 1850s onwards did publishers in the United Kingdom really produce 

the sonatas in significant quantities. As Elissa Miller-Kay has shown, there were only a 

handful of editions of the Beethoven sonatas published during Hallé’s time in London.
39

 

These included collections edited by Julius Benedict,
40

 William Sterndale Bennett,
41

 Carl 
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Czerny,
42

 Ernst Pauer,
43

 one by Hallé himself,
44

 and one by Cipriani Potter.
45

 So when Hallé 

came to the United Kingdom in 1848 and started playing Beethoven sonatas, he was not 

playing for an audience overly familiar with these pieces. In fact, reading between the lines of 

the reviews, one gets an impression that many members of the audience, including at least 

some critics, may have been hearing these pieces for the first time. These listeners probably 

appreciated having them played by a pianist who played them neatly and clearly, even if 

others (presumably those more familiar with the music) would characterise that as cold and 

uninvolved.
46

   

 In Germany and France, on the other hand, the situation was very different. Firstly, 

the sonatas were published en masse much earlier than in England. Secondly, many of these 

publishers issued the sonatas individually at a relatively cheap price. Thirdly, many of these 

sonatas were issued with both German and French title pages, which implies that they were 

intended to appeal across linguistic borders. Until the mid 1830s, publishers Nikolaus 

Simrock (in Bonn), B. Schott’s sons (Mainz), Johann Anton André (Offenbach am Main), 

Tobias Haslinger (Vienna), August Cranz (Hamburg), and G. M. Meyer (Braunschweig) all 

sold Beethoven sonatas separately. Between 1840 and 1870, there are at least a dozen more 

editions, and the presence of several financially successful but pirated editions with 

Moscheles’s name indicates how much more popular Beethoven sonatas were in Germany 

than in the United Kingdom.
47

  

 A German critic, therefore, had very different expectations of a Beethoven sonata 

performance than an English one, and Hallé’s reverential treatment of Beethoven would have 

sounded out of place in a context in which these works were as popular as they were, and 

perhaps a more passionate and involved performance was expected. The single mixed review 
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that Hallé got from a French critic in 1870, in which he was criticised for insufficiently 

energetic playing, can also be read in this light. 

 

The Australian Reviews 

But if Hallé’s comparative success in England was at least in part based on the audience’s 

relative unfamiliarity with the Beethoven sonatas that had made up his core repertoire, then 

we can expect that an audience that would have been even less familiar with these pieces 

would find his playing entirely unobjectionable. And this is what is reflected in the reviews of 

Hallé’s performances during his and his wife's two tours of Australia in 1890 and 1891, 

which have hitherto played only a marginal role in the literature. 

 At the time when the Hallés undertook these tours, during which they visited 

Melbourne, Sydney, Adelaide, and Brisbane,
48

 the musical life in the colonies had developed 

to a point where musicians from the United Kingdom were involved in large-scale musical 

festivals in Australia.
49

 In 1888, Frederic Cowen, who would succeed Hallé at his orchestra in 

Manchester as principal conductor, participated in a gigantic music festival in Melbourne, 

along with fifteen of the best English players that had been brought over for this occasion.
50

 

So when Hallé arrived in Australia the first time, accompanied by his wife Wilhelmine 

Normann-Neruda, a famous violinist in her own right who was also known as Lady Hallé, he 

found an audience that clearly was not altogether unfamiliar with the kind of music that he 

had in his repertoire, and which also already knew his name, for reasons that will be made 

clear below. 

 In the lead-up to this visit, the Australian press described Hallé as follows in order to 

raise interest for the upcoming concerts: 

 

As a pianist Sir Charles Hallé is a most accurate, if a somewhat cold, performer, his 

rendering of Beethoven and other classical masters being invariably scholarly and 

correct. In Schumann and more modern composers, such as Rubinstein, his own 
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peculiar style is hardly heard to so much advantage, but his reading of the music of 

these writers is always distinguished by care and thought. (...) Sir Charles Hallé has 

devoted considerable time to teaching, and the pianoforte school that he published is a 

most valuable assistance to pianoforte students, particularly to those who do not have 

the advantage of studying with a master.
 51

 

 

Two important conclusions can be drawn from this announcement. The first is that the critical 

reception of Hallé in Europe clearly influenced the expectations in Australia. The second is 

that Hallé’s fame had preceded him it to Australia, with editions of his piano school as the 

most likely vessel. These educational editions furthermore may have also played an important 

part in the spread of Beethoven’s piano music in Australia, along with any other imported 

editions, as there is no evidence of editions of this repertoire produced in Australia that I am 

aware of. As a consequence, several music teachers wrote to their local paper on the 

importance of Hallé’s visit to those who had been using his editions to learn the pieces, and 

who would now finally be able to hear the intended aim of their hard work. As one piano 

teacher put it, “students can thus realize, perhaps for the first time, what all the technical 

training on which we lay such stress, and which seems such drudgery to themselves, is to 

culminate in.”
52

 

 All of this is to say that Hallé’s audience was already primed to react positively to his 

concerts before he had played a note: his audience was already invested in him through his 

educational publications, and their familiarity with other interpretations of the same repertoire 

was probably limited, especially compared to his audience at home.
53

 This is also suggested 

by the fact that Hallé, probably foreseeing the difficulty of procuring adequate instruments, 

had brought his own Broadwood piano,
54

 which also provided an additional incentive for 

musically-interested residents of Australia to attend his concerts. 

 As such, it should be no surprise that the criticisms of the French and German press 

were nowhere to be seen in the Australian reviews. But even the English appreciation for 
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Hallé’s conscientiousness is not explicitly present, possibly because that label implies a 

thorough knowledge of the score on the part of the reviewer that may not (yet) have existed. 

The following is a representative sample of the critical reception of Hallé’s performances 

during his tours of Australia in 1890 and 1891: 

 

Sir Charles Hallé’s first concert took place in the Town-hall tonight and was a 

brilliant success. There was a very large audience, including the Governor and the 

Countess of Hopetown. Sir Charles’s pianoforte and Normann-Neruda’s (Lady 

Hallé’s) violin playing created quite a furore. There was intense enthusiasm amongst 

the audience.
55

 

 

“Hallé” is perhaps the greatest living referee to whom can be assigned the task of 

deciding in what manner expression should be given to the tone-poetry of the “mighty 

minds of old.”
56

 

 

It is enough to say that, often as [Mendelssohn’s first piano trio] has been heard in 

Melbourne before, yesterday’s rendering was the culminating point, and was greeted 

as such by the audience, the performers being recalled. (...)  Sir Charles Halle plays 

Beethoven with his head as well as his fingers, and to listen to him is an intellectual 

luxury.
57

 

 

The sonata was thus perfectly played last night by Sir Charles Hallé, who raised a 

storm of enthusiasm by his rendering of the great classic. (...) The execution was 

marvellous—criticism is quite misplaced in such a case.
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As far as I can tell, none of Hallé’s performances in Australia during either of the tours 

received any negative criticism whatsoever, but the similarities with earlier reviews are 

notable. The fact that Hallé’s playing was considered “intellectual”—evidently a positive 

attribute in this context—most clearly resonates with both the criticism of “coldness” made in 
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France and Germany, and the praise of “conscientiousness” in the United Kingdom. 

Furthermore, the fact that Hallé was considered a touchstone of what should be normative in 

certain repertoires also resonates with many observations in the English press from earlier in 

his career. Not that this means that his playing cannot have developed throughout his career, 

but these shared characteristics suggest that his basic approach to the music remained largely 

unchanged. 

 

*** 

 

Finally, it is possible to draw a number of conclusions from the data presented in this paper 

on this previously relatively unexplored dimension of Hallé’s career. First, there is a 

substantial difference in the way that Hallé’s playing is reviewed in Germany and France vis-

à-vis the United Kingdom and Australia, which has to do with Hallé’s “cold contentiousness” 

being a good or a bad aspect of his playing. Second, the success of Hallé’s playing style in 

England might have been helped by the fact that his primary repertoire was considered to be 

important (Beethoven was a major interest of English musical culture since the mid-1810s),
59

 

while also paradoxically relatively unknown. Third, even decades after Hallé’s playing and 

published editions familiarized the English public, particularly in London, with the 

Beethoven sonatas, Hallé did not seem to have gone out of favour because of his playing 

style. This suggests that on some level, Hallé’s way of playing might even have become 

normative in England. Fourth, despite the evidence for the characterisations of English and 

German priorities in the musical press, there are several critics―such as Berlioz, who praised 

Hallé’s playing but who were also very knowledgeable of the repertoire―who defy 

the stated national preference of performance. And, there is also Stockhausen’s letter to Clara 

Schumann, which further complicates the matter by explicitly praising Hallé for some of the 

qualities that others seemed to have disparaged. Fifth, Hallé’s activities as an author of 

didactic materials, in consort with the positive reviews from the UK press, also contributed to 

his substantial success in Australia in the early 1890s. 

 Any future research on these national preferences in the nineteenth century will 

therefore have to draw on large amounts of data in order to avoid overvaluing the opinions of 
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prominent but minority voices. RIPM’s full text database is a powerful research tool that 

provides easy access to that data, and I am sure that it will support my own future research 

into the reception and performance practices of nineteenth-century musicians, as well that of 

many others. I therefore wholeheartedly thank RIPM’s founder, H. Robert Cohen, for making 

this all possible. 

 

 


