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Sharing the Stage: Late Classic Improvisation and Its Audience

54

=]

Between the third quarter of the 18" century and first half of the 19" century, a
large number of music treatises and pedagogical manuals were published in Germany
and Italy. Most of their authors were composers who also had a successful career as
musicians. The structure of these publications is uniform: they often start with an
introduction of basic techniques, progress to more complex issues such as
compositional devices, and conclude with chapter-length discussion about
improvisation. In their discussion about improvisation, the authors assert that factors
such as the number of the listeners and their taste impact an improvised performance.
Sharing the stage with the musician, the audience thus served as an agent in an
improvised performance.

This approach reflects a drastically different mindset from the score- and
composer-based tradition that dominates current scholarship of 18th-century music.
Viewing the audience as a contributor to musical extemporization, the authors display
an alternative take of improvisation, which in current scholarship tends to focus on the
abuse of it and composers’ subsequent suppression of it.

I start with a brief overview of the authors’ objectives and the potential readers of
these publications. I continue with a close reading of the treatises by Tiirk, Hummel,
and Wiedeburg. Of special interest is Hummel’s chapter on free fantasy, in which the
audience impacted the style of an extemporized work. I conclude by situating this
phenomenon in the culture of listening in the mid-late 18" century. I draw on recent
literature on the audience response. By placing improvisation in conjunction with the
audience, I offer a refreshing approach to the conception and performance practice of
improvisation in this era. I also offer an alternative reading of authorship in late
Classical and early Romantic music, the execution of which is not always controlled by

the composer alone.
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