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LINDA NICHOLSON

DISCOVERING THE PIANO
Lodovico GIUSTINI (1685-1743) 
Sonata no. 1 in G Minor (1732) 
1. I Balletto: spiritoso, ma non presto 2’10
2. II Corrente: allegro 1’58
3. III Sarabanda: grave etc. 1’52
4. IV Giga: presto 1’30
5. V Minuet: affettuoso (una corda) 1’08
 
Pietro Domenico PARADISI (1707-1791) 
Sonata no. 10 in D Major (1754)
6. I Vivace 4’53
7. II Presto 1’53

Georg Frideric HÄNDEL (1685-1759) 
Suite no. 2 in F Major, HWV 427 (1720) 
8. I Adagio (una corda) 2’10
9. II Allegro 2’35
10. III Adagio 1’19
11. IV Allegro 2’56

Giovanni Benedetto PLATTI (c.1697-1763) 
Sonata in G Minor, Op. 1 no. IV (1742) 
12. I Largo 2’05
13. II Presto e alla breve  1’59
14. III Adagio (una corda) 3’41
15.  IV Non tanto Allegro 4’18

Domenico SCARLATTI (1685-1757) 
Four sonatas 
16. I Sonata in G Major (K.547) Allegro 4’23
17. II  Sonata in B Minor (K.87) (una corda) 5’23
18. III  Sonata in D Major (K.118) Non presto 4’54
19. IV Sonata in D Major (K.119) Allegro 5’52

Domenico ALBERTI (1710-1740) 
Sonata in A Major, Op. 1 no. 5 (1745)  
20. I Andante 3’49
21. II Allegro 3’33

Antonio SOLER (1729-1783)
22. I Sonata in C minor (Marvin 23/ Rubio 60a
  Cantabile 4’00
23. II Sonata in C Minor (Marvin 24/ Rubio 60b) 
  Allegro 3’09

Total   71’39
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Given the central position of the piano in Western music, the history of its invention and early 
development has been curiously neglected until recent years. It was the supremely talented 
harpsichord maker, Bartolomeo Cristofori (1655-1732), who was single-handedly responsible 
for its invention circa 1690 in Florence. An inventory of instruments belonging to Grand Prince 
Ferdinand de’ Medici of 1700 records an Arpicimbalo [harp-harpsichord], a keyboard instrument 
which, unlike the harpsichord [cembalo / cimbalo], was capable of producing different dynamics 
through the player’s touch. By 1711, when the invention was announced in a publication of 
the scholar and poet Scipione Maffei (1675-1755), Cristofori had built and sold three such 
instruments described as Gravecembalo col piano, e forte, [harpsichord with soft, and loud], 
what we simply call a piano. By 1732, when Cristofori died, and his piano-making activity was 
continued by his long-time assistant, Giovanni Ferrini (pre 1700-1758), two such instruments 
had been sent to England, the King of Portugal had purchased at least one, Maria Barbara in Spain 
had probably received a piano, and an instrument had somehow reached Germany. The piano 
was proven as a practical instrument.

For keyboard players the new invention must have been hugely exciting. While the clavichord 
could produce dynamics these were within a very narrow range, and its maximum volume 
was too quiet for it to be included in any kind of ensemble music. Cristofori was aware of the 
importance of his invention, and it seems that Maffei’s publication describing his instrument, its 
strengths and alleged weaknesses, was probably the testimony of Cristofori himself. It tells us 
that the new invention had a distinctly different sound from the harpsichord, softer and sweeter. 
Although critics found it too quiet, Cristofori countered that it could produce enough sound if 
one knew how to play it properly, indeed was loud enough to accompany an instrument or play 
in a medium-sized ensemble [moderato concerto]. However, the main aim was that it should be 
played alone and its essential purpose was to produce a sweet and agreeable sound akin to that 
of the lute, harp, and six-stringed viol. 

It is fair to say that almost all of the repertoire on this recording could be played on the harpsichord 
or clavichord. It was not common until the end of the eighteenth century to specify which keyboard 
instrument should be used (even Beethoven’s Op.2 sonatas were published as “Pour le Clavecin 
ou Piano-Forte” in 1795) – it was largely a practical matter of what was available. My criteria in 

selecting these pieces were to choose those that would benefit from the peculiar characteristics of 
the Cristofori piano, namely its singing treble, dynamic range and powerful bass, and those whose 
composers were likely to have had contact with it. Expressive slow movements such as the opening 
one of the Handel suite with its long phrases and left hand accompaniment, or the Adagio of the Platti 
sonata, particularly benefit from being played on the piano rather than harpsichord. 

Coincidentally 1732, the year Cristofori died, saw the publication of the first keyboard music 
specifically written for the piano. A little-known Italian composer from Pistoia, Ludovico Giustini 
(1685-1743), published his set of twelve Sonate da cimbalo di piano e forte detto volgarmente di 
martelletti [Sonatas for keyboard with soft and loud known commonly as with hammers] in 
Florence, dedicating them to Don Antonio, Infante di Portogallo, the younger brother of the 
King of Portugal. The latter had bought instruments from Cristofori, and we can presume that 
Giustini, in designating the sonatas for the piano and living close to Florence, would have been 
familiar with the new invention. However, the style of writing is not perceptibly different to that 
for the harpsichord, apart from the use of dynamic markings, and the G minor sonata (no.1) 
takes the form of a baroque suite, beginning with a French overture type movement ‘though 
ending, unusually, with the minuet rather than the giga. In the minuet the magical effect of the una 
corda stop can be heard. This is activated by sliding the keyboard 4 mm to the left so that the 
hammers only strike the longer string, leaving the shorter one to resonate in sympathy and so 
create a halo of sound. This is the only “special effect” possible on the instrument used for this 
recording. It has no stops, pedals or knee levers to raise the dampers, so all colour, legato playing 
and sustaining has to be achieved through the player’s fingers alone.

Pietro Domenico Paradisi (1707-1791) was born in Naples, and, like many Italian musicians, 
came to London to forge his career. His only published work, the set of twelve sonatas (1754) 
was reprinted at least six times in Paris and London. They are much influenced by Scarlatti, a 
fellow Neapolitan, whose Essercizi per gravicembalo had been published in England in 1738-9, but 
Paradisi’s writing is less overtly virtuosic and has an individuality and expressive charm of its 
own. It is very possible that he would have been familiar with the Cristofori piano acquired by 
Charles Jennens (Handel’s great friend and librettist of several of his oratorios), and certainly the 
music is enhanced by the contrasting sonorities of the different registers of the piano.

MUSIC FOR THE FIRST PIANO



George Mainwaring, Handel’s first biographer, records him as playing the piano-forte both 
in 1740 and after dinner at Jennens’ house in 1756. However he must have encountered 
Cristofori’s instrument many years before when he visited first Florence, in 1707, then Rome in 
1709. As one of the foremost keyboard virtuosi in Europe it is unlikely that he would not have 
met Cristofori and played both his harpsichords and the revolutionary “Arpicimbalo” in Florence. 
Moreover when he went to Rome Cardinal Ottoboni, who had received a piano as a gift from 
Ferdinand de’ Medici in 1709, invited him to play in his palace and, again, as a novel and exciting 
arrival Handel must surely have played it. According to Mainwaring Handel was challenged to a 
competition with Domenico Scarlatti on both “cembalo” and organ: given the non-specific use 
of the terms “cembalo” and “cembalo con martelli” it is very possible that the two played one of 
Cristofori’s pianos rather than a harpsichord. What is certain is that Scarlatti was judged the 
winner on cembalo, and Handel on organ, and the two became firm friends with tremendous 
respect for each other.

Georg Frideric Handel’s suite in F major (HWV 427) is the only one in the set of eight 
published in 1720 that follows the layout of the Italian sonata da chiesa, i.e. with four movements 
slow-fast-slow-fast, rather than that of the French or German dance suite. It is also much 
more intimate in character, with an opening long-breathed “aria” rather than a flamboyant 
prelude, here played una corda. The second movement, a two-part invention, is followed by 
another “vocal” movement, a declamatory recitative, and a fugue completes the whole.

Giovanni Benedetto Platti (1692?-1763) was born in Padua and received his musical 
education in Venice with, amongst others, the Marcello brothers. Cristofori’s 1722 piano was 
originally owned by Alessandro Marcello (brother of Benedetto) so Platti would surely have 
known it before leaving for Würzburg, where he spent the rest of his life. He was the highest 
paid musician at the court there, fulfilling duties as oboist, violone player, singer, composer and 
teacher. The respect accorded him is testified by his presence, together with his violone, in 
Tiepolo’s fresco in the archiepiscopal palace. His Opus 1 sonatas, published in 1742, combine 
Italian and German elements in a totally original way, and are remarkable for their use of form, 
harmony and expression. The G minor sonata has the traditional sonata da chiesa slow-fast-
slow-fast format, but already the opening Largo has elements of a nascent Empfindsamkeit, with 

the liberal use of seventh chords and unexpected melodic twists. Formally the Presto e alla breve 
is in binary form, yet is innovative in that it comes close to classical sonata form in having three 
clear sections – exposition, development, recapitulation – albeit without a second subject. The 
glorious Adagio is the one movement that is inconceivable on the harpsichord: it is one long 
melodic arc supported by pulsating left hand chords, the ornamentation in the middle section 
serving to heighten the expression.

Domenico Scarlatti (1685-1757) first visited Florence in 1702 with his father,  Alessandro, 
and, as he already enjoyed the reputation of being a virtuoso, would undoubtedly have met 
Cristofori and played his cembalo che fà il piano e il forte. He went to Florence twice more, 
in 1705 en route to Venice, and of course in 1709 to Rome, where he spent some ten years 
as a successful composer of opera and sacred vocal music. In 1719 he visited the Portuguese 
court and was appointed mestre de capela and teacher to King Joao V’s daughter, Maria 
Barbara. The connection between Cristofori and the King has already been noted, and when 
in 1729 Maria Barbara married the heir to the Spanish throne, Infante Fernando, she was 
accompanied to Spain by her music master, who thenceforward focussed almost exclusively 
on writing for the keyboard. During the course of her life she amassed four pianofortes 
and nine harpsichords, and while it is impossible to say which of Scarlatti’s sonatas were 
designated for which instrument there are certainly some that are more successful on the 
softer-edged, more sustaining piano, such as the B minor, K.87. For this recording a baroque, 
unequal tuning was used which highlights the contrast between the keys so that this sonata 
has an almost painful sensibility. Any perceived loss of brilliance or resonance in using the 
early piano rather than harpsichord in the highly virtuosic pieces, such as K.119, is more 
than compensated for by the use of dynamics for structural and expressive purposes. Thus, 
for example in K.547 the many sequential passages can be enlivened, and climaxes created 
or defused through crescendi or diminuendi; in K.119 the opening repeated chords can 
suggest a hunting horn call, first coming closer (crescendo), and in the repeat disappearing 
into the distance (diminuendo); the melancholic minor section in the same sonata can be 
played pianissimo, and the extraordinary crashing chords, which simply become noise on 
the harpsichord, can be shaped so that the bass line’s progression and final cadence are 
made clear.
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Domenico Alberti’s (c. 1710-1740) reputation has suffered retrospectively as the perpetrator 
of the “Alberti bass”, yet his device of broken chords in the left hand accompanying a melody 
in the right was highly original and only became trite and overused later in the 18th century as 
a prop for second-rate composers. It arose as a figuration inspired by the piano, the left hand 
playing quietly and with no attack: even though on the harpsichord the accompaniment can be 
assigned to the upper manual and a single eight-foot stop, whilst the melody is on the lower 
with two eight-foot stops, the sheer “busyness” of the sound detracts from any melodic line. The 
style of writing in Alberti’s Op.1 sonatas is advanced for its date (pub. 1748), introducing a new, 
homophonic, galant idiom that was so admired that one of his pupils, Giuseppe Jozzi, plagiarised 
them and published them under his own name in 1747 before Alberti had the chance to do so.

Generally supposed to have been a pupil of Scarlatti, Padre Antonio Soler (1729-1783), 
studied first in the Escolonia of Montserrat Monastery, and in 1752 took holy orders. He was 
soon appointed organist and choirmaster at El Escorial monastery, the royal retreat outside 
Madrid, and later in the 1750’s graduated to maestro di capella. Following Scarlatti’s death in 
1757 he became responsible for teaching the royal children, and it is for them that he wrote his 
keyboard sonatas. The youngest of these, Don Gabriel, was especially gifted, as can be surmised 
from the technical challenges posed by some of the sonatas (note the wild leaps in the C minor 
sonata R 60b). Soler’s music is more specifically Iberian than Scarlatti’s, expressed for example 
in the haunting harmonies and hypnotic repetitions in the first, C minor sonata heard on this 
disc, and the acciaccature of the second. Like Scarlatti, Soler had access to both harpsichords and 
pianofortes, and during his lifetime the pianoforte was enthusiastically embraced by instrument 
builders on the Iberian peninsula such as the Spanish Francisco Perez Mirabel and the Portuguese 
Manuel and Joaquim José Antunes. It is therefore not surprising to find that Soler’s early classical 
style of writing is tailor-made for Cristofori’s invention.

Linda Nicholson

THE INSTRUMENT

The instrument used for this recording is my reconstruction of a piano by Giovanni Ferrini, Cristofori’s 
assistant then successor, built in 1730. The compass is 56 notes, (GG-e³, no GG sharp or e flat³), una 
corda shift. It is based on the instrument bequeathed by Maria Bárbara to Carlo Broschi, the castrato 
generally known as Farinelli, who was employed at the Spanish court. Ferrini’s piano was made shortly 
before the inventor’s death and thus represented the final state of development in Cristofori’s lifetime.

Although three Cristofori pianos have survived (1720, 1722, and 1726), none has the original 
hammer leather or stringing vital for determining the sound. The soundboard of the 1720 piano 
was replaced, the 1726 soundboard has been re-barred, and the 1722 instrument is unplayable 
through worm damage. Thus, we are tantalisingly close to hearing Cristofori’s instrument as it 
was conceived yet prevented from restoring the original sound. It is only through reconstructions 
that we can explore the tonal possibilities of Cristofori’s design. In this sense the first pianos are 
still being discovered, by current makers and audiences.

The Venetian tradition of instrument making, which Cristofori brought with him to Florence, 
called for the use of cypress for the soundboard. This confers a different sound from the more 
widely used spruce. Whereas most early pianos have iron (later steel) strings, Cristofori’s use of 
brass strings throughout is virtually unique in piano making.

This combination of wood and wire creates a mellower sound than we normally associate with 
the piano, but Cristofori also emphasised this tone quality in the manufacture of the hammers. 
Hollow paper cylinders were used for the hammer heads in Cristofori’s last surviving piano and 
the dimensions he chose tell us a great deal about what he was aiming to achieve. With relatively 
wide hammer heads Cristofori clearly sacrificed the possibility of a bright sound, to the evident 
displeasure of the critics of his instrument, for a smoother, sweeter sound. 

Cristofori’s first action, as depicted in Maffei’s 1711 article, was replaced around 1720 with 
a further development. Entirely new in instrument-making technology was the invention of 
the “check”, which promptly arrested the motion of the hammer after striking the string. 
With relatively short keys the developed action enables considerable speed of execution: the 
Cristofori action can keep pace with the fastest of Scarlatti passages. In all, the new invention 
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required a very different playing technique, which makes sense of Cristofori’s observation that 
the player must acquaint himself with the characteristics of the instrument in order to obtain its 
full potential. Even today players must subject themselves to this study of the action.

In Maffei’s article we can see Cristofori felt that the exceptional skill required to produce this 
instrument had not been appreciated by his critics. Some 300 years later we can better assess 
the significance of his invention. Apart from a clock, Cristofori’s piano action was one of the 
most intricate mechanisms of its age, and all in hygroscopic wood.

It is perhaps rare that an invention be brought to its final form by the inventor; usually the 
ingenuity of others is required to bring out the full potential. Cristofori would probably have 
continued to modify the piano had he lived longer, but what he left as his life’s work is neither 
incomplete nor is it faulty; it represents a well-considered and convincing tonal conception. 

Denzil Wraight

LINDA NICHOLSON

Linda Nicholson is one of the foremost keyboard players specialising in the performance of 
baroque, classical and early romantic music on instruments of the period. She won the first 
two international competitions held for the fortepiano, namely the Concours International du 
Pianoforte in Paris and the Festival of Flanders Competition in Bruges. Since then she has 
performed in major festivals and concert series throughout Europe and the Far East, in solo 
recitals, chamber music and as concerto soloist, for example with the Orchestra of the Age of 
Enlightenment, Les Arts Florissants, and the Capella Coloniensis. With the latter she recorded a 
number of Mozart piano concertos for Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR/Capriccio).

Linda has worked for some twenty years with the violinist Hiro Kurosaki, concert master of Les 
Arts Florissants. Together they have recorded the complete sonatas of both Mozart (for WDR/
Erato) and Beethoven (for WDR/Accent) for violin and piano: both sets of recordings were the 
first in which original instruments were used.

Solo recordings in recent years include Scarlatti sonatas (WDR/Capriccio), Beethoven Bagatelles 
and other pieces (Accent), and Mozart piano sonatas (Accent), which won the Diapason d’Or. 
In 2013 Linda began recording the complete works for piano of Carl Loewe for WDR/Toccata 
Classics. The first CD in the cycle appeared in 2015 to outstanding reviews.

www.lindanicholson.co.uk




