broughtoutthe instrument’s natural potential. He used the keyboard’s percussive
quality to create fabric of nuanced tone colour, and his personal harmonic writing
was conceived less for the public than for the connoisseur. Except for a few
didactic pieces, the music lies beyond the abilities of all but the truly accomplished
pianist. A glance at Bennett’s works list shows that he composed piano music
throughouthis life. The earliest solo piece, Caprice in D Minor, probably dates from
1834, and the last, a program sonata entitled The Maid of Orleans, belongs to
1873.

Eclipsed today by the richer romanticism of his contemporaries, Bennett's
piano music bears a superficial resemblance to Mendelssohn but on closer
inspection reveals its true kinship with Mozart. From his youth Bennett adhered
to the “pure” school of Clementi and Cramer, which came to be known as the
London Piano School. Clementi had made London a world centre for piano
manufacturing, composition and playing. He followed the “old masters” and
decried the frivolity and shallowness that for him contaminated Viennese and
Parisian keyboard music of the time. It was a view with which Bennett agreed.
Ferdinand Hiller found Bennett's playing perfect in technique, extraordinarily
delicate of nuance, yet filled with soul and fire. Refined, sensitive and inward by
nature, Bennett steadfastly resisted commercialism and vulgarity, which in his
view included the virtuosic flashiness of Thalberg and Liszt and even the romantic
utterances of Chopin and Schumann. In short, his resistance to the spirit of the
times was a conscious decision, and that may well illuminate Mendelssohn’s
remark that Bennett’s potential for greatness lay entirely with himself. Perhapsin
1836 Mendelssohn could not have foreseen two other reasons for Bennett's
decline: that he would become involved with academic life and that on a basic
emotional level he needed the admiration of his public and colleagues. In the
absence of that stimulus, particularly at home in England, his self-confidence
abandoned him and his creative powers dried up. From 1858 to 1873 Bennett
experienced something of a creative resurgence, producing among other works
a sixth symphony, which is an admirable tribute to Mozart, but his admittedly
accomplished late works lack the inspired freshness of his youthful music.
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