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The Representation of “Swiss” and Use of Pedals
within Early 19th Century French Piano Music (1804-1823):
An Analysis of “Ranz des vaches” in Works by Louis Adam and

Joseph Zimmerman

UEDA Yasushi

This study aims to clarify how pianist-composers represented the image of Switzerland as an
idealized place, from the 1800s to 1820s, by modifying the piano’s timbers through the use of
its pedals. In Mathieu Schneider’s book entitled L utopie suisse dans la musique romantique
(2016), he describes the French literary and musical context of the evolution of ranz des vaches
(a Swiss Alpine melody played by herdsmen) as following: One of the first recorded definitions
of the word ranz des vaches was by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his Dictionnaire de la musique
(1768) who described this melody as not music but instead as a symbol to evoke nostalgia, or
the signe mémoratif , only for the Swiss who reside in a foreign country. However, after the
1790s, ranz des vaches became a melody which could evoke both the large space and the
distant past of the Alps for whoever listened, especially due to the huge success of E.-P.
Senancour’s novel Obermann which connected the image of Switzerland as an utopia with ranz
des vaches. Imagining the melody, a reader could now conceptualize the idealized landscape
and soundscape of that region.

To show how pianist-composers were involved with and compose for this romantic
movement, I will examine two piano pieces, by Louis Adam (1758-1848) and Joseph Zimmer-
man (1785-1853), that highlight the use of pedals on a piano in relation to the mechanical
function of Erard’s grand piano made in 1802. For this research, I was permitted access to a
replica of this instrument constructed by Christopher Clarke that is stored in the Musée de la
musique in Paris.

Among the four pedals found on Clarke’s replica piano (1. the Luth stop, 2. the Damper
pedal, 3. the Celesta stop, 4. the una corda pedal), Adam indicates the use of pedal 2 (damper
pedal) and 3 (the so-called “moderator™) in his piece entitled Air suisse, nommé le Rans des
vaches, imitant les echos (Swiss Air Named Rans des Vaches Imitating the Echoes). In this
work, he contrasts passages played fortissimo with pedal 2 followed by the same passages
played piano and pianissimo with pedal 2 and 3, which creates an echo to the prior fortissimo

passages.
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This same pedal combination is found in the second movement of Zimmerman’s Grand
concerto pour pianoforte op.13, written in the ranz des vache style. However, Zimmerman
is not only interested in using the pedals to create the echo effect seen in Adam’s work, but also
to convey dialogue between two herdsmen: the first phrase played with pedal 2 and 3 which
is in contrast with the second phrase that uses no pedals. This technique illustrates, for the
listener, the image of the vast Swiss Alpine landscape.

This spatial representation, focusing on the contrast of timbre, did function as a musical
topos reminding listeners at that time of the imagined Alps. It also shows the composers want
and need to portray the Alps for amateur piano players in their home as well as for the listeners
that had been familiar with novels like Obermann. 1In conclusion, in France the experiments
of pedal techniques contributed to the establishment of the idealization of a romanticized

Switzerland.
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