As the string world celebrates the bicentenary of
Norwegian violinist Ole Bull in 2010, his biographer
HARALD HERRESTHAL gives his personal perspective
on the legacy of this extraordinary and charismatic artist

VIRTUOSO
VISIONARY

he violinist Ole Bull (1810-80) was the first
internationally celebrated Norwegian musician,
before even Edvard Grieg, and a legendary figure
in his country’s cultural and political life. In the
last ten to fifteen years, a growing interest in
the virtuoso violin style of the 19th century

has brought renewed interest in the music and technique of this

formidable figure, whose 200th anniversary we celebrate this year.

That Ole Bull became one of the world’s most famous
violinists was in no small part due to his skills as an
impresario and his ability to make use of the press: he even
hired a secretary to feed stories about him to the newspapers.
He knew how to construct concert programmes to draw the
greatest applause from an audience. He played on listeners’
expectations and never failed; not even the sophisticates of
the salon could resist the performer’s natural charisma.

But none of this would have been enough without something

to show off about, both on musical
and technical levels. In the concert
hall, Bull shone with an incredible
technique and a singing tone, which
the press unanimously praised.
“His variety of effects seem almost
unlimited, wrote The Times after

a London concert given by Bull in
1836, ‘and like Paganini, this artist
has certainly opened new horizons
7 on the instrument!

% Like many other 19th-century
virtuosos, Bull wanted to excel in

technique, but also to expand the
limits of the violin. That’s why
he developed a special technique

YTOS

¢ for four-part playing on all four
Z strings, as well as new ways of
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playing harmonics and staccato. Such techniques were

not found in the standard violin repertoire, so Bull wrote
compositions of his own to try them out — one reason why
the violinist played mostly his own music.

BREAKTHROUGH AND WORLDWIDE TOURING
After his breakthrough in Bologna in 1834, when he created
a sensation after stepping in at the last moment for the famous
singer Maria Malibran, Bull was soon performing in leading
theatres and concert halls. Celebrated in Europe and America
as one of the greatest violinists of the time, he soon found
himself playing for kings, emperors and presidents. He moved
in the upper echelons of high culture, meeting sculptors
including Bertel Thorvaldsen and Jean-Pierre Dantan, and
prominent writers such as Hans Christian Andersen, Alphonse
de Lamartine, George Sand and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.
He had close friendships with leading musicians, among them
Berlioz, Meyerbeer, Rossini, Glinka
and Schumann, and he played with
Mendelssohn and Liszt.

Liszt and Bull played together for
the first time in London in 1840.
In a letter to the Countess d’Agoult,
Liszt wrote, ‘Have you heard
Ole Bull? He is a great artist and
without parallel in Europe. He is
something entirely unusual, a sort
of savage genius, who has plenty of
original charming ideas. In short,
he moved me, and it is a long time
since that happened to me.

In 1874 he visited Liszt, who then
lived in Villa d’Este outside Rome.

Ole Bull's villa on the
island of Lyseen

They played together, but Liszt
accused Bull of not playing in tune.




An insulted Bull stormed out, but the next day he went looking
for Liszt at the pianist’s favourite restaurant to apologise.

The establishment was full of guests as the door suddenly
opened and Bull appeared. He looked in the direction of Liszt
and stretched his arms out. Liszt understood the intention and
threw himself into the violinist’s embrace. The other guests
followed the scene with great attention and applauded.

Liszt and Paganini each toured for ten to fifteen years during
their careers, but for Bull touring became a permanent lifestyle.
During 1836, for example, he played no fewer than 247 concerts
in England. When he toured Germany in 1838 he travelled on a

wagon in which he could sleep, enabling him
to depart immediately after giving a concert
in one town and to wake up the following
morning in a new town where he was able to
rehearse with the local orchestra before giving
another performance. Sometimes he gave two
concerts on the same day. During his lifetime
he played more than 4,000 concerts, and it is
impossible to make a comprehensive list of all
the places he performed.

Bull frequently undertook long and
dangerous journeys while touring, braving
extreme winter weather to travel along
the Baltic coast up to St Petersburg or the
burning summer heat to visit Algeria or
Cuba. He toured in the interior of North
America, visiting New Orleans in the south
and Boston in the north as well as taking
in the Caribbean and Canada. Later on he
crossed the isthmus of Panama and played
on the west coast of America. On 5 February
1876, his 66th birthday, the violinist climbed
to the top of the Pyramid of Cheops in
Egypt, to play his most famous composition,
Pd solen jeg ser (1 look upon the sun),

Bull was able to endure touring for nearly 50
years thanks to his robust physical condition.
From childhood he regularly did gymnastics,
drank lots of cold water and was familiar
with the latest books about physical health.

FIGHTING FOR FREEDOM

On his concert tours in Europe and America,
Bull met many people who were fighting
against oppression. He felt that, as an artist,
he had to join the fight for justice. He wanted
to serve as an example, and consciously used
his status to promote his political views. In
northern Italy, for example, he witnessed

the opposition of the Italians to Austrian
domination, and was even accused of being a
spy. In Prague, Bull improvised on Bohemian
folk tunes, and was in return hailed in poetic
tributes by patriots working to undermine the
Austrian regime. His violin fantasia Polacca
guerriera (1834) was written in homage to
the exiled Poles he met while travelling, and
in Cuba he improvised on Creole tunes and
played with musicians from the oppressed black population.

[n the same way he invited Norwegian folk-music performers to
play at his own concerts, in order to demonstrate to the cultural
elite that their country’s folk music deserved the same respect as
European classical music.

In the period after 1814, Norway was in an uncomfortable
union with Sweden, and Bull’s hope was that the French
revolution in 1848 would serve as an example for the liberation
of his homeland. Through his unstinting efforts to make his
compatriots more nationalistic and pro-Norwegian he aimed

to inspire and influence composers, musicians, poets and
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Although Bull was a republican at heart,
he continued to play for wealthy patrons.
However, he charged his upper-class

employers triple his normal fee

historians. But he was disappointed that his compatriots didn't
always share his fervour.

The great dilemma for musicians such as Bull was that

the people they had most sympathy for were not able to pay
for their artistic services. Musicians and composers were

still dependent on the courts, the aristocracy and the rich.
Although Bull was a republican at heart, he continued to play
for wealthy patrons. However, he charged his upper-class
employers triple his normal fee, played for reduced fees in
working-class venues, and gave free performances for the
peasants and working men he met on his tours.

Bull had little respect for authority, and he was not
afraid to express his opinions to the political elite. He felt
free to speak his mind, because, as he announced when
he arrived in America for the first time in 1843, he was
‘an enthusiastic partisan of liberty and free institutions)
and, in a reference to the Norwegian constitution, ‘a son
of the freest people in Europe.

FROM THE ARCHIVE

In 1890 The Strad serialised a book review of a
biography of Ole Bull, written by his wife, over five
issues: a sign, perhaps, of the esteem in which he was
held at that time. In these excerpts we discover the
temperament and natural talent of the young player

WHEN OLE WAS FIVE years old, his Uncle
Jens bought him a violin “as yellow as

and at home,”
for his father
a lemon." His delight on receiving this viewed the
matter from
the light that
a thrashing at

school must

little instrument knew no bounds, he
caressed and kissed it, and thought his
little fiddle beautiful beyond measure.
To the astonishment of his family he was
able to draw from it true notes from the be followed by
beginning, and learned the scale from one at home.
his uncle at the same time that he was The hospitality
learning his alphabet of his father was
Johann Bull, was evidently a father of the the cause of his son
old school; and he would only allow his son having his first violin
to play his beloved violin when his school master. This was a
work was done. We read that "sometimes,

indeed, Ole was disobedient, and played

Dane Paulsen by name,
a clever artist, a man

too much whilst neglecting his lessons, of extensive musical
and for this his back had to suffer at school ability and knowledge,
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‘NEW NORWAY'
In 1852, Bull made another visit to
the US, with the plan of founding a
Norwegian colony, a ‘new Norway’ With
typical single-mindedness, he bought
tracts of land in Pennsylvania, in the
neighbourhood of Coudersport, Potter
County. He persuaded Norwegian
immigrants to come to the area with
the aim of building up a colony, which
he named Oleana. He asked for US
citizenship and created his own flag for the colony, a mixture
of the Norwegian and US insignia. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
however, it was not long before the colony collapsed. This
elaborate experiment may well have been the most extreme
manifestation of a psychiatric condition, which in those days
was not understood. In conjunction with a psychiatrist, [ have
examined Bull's behaviour in relation to what is known today
about bipolar disorder, and I believe that he probably suffered
from this condition. Nevertheless, he had an astonishing ability
to put disappointments behind him.

In the US, Bull’s political activism

continued. His best friends included
some of the foremost abolitionists,
including Harriet Beecher Stowe, author
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. After anti-slavery
activists founded the Republican Party,
Bull donated $500 to the campaign of the
first Republican presidential candidate,

and who, we are told,
could play on his violin “as
long as a drop remained
in the jug.” Paulsen having
met Ole at the house of
a humble comrade, began
to pay reqular visits to the
Chemist, in order as he said
"to educate the little artist.”
One Tuesday evening
Paulsen was playing as usual the first violin
in Uncle Jens’ Quartet; but when they rose
from the suppertable, it was found that
he (Paulsen) was hopelessly “hors
de combat.” In this dilemma,
goodnatured Uncle Jens
said, half in joke, half in
earnest, "Now Ole, you
must play in Paulsen’s
stead! Come, do your best, boy, and you
shall have a sugar-stick.” But Ole, took the
matter in serious earnest and possessed
himself of Paulsen’s violin. A quartet of
Pleyel's was chosen, which he had heard
several times, and his memory did not



John C. Frémont, in 1856. ‘His violin will not, perhaps, hereafter
sound so sweetly to Southern ears, remarked the Louisville
Democrat. It is typical of Bull's strong opinions that he gave a
concert to raise money for a monument to Abraham Lincoln

on his return to the United States in 1868, after the civil war.

was that these pieces had been virtuoso works without any
lasting value. The same assumption has been made about
music composed by many other violin virtuosos from the
same period, such as Ernst, Lipinski and Vieuxtemps. However,
through research carried out in the last ten years, several of

- his compositions have been rediscovered and restored.

REDISCOVERED MUSIC -;_
Above all, Bull was a much-admired virtuoso

violinist. “The young Norwegian violinist .

is destined to be a great name among the

violinists of the new school, prophesied
Hector Berlioz in an early review. : g
To demonstrate that he was the true 4 uﬁ{&
successor to Paganini, Bull made a :
point of playing the earlier virtuoso’s S
compositions, and he had mastered
the caprices by the age of 14. Following
Paganini’s death in 1840, Schumann
wrote that Bull undoubtedly had to
be considered the reigning master of
the violin. And the praise continued:
as late as the 1860s the violinist
Joseph Joachim, in a letter to a
friend, admitted that he still could
learn something from Bull.

After Bull died, his compositions
were often forgotten, hidden
away in libraries and archives,
or even lost. The assumption

‘Now Ole, you must play in Paulsen'’s
stead! Come, do your best, boy, and
you shall have a sugar-stick’

the reply, "your father
would not forbid you
to exercise your talent
for charity's sake.”
“Well, that certainly does alter the case

to a certain extent, | will play, and then
write and ask his forgiveness.”

On the following evening a Quartet
was to be played at the rooms of a young
Professor and Ole was pressed to take
part in it. “Surely, “ thought Ole, “my father
would not wish me to miss a good supper

play him false; he not only executed the
most difficult passages with ease, but
stopped at all the pauses, acquitting
himself like a true artist.

Ole entered the High School in
Christiania in August, 1828, His fame
preceded him, and gained for him a
name as a distinguished violinist before
he entered the capital. But his father was
alarmed at his passion for music, and
earnestly besought him not to give way to
it. Ole promised, and his way to Christiania
was, like a certain much heard of place
‘paved with the best of intentions.” On
his arrival, however, he met with some
students, who were also acquaintances of
his from Bergen, and whose first request to
him was, that he should play at a Charity
Concert that evening. “But,” said Ole, “my
father has forbidden me to play, and | have
promised him not to do so.” “Pshaw” was

A young
Ole Bull
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In 2006, for example, a complete score of his
La verbena de San Juan for violin and orchestra
was found in Madrid’s Royal Palace. Thanks to
the reappearance of several other manuscripts
it has also been possible to make playing
editions of the Concerto in A major (1834)
_and the Concerto fantastico (1840).

In connection with the celebration
of Ole Bull’s 200th birthday in 2010,
the debut recordings of these three
works will be released on the
Norwegian 2L label. These new
recordings, together with the recent
film, Ole Bull Himmelstormeren,
should help generate new
interest in a composer and
musician, who, like a
modern-day pop artist,
captivated thousands
with his improvisations
and his spontaneous
way of performing
his own music. m

at the Professor's” and went. They played
on until seven o'clock in the morning,
and at nine, Ole had to be present at an
examination. Hardly able to keep his eyes
open, he wrote an unsatisfactory Latin
paper, which according to the strict rules
of the school had the effect of retarding his
progress for a whole year. In the deepest
despair, he appeared before his host of
the former evening, but the hospitable
Professor only laughed and said, "My good
fellow, this is the best thing that could
have happened to you. Do you think

that you are fit for the care of a parish in
Finmark, or for undertaking a mission to
the Laps? NO, certainly not. Your friends
wish you to travel, but just at present old
Thrane, is ill, and therefore, ad interim, we
have had you appointed music director of
the Philharmonic and Dramatic Company.”
A month later, in consequence of Thrane's
death, Ole Bull was appointed permanently
to both these offices, and so attained his
independence at one stroke, his father in the
meantime having reluctantly forgiven him.
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