
 

 

ENGLISH LIST 1 
 
“Neither Paul not Keller gets the life he expects.” Is Maestro primarily a study of 
disappointment and loss? 
 
 
Peter Goldsworthy’s novel Maestro is mainly a journey from which Paul and Keller experience 
several gains and life lesions, in the midst of disappointments and setbacks. Paul fails to become 
the great pianist that he and his family want him to become and he initially dislikes and is 
disappointed with Rosie and his teacher, Keller. However, Paul does gain self-knowledge and 
learns to love both Rosie and Keller during the course of the novel. Likewise, Keller too experiences 
numerous losses. He lives alone with immense guilt and sadness over his family’s murder. 
Nonetheless, he too learns to love and is also loved and respected by many.  
 
The protagonist of the novel, Paul Crabbe, fails to fulfill the expectations of his family and himself, 
but in the process gains self-knowledge. Until towards the end of the story, the adolescent Paul and 
his family regard him as a musical prodigy. At one stage, Paul’s dad concluded that “He’s (Keller) 
had no-one as good as you (Paul) before.” The fact that John Crabbe says this, despite not knowing 
Keller or his other students, clearly displays the belief and faith he and his wife possess on Paul’s 
ability. Paul’s own belief that he is an excellent pianist becomes apparent when he rationalises his 
teacher’s superior playing: “Of course he sounded better. He had the better piano.” This shows that 
Paul believes, given level playing field, he is just as good, if not better, that his vastly experienced 
and accomplished teacher. However, Paul fails to life up to these expectations as his musical life 
becomes a tale of “Also Rans”. Paul’s disappointment towards unfulfilling the hopes of his parents 
becomes clear when he says, “They no longer felt they had a concert pianist in their hands.” In the 
process of failing, nonetheless, Paul become self actualised. The dramatic transformation in Paul is 
shown when he realises that “second-rate perfection is all I have hope of attaining: technical 
perfection, not musical perfection.” This highlights his attainment of self awareness and self 
satisfaction. Hence, although Paul is unsuccessful in achieving his and his family’s dream, he does 
gain self knowledge and understanding.  
 
Paul initially dislikes and feels disappointment at Rosie Zollo and Keller, but then learns to love them 
both dearly. His original hatred towards Keller becomes apparent when he labels him “a sadist” and 
“a Nazi”. He feels anger and disappointment at Keller because of his judgmental, arrogant and 
authoritarian nature. In particular, Keller not allowing Paul to play the piano for the first few lessons 
makes Paul furious. His changed impression of Keller is emphasised when he admits to Keller that 
“You’ve been like a father to me. Taught me everything I know.” This remark suggests that Paul 
does love Keller and is very much appreciative of his teaching. Similarly, Paul initially dislikes Rosie 
and feels disgusted that she has a voice which is “insistent…like an insect”. Later on, however, he 
realises that he loves Rosie: “I love you (Rosie)”. Furthermore, he ultimately marries her and even 
has a child with her, which represents their love for each other. As such, even though Paul initially 
dislikes and is disappointed at Keller and Rosie, he gradually begins to love them both, which is a 
crucial achievement. 
 
In a markedly different manner to Paul, Keller too looses many aspects of his life and does not live 
the life he expects. Keller’s friend, Henisch, reveals that Keller loved his wife. Henish states that 
after marrying Mathilde, Keller “had found something new in him, some…fountain”.  
 
This highlights the reason he feels immense sorrow for loosing his wife and child during the war. 
The effect of their deaths is enlarged because Keller believed that had he not been “too insensitive” 
his family would have survived. Keller “blamed himself entirely” for their deaths and his decision to 
live in Darwin, which is one of the furthest places from his hometown, symbolises his regret and 
guilt. Until he eventually dies, Keller punishes himself by drinking continuously and isolating himself 
from the rest of the world. He looses hope and interest in life. Therefore, Eduard Keller does not live 
as he expects due to loosing his wife and child, but Paul adds a spark in his life.  



 

 

Although Keller lives alone and separated from the outside world, both physically and emotionally, 
he does gain the respect and support of the Crabbe family and Henisch, and also learns to love 
Paul. Keller’s love and care for Paul is shown when he says, “my affection for you…A father’s 
hardness.” He compares Paul to his own son Eric and this shows that he regards Paul like his own 
son. The entire Crabbe family respect Keller and provide him with support. Their love and respect 
for him is shown when, even after Paul has finished learning from Keller, following cyclone Tracy, 
they invited Keller to stay with them until his own residence is repaired. Henisch too respects Keller, 
and rates him as a great pianist: “he (Keller) was far better…measure of his generosity.” As a result, 
despite Keller’s losses, he does gain many fortunes and attributes during the novel. 
 
All in all, although both Paul and Keller do no achieve what they hope and expect to achieve, they 
do gain overwhelming amounts of benefits, which masks their losses. Paul does not satisfy the hope 
of his family and himself, but he gains self knowledge as a result. Similarly, Keller does not live 
peacefully in Vienna with his family as he expects, but does manage to find love and respect in both 
Vienna and Darwin as a result of his losses.  


