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- Do We Really Know How
to Read Urteéxt Editions? Part II

n the August 1995 issue I consid-
cred the length of certain individ-
ual potes in the works of Mozart
and Beethoven. The proper read-
ing of the notation of a given compaser
1s surely at the heart of any performance
study, yet such questions as the length
individual notes are to be held, or their
degree of heaviness or lightness, are
rarely considered in most conservato-
ries. Although treatises of the period
state clearly that unmarked notes are vir-
tually never to be held full length, in
most modern performances quarter,
half, or eighth-notes are held for their
full value (unless they are played stacca-
to); interpretation generally concerns
itself with matters of color and rubato,
The chapter on Performance [ Vor-
trag) in Daniel Gottlob Turk’s (1789)
Klavierschule (Trans. and edited by Ray-
mond Haagh. Lincoln: University of
Mebraska Press, 1982) is divided into two
sections: Execution (Awsfithrung) and
Expression (Awsdruck). We can easily
understand these concepts. Expression is
the deeper understanding of the mean-
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ing of the music; Execution defines the
raw details (length of notes, speed or
tempo, rhythms, and so on). Proper exe-
cution is, of course, the only way to real-
ize deeper interpretations. For example,
if one were to exccute the opening bars
of the Appassionata farte, detached, and
with sharply dotted rhythms, such an
execution would be at wvariance with
Beethoven's indications, and with the
generally accepted expressive concept of

-the meaning of that movement,

In this article I would like to explore
an aspect of performance that lies some-
where between the reading of basic notes
and rhythms, on the one hand, and the
ultimate Expression of the piece, on the
other. A familiar examiple is the Viennese
waltz rhythin, which today 1s still played
with a sort of snap towards the second
beat of cach bar, followed by a late and
weak third beat (this tradition comes
presumably from Strauss’ own day,
although we can't be sure it hasn't
changed somewhat since thar time). If
one plays a Viennese waltz with three
even beats, it could be said that the min-

imum requirement for such a piece has
not been met. It is important to note that
the*Viennesc snap” is merely the basis of
the waltz; it does not say anything about
the ultimate Expression. Lack of the

iproper thythm will assure, T believe, a

poor performance, but the proper use of
it will not guarantee a good one.

In an astonishing article on this very
subject, Claudia von Canon states that:
"Two summers ago Johann Strauss
would have been 150 years old, Yet while
in recent years the heroes of sesqui-, bi-,
tri-, and quadricentennials have had
their works perfarmed all over the
world, the Strauss birthday was mainly a
local celebration, although in conspectu
mundi, especially during the Vienna Fes-
tival. This is the way it should be. For it
needs 2 born Viennese to conduct these
waltzes and polkas and the players had
better be native too. Let me hasten to add
that this is by no means a chauvinistic
staternent. It does not apply to the music
of my homeland’s other composers.
Leontyne Price’s Donna Anna is unfor-
geltable. Richter plays Schubert exquis-
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xample 1: Prokefiev: Gavette in Fi-minor, Mn [-8.

ely. And there are few greater musical
bleasures than hearing and secing
Leonard Bernstein conduct a Haydn
Symphony. Yet the same conductar has
wecorded the Radetsky March with the
Hew York Philharmonic Orchestra and
The piece js bardly recognizable, though
all the notes are there and all the rests.”
'[l‘.?[h Century Music, Vol II, Moo L.
perkeley: University of California Press,
No78, p. 82).

Ms. von Canon scems to believe that
Strauss’ music tequires an uneven,
ehythmically and dynamically inflected
¥zndition, while the musics of the other
tomposers mentioned are to be played in
on even, uninflected manner, typical of
Today’s smooth style.

Such a statement leaves me stupefied!
Woes von Canon really believe that only
Slrauss’ music gets inflection? Does she
Believe that up to, say July 23, 1849, all
usic in Vienna was played evenly and
Uninflected {Richter’s Schubert, whatey-
i one may think of it, is about as
Fuooth as one can find), and that sud-
denly Johann Strauss decided at 11 AM
that morning that everybody was going
o “get swinging,” and from then on all
Viennese music got a nice lilt?

All 18th-century tutors, with no
Bception, devote the greater part of
Trcir sections on performance to details
i { how one must play “unevenly” We are
always told that music is like speech and,
a5 such, must be inflected with stressed
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"and unstressed, longer and shorter sylla-
bles. Even, uninflected playing simply
did not exist; it would have been consid-
ered completaly unnatural. The idea that
thythms like those of the Viennese waltz
were special or new in mid-19th century
cannot possibly be correct. Yet how far
back do they go—te Schubert, to
Muozart, or even further?

The 19th century is less communica-
tive about these matters than the 18th,
| for most tutors of the 19th century con-
| centrate on technical proficiency, with
| an occasional observation about perfor-

{mance matters. In our own century,
however, there 15 a remark: reSOUT e

that until quite recently ha v for the
most part overlooked—reo 1S,
We  have many reco  mps of

Prokefiev, Bartok, Rachmanivoff, and
others playing their own music, Many of
us may have taken a recording of Bartak,
for example, sat down with a score and
said, "Let's see how Barték plays this
piece.” But there is another, T heljeve
more profitable, way to use such record-
ings. "The performance on the recording
represents what Bartok heard. Let’s see
how he managed to write it down!™ Just
how efficient are our methods for notat-
ing the kinds of flexibilities inherent in
Bartok’s music? (Barték's playing of his
own and others’ music is a mode] of flex-
ibility and freedom; his complete piano
recordings are available on Hungaroton
and are marvellously instructive.)

Let's look at an example. [ am grateful
to Richard Taruskin for Lringing to my
attention Prokofiev's own 1932 record-
ing of his little Gaverte in FE-minor, writ-
ten in 1918, (Sce more on this subject in
Text and Act, Taruskin, Richard. Oxford
University Press, 1995, esp. pp. 187-191.)
Sce exampls 1,

In Prokofiev’s rendering of this work,
he delays the downbeat of M. 1 consider-
ably, and plays the little grupetti all faster
than written; all the two quarter-note
upbeats he plays heavy and delayed, and
a0 o, Such a rendition, it seems to me, is
just as characteristic as the particular
three-four in the Viennese waltz, and 1t
might be fair to say that if one plays this
piece with cvenly spaced beats and even
eighth-notes, one has not met the pri-
hary requirements of the music, af least
according fo what Frokofiev presumably
thought the music was abent. This is an
important point, for Bernstein’s evenly

| spaced version of Strauss may give plea-
| sure to many listeners, and as such can
|| be considered an "authentic” rendition
on its own terms, von Canon's opinions
otwithstanding.

But the guestion will be asked, “How
could we possibly know about these
thythmic inflections without having
Prokofiev's recording? Are such sub-
tleties in the score?”™ It is my helief that
such iriflections are indeed encoded in
the notation, if we know how to read
them. Prokofiev is playing his gavotte
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Example 2: Bralms: Rhapsody in B-minor, Op. 78, #1, Mm. -7,

very much in accordance with instruc-
tions in 18th-century tutors. In a gavotte
one must hesitate before the downbeat
of the first measure, otherwise 2 listenar
might not understand that the first two
beats are upbeats. In addition to hesitat-

| ing before the downbeat, we are told to

stress it as well, with a light accent. Gru-
petti are usnally to be played a bit later
and faster than written, and so forth, all

i of which is very much in evidence in
| Prokofiev’s rendition.

It seems to be a general truth that
long notes were to be stressed and held a
little longer, and short notes (or BIOUPS

i of short notes) played a bit faster than

written. Such rules appear strange at first
and, when one tries them out, one often
exaggerates their effect. Yet in Prokofev's
rendition they are subtle and colorful
and have never scemed odd to anyone
for whom 1 have played the recording.
But let’s go back to earlier repertoire for

| which we have no recorded evidence
‘from the compaser. Here's the beginning

of the Brahms B-minor Rhapsedy, Op.
79, #1, See example 2,

I have twice heard this work per-
formed live recently, by two of the
waorld’s most famous and excellent
pianists. Both executed the eighth-notes
quite evenly, in spite of what I see as
Brahms' very specific notational clues 1o
the contrary. The word agitato appears
alone; normally it would be used as a
modifier for allegro, presto, and so on.
Here Brahms gives it by itself, thus

apparently assigning it greater impor-
tance than usual. Whatever the rules for
the proper rendering of any sentence, if
ar aclor i3 10 38 (L in a0 agitaied fashior,
normal inflection will have to give way
o a more unevenly accentuated one,
Let’s put a text to Brahms’ notes. (I have
purposely chosen a rather silly one, so
that it cannot become “obligato,” as so
many such texts do.)

“Hea-ven knows I love my kids, but
some-times they get on my nerves, oh so
much on my nerves!™

Try saying (not singing to the music)
this sentence in an agitated manner. If
music is like speech (and we are told that
it is in all I8th-century German sources,
and we know that Brahms subscribed 10
this notion), then the word agitate must
refer to a similar type of rendition for
the music as it would for a written text,
(For more on Brahms’ performance
ideas, see “Brahms and the Definitive
Text,” Pascall, Robert; in Brahms: Bio-
graphical, Documentary and Analytical
Studies, edited by Robert Pascall, Cam-
bridge, 1983.) In addition, look at the
left hand, Brahms might well have writ-
ten it thus:

i

Writing it late (starting on the second
cighth-note, and reinforcing that weak
beat with an octave) points unmistak.

ably to an execution that virtually hunges
in, probably a bit later and a bit faster
than notared.

by point of view is that the two very
fine pianists I heard perform this work
did not come up to & minimum reading
of the text, according to von Canon’s
definition for the Strauss waltzes. If the
reader disagrees, he or she might refer
back to the concept of playing the open-
ing of the Appassionata forte, detached,
and marcato, Such a reading of thase
bars might be in no way unmusical, and
could easily be imagined as the begin-
ning of a very fine and important com-
position, albeit one with quite another
Expression than that which we generally
assign o Opus S57/i. Expression is
revealed and made manifest through Exe-
ciclion.

Let’s turn now to a somewhat more
varied example—the first page of the
Mendelssohn E#-minor Fantasy, which [
heard recently in a quite lovely but
smooth, uninflected performance, See
example 3.

Once again we find the word agitato,
here attached to con moto. The music
locks smooth enough and I think thar,
without the annotation from the com.
paser, | might play it quite smoothly.
There are the hairpin swells, however.
On the face of it these seem normal, but
perhaps in context they may suggest
tempo fluctuations called for by the agi-
tato mode. I believe the large swell in M. -
3 could be an indication to rush at the



Con moto agitato,

Andante.

Example 3: Mendelssohn: F#-minor Fantasy, Op. 28, Mm, 1-31,

end of that bar into M. 4, slowing down
4gain on descending. The same will be
true for the small swells in Mm, § and 7
a somewhat lunging effect would seem
appropriate. Is this realization what
Mendelssohn wanted? One can never be
sure, but to me it is sure that an even and
smooth rendition of this introductory
passage must be incorrect.

For our purposes the andante is even
nore interesting. I suggest that accord-
ing to Mendelssohn's notation, no sin-
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gle bar (with the possible exception of
M. 23) 15 notated evenly, if we know
how to read the various indications
before us. M. 9: There is no slur
between beats 1 and 2. In the Late 18th
century this would clearly have indicat-
ed separation, but by Mendelssohn's
day legato had become the norm.
Besides, the pianos of Mendelssohn's
time would make such breaks sound a
bit hiccuppy, much as they do on mod-
ern pianos. A slur over the bar, on the

other hand, would have indicated
smooth connection and a tapering of
the sound (much as the inflection of a
single two-syllable word will be differ-
ent than that for two one-syllable
words, whether or not one takes a
breath in between). The second beat of
M. 9 is dotted and the general rule,
which I would follow here, is to hold the
first note somewhat longer and to play
the little note somewhat shorter than
written.

7




In M. 10 we see that the slur begins
only on the second beat, Just as in the
Prokofiev example, this presumably
indicates a slightly later and slightly
faster rendition, albeit not in Prokofiev’s
manner because the Expression here is
so different from that of the other work,
and that always has direct influence on
execution., Nevertheless, this gruppeto
seeims to rush into the sfon beat 1 of M.
I and M. 19. Sforzando probably means
to hold the note somewhat longer, which
would in turn shorten the three remain-

achieve them, must realize that they are
there. I never had a teacher who impart-
«d any of this information. Yet we know
from the sources that such indications
are no less important te musical expres-
sion than allegro or forte or ritardando,
Another aspect of notation docu-
mented in the sources, but rarely men-
tioned today, is punctuation. Both music
and speech are written down, but there
are important differences between the
two systemus of writing. In music nota-
tion, as we have been discussing here,

We must return to the notion that it is our
responsibility (and indeed our privilege)
to turn a limited form of notation into
living, breathing flexibility.

ing eighth-notes. The downbeat of M. 12
will likewise be held a bit longer than
writien, but less <o than the downbeat of
M. 11, because a small accent indicates
less holding than a sf. (There is consider-
able evidence to show that sforzandi
often indicate length, not merely dynam-
ic stress.) M. 12 could easily have been
written as two quarter-notes under a
slur, rather than a quarter and an cighth;
a slur over two noles (often referred to as
a “sigh” in Lath-century sources) indi-
cates that the second is shorter and soft-
er than the first. The present notation
seems to indicate a still further *feminjz-
ing” (if one dares use this old-fashioned
word) effect than would have been the
case with two simple quarter-notes: the
rest also suggests that we breathe before
continuing.

M. 14 is similar to M. 11, but with no
sf on the downbeat; it should therefore
be played differently. Note the difference
in notation between Mm. 15-16 on the
one hand and Mm. 23-24 on the other.
The slur over Mm. 15-16 is the only slur
over two bars in the entire staternent, A
slur means diminuendo on the one hand
but, en the other, the tones are rising
{which almost always indicates more
tone). This is a wonderful double effect,
often used exquisitely by Mozart. Effects
such as these are very sophisticated, and
require the preatest art of the world's
finest players, but who, before they can
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inflections for weak and strong arc indi-
cated; in speech they are not, Thus
Americans say ga-RAGE, while the
British say GA-rage. When we read this
word in a book or newspaper, there is no
indication as to which stress the author
may prefer, On the other hand, written
speech has punctuation marks—com-
mas, periods, semicolons, question
marks, and exclamation points. These
are absent in music notation, yet we are
teld that they must be supplied by the
plaver for proper rendering of the musi-
cal argument. In order for us to supply
them, we must know whether we are
dealing with surprise, assertion, quess
tioning, sighing, or merely breathing.
Look, for example, at the second
Bagarelle, in C Major, of Beethoven's
Opus 33 sel. Punctuation between the
different measures is clearly the key to
the meaning of each, and differing punc-
tuation can alter the sense of this Scher-
zo radically. Yet punctuation marks are
not given by Becthoven; our job is to
divine them. And what an intriguing
task it is!

i Although music notation is not exact,

| it can be highly sugpestive. In recent
| years, scholarly articles abound on the

| proper execution of various kinds of
"-I dotted thythms, whether to “overdot” or
inot, whether to align dotted notes to
!‘[rip]e{s, and so on. But whdt must be
I-'sIresscd even more than the possible cor-

rectness of the reading of any notation i
| the simple fact that between an eighth-
| mote and a sixteenth-note {the one being
| twice as fast as the other} there is no

other notational possibility, Tt dees not
| scem reasonable that the only possible
lengths for notes are those specifically
given by our limited notational system.
Indeed, what becomes abundantly clear
from reading F8th-century sources {and
by listening to recordings of 20th-centu-
Ty compaosers playing their own works)
is that in a measure of four quarter-notes
each beat must be different, in length as
well as stress. There is cnormous variety
| in the ways one can execute a doited
thythm, and it was expected and
demanded that such variety be devel-
oped in every fine player. There is no dif-
ference in the notation of a dotted
rhythm that expresses languidness from
wne that is military and warlike. Yet the
Execution of these must differ radically.

Ar a final example, | would like to
prapose a reading of the opening bars of
Schumann’s Carnaval that diverges from
the one usually heard. Sce example 4.

When first Jearning this picce as a
young man, I remember being some-
what perplexed by the eighth-note
upbeats to M. 1 and M., 7, contrasting
with the sixteenth-note upbeat of the
subsequent measures. 1 knew about the
tule pertaining to different dotted
rhythms as applied to the opening of
the Sinfonia in Bach's C-minor FPartita,
for example, where ecighth-notes and
sixteenth-notes are clearly equally
short. But Schumann’s use of eighth-
note thythms in the st and ?nd end-
ings, where he easily could have dotted
the rest and given sixteenths, gave me
pause. I now see this as follows. This
USIC {5 maestoso and, as such, will nor-
mally require a sharply dotted fanfare-
like rhythm. If I start by playing the
eighth-note upbeats somewhat sharper
than written, then perceive that Schu-
mann wants me to play still sharper as 1
go along, there may be the suggestion
here of a gradual increase in sharpness
all the way along the line! Such an
increase can be supgested by such a
notation, provided that the player
understand thatl a true eighth-mote
upbeat probably didn't exist)

Une may well counter, “But how
would Schumann have notated what
pianists normally play, if that was what
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Quasi maestoso.

Préambule.

Example 4: Schumann: Carnaval, Op. 9

he wanted?” My answer would be, “He
wouldnt have wanted such a thing, for
such a rhythm did not represent any sort
of musical figure prevalent at that time”
We have many examples in twentieth-
cenfury literature, for which we have
recordings, to bear out such a statement.
William Bolcom’s wonderful Graceful
Ghost Rag has evenly notated rhythms,
but 1s played “swingingly” (dotted} in
both his own and Paul Jacobs™ record-
ings. Even playing of ragtime doesn't
exist, just as three even beats don't exist
for a Viennese waltz, My hypothesis in
regard to the opening of Carnaval is
based on the assumption that the
rhythm on the page can’t be what is gen-
uinely called for. (A similar case is the
opening of the first movement of the
great Schubert A-Major Sonata, D959,
where the eighth-notes at the end of
Mm. 1 and 2 are surely to be played
faster than written. This is made dlear in
M. 341 in the coda, which would not
have sixteenth-notes had Schubert want-
ed the opening played as eighths. Playing
eighth-notes here gives a rhythm that
was, as far T can determine, not current
in the Vienna of Schubert’s day.)

I do not give these examples to con-
vince other pianists that “this is the true
reading of the passage” but rather to
demonstrate what I feel we all must do—
try to absorb different styles and learn to
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read different texts according to our
understanding of these variant styles. In
this regard, one may well ask Claudia
von Canon what she thinks the proper
left-hand rendition should be in a waltz
of Chopin, who was not born Viennese.
The smooth and even playing heard

| in most performances today seems Lo be
| a product of the post-Second-World-
War generation. It 1s probably an out-

! growth of the so-called Urtext mentality,
| which was embarked on early in this
century by serious musicians who want-
ed to do away with frivolity and arbi-
trariness in performance and desired to

| find the way back to the “original wishes
of the composers.” This movement has
traveled many worthwhile and interest-

| ing paths: faithful editions, original
| instruments, performance practices of
| earlier times, and so on. But there have
| been deleterious effects as well—to my
mind the most sertous of all being the
notion that Beethoven's original nota-
I| tion (as opposed to Bilow's or Schna-
Ibel's 1evisions) represents something
I',that should be followed exactly, with
mothing added or sublracted. That con-
jcept may be a good one in itself, but in
[the process we seem to have unlearned
'how to properly read Beethoven's nota-
tion, with all its suggestiveness and vari-
|ety. Relearning it is, T feel, the next step
|to be taken, and is surely even more

[ important than ¢ither good editions or
| proper instruments. To quote CPE Bach:
II “What comprises good performance?
| The ability through singing or playing to
' make the ear conscious of the true con-
tent and affect of a compaosition. ... The
subject matter of performance is the
| loudness and softness of tones, touch,
the snap, legato and staccato execution,
| the vibrato, arpeggiation, the holding of
| tones, the retard and accelerando. Lack
| of these elements or inept use of them
| makes a poor performance” (Essay on
| the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instru-
ments. Trans. by W, Mitchell, W.W. Nor-
| ton, 1949)
! What Bach expresses here is that the
| best performer understands the deeper
I message inherent in the composition,
| and utilizes these “subject matters” (as
he calls them) to make that message

| manifest. These basic principles need to
‘ be reestablished in conservatories and

music schools. Modern players, even
| the finest of them, have limited the use
| of such "subject matters”™ o a previous-
L ly unknown extent, Seven Urtext edi-

tions of the Mozart sonatas are now in
i print; we now need to begin to relearn
Il how to read them. We must return to

the notion that it is our responsibility

(and indeed our privilege) to tern a
i limited form of notation into living,
! breathing flexibility. -
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