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            Introduction

         

         Give me a rough idea … not as in a deliberately coarse or unformed one, rather one that has a beginning but not yet an end.

         I spend a lot of my life sitting around – at airports, on planes, in hotel rooms – and most of this book expands notes I have made during that dead time on the road. Many of these jottings found their way into print, on paper or online, but others remained unfinished musings on scraps of paper or saved as files on the go on my iPhone: seeds, saplings, waiting to be planted or repotted or pruned.

         Mostly I’ve written about music and the life of a musician (not always the same thing), from exploring the broader aspects of what it is to walk out onto a stage or to make a recording to specialist tips from deep inside the practice room: how to trill, how to pedal, how to practise. Other subjects appear too, people I’ve known, places I’ve travelled to, books I’ve read, paintings I’ve seen. Even religion is there: the possibility of the existence of God, problems with some biblical texts and the challenge involved in being a gay Catholic, and abortion. I’ve placed these reflections in a separate section so that readers allergic to such matters can avoid them and we can remain friends.

         
             

         

         ‘How do you pronounce your name?’

         ‘Hough: rhymes with rough.’

      

   


   
      
         

            FORUM

         

         

          

         The Soul of Music

         Great buildings catch the eye but great concert halls must catch the ear too – and not just as spaces in which to hear music. Rather they are meant to be musical instruments, their walls and ceilings and floors catching, mixing, projecting the vibrations, transporting them through the air to the ear. A fine acoustic does not just make the music created onstage sound better; it is part of the creative process itself. When I strike a chord, what I hear instantly affects how I will play the next chord. Pianists do not press down predetermined keys with predetermined weight; we spin plates of sound in the air, reacting with split-second reflex to their curve and quiver. Adjustments of pedalling and nuance, of rhythmic flexibility or rigidity, are as constant as the dart and dance of a juggler. We play a hall more than play in a hall.

         Wigmore Street is a rather dull thoroughfare. Its buildings tend to be respectable and predictable. Above the shopfronts are offices with politely yawning windows, and the cheerful if not exactly cheap restaurants seem tolerated rather than celebrated. But then we reach number 36. Another shopfront it might seem, but no. Wigmore Street’s mediocre Victoriana has lightened. There is a twinkle in the eye as you notice a glass awning. This crystal umbrella is more than a protection against occasional rain. To build with glass is architectural liberation, and to stand safely covered yet still under open skies is a form of ecstasy.

         There are no bright lights outside number 36, nothing to distract one’s continuing amble towards John Lewis or Selfridge’s. Just, on both the east and west side of this glass  awning, stencilled letters spelling WIGMORE HALL in one of the Arts and Crafts movement’s more sober fonts. Now you know that you are standing outside a building that has resonated with music for over a hundred years.

         Passing through the swinging wooden doors, inset with polished brass panels on which is also stencilled the name of the hall, you step into the outer lobby, a funnel through which all patrons pour. At the end of this corridor is the box office. A small window, as if from a country cottage lacking only a rambling rose, appears at waist level on the left. As you walk towards it only a hand is intermittently visible, dispensing envelopes containing tickets. It’s hard to see who owns the hand, even as one reaches the aperture, for to see the face of the owner of the hand requires a rather undignified bending down, in the hope that your name is on the list, that your ticket is safely reserved, that you’ve come on the correct evening. To the right of the window is a door where a man in evening dress is usually found leaning. This is someone who can override the authority of the armless hand, someone who can make sure that reservations are honoured and that honoured guests are admitted with no reservations. Often the door appears empty until the final approach when a slim figure sidles out, smiling, knowing. He holds an envelope in his hand. The exchange is made. You’re in.

         Immediately past this door to the left is a staircase going up, leading to the hall’s small balcony, which contains a mere 78 seats. I’ve sat up there a number of times and it has excellent acoustics and sight lines but it somehow has the feeling of last-minute admission, as if downstairs were oversold or you arrived late or there was a mix-up at the secret window. Or maybe it’s the opposite, and this is the place for that special guest of the performer, or that celebrity who wants to remain incognito, or that jaded music professional who wants an easy  exit in the event of a tedious evening. If a concert has not sold well, a fat, red rope hangs at the bottom of the stairs, blocking entry.

         After the staircase there is a choice: left or right. Two doors leading into the holy of holies; no other way inside for the public in this small auditorium. Even if I’m sitting on the left side I nearly always enter by the right door, which is directly ahead of the street entrance. To enter by the left door, at the top of the basement staircase, suggests you have been loitering, or were in the loo, or were gulping down a gin and tonic in the bar. To go down to the bar during the interval is to be sociable; to go down there before the concert is to be … available.

         And so to your seat: red velvet; straight back and sides. A hand in the gap and a gentle push down. Not too comfortable, so you can focus and concentrate on the music; not too uncomfortable, so you can focus and concentrate on the music for a long time. Glance around to see if you know anyone. Oh lovely, there’s so-and-so. Oh dear, there’s so-and-so. Turn back and look down. Thank goodness you bought that substantial programme book.

         The stage is the centre of Wigmore Hall, its raison d’être and point of focus. It is also the dividing line between front of house and backstage. A concert is theatre – costumes, lighting, choreography – and its habits are not just thoughtless tradition. These customs can be the best preparation for the drama of the music to unfold – a reason, too, why we set aside special places for our concerts. As with churches, we use a separate building for this activity partly because we want to create a sacred space. A concert is a feast, a liturgy … a party even. It can be bad, but it should never be drab or routine.

         In 1899 the British architect Thomas Edward Collcutt, having finished Britain’s ‘first luxury hotel’, the Savoy, just over ten  years earlier, was commissioned to design Wigmore Hall. It was his only concert hall. From the mid-twentieth century onwards acousticians emerged as a separate breed, commissioned by an architect to take his or her visual design and set it to music – scientists of sound. In earlier times the architect worked with the eye and hoped the ear would follow. It all appears to have been a matter of chance and tradition … and the shoebox.

         This rectangular shape was traditionally used for concert buildings, the stage a heel at one end. And size didn’t matter too much. As long as the proportions were right it would work. It has something to do with walls as arms embracing vibrations, enabling sound to be projected but contained. Wigmore’s shoebox is small (a slipper fit for Cinderella herself), with every sound beautifully focused. Materials are important: wood is warm, to the touch and to the ear. Wigmore’s stage is a curved cradle of wood, but out in the 545-seat auditorium are the heavier, grander materials of alabaster and marble. Indeed, despite its birth in the era of art nouveau, Wigmore Hall harks back to the Renaissance in style. There are candle sconces on the walls, and if altars were to project out between the flattened, pink-veined pillars, and oil paintings depicting the life of Christ or of the saints were to be hung above those altars, we might easily be in the private chapel of a minor Italian duke. But no, this is a solidly secular space. Indeed, the only iconography is the famous cupola above the stage, an exuberantly colourful mural entitled The Soul of Music.

         This is in the Arts and Crafts style and was designed by Gerald Moira, later to become principal of the Edinburgh College of Art, and executed by the sculptor Frank Lynn Jenkins, who was much in demand as a creator of decorative friezes. The Soul of Music figure is gazing up at the ‘Genius of Harmony’ – a ball of fire with rays reflected across the world under a deep-blue but  clouded sky. On the left a musician plays as if in a trance, seeking inspiration from beyond. ‘Love’ is there too, carrying roses. She apparently represents the idea that a musician’s incentive must be love for art with beauty as the sole reward. On the right side is Psyche – the human soul – who inspires the seated composer to pen musical notes onto a scroll. The tangled nest of thorns that disturbs the perfection of this vision represents the possibility of humanity failing to live up to this artistic ideal – a choking by materialism. The whole image perhaps suggests music as religion. Such a message might well have shocked the post-Victorians who first received it, if they had not already been shocked by the erotic lurch of the Soul of Music figure, portrayed as a lithe, graceful, naked young man. This frieze is an unashamed display of exuberant naturalism in the pursuit of beauty and pleasure in music. On either side of the central cupola are two simpler rectangular paintings showing musicians responding successfully to the extravagant artistic suggestion of the central image.

         Returning to the stage, what about Wigmore Hall’s wings, the traditional theatrical term for the bits on the side where performers wait, often with extreme anxiety, for their moment to appear? Well, Wigmore’s wings are more like two ears. On the back wall of the stage are two symmetrical doors for entry and exit. The door on the right, as you face the stage, through which every artist walks, is mysterious. Wherever you sit in the hall it is impossible to see clearly behind the door because of a twist in the space, and then a thick crimson curtain blocks further view. But on the left there is a yet more mysterious door. It looks exactly the same, but no. This is a sort of broom cupboard leading via some precipitous steps directly up to the Green Room. It’s not used for public events. It’s too informal somehow, too cramped, too prosaic for the stage. This left door is gauche. It’s for Hilda Ogden rather than Maria Callas. 

         Leaving the stage and walking through the right door we reach (left, up and left again) the Green Room. I’m old enough to remember auditioning at Wigmore Hall when this was pretty much all there was backstage: a room with an upright piano and a few pieces of shabby furniture. It was merely a place to hang your hat and don your tails before playing your concert. It is a room in which I have experienced many conflicting emotions, from the tremble of nervous anticipation as I warm up on the well-worn piano to the exhilaration and relief at the end of a concert, a glass of chilled champagne in hand. ‘Darling, what a performance!’ ‘I’ve never heard that piece played like that!’ ‘How do you think it went?’ ‘Dear, I’m speechless!’ … some of the classic phrases expressing dissatisfaction or bitchy venom while still appearing to offer a crumb of praise to the hungry, self-doubting artist.

         In 1992 a major restructuring added the Gerald Moore and Geoffrey Parsons rooms, rehearsal spaces named after two great accompanists – a reminder that Wigmore Hall has always had song at its heart, and that lieder requires the piano to unfold the drama of a song as an equal partner. It also emphasises that Wigmore Hall is vitally, spiritually in the centre of Europe. So many of the thousands driven from their houses by jackboots found a home at Wigmore. It became a secular synagogue for those for whom the German language was a mother tongue, even if the Fatherland had made them orphans. Schubert, Schumann, Brahms, Wolf … comforting common currency for these refugees.

         The hall was built by the piano manufacturer C. Bechstein, which had its London showroom next door. This performing space was originally named Bechstein Hall. During the First World War the passing of the Trading with the Enemy Amendment Act in 1916 meant that all the assets of the Bechstein company  were seized, including the hall. It eventually re-opened in 1917 as Wigmore Hall and now, a century later, it flourishes as never before.

         Buildings are homes to memories. ‘If only these walls could talk,’ we say. At 36 Wigmore Street, we might wish that they could sing.

         ‘Our concert halls are like museums’ – Yes, isn’t that great!

         I have a number of books by my bedside, ones I can dip into if only for a few minutes before I fall asleep. One of them is Rendez-vous with Art by Philippe de Montebello, Director of New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art for thirty-one years until 2008, and the art critic Martin Gayford. As I leafed through it the other night, seeing photos of some favourite paintings, I was struck by how some familiar artworks seem like dear friends. As the years pass it’s as if we’ve grown old together. To contemplate these images again and again is constantly enriching and – so far – I’ve never felt jaded or bored by the repetition.

         We look at a painting and it looks back at us. We stare at its detail with eyes of wonder as it strips away the varnish coating our own thoughts and memories. Great art in all its forms demands to be revisited. It requires time. To read a poem once is not to have read it properly. I opened at random at Titian’s Christ Carrying the Cross, its combination of specificity and universality – Jesus of Nazareth, yes, but also every person who has ever helped or been helped in a moment of suffering – seemed to me to have depths of richness to last more than a lifetime.

         In the musical world I often hear the complaint that concert life is dying because we have made our auditoriums into museums, repeating the same old chestnuts year after year. This  can be true, but is it really a problem? I’m not suggesting for a moment that it’s not important to have the opportunity to hear contemporary music or that we shouldn’t be curious and passionate about neglected works and composers, but let’s not disparage the classics in our permanent collections.

         When I visit a museum, I want to be surprised and stimulated and even shocked. But I also want to see the familiar masterpieces – not because I feel comfortable with what I already know but because the greatest art will continue to surprise, stimulate and shock, time after time.

         No one at London’s National Gallery would suggest that Van Eyck’s Arnolfini Wedding has outlived its interest and should spend some time in the storeroom but I have heard people say that they’d be happy never to hear a certain Beethoven work again. If a performer ever feels bored playing such well-known music then he or she is probably equally unsuited to playing newer works too. If Beethoven seems dull or old hat to us, then we need to listen to his music not less but more … more carefully, more intensely.

         We might need to hang or light a painting better, display it alongside something different, rethink our education programme, communicate the painting’s beauty and significance more imaginatively, even send it to a restorer, but let’s not just remove it from the wall or apologise for it. A curator – of art or music – needs to have complete confidence in the collection. There will always be someone who is seeing a certain painting for the first time, hearing a certain piece of music for the first time, and for someone else it will be a chance to revisit a dear old friend. 

         Music in churches: magical ghosts or profane distractions?

         Although churches were not designed for classical concerts, there is something magical about borrowing them for the evening. There are (friendly) ghosts in these buildings, smells of linen and wax, creaks from pew and sanctuary, strange shadows in cool, dusty corners, and so often, above all, acoustics that glow and pulsate, adding richness to the already rich sounds of the music. Strangely, it can be easier to lose the heavy weight of the ego where your performance is encouraged and appreciated but is not essential to the life of a building: a kind of bringing down to earth as the music itself soars to heaven.

         In the past there were few secular concerts in places of worship. Strictly speaking, concerts are still banned in Roman Catholic churches – as I found out when I offered in vain to give a benefit concert in one in New York a number of years ago. However, I did play once in Bari, with the permission of the bishop, over the tomb of St Nicholas … Santa Claus himself. It was the Liszt B minor Sonata at a crushingly slow tempo owing to the extreme and resonant echo of the ancient stone. It’s a strange experience to hear bar 35 still ringing in the air when your fingers are already playing bar 42.

         These days many churches are not only venues for concerts but make superb recording spaces as well. Some are deconsecrated and others still thrive as places of worship. I’ve made dozens of recordings in them – St George’s, Brandon Hill; Henry Wood Hall; Rosslyn Hill Chapel; All Saints’, Finchley; All Saints’, Tooting.

         The words ‘recording studio’ conjure up the image of a soundproof room, its ceiling clad with foam, wires streaming from holes in ugly polystyrene walls, armies of microphones,  triple-glazed windows – a sort of refrigerator sealed from the outside world in order to preserve the controlled sounds created within. With most pop music or electronic music the acoustic of the room should play no part in the final product; everything relies on post-production mixing. A bloom on the sound, because it varies and is unpredictable, is undesirable. But in classical music recordings the natural acoustic of the space is usually an important part of the process. Not only does a beautifully sounding hall encourage the performer(s) to play better, to relish the overtones, to savour the nuances, but it makes the final CD sound more natural. Classical music, and the instruments on which it is played, is organic – in more than one sense of the word.

         Not having a sealed environment can have its drawbacks, however. The roar of a jet plane, the hum of a lawn mower, a distant car alarm have all on occasion forced me to stop in mid-flight. Years ago I was recording some Schumann in a church. We’d reached the sublime, rapt third movement of his Fantasie op. 17 when birds at the stained-glass windows began squawking with raucous pleasure. I’m sure that Robert and Clara at the height of their courtship were not so demonstrative. In the end – with ruined take after ruined take, time running out, and sanity at the point of shreds – I had to run out with a starting pistol (the engineer had thought of everything), shoot it into the air, then run back inside again to complete the recording. No glowing acoustic can compensate for such dramatic drawbacks.

         On one of my CDs you can hear, if you listen very carefully, just for a few seconds, the gentle warble of external (chaste) birdsong. We left it there. It was the best take. It was unobtrusive. It was musical. It was organic. 

         Our wonderful, ageing audiences

         Although most people turn up at concerts on their own or in couples, occasionally there can be a coachload, frequently of older people, more often than not from a nursing home. On one occasion in Canada a few years ago such a scene set me thinking.

         I arrived at the venue that evening with some of the familiar worries most performers have in the hour before the curtain rises, and as I approached the stage door I saw someone being wheeled up the ramp to the front entrance from a bus parked outside. When I saw this man, my heart instantly lifted. It struck me as wonderful that he was there to hear Beethoven and I was the one who this evening was to bring that music to life. It sounds corny to talk about it being a privilege but that’s exactly what it felt like. Ultimately to be a musician is to be a ‘joy bringer’: we are Jupiters, one and all! This old man in his wheelchair was a reminder of the fact, often lamented, that audiences for classical music concerts are mainly made up of the elderly, and that it seems increasingly difficult to attract young people to join us. But on that occasion such an observation seemed like a blasphemy. Greying audiences? I love them! With old age comes wisdom, patience, subtlety, contemplation … all qualities needed to appreciate great and complex music.

         I’ve been playing professionally for over thirty years now and there’s always been a sea of grey beyond the footlights. So what? A new grey has replaced the old grey. In the leisure of retirement or in the freedom from the responsibility of looking after children, people can finally find the time to go to concerts. Not that I want in any way to discourage young people from loving classical music and from joining us in the concert halls. In Asia especially it’s thrilling to see large numbers of teenagers at concerts, clutching scores and taking photographs. For the young  there should be as much education, encouragement, accessibility and affordability as possible … but not at the expense of making our seniors feel less welcome, as if we tolerate them only because we can’t attract a younger, hipper audience.

         Classical music should be a great equaliser, not just socially but also between the generations. The Beethoven concerto I was playing in Canada on that occasion was written two hundred years ago; there were people in the audience who were probably approaching their own century, and the conductor and leader were both showing me photographs of their infants at the post-concert dinner. Classical music across the ages: timeless, universal, ageless.

         Dumping the interval

         With an art so rich and cherishable it can be frustrating to be reminded of the limits to the appeal of classical music. There have been many suggestions about how people can be encouraged to discover this treasure: better education, more creative repertoire, lower pricing, ways to counteract elitism. But what about the logistics: the time a concert begins and how long it lasts?

         At some point in the early twentieth century we settled into a pattern: concerts should start in the early evening and last roughly two hours with an interval in which either to drink a glass of wine or to visit the loo. Any shorter and we invite complaints from the audience; longer and we risk complaints, as well as overtime costs, from the backstage staff. I think it would be good to reconsider this convention if we want to refresh the experience of hearing great classical music live without resorting to gimmicks.

         Traditionally in the UK concerts start at 7.30 p.m. and in the USA at 8 p.m. But on a recent recital tour I did in Australia the  default time was 7 p.m. In Spain and Italy concerts can be at 9 p.m. or later. The St Louis Symphony has 10.30 a.m. concerts; the Atlanta Symphony has 6 p.m. concerts, and the pianist Vladimir Horowitz in later life would play only at 4 p.m. Rock around the clock indeed.

         However, one thing common to them all is the interval – the fifteen-to-twenty-minute gap between the first half and the second half. For opera or ballet this is understandable: sets need to be changed, singers and dancers need to rest, the works being performed are long and have breaks written into them. But who decreed that a concert should last roughly two hours with a gap in the middle in order for us to feel we’re getting our money’s worth?

         I think we should consider removing the interval and starting either earlier or later than at present: sixty to eighty minutes of music, then out. It might be objected that the interval is a time to socialise. But is this really true? Isn’t it rather a time to scramble to the bar and at best begin a conversation that has to be cut short as you scramble back to your seat before the second half begins? The Los Angeles Philharmonic has ‘Casual Friday’ concerts when the orchestra plays a shortened version of that week’s programme with no interval and no on-stage dress code. When I played one of these it felt charged with an energy that the traditional concert can sometimes lack. When you play for an appreciative, concentrating audience there can be a cumulative emotional effect in the hall as you all enter the powerful world of a composer’s mind and heart. An interval’s descent to chit-chat can bring everyone down to earth with a bump, requiring the engines to be started up all over again.

         Another possibility would be to have two shorter concerts on the same evening, like sittings in a restaurant. A seventy-minute concert at 6.30 p.m. then another one at, say, 9 p.m.? It could be an exact repeat or have a slightly altered menu. It would be possible to choose to come to both concerts, with time for a proper meal in between, or to opt for the one that works best for the audience member. Concert halls with on-site restaurants could double the number of people they feed to the advantage of all, and we could have proper conversations with our friends rather than shouting a few hasty words over the hiss of the hand-dryer.

         Classical music – for everyone?

         I often hear it said that classical music is for everyone but I’m not sure I agree. Before I make enemies of all my friends and enrage all my colleagues, let me explain myself and explore this idea a little further. I want every door of access to music to be flung open. I don’t want one pair of ears on this planet to be denied the opportunity to experience the ecstatic world of classical music – and certainly not through social or financial exclusion.

         But the problem is not really with access. In Britain our auditoriums, orchestras and festivals put on concerts for every conceivable audience group, at every time of the day, sometimes in the most unlikely venues, streamed on multiple digital platforms, at prices that are more affordable than ever. Our broadcasters constantly play and explain music with energy and wit. On the phone in my pocket right now, in a matter of seconds, I could begin to listen to just about any symphony ever recorded, free of charge, in superb sound. The sheer accessibility of music today is mind-boggling. But in the end some people will just not respond to this art form we love – and that’s just fine. There’s nothing wrong with them and – more important – there’s nothing wrong with the music. 

         Education, exposure, enthusiasm all play a part in developing new audiences, and many musicians and musical organisations are tireless and passionate in their determination to do so, but listening to great music requires an effort. People understand that playing an instrument, like excelling in sport, requires years of work and dedication to reach a level of expertise. What they might not realise is that, unlike with sport, when you can crack open your fifth beer, lie on the sofa and still enjoy the Wimbledon Finals on the telly, a Mahler symphony requires utter concentration to make its impact. It explores the most complex ideas and emotions. If the work is going to make any sense, the blood, sweat and tears of the composer must trickle down to the performers … and to the listeners.

         Classical music audiences are not and should not be passive. They are an essential part of a performance; their attention amplifies the atmosphere on stage. It’s a kind of psychic soundboard for the musicians. When we invite someone to come with us to a concert it’s more like asking them to play a game of tennis rather than to watch a match. I do think we sometimes undersell classical music, especially to young people. We invite them to climb Primrose Hill when they are ready for Ben Nevis. Young people are, and always have been, attracted by complexity and a challenge. When I was at school I remember asking the English teacher, ‘Which is the hardest book to read?’ Finnegans Wake soon formed an impressive bulge in my satchel.

         Classical music might not be for everybody but it is for millions more across the world than presently attend our concerts. What if each of us asked a couple of newbies to join us next time we go? Anyone for tennis? 

         Poking bows and spitting mouthpieces

         I’m used to my profession being thought of as a luxury, something in which to indulge after the serious business of real life has been taken care of. Politicians in Britain – left, right and centre – have nodded at the arts with respect over the years (one even conducted symphony orchestras), but usually as a sideline to the main event, a cherry on top of the cake rather than deep in the very mix of the dough.

         I know I’m biased but I think learning something about the history of the arts in schools is as important as learning about the history of kings and queens and presidents. How people live their imaginative, creative lives is vital in understanding how they make their brief time on the planet meaningful.

         So much for theory; what about practice? Not so much ‘music appreciation’ classes, but rosin on a bow, reed in a mouth, fingers on keys. Many studies are now discovering that learning a musical instrument is something positive in itself – a discipline that helps a person to acquire skills of co-ordination, concentration and perseverance. It shares these with sport, of course, but there is more. What makes playing a musical instrument worthy of special attention is that its physical and mental complexities are a springboard to something beyond the tangible or the measurable. Unlike sport, music is not about winning, or keeping fit, or promoting your town or your school; it’s about celebrating, to a level approaching ecstasy, the deepest human longings. At moments of acute joy or sorrow, men and women throughout history have sung or reached for musical instruments to express the inexpressible. When minds are taut with emotion, there seems to be an inner compulsive instinct to release and harness this tension through the measured vibrations in the air that we call music. 

         We can learn to draw, but our relationship with Rembrandt exists across a rope inside a gallery. We might understand a book, we might mutter its more melodious words under our breath, but reading, too, is a passive engagement. But playing a musical instrument allows us to touch the cloak of Beethoven. Without our fingers on the keys, his sonatas remain mere dots on a page – a soulless, soundless, unbroken code. Music flares into life only when you or I dare to strike the match. Our libraries, our museums, are sacred temples to be preserved with all our might, but the ability to play a musical instrument allows us to create a cathedral in any room where we might bow a violin or blow an oboe.

         In a period of economic difficulty or social strife the arts don’t just help us to cope, they call into question the way we live our lives. What makes a society happy, fulfilled, creative, law-abiding? Few would suggest that money can do this by itself. Discovering how to spend leisure time well could be as important in the effort to reduce crime as having extra police on the streets; increasing the population of concert halls might actually help decrease the population of prisons. As Pascal put it, ‘The sole cause of man’s unhappiness is that he does not know how to stay quietly in his room.’ Few occupations pass the solitary hours more fruitfully than the playing of a musical instrument.

         Children with genius levels of musical talent will always find a way to flourish, despite opposition or deprivation. Those from families where music is already present will have countless opportunities – even if a little coercion is sometimes involved – to learn an instrument. But what about all the other children? Political leaders need to be proactive here because change will not happen by itself. The ubiquity of low culture, the inaccessibility of instruments and teachers, peer pressure, schoolwork demands, the blare and glare of technology’s latest gadgets – all  of these make it more difficult for children to begin studying the cello or the horn, and to persevere beyond discouragement or boredom.

         The most cursory glance at a music history textbook will contradict any nonsense about classical music being for the rich or privileged in society. In fact, most of the great musicians came from modest or often even seriously disadvantaged backgrounds. It is possible to combine an unflinching demand for excellence with a passionate insistence on equality of opportunity. This should become a norm in the early years of a child’s schooling: a vast youth orchestra, a finely tuned machine for social improvement and enrichment, fuelled by communal cooperation. Up to a hundred individual personalities sitting within reach of a poking bow or spitting mouthpiece, forced to put aside their egos for the sake of a greater good.

         Can you be a musician and not write music?

         I have often written and spoken about the issue of pianist– composers, pointing out that until the Second World War it was virtually unheard of for someone to play the piano and not to write music as well. In the nineteenth century, arriving in a town to play only someone else’s compositions would have provoked a raised and not entirely approving eyebrow. Every great instrumentalist was not a great composer, but each one wrote music, published music, performed his or her own music. Learning how to compose musical notes is no more difficult than learning how to write words; it is a technique. Actually it is something that is generally required at any music college in the form of harmony and counterpoint, and it is only a small step from harmonising a Bach chorale to writing one of your own. 

         When you reach Act III of Wagner’s opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnburg you realise that the contest was not about winning the prize as a singer but as a composer … and, indeed, as a poet too. It is Walther’s creative originality and daring that exclude him from being accepted as a Master in Act I, just as it is the same qualities, finally recognised when the walls of prejudice are dismantled, that gain him the prize and the bride in Act III. The only character in the opera who is solely a performer is the buffoon Beckmesser, who steals someone else’s song and is unable to make sense of it, mangling it to great comic effect.

         I hate the piling up of obligations but I do think that music students should be required to write music. We look at other composers’ notes on the page in a different way when we have struggled to write our own. If we have spent time debating where exactly to place a certain dynamic marking or how to space a chord, I think we will look at those same issues in the music we play by others in a different, more intelligent way.

         To answer the question in the title above: yes! I think it’s obvious that there are many great musicians who have not written music. But I’m not convinced that they couldn’t have; and if they haven’t, I think they should have.

         Can you be a musician and not play or read music?

         Now, moving the argument in a different direction, do you have to play or sing in order to call yourself a musician? I mentioned this point to a friend once and he replied instantly, ‘Of course! A musician is someone who plays music.’ I’m not sure it’s as simple as that, and I think this realisation could change the way thousands of people attend concerts or listen to recordings. 

         Everything hinges on how you define the word ‘musician’ of course. I have come across people whom I would happily call musicians, even though they might not even be able to read music. Unlike sport, where someone who has never sweated in action could hardly be called a sportsperson, the essence of music is something invisible, intangible. The playing of notes on an instrument is only the beginning of a connection with the inner world of the sounds. I have come across people whose profound alertness to music, whose instinctive, sympathetic resonance with its inner vibrations, is so acute that they seem to me to be not only musicians but great ones. Critics, novelists, poets, painters, actors, scientists, doctors … and many members of an audience can fit into this category.

         To define a musician as ‘someone who plays or reads music’ doesn’t hold water. Is the ability merely to be able to play a simple scale on a recorder or strum a few stray chords on a guitar a qualification? If not, at what point would someone become a musician? And what about those who, through serious injury, are unable to play any more? Are they ‘ex-musicians’? No! To say, ‘she used to be a musician’ implies to me that the person is still playing but has lost that inner understanding of the spirit behind the sound waves.

         Listening to music should always be an active process, and those who attend – pregnant verb – concerts, who listen, who respond, who treasure what they hear there, are musicians. They are the ones who do not let music wash over them like a bubble bath but who actively swim in the water. When vibrations in the air create vibrations in your soul, you’re a member of the club. 

         Hidden musicians, hidden talents

         When I was a student at the Royal Northern College in Manchester, I took organ lessons with the wonderful Eric Chadwick – an ebullient man, rather plump, glowingly pink-cheeked, always three-piece-suited, greatly jolly … and vaguely sad. He was one of those people whose enormous talents had been thwarted for various reasons and then buried for various reasons, mainly through circumstance and the lottery of a career in music.

         One day, as I was having my lesson on the Hradetzky organ in the Concert Hall, he said to me, ‘Would you like to hear what this organ can do?’

         ‘Oh yes, Mr Chadwick.’

         I slid off the bench and stood as he took his place. He sat still for a deafeningly quiet few seconds, selected the stops he needed, and then launched into the mighty Sonata on the 94th Psalm by Julius Reubke … from memory. It was a little as if my cleaning lady had suddenly removed her overalls to reveal a tutu in which she proceeded to dance the fiendishly difficult thirty-two fouettés from Swan Lake. It was a devastating display of power, an unleashing of frustration, an explosion of temperament that I remember to this day. He finished, a little more pink-cheeked than usual, with his waistcoat ridden up above his ample belly, and smiled with his usual gentle modesty.

         ‘It’s a good instrument, some wonderful reeds.’

         It had been a performance of perfection, ready for prizewinning commercial release … but the overalls were already back in place, the tutu concealed once more.

         The world is full of hidden musicians with hidden talents. Composers whose works sit in drawers or even just in their minds, instrumentalists who can play well only when no one  else is around. Apparently even the great Polish pianist Leopold Godowsky was a mere shadow of himself in public (and in recordings), revealing his genius only at small parties for a few friends. Not to mention those hundreds throughout the ages who had within them a talent to match Beethoven’s but had no access to the sort of opportunity or education that could make those gifts develop. And what would it have been, toiling in the fields on a farm a thousand years ago, to burn with his inspiration, before music notation was devised?

         Don’t listen to recordings

         I have often made the point in masterclasses that students should not listen to lots of recordings of a piece they are learning. I’m always a little horrified when I hear a student say, ‘My teacher told me to learn the Chopin G minor Ballade, so I went to the library and took out eight different recordings.’ To me this limits a student’s horizon even before the eye has been raised to it; it closes off paths even before the putting on of shoes. (Eight different editions? Well that’s a different story!)

         Of course, it was impossible to do this until recently. A conductor learning a Beethoven symphony in 1902 had to sit down at a desk or piano and … learn the score. The danger now is that we’ve become lazy and can merely absorb other people’s ‘Beethoven Experience’ rather than living through our own. It’s much harder work to draw the map ourselves, but I’m convinced we learn more about the inner topography that way, even if the first draft can send us on a false path or two. And it’s from this study that we can go on to have original ideas that are neither copied nor capricious. I’m sure that the frequently heard claim that many young pianists today sound the same has a lot to do with the fact that they have not been allowed the time  to make mistakes, and the leisure to correct them, in their hurry to claim the first prize in this or that competition. The fruit is picked and packaged and sold (and discarded) before the ripening process is complete.

         On the other hand, recordings can be an invaluable resource when it comes to hearing and understanding how musicians played in the past. This is using recordings as a substitute for attending a concert, not as a crib sheet for the piece you happen to be studying. I’m aghast when a student playing Rachmaninov’s Third Concerto admits that he has never heard the composer play. I don’t mean students should copy his interpretation of that particular piece but they should know his general style of playing, his habitual choice of swifter tempos, his characteristic inflections and nuances. They can ultimately reject them if they like (musical style and taste is gloriously subjective) but from choice, not ignorance.

         It’s important to recognise that there is an apprentice stage to be undergone in study. I don’t want to hear students, who barely play any Chopin at all, emoting their way through the A flat Polonaise in an arrogant, artificial attempt to be different – wobbly eccentrics before the centric has been established. In all the arts, early discipline and rigour create healthy roots that are invaluable for future growth. A firmly dug foundation allows the buttress the liberty to fly more extravagantly later on. Individuality comes only when there is a properly formed ‘individual’ in the first place.

         Joyce Hatto and listening blind

         ‘Hattogate’ was the musical scandal of the season when it surfaced in 2007. Joyce Hatto was a pianist who, when she was old and ill, released a mountain of recordings of everything under  the sun – over a hundred discs in a few years. The problem is that they were not by her. They were by lots of other pianists, all repackaged under the name Joyce Hatto. I have no sympathy for those who created the CDs and the falsehood behind them (and I don’t want to recount here the long story that unfolded) but I do have more sympathy than many for the music critics who were deceived.

         A few years ago I was at a radio station to give an interview. As I walked into the booth there was piano music playing. I listened for a few seconds and then asked, ‘What’s that?’

         ‘It’s you, playing Britten’s Sonatina Romantica.’

         Not only did I not recognise the pianist, but I had no idea what the piece was either. I hope it says more about one of Britten’s less successful pieces than it does about my faulty musical memory, but it illustrated to me, with a blush at the time, that we hear things in different ways when we hear them in different circumstances.

         The Joyce Hatto phenomenon, as well as being a perfect ‘blind listening test’, proved that when we listen to music we don’t listen suspended in a scientific abstraction. Yes, there should be objectivity; yes, we can be culpably prejudiced in favour of artists we know and like, and against those we don’t know or don’t like; but the mysterious chemistry of music is immeasurable, and the magic of a great artist is more than mere notes vibrating in the air. We seek enchantment, we crave fantasy in musical performers. They are shamans taking us to another world, into another dimension.

         Hatto, for a short while considered by some a pianistic genius, will now be remembered mainly as a fake. It’s a pity because it seems she was unaware of the full extent of the deception and her own fingers had made some lovely records in earlier years. 

         Meaning what you sing

         Does it make a difference to performers if they ‘believe’ the words they are singing? It is an interesting question and the issues are complex. We can start with a love duet. We do not expect ‘Tristan’ and ‘Isolde’ to mean the rapturous words they sing to each other in Act II of Wagner’s opera; nor do we attribute the wickedness of a character on stage to the singer or actor playing the role. Sometimes he can be booed during the curtain calls but it would be manifestly ridiculous to tip a glass of beer over his head in the bar after the greasepaint and costume have been put aside. The artifice of the theatre is something we learn to accept and celebrate.

         But there are deeper implications. When Elgar’s The Dream of Gerontius was being performed in the years immediately after its premiere, many choir members objected to being made to sing its Popish words, ‘stinking of incense’ as composer Charles Villiers Stanford spluttered. A phrase from Cardinal Newman’s poem such as ‘Mary, pray for him’ was deeply offensive to many Protestants, much as singing ‘I believe in God’ might be to a present-day atheist. Are such choral works simply pure music with words attached to enable the music to be sung by a human voice? Would the B minor Mass of Bach or the Te Deum of Dvořák (works written with fervent religious faith) be just as effective with words celebrating the glories of nature rather than of its Creator? Can we sing words in a foreign language with fervour but without comprehension? The story goes (I do hope it’s not true!) that John McCormack once cited Hugo Wolf’s ‘Herr, was trägt der Boden hier’ as one of his favourite songs but then was unable to tell the interviewer what the text was about. These are all interesting questions without simple answers, but one example changes the focus. 

         In 1939, the Austrian composer Franz Schmidt, at the end of his life and during his final illness, wrote a cantata celebrating the glories of Nazism. His ‘German Resurrection’ (Die Deutsche Auferstehung) was left unfinished at his death and, although completed by his pupil Robert Wagner, it is never performed, has never been recorded and it is almost impossible to find any information about it. It is like a member of a family who, in deepest disgrace, has been removed from the collective memory. We do know that it ends with the words, ‘Wir danken uns’rer Führer! Sieg Heil’, which is obviously an odious (goose) step too far in a post-Holocaust world, however fine the music might be. Fortunately, I believe, it has been possible to continue to promote performances of Schmidt’s other music, especially his Fourth Symphony, which is a glorious late-Romantic work. But words do make a difference, and singing them makes even more of a difference.

         St Augustine is quoted as having said, ‘He who sings prays twice.’ This attribution appears to be apocryphal but there’s no doubt that music adds a dimension to the communicative power of words. And yet, conversely, I do think that someone can sing passionately of belief in the Holy Ghost in a Mass setting while being utterly convinced that all religion is ghosts and nonsense.

         Old pianists

         The profession of concert pianist is one of the kindest to the elderly of any in human history. At the age of seventy-five, vocation or no vocation, a Roman Catholic bishop has to submit a letter of resignation to the pope; but the seventy-five-year-old pianist can start learning that Schubert sonata he never got around to playing before, and he can make his debut with it in  that city he never got around to visiting before. Indeed, many musicians have found their careers have gone roaring into sixth gear in their eighth decade.

         Shura Cherkassky, who from childhood played regularly in New York, moved from a nicely full 92nd Street Y to a crammed Carnegie Hall only at the age when most of his non-pianist contemporaries were moving into nursing homes. Although Jorge Bolet had had a long and busy career playing and teaching, it was only in the final decade of his life that he suddenly found himself moving into the fast lane, with a Decca contract and major engagements. By this point, perhaps, he was not always at his best, and he did muse once to one of his friends, ‘I’ve been playing for decades. Why only now do they want to book me?’ In his nineties Mieczysław Horszowski saw his Indian summer burgeoning into blossom, and Vladimir Horowitz had a very special final few years, a late bloom after a period when illness and the medication prescribed to overcome it had blurred his brilliance.

         Perhaps only conductors can last as long as pianists. Singers’ voices mature late and deteriorate early; wind players lose puff and firmness of the lips; string players develop wobbly bows and curdling intonation; but pianists, admittedly often with a notch or three less on the metronome, a careful choice of repertoire, and a note left out here and there, can go on forever.

         Graham Johnson, the brilliant accompanist and scholar, once quipped, ‘Old accompanists do not die, they just fake away.’ Many solo pianists do better than that: they remain unfaded and unfazed to the end. 

         Gay pianists: can you tell?

         Someone (a psychologist) wrote to me once saying that he’d heard a recording of my two Valses Enigmatiques and ‘homosexuality came to mind’. He then went to my website, looked around a bit and … bingo! He said that he hoped I was not offended but he was intrigued that his ‘way-out hypothesis was confirmed’.

         Vladimir Horowitz once said that there were three types of pianist: Jewish, gay and bad. Actually I’ve known some that were all three, and instantly a plethora of those who fulfil none of these categories springs to mind, but is there something that makes Horowitz, Sviatoslav Richter and Cherkassky (to choose three completely contrasting artists) different from, say, Artur Rubinstein, Emil Gilels and Rudolf Serkin? Can you tell the first three were gay? It’s certainly not the old stereotype of effeminacy – Richter is one of the most physically powerful and ‘unglamorous’ pianists of all time. But perhaps there is an intensity, a verging towards the edge, a barely checked hysteria (Horowitz’s on his sleeve, Richter’s under ironclad armour) that can sometimes be a clue.

         Was the earlier period of repression and illegality – the fear of policemen waiting at the dressing-room door – a reason for the loneliness you can sometimes discern in this aching turn of phrase, or that camp corner of puckishness? Is our present age’s increasing acceptance of gay people going to make such discussions irrelevant in thirty years’ time? The fact that each of the three pianists I’ve mentioned was married to a woman is significant and marks them as being from a different era.

         Shura Cherkassky, the only unequivocally ‘out’ pianist of the three, could play with both intense sadness and riotous campness in dizzying succession in his recitals, and it’s hard to  imagine him being the same artist if he had been heterosexual. His marriage lasted only a couple of years and, not long after his divorce, a woman came backstage to see him after one of his concerts. He greeted her warmly: ‘Very pleased to meet you, madam. Have we met before?’

         ‘Yes, Shura. We were married.’

         Leaving politics out of concerts

         I’m allergic to telling anyone what to do. I respect totally those who disagree with me but I don’t think a concert is the place to make a political point.

         To win souls rather than arguments is an idea that appealed to me in the years when I was considering entering the priesthood. Indeed, to lose an argument in humility, in patience, through kind hesitation, might well be the way to ‘listen through’ to a person’s soul. I feel this religious point strongly in the context of a concert. When I walk onto a stage I face and then sit in profile to a group of people the vast majority of whom are complete strangers to me – with opinions as numerous as bums on seats. I want to be friends with my audience. I don’t want to preach to them or to judge them. I want us all to rise above controversy and conflict through the transcendent voice of the composers whose music is being performed. If I speak to them – and to address a captive audience about politics or religion is always in the end to preach – I will be affirmed by some and rejected by others and a wedge that cannot be removed will have been created.

         To win souls rather than arguments. To make friends out of strangers with sounds. When I have done that then maybe we can speak. And maybe I shall change my mind. 

         Telling tails: do special clothes make a difference?

         Does the wearing of special clothes change what our bodies are able to do in them? Are our professional abilities affected by how we dress? It is a vast topic, which touches on almost every area of the psychology of our incarnate lives. Clothing is part of the way we make judgements about others and thus about ourselves. From the first makeshift crown placed on one of our ancestors’ heads to the peaked hat and epaulettes of the pilot who flies us from city to city, clothes symbolise expertise and authority.

         It is interesting that two groups, musicians and the clergy, have been re-examining the implications of their traditional costumes in recent decades. Since the Second Vatican Council, priests and members of religious orders have changed the way they dress. Almost no nuns today still wear traditional habits, and many musicians, particularly soloists, have stopped wearing the white tie and tails that were de rigueur for so many years. Both groups now desire a greater informality and have expressed this through dress reform. But are we better musicians or priests if we wear a particular costume?

         I really think I play better when I change into something special – when I drape my jeans on the back of a chair in the dressing room rather than around my hips on the piano bench. And if torn jeans were to be my choice of stage apparel then I would pull on a different pair from the ones I rolled out of bed into twelve hours earlier. Wearing something special is not an empty formality. It is a tacit acknowledgement that something special is planned. It is our wedding attire for the composer.

         But it doesn’t have to be traditional, black, evening clothes. When tails were first worn on stage everyone in the hall was dressed the same. To be at a concert in 1909, whether as a performer or as a member of the audience, was to attend a formal  event requiring a traditional costume. It’s a curiosity that after the First World War audiences began to dress more informally but the musicians on stage continued to be clothed like Edwardian gentlemen – minus the ticklish whiskers. Over a longer time span something similar was happening with religious orders. Widows, nurses and nuns in many parts of the world dressed similarly until the mid-twentieth century, and St Francis did not wear a ‘habit’ but simply gathered some beggar’s rags around him held in place by a piece of dirty rope. Stylisation came later.

         A piano recital is theatre. The lights dim; a nine-foot black box is illuminated; there is a hush; someone expected by an audience of thousands to be a master strides out from the mystery of darkened wings and sits down. There is a moment of silence and then sounds fill the air. I still find this sequence thrilling. The timing of its execution is related to the timing of a dancer’s leap or an actor’s line. It is drama reaching back to human prehistoric storytelling around a fire.

         There is a place for informality in both the concert hall and in ecclesiastical life – I often talk in a fairly intimate way to the audience from the stage; but there’s also a place for formality and distance, and for the dress that underlines such separation. Indeed, sometimes when I’m in the audience myself, an opening night at the ballet perhaps, if I take a little more care than usual with what I’m wearing, my experience of pleasure and of concentration is enhanced.

         We are inescapably creatures of ritual, and it isn’t just common decency that discourages us from capering down the street stark naked. The human being lacks natural ‘feathers’ of attraction, unlike the peacock, and our mating calls have no set melody. In fact, they might well sound something like: ‘Darling, I’ve got two tickets for a piano recital this evening. Keyboard side.’ 

         Stephen, that was really dreadful!

         When people come backstage after a concert to greet you, they are usually diplomatic and offer words of praise, which are embarrassingly fulsome or politely restrained or mysteriously mendacious. Very occasionally, though, honest criticism is not withheld and flows forth without scruple. Someone once came back after a recital of mine and said, ‘Stephen, it’s amazing how you coped with that piano. It had such a horrible, nasty tone.’ Was it a compliment or an insult? I thought the piano itself was rather lovely.

         I remember a long time ago – I must have been about thirteen – playing Liszt’s Vallée d’Obermann for some friends at home. I finished the piece, putting all of my adolescent soul into the performance, and one of the musicians there said, in a quiet voice shaking with emotion, ‘Stephen, that was really dreadful! I’ve never heard such a ugly, banging sound in all my life.’ I can still remember how shocked I was to hear this said in front of a group of people but our guest was probably right. It was a watershed moment for me. I blushed, spent the rest of the evening playing only the quietest music, and began a lifelong search for beauty of tone at the piano.

         Backstage, immediately post-performance, is not the appropriate place for unrequested criticism. On the other hand, there are masterclasses – forums where you expect to be criticised. There’s something intimate about an individual piano lesson but the vibe is completely different when you expose yourself to the stare and scrutiny of a curious, often voyeuristic audience. I’ve given countless public classes over the years and I’m acutely conscious of trying to pitch my comments with maximum awareness of minimising any potential embarrassment for the student. It’s too easy to show off when you are ‘expert’ for  the hour and any demonstrations you might choose to give can stop at the first sign of difficulty. I’ve seen famous pianists and teachers mock, deride and destroy a vulnerable young player; it’s a disgusting sight. Only if a student seems completely unwilling even to try one of my suggestions – especially if they play badly – do I up the amount of spice a little in the sauce of my criticism.

         I am reminded of the story of the pianist Sheldon Shkolnik (a great pianist and a dear friend of mine, who died tragically early) playing his own Sonatina for Darius Milhaud at Aspen many summers ago. Judging from Milhaud’s own music one might expect the French composer to have been fun, light-hearted and frothy. In the flesh, however, he was apparently rather dour and humourless, scowling balefully from his wheelchair. He was rolled up to Sheldon as he played. After the first movement came the terse comment: ‘Beautiful.’ After the second movement, again: ‘Beautiful.’ But after the third movement, a change of tune: ‘Cheap.’ Actually Shelley said he was happy to settle for two beautifuls and one cheap from the famous man.

         Stuck in a hole or building a tunnel?

         Between 1813 and 1820 Beethoven went through a fallow period and often found it difficult to compose. He wrote just one string quartet (op. 95), the Hammerklavier and two other piano sonatas, two cello sonatas and a song cycle. Admittedly, most of these are great works and many people would be happy to have composed such a string of masterpieces in a whole lifetime, but his output during those years was sparse compared with what had preceded and what was to follow.

         I don’t think Beethoven was blocked in the sense of lacking inspiration, but rather that he had reached a certain classical  threshold. He was up against a wall through which he was compelled to battle with enormous artistic and spiritual effort.

         One of the reasons composers such as Haydn and Mozart were able to be so astonishingly prolific was that they worked in fixed forms. When Haydn sat down to write a symphony or Mozart a piano concerto the templates were already laid out on their desks. Their genius was displayed as they worked against as well as within these forms, but it was an adjustment of the pocket or lapels, not a total redesign of the suit. Beethoven was always an eccentric tailor, but by the time of the works mentioned above he was standing outside, not just thinking outside the box. You don’t finish writing a sonata such as the Hammerklavier on Tuesday and just begin another one on Wednesday. That monumental work was the mapping-out of a new continent, not the building of a new house.

         The fecund templates of the Classical era are now in museums. The works they helped produce are, thank goodness, alive and well, but simply to use their patterns today, unadapted, would be to produce mere replicas. Beethoven already realised as much during those ‘fallow’ periods.

         Caruso’s garlic breath

         Perhaps it’s eccentric, but I can say categorically that the recorded performances that have inspired, delighted and influenced me the most in my life have been from 78 recordings – or at least ones I have heard in LP and CD transfers. I’m often asked which pianists I like most: no hesitation in the roll call of Alfred Cortot, Ignaz Friedman, Sergei Rachmaninov, Artur Schnabel and others from this period.

         I had casually heard 78s played on original machines over the years, but one magical evening in Chicago I actually operated  one for the first time, spinning some of my favourite recordings on a Victor Victrola. It was a deeply moving and revelatory experience. First of all, there’s no electricity involved; the machine works entirely with a wind-up mechanism and acoustic vibrations. So used are we now to everything from heating to lighting to flushing toilets being controlled with an electronic button or sensor that to have a wooden box producing (literally) vibrant music seems, ironically, as astonishing as the latest technological advance.

         Not only is it non-electrical; it requires ‘playing’ in a way that a forefinger’s stab at a CD player or slither on a smartphone’s screen doesn’t. I was taken through the process: first you unscrew the old needle (they last for only one or two plays – that’s less than ten minutes); then you insert a new one – soft, medium or loud depending on the thickness of the metal. After that you crank the wrench about twelve times, feeling the tension mount as it tightens. Then you flick the lever that allows the turntable to begin its 78 revolutions a minute. Now you are ready to swing the heavy apparatus housing the needle over to the disc and lower it into the hissing, scratching grooves … and out pour the most amazing, rich, immediate sounds.

         On this occasion, Caruso was simply too loud to listen to standing directly in front of the machine. It was as if his own garlic-breathed vibrato was hitting you full in the face. But beyond the clarity and volume was the realisation that the vibrations Kreisler’s violin made through the horn onto the wax grooves a hundred years ago were the very same vibrations resonating in the air of Chicago in the twenty-first century. In a strange way it was a more accurate, tangible representation of that particular violinist on that particular day than anything a digital format could produce. You could almost see the strings shiver, smell the rosin clouding from the bow, feel in your gut the quivering sounds. To hear performers  on these living, breathing machines is to imagine they are in the same room – the scratches on the shellac only wrinkles in a mirror of preserved music and memory.

         Punctured rolls

         I want to believe in piano rolls. The idea that we can insert an object into a present-day piano and hear long-dead pianists and composers perform again as if they were in the same room is a tantalisingly attractive prospect. It has a magical aura about it. But, I’m afraid, it’s a conjuring trick, or – forgive me – a confidence trick.

         There’s a lovely anecdote of Schnabel being approached by one of the major roll-making executives.

         ‘This new model is state of the art! We have developed a system that allows you to capture fully sixteen different types of nuances and shadings!’

         Schnabel, with his famously dry wit, replied, ‘My dear boy, I’m afraid that will be a problem. You see, my playing has seventeen.’

         Before I assume the role of the heartless uncle who is about to remove the whiskers and red cloak from Father Christmas to the tearful dismay of a gullible child, let me begin by admitting that piano rolls can be a lot of fun. Their enthusiasts are often great company, with a keen sense of history and a devoted appreciation for piano music and the legends who have played it. I had a most memorable afternoon in Sydney once at the house of Denis Condon, who probably had the largest private collection of piano rolls in the world. We took out one after another, squinting at the fading labels and threading them into his old pianolas. You could feel the floorboards shudder as their ivory keys gnashed up and down at great speed, like so many teeth. The fact that  some major figures – Mahler comes to mind – made rolls but not recordings does tug with some thread of fascination. But if someone tells me they’ve heard Paderewski play, on a piano roll … well, quite simply, they haven’t.

         Piano rolls are about as accurate in reproducing a pianist from the past as telling the time from shadows in the park. In the simplest terms, playing the piano involves pressing down keys that activate hammers that strike strings. Dampers lift to allow the strings to vibrate – automatically as every key is struck, or deliberately if the right pedal is depressed. All of this involves countless thousands of different physical movements: the pressure from lightest to heaviest, the touch from long to short, the weight and flexibility of finger, wrist, forearm, elbow, upper arm, shoulders, upper back – in every possible combination, and with constant adjustment of inflection … not to mention the eight different levels at which both right and left pedals can be engaged.

         Every single one of these physical actions by different parts of the body will be affected by the particular piano in front of which one sits on that particular day. Moreover, every individual piano will sound different from month to month (even sometimes from day to day) depending on the humidity, the tuning, the voicing, the regulation, the pedal adjustments and so on. When I returned to Dallas after a six-month gap to continue recording my set of Rachmaninov concertos, the piano I had used earlier was unrecognisable. I would say that virtually every movement my fingers, wrists, arms or shoulders made on every note had to be different from six months earlier in order to produce the same sounds.

         The fiction of the piano roll is to believe that if Paderewski made these (hundreds of thousands of) movements on this piano on 6 July 1923, we can simply take the data and feed it into  a totally different instrument and, lo and behold! Paderewski plays again. It is simply not the case.

         Even if we could use the very same instrument on which he had made the original roll it would actually be a different instrument, with new strings and hammers. These deteriorate with time, and to leave them on the piano unaltered would make the instrument sound even more different due to the inevitable ravages of rust and mildew. Even on a new instrument, routine voicing, in which the hammers are needled and shaped to achieve tonal evenness, will change the sound of a note completely. It is not that the piano sounds different, but that the physical actions made by a pianist on every piano are different.

         The nuances a piano roll recorded were for one piano on one day, and cannot simply be transferred to another instrument on another day and be anything but an approximation. You couldn’t even take a living pianist, get him or her to play the same piece on two different pianos, and get the same performance. The fingers, feet, elbows, wrists, arms, back and shoulders will all move in a different way in a constant adjustment of reflex on every instrument in every single bar.

         Imagine a robot – under supervision, of course – driving from Manchester to Liverpool. You record exactly its feet, hand and eye movements for the whole journey. You then take that robot, with the carefully recorded data, and place it into another driving seat in another car on another day. It would certainly be a journey to talk about … if the passenger survived.

         It’s interesting that pianists whose playing had less rubato – Rachmaninov and Josef Lhévinne, for example – tend to fare better on rolls than those who played with more rhythmic freedom – for instance, Paderewski and Friedman, whose piano rolls are ghastly. This has to do with the fact that rubato and sound are inextricably linked. You can’t take the timing  of a rubato and separate it from the nuance of a rubato and have anything other than a mess. When working at the turn of a phrase in, say, a Chopin mazurka, we are splitting hairs of inflection and colour. If that F sharp is played a millisecond later it will need a slightly different weight of sound. To hear it inadequately on a 78 recording is frustrating, but true; to hear it approximated on a piano roll (on a different piano, different hammers, different strings, different dampers, different soundboard, different rim, different keybed, different action) is a travesty based on a total fiction.

         Is there too much music?

         Is there too much music surrounding us? As a musician I’m supposed to love music, aren’t I? Can there really be too much of such a good thing? Well, leaving aside the ubiquity of recordings and their sheer accessibility on the phones in our pockets (another fascinating topic), what about music as background, passive, decorative, filling a gap?

         Vibrations have been hitting the air since that first mighty chord, the Big Bang, but ‘music’ suggests an ordering of those vibrations, a choosing and cherishing. The first sound of human music would have been random, then later seized on for its utility – a war cry perhaps. But gradually the rhythm and melody carrying the message would have lingered separate from the words until the gradual discovery of music’s allure independent of function: the war cry becomes a war song; and, closer to home, the whisper of music’s lullabies, its lilt of affection, its tug of sadness.

         The problem with present-day canned music is that it returns us to music as function. Instead of the specificity of a painting it becomes mere wallpaper, subject to a decorator’s whim rather  than a curator’s choice – music as disposable noise to cover the embarrassment of silence, like some vibrating figleaf. As a constant nibbling from dishes of sweetmeats spoils the appetite for the main feast, so the ceaseless ring of synthetic music dulls the hearing for the real thing.

         Music can entertain as well as elevate, but it shouldn’t anaesthetise. Schubert’s greatest love song was not one of many addressed to another human but ‘An die Musik’, a love song for songs themselves. Music should always be special, always chosen, always an elevation of the spirit.

         Relics

         Pianists use new tools. The sleek, standardised pianos on most major concert stages tend to be younger than a decade – but not always.

         In the middle of Montana Peter and Cathy Halstead own a vast property. Tippet Rise Art Center is a sculpture park where the creations of man and nature intermingle in breathtaking harmony. But then, in the middle of it all, a small concert hall has been constructed, inside which a mere 150 music lovers can squeeze to witness its superb acoustics and cast their eyes beyond the stage through large windows to a view of paradise.

         But for the pianist there is a further delight: a storage room like some rare wine cellar. Behind its doors are four superb nine-foot Steinways, three of which were expertly, lovingly sourced or restored by the great piano tuner Tali Mahanor. There is an ornate beauty from 1897 and two exceptional present-day examples, one built in New York and one built in Hamburg. But the special treat for me is the fourth.

         Vladimir Horowitz was probably the most visible and powerful pianistic symbol of the second half of the twentieth century,  at least in the West. Due to bouts of nervous illness he appeared and disappeared through a long career, his highly strung neurosis both feast and famine of his creativity. In the early 1940s he was a busy performer, and when he played and recorded with orchestra in those mid-century years he used CD-18, the piano now living in Fishtail, Montana. However, this instrument is not just special as the relic of a hero; its soul sings and soars today with a penetration of tone and deftness of inflection rare in the modern piano.

         In the century before the war during which CD-18 was made, there were hundreds of piano manufacturers across Europe and America. Pianos were part of every home that could afford furniture, as ubiquitous as a sofa or a sideboard. Many companies were obscure then and have disappeared since, but some rode high in the Victorian era, not least the French firm Erard who gave one of its most extravagantly decorated instruments to Queen Victoria herself. Built in 1856, it was delivered to Buckingham Palace on 30 April that year. Monkeys and cherubs caper all over its gilded, mahogany case and, unlike the Horowitz piano, it really does feel like something from another era with its shallow action and reedy timbre. On one occasion at the Palace, when I started to play a Mendelssohn ‘Song without Words’ on its yellowing ivory keys, it was as if a magical aura was surrounding me. It wasn’t hard to imagine the queen and her consort, Prince Albert, seated at the same bench, playing a duet by candlelight or accompanying each other in song in that velvet-curtained room.

         Bechstein’s fall and rise

         Many of us have had the experience, perhaps an early and lasting memory, of seeing in the corner of some old aunt’s living room  a tall, heavy, black box adorned with an army of fading photographs and which, when opened up, displayed a line of yellow keys and the mysterious, tarnished letters: C. BECHSTEIN. While the Steinway gleams on the world’s most glamorous concert platforms evoking the image of a new Rolls-Royce, the Bechstein seems rather to suggest that vintage car under blankets in the garage, either sparkling with care or a sad shell of rust and dust.

         From the company’s foundation in 1856 in Berlin until the Second World War, the Bechstein piano played a major role in European musical life, from concert venues to the salons of patrons and socialites, from the studios of famous artists and teachers – Liszt, Debussy and Scriabin used one when composing – to the practice rooms of students. However, decline was swift following the Bechstein family’s association with Hitler, and the firm’s location in the divided city of Berlin during the years following the war. The disintegration of the 1940s (its factory and supplies were destroyed by Allied bombing in 1945) and the uneven workmanship of the 1950s and beyond made the piano’s continuing success an impossibility. In addition, good, cheap pianos from the Far East began to appear in the showrooms of the West, and, as with cars, offered a serious challenge in price and quality to the middle-range European instruments.

         Taste, too, had changed in the post-war years. Audiences and ears were becoming used to the greater brilliance and penetration of the Steinway, especially in concerto repertoire, where it seemed a better match for the string section of the orchestra, now more frequently using steel rather than gut. The Steinway was always at the forefront in the development of the piano. The company was founded in 1853 in New York by Henry Steinway and three of his sons and within two years had developed the iron frame that came to be the standard skeleton for all subsequent pianos. There followed a stream of patents including the introduction of the Capo d’Astro bar in 1875 which enabled the piano to utilise larger, more powerful hammers, resulting in a bigger sound. These developments continued into the twentieth century and gave the Steinway its trailblazing image. The Bechstein’s more delicate nuances and shallower, slower action-response made it less suitable for the new virtuoso techniques that composer–pianists such as Rachmaninov and Prokofiev were developing, and the recording studios had discovered that the clearer tone of the Steinway was more suitable for their ever-improving techniques. Once music colleges and concert halls turned almost exclusively to the Steinway a virtual monopoly came into being, justified only by that piano’s extraordinary quality and beauty.

         Earlier in the century there was a genuine variety of opinions about the relative merits of the great piano firms. A pianist such as Horowitz would reject the Bechstein as being better suited for chamber music, and he became a loyal Steinway artist from the start of his career. He was only once seen in public playing a piano other than a Steinway, when he played Scriabin’s Bechstein in Moscow, the event captured by television cameras. On the other hand, Schnabel referred to the Steinway as being ‘terribly loud’ and insisted on taking two Bechstein concert grands plus a technician to America on a pre-war visit. After the Nazis had come to power and he was compelled to use Steinways in America he asked for their sound and action to be doctored and made closer to the feel of his beloved Bechstein.

         Comparing the playing styles of these two pianists gives an over-generalised but valid indication of the differences between their preferred pianos. Many artists whose techniques had been developed on European pianos found the Steinway a challenge. Their whole approach to tonal control and colouring relied on the horizontal motion of the hand across a feather-light key  rather than the greater vertical pressure required by the weightier actions of the American instruments. Moritz Rosenthal, the renowned Liszt pupil, is an interesting case in point. One of his trademarks was fast, fleet figuration exploiting extreme soft dynamics, and he claimed that it was impossible for him to achieve his effects on the Steinway piano.

         Another wider social change is relevant to the collapse of many piano companies. The whole notion of the piano as an instrument for the home, a magnet drawing friends around it for evenings of amateur entertainment, quickly disappeared after the end of the war. The piano seemed like just another relic from the Victorian age; like an old armoire, it took up too much musty space in the suburban houses of the period. Its elephantine size, its jaundiced ivories, simply couldn’t compete with the stampeding arrival of that smaller box, the television, with its bright, passive images. It was so much more appealing than Aunt Maud’s arthritic fingers struggling with Chaminade’s Automne, or Uncle Harry’s repeated attempts to find The Lost Chord. So the pianos went to the antique shops, Maud and Harry went to the nursing home, and, suddenly, a chapter of European life was finished.

         The piano seemed part of the baggage of Imperialism, and the guitar’s six strings and keyboards that could be plugged in (requiring more sensitive ears to be plugged as well) suited the spring-cleaning mood of the age. So unfortunately the baby was thrown out with the Bechstein, and an unswimmable gulf was formed between the professional pianist and the now passive audience member, a gulf that has deeply affected concert life over the last few decades and seriously threatens its future as audience numbers decrease steadily.

         So has the piano that was ‘By appointment to His Majesty, Emperor William I of Prussia’ gone the way of the country he  ruled? Has that black box in the corner of the drawing room become its own coffin, awaiting only the death of its owner before it is dragged to the junk shop without even the last anointing of some furniture polish?

         A friend recently played me a recording: some Ravel – gorgeous playing on a gorgeous piano.

         ‘Who is that? It’s beautiful!’ I exclaimed.

         ‘It’s Andrew Tyson.’

         ‘Ah, yes. He’s wonderful.’

         I went over to the computer to look at the details of the recording and saw that this young American pianist had recorded it on a … Bechstein. The venerable piano maker is obviously up and running again and making instruments that sound better than ever.

         What kind of piano do you have at home?

         This is one of those questions I get asked regularly. The assumption is that we pianists will own the piano of our dreams, that we will have searched out the equivalent of a Stradivarius, found a generous sponsor or saved up to buy it, and then will spend happy hours playing rippling arpeggios up and down its pearl-white keys.

         The truth is that most musicians I know have pretty rough pianos at home, not to mention the sound systems on which they listen to music (and balance their coffee cups). It’s not so much a question of the cost of a great concert grand, although I found it hard to discover the current price of a nine-foot grand Steinway on the internet: ‘If you have to ask, you can’t afford’, perhaps? It’s more that I find it hard to work well on a gleaming young beast and I prefer to be hidden away in a back room somewhere with a gnarled, weather-beaten old joanna. A concert grand is  … a concert piano; for me it feels too much as if I’m on stage performing. Practising is the workshop, not the showroom. Also, I don’t want to own an instrument that makes every concert-hall experience a disappointment … unless, of course, I can take it with me on the plane.

         However, it is important to spend time on a fine, responsive instrument. Much of our practising will focus on colour, nuance, voicing and pedalling, and a worm-infested upright will be limiting, frustrating and damaging. In fact, for practice, better a bad grand than a good upright as the actions of the two are completely different. For my New York apartment I confess I chose floorspace over a Steinway and have a small digital Yamaha to keep fingers limber and notes memorised. It’s surprisingly good, and with the volume turned low I can work all night in the city that never sleeps.

         Lonely on the road

         The nomadic aspect of constantly being on the road – hotel to hotel, airport to airport, dressing room to dressing room – is no great revelation, although its lack of glamour sometimes comes as a surprise to those who imagine the carpet always red, the car windows always darkened, and the hotel room always large enough to open a battered suitcase. But one aspect of the artist’s homelessness is perhaps not fully understood. Concert life brings us many friends in many places … until we leave for the next city. It can be bittersweet indeed, as a week spent with people you love finishes abruptly, not to be experienced again for perhaps two years or more, except by email and phone. But then you de-plane in another city, collect your baggage once more, and throw your arms around another dear friend in another familiar place. Coping with this seesawing of emotional  attachment and detachment (hugs of greeting, hugs of farewell) almost requires a ‘technique’, a tool for maintaining mental health on tour, a holding of friends in your heart while letting go of them with your hands. It forces on us an almost monastic discipline of indifference: married to none so that we can be intimate with all.

         The pianist Gina Bachauer spoke once of a train journey she made one Christmas from one concert engagement to another, along a track of endless houses, all of them aglow with lights, families, fires and festivities. She said that she felt terribly lonely as she hurtled past these fleeting glimpses of idyllic hearthside scenes, but then she found comfort in the thought of a bigger family – the audience waiting to greet her at the next town.

         When I don’t play the piano

         A concert pianist is someone who plays the piano in concerts. So far so good, although it might be worth adding the adverb ‘regularly’ to that description. Someone did once tell me that his Aunt Ada was a concert pianist. ‘She had a lovely touch and played to great acclaim in a concert in our church hall – Rustles of Spring, I think.’

         Much more time is spent playing the piano hidden away at home or backstage than in front of an audience. It’s the training leading up to the Wimbledon Final, the solitary punch-bag months before the blood flies into the roaring crowds at the World Heavyweight Boxing Championship. But between home and the stage there are many hours when I want to work and I can’t. It’s one of the greatest frustrations of my touring life that, unlike other instrumentalists, I arrive at a hotel without my instrument. There’s that hour before dinner or the  time spent twiddling thumbs before doing an interview when I would love to twiddle all ten fingers and check through a passage in my concerto or just get loosened up after a long flight … and I can’t.

         Or the effort involved in doing so can be enormous. A piano in the hotel is the best solution, as long as it’s far away from prying ears – in an abandoned ballroom for instance. If the hotel is a quick walk from the hall then that’s the next best scenario although, later in the evening, there’s unlikely to be someone waiting just for me at the stage door. It has to be planned in advance and it’s often hard to know my plans in advance.

         Then the options start to get worse, a taxi ride to a distant hall in heavy traffic, for instance. Finding the venue itself is the first hurdle, but then, how to find the stage door? I’ve spent many occasions circling the building, rattling rusty handles, banging my fists against flaking doors, pressing antique buzzers, shouting through glass walls, leaving messages on voicemail … to no avail.

         Sometimes a generous patron will invite me to use his or her piano. Now I don’t want to sound unappreciative of such kind offers (and sometimes it’s been the beginning of a wonderful friendship) but in my experience pianos in strange homes often come with cats and their dander, or rattling photo frames or vases of trembling flowers perilously balanced on piano lids, or an impossibly high bench, or a squeaky pedal. And worst of all is the person who, leaving the door ajar, says to me, ‘Oh, I love the piano. Don’t mind me. I’ll just be in the next room if you need anything. What are you going to practise?’ Then I freeze. I simply can’t work if I know someone is listening to me. It’s a bit like writing when someone is looking over your shoulder. Self-consciousness makes self-expression (and self-criticism) impossible. 

         So for a long time I oscillated between these various unsatisfactory formats until in more recent years I just stopped trying to practise on the road at all. But then a few seasons ago I started renting an electric keyboard if I stayed in a city for more than a couple of days. It was wonderful, saving time and making time so much more fruitful. I’d turn the volume down very low and work away at any time of the day or night. In some ways it was even better than a real piano. Like a ballet dancer at the barre, in just thirty minutes I could warm up, stretch the muscles, work at a few problem bars here and there and generally keep in shape without having to leave my room. Now when I don’t play the piano it’s because I don’t want to.

         Never mind the metronome, learn to use an alarm clock

         I still panic when I think of the dress rehearsal I nearly missed with the New York Philharmonic back in 2005. I had set my alarm clock that morning for seven to give myself plenty of time to have breakfast, to be at Avery Fisher Hall by nine, and to be warmed up in time for the public rehearsal at ten. The problem was that I had mistakenly set the alarm for seven p.m. Just before nine I woke from slumber and lazily reached for the clock to check the time. Frozen panic … five seconds of utter disbelief … then the screech of engines kicking in as I leaped out of bed.

         On this occasion, adrenalin had performed the task normally required of caffeine but the haystack that greeted me in the mirror that morning could not have greeted the audience at Lincoln Center. I showered, dressed, ran down the stairs (six flights, faster than waiting for the elevator), grabbed the Subway (faster and more reliable than a cab), ascended the stairs from stage door to stage level in four or five lunging leaps. It  was now about 9.54 and Mr Maazel was waiting in the wings to run through the overture. The orchestra was tuning; the audience was quieting their whispering (it looked like a full house, which is around three thousand people), and fifteen minutes later I was in front of the keyboard for the flurry of octaves that begins Rachmaninov’s First Concerto. Since then I’ve always used a 24-hour clock.

         Disgrace at a concert

         I was once thrown out of a concert, along with a dozen friends and fellow students, for appalling behaviour. This is what happened.

         It must have been 1981 or ’82 when I was at Juilliard. A group of us, having had a few drinks and being en route to a party where we expected to have a few more, had been given free tickets to see the British pianist Ronald Smith play a recital at Merkin Concert Hall on West 67th Street in New York. Merkin is not a hall where anyone can hide. Sight lines to and from the stage, and all around the 449-seat auditorium, are crystal clear, and its intimacy is part of its charm. It was a huge and difficult programme: Bach–Busoni Chaconne, Chopin Études op. 25, and, in the second half, Alkan’s Concerto for Solo Piano. We all settled down in one row, already a little giggly, and began to read the hastily photocopied programme notes. They were full of amusing misprints – although Chopin’s étude in ‘Eixths’ is the only one that I can still remember today. So before the pianist had even entered from the wings we were already buzzing and chuckling.

         Then out walked Ronald Smith, and so began the evening’s downward spiral of hilarity. He was wearing something along the lines of a blue jacket, red trousers, yellow shirt, and purple  tie, and he sauntered towards the piano peering at the audience through spectacle lenses the thickness of glass bricks. A bemused butler’s bow, an itchy shuffle to get comfy on the piano bench, and then he raised his left hand in the air at full arm’s length and simply held it there – for what seemed like about eight seconds – before bringing it crashing down on the wrong chord of the Bach–Busoni. It was hopeless. A snort of laughter burst forth from one of our party and the seats began to vibrate with suppressed giggles. It was not that we were laughing at his playing, which was always interesting and in places wonderful, but just that the whole occasion was infectious with humour.

         Throughout the first Chopin étude he teased out inner voices, many fascinating, but others perplexing, like jolts along a bumpy road; he ended the ‘Butterfly’ étude with an off-beat lederhosen slap on his right thigh; he played the opening single notes of the ‘Winter Wind’ étude with only one finger, somehow managing, occasionally, to catch more than one note per digit. But, the final mirth-inducing straw, he built up to the climax of the first half of the ‘Octave’ étude with crimson-inducing effort, the ferocious four chords before the (long) pause like a last paean of exertion: DA DA DA DUM, hands flung up into the air. He had planned a long, dramatic silence in those rests, but we did not allow that to happen. Our entire row burst out into audible hysterics. It was abominable behaviour, but, by that point, it was pretty much out of our control.

         After the pianist had left the stage, and before the audience had left the auditorium for the intermission, a man two rows in front of us stood up. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ – a hush ensued, and he pointed at us with an angry, trembling finger – ‘these students have behaved disgracefully towards this great artist and I am going to ask them to leave the hall right now.’ The whole audience stared at us and started a slow hand-clap of  disapproval as we stood up sheepishly, with the utmost embarrassment, and walked out. I admire this man’s courage. We had no excuse. And the irony is that, of the countless concerts I have attended in New York, the chance to hear the man who, with Raymond Lewenthal, reinvented Alkan play Alkan is one I am really sorry to have missed.

         Most of the strokes winners, none of them good enough

         Occasionally, talking backstage with someone, I’ve mentioned that I was playing a piece again soon – perhaps Rachmaninov’s Third Concerto.

         ‘Oh, but you’ve played that before lots of times, and you’ve made a recording of it,’ has come the reply, as if it were merely a matter of a quick glance through the score, a quick tinkle through a few of the trickier passages and then I would be ready to walk out on to the stage to face the orchestra’s two shimmering bars of D minor semiquavers before playing the brooding melancholy theme and the thicket of notes that follow.

         There is a comparison to be drawn with a sportsperson. You wouldn’t say to Roger Federer, ‘What? Are you training … again? But you know how to hold the racket, you’ve played so many matches, you’re in good physical shape.’ It’s true that replaying a complex piece is not as time- or nerve-consuming as learning it for the first time, just as the ability to hit the ball across the net is not something a great tennis player forgets, but I find that the effort involved from beginning to learn a piece to being able to play it from memory is about the same as it is from being able to play it from memory to having it really ‘ready’. Learning the teeming demisemiquavers in the central section of the third movement of the Rachmaninov is a mighty task, but  equal to it is striving to colour, to shape, to balance, to pedal each of those notes at will. It’s a point I discuss sometimes with students who have just played a piece in a public class with total accuracy and brilliance: ‘Great – but that’s just the foundation on which you now need to build a real performance.’

         The increments of improvement in this final stage for the pianist can be minuscule and the resulting frustration immense, but I imagine it’s similar for Roger as his crashing serves thunder across the net in a monotonous, numberless series during training: most of the strokes winners, none of them good enough.

         Staying power

         Winning a competition is not a goal; it is putting the ball on the pitch, the keys in the engine. And the resulting opportunities from that first prize can come too soon and can be a liability. ‘Carnegie just loved your debut recital, Freda. They want you to do a series, three solo recitals and a chamber music concert. What do you wanna play?’ A curse for the talented youngster who has only one and a half programmes in her fingers: refuse to play and lose the chance (and the interest of a manager), or accept and risk undoing the debut’s success (and the interest of a manager).

         A young conductor can be in a slightly different position. He might be invited to an orchestra, sometimes as a last-minute replacement, and make a huge impression on his first visit. The charisma is palpable, the musical ideas fresh, the personality engaging, the repartee at the pre-concert talk or post-concert reception witty and charming, the concerts an enormous critical and public success. The management is on the phone the next morning: ‘We’d like to book Maestro for two weeks next season and also for a small tour.’ Sometimes this is the beginning  of a major career that goes from strength to strength and the rest is history. Sometimes, however, by the second week of the re-engagement, or by that concert on the road in Des Moines, everyone realises that the first impression had been superficial. This conductor had a few winning pieces in his repertoire, but not enough to sustain interest. The charm of that foreign accent is wearing off; the raised left eyebrow when he says, ‘Pianissimo, dear hearts’, begins to annoy everyone as each rehearsal lumbers past. The ferocious, shaking fist at the climaxes now seems meretricious rather than thrilling. Words whisper through the unforgiving corridors of musical bitchdom and a career that had flared up quickly fizzles out even more quickly.

         The Russian crescendo

         I first came across the term ‘Russian crescendo’ when Adele Marcus, one of my teachers at the Juilliard School, mentioned it in a lesson. She had been a student of and then assistant to Josef Lhévinne, one of the greatest pianists of the twentieth century, and the example she gave was the second subject of the first movement of the Second Concerto of Lhévinne’s friend and fellow student Rachmaninov.

         The Russian crescendo is an expressive inflection that has the inner intention of a crescendo (getting louder) but achieves it by getting softer. In the Second Concerto theme the phrase reaches – yearns – in an arch towards the top A flat but by backing off the arrival point it is made even more poignant and expressive. By the time Rachmaninov wrote his Third Concerto he was actually notating some of these Russian crescendos as diminuendos (getting softer) to make sure we didn’t miss the point. Some can be seen in the first two pages of the piece.

         I think this device, which is closely related to agogic accents,  comes from the human voice. A singer will take a deep breath and start to sing a long phrase, and as the breath runs out there is a natural weakening of volume but without any weakening of expressive intensity. You are more likely to find examples of this shaping in ethnic folk or popular musicians than in the classical world. Russian crescendos, like Russian aristocrats, did not fare well as the Soviet years continued and most had disappeared completely by the middle of the twentieth century.

         Fickleness of feelings

         
            People are mistaken thinking that the creative artist uses art to express what he feels at the very moment of experience. Joy and sorrow are feelings expressed retrospectively. Without any particular cause for rejoicing I can be immersed in a mood of happy creativity and, conversely, I can produce, when cheerful, a piece saturated in gloom and despair. In short, the artist leads a double life: the ordinary human one and the artistic one, and moreover, these two do not always coincide.

            Alexandra Orlova, Tchaikovsky: A Self-Portrait

         

         Tchaikovsky writes about a number of fascinating issues here: first, it adds to the evidence about whether or not he committed suicide. (I’m convinced he didn’t; see pp. 184–5.) Then it addresses the often asked question of whether a composer needs to feel sad when writing sad music or happy when writing music brimming over with joy. (All the evidence is that mood has little impact on pen hitting paper.) Furthermore, it spills over to the performer and whether he or she needs to feel the music in a directly emotional way during performance. An actor will tell  you that the worst thing to happen in a tragic scene is to be moved to tears on stage. It is no longer possible to act the role properly or to convey the play’s emotions to the audience. The actor has – literally – ‘lost it’.

         To continue the train of thought: does ‘expressive’ music always need to be played ‘expressively’? When we begin to learn an instrument and to learn the grammar of music, we not only acquire a battery of conventions – phrasing, articulation, flexibility – along with all the physical aspects of technique but we learn how to please our teachers … and eventually our examiners and jury members. This is inevitable but dangerous. I often hear in masterclasses a student who is self-consciously being ‘musical’, who is shaping melodies or rubatos in a way that sounds both artificial and, ironically, wooden. It is an issue in slow movements, especially when there seems to be a fear of doing nothing. Unless we pamper every beautiful moment, often with a seductive shrug of the shoulder or a lurch of the torso, it will cease to be beautiful, or – worse – the audience/teacher/examiner might think we are unmusical.

         I remember very clearly a certain lesson with Gordon Green when I was about twelve years old. I was playing the opening of the first movement of Beethoven’s Sonata op. 110 and, just as I reached the decorative arpeggios at the bottom of the first page, he stopped me.

         ‘My dear boy, this music is not beautiful. [Pause for a deep draw on his smouldering pipe.] It is sublime.’

         I was responding to the superficial charm of the melody instead of reaching inside the flesh and bones to the very soul of the music. It is a lesson hard to learn as a young musician because it seems as if at the very moment when we have built up an impressive arsenal of expressive trinkets we need to start getting rid of them. 

         In our present age the baring of inner thoughts, emotions, neuroses, opinions, has become not only acceptable but in some ways mandatory. I don’t want to return to an earlier time of repressive formality – and there is a fascinating wealth of rich, confessional literature – but there is a danger when we think that everything has to ‘show and tell’ in order to be telling. One recorded example that illustrates this is the first forty seconds of Rachmaninov playing his Third Concerto. This is a composer and pianist who was not afraid to wear his heart prominently on his sleeve but the deeply melancholy melody is played here almost rhythmically straight (and fast) with all of the expression refined into the most extraordinary tonal shading. We know from eyewitness reports of his playing that he sat completely motionless at the keyboard. I think what can be heard in this extract is another kind of stillness: emotion utterly distilled, and more powerful, more moving, because of it.

         This one’s happy, this one’s sad

         A research paper into music therapy came up with the following observation: ‘Some online music stores already tag music according to whether a piece is “happy” or “sad”. Our project is refining this approach and giving it a firm scientific foundation, unlocking all kinds of possibilities and opportunities as a result.’

         I found this depressing reading and a further scrap of evidence that ‘classical’ and ‘popular’ music seem to be regarded as originating on different planets. Almost every great work in the Western classical canon would miss the mark of this too easy superficial definition. In fact, the first two minutes of the slow movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto in C K. 467 moves from ‘happy’ to ‘sad’ at least four times. Its happiness is full of the shadow of the sadness from three seconds earlier, and the next  bars of sadness to come are even sadder because they suggest a later return of the happiness that was so terribly sad before …

         It’s depressing not just because of the reduction of art to a simplistic denominator, but because it suggests a measuring of life itself by too easy categories. Mozart’s shifting clouds in front of the sun are actually closer to most people’s experience of daily existence than the pap and pep pills of some pop music. Even if listening to Mozart might not cure someone’s depression, at least it honestly addresses the fact that the human mind (and its dis-ease) is complex and subtle. It is a listening ear of compassion rather than Pollyanna’s empty, unflinching smile.

         What music makes you cry?

         Adele Marcus led me to believe that she judged the worth of a performance by whether it made her cry – or at least produced a moistening of the eye. What makes this revelation from this deeply emotional woman all the more interesting is that she singled out the cool, detached, urbane English pianist Solomon as being the one who was most likely to have this effect on her … and she had lived through the golden age of great pianists, hearing them all repeatedly.

         What is it in music that stimulates our tear ducts? Is it the association that certain pieces have, their vibrations reaching back to childhood? Or certain performances that uniquely touch us? Or the life circumstances that might have affected the composer? Are pieces in the minor key ‘sadder’ than those in the major? For me, when Schubert slips into the major in the slow movement of his final piano sonata (D. 960) it melts the tragic mood into greater human heartbreak. George Steiner puzzled why he was moved in an irresistible way by Edith Piaf’s rendition of ‘Je ne regrette rien’ – a courageous admission from a  man of the most sophisticated artistic sensibility. Many people weep their way through almost everything Chopin wrote, yet my friend and record producer Andrew Keener cites the Polish master as one of the few composers who never makes him cry. And then there are tears of joy. I have experienced these in performance with the coda of Brahms’s First Piano Concerto (the D major, horn sunrise after the piano cadenza) and in the final movement of Beethoven’s ‘Emperor’ Concerto, where the composer seems to fling a hat into the air in sheer exuberance.

         Can atonal music make you cry?

         Can atonal music move us, touch us, awaken in us emotions of a deep, human nature? I don’t mean thrill or inspire admiration (I’m excited and stimulated beyond words by many wildly atonal works from Stockhausen to Jason Eckhard) but rather reach inside us and … well, reduce us to tears.

         I am fully aware of simplistic traps that can arise in this discussion but there are some things worth pondering. First, almost no music is completely tonal or completely atonal. Since music notation began there has been a constant tension between the two: conflict with resolution or irresolution, with concord and discord living together in fruitful harmony. In fact atonality’s greatest power comes precisely from it setting up such a dialogue. Pieces that are purely tonal are usually insipid – white on white. Similarly, pieces that are purely atonal are ultimately colourless – dirty brown on dirty brown, all the paints in the box mired in one indistinguishable puddle.

         Purely atonal music is not expressionless. It can evoke anger and restlessness, although often in a fairly monotonous, shallow way. It can evoke humour, although generally of a cynical nature. It can evoke thrilling energy, but usually the sort  found driving manically in rush hour on an emptying tank of petrol rather than in climbing a craggy mountain at dawn. Pure atonality’s ultimate problem is its lack of reference points. If you take away the compass of tonality; the magnetic pull is annulled. You can fight against tonality with ferocious vitality or with anguished despair – much great music does – but if you remove tonality altogether you are punching the air, and you’ll find you’ve forgotten what you were sad about.

         So, to offer one possible answer to this question: perhaps only atonality can move us, but only in the context of the tonality it is struggling against, yearning for, or working around.

         Symphonies under ice

         Sibelius’s Fourth Symphony is not a piece you can grasp fully in one or even in twenty hearings. In fact, that’s the most amazing thing about all of his great works: however many times we hear this music, everything always seems new. But the Fourth is surely the most unsettling of the symphonies: unresolved, unfulfilled, the thematic material passed between instruments without eye contact or ownership. The final, non-coup de théâtre is the strange, mezzo-forte, chorale-like ending, which reminds us that it can be in the ordinary, middle-ground experiences of life where lurk the most searing depression and hopelessness. The eye remains dry in this piece because the tears just cannot, will not, flow.

         The Fifth Symphony, after the enigmatic twists of the Fourth, seems a much straighter if not straightforward journey. Hearing them both back to back a number of seasons ago at the Royal Festival Hall with Osmo Vänskä and the London Philharmonic – craggy, rough-hewn, elemental readings, with a moss-off-the-mountains revelation of the works’ towering peaks – I was conscious of a pricking of tears in my eyes as the Fifth Symphony  finished. I tried to work out what it was that made this piece so overwhelming and it struck me that it was like a symphony under ice, as if a great Romantic work were being heard from a point of inaccessibility: tunes deflected and diverted by the frozen surface, fissures forcing the counterpoint to veer off at strange tangents, climaxes narrowly averted, melodies ungraspable. The famous swinging motive in the third movement, inspired by the composer seeing a flock of sixteen majestic swans in flight, is one of those examples. Only when it gushes into C major does it openly reveal its Romantic heart, flooding over us all the more powerfully for the moment’s late arrival and brief duration. Even the final hammered chords, a six-time attempt to fell the tree, are prevented from full Beethovenian triumph by the anticipation of the timpani’s grace notes. The ground is not totally solid under our feet.

         Clothing the naked melody

         Those ascending Sibelian swans in the Fifth Symphony’s third movement – that swinging ‘tune’ once heard never forgotten – is an example of how we carry melodies in our heads, how we hold onto music with an inner humming, even when we cannot physically sing it. It is possible to sing that swinging motive but if we don’t hear everything else that goes along with it in the score – the harmony of the glowing thirds, the shifting bass line, the orchestration with the brazen horns – it doesn’t really make any sense.

         The human brain remembers music in a most curious way. We hum this Sibelius tune as we leave the concert hall (and at full force when we get into our cars to drive home) and the brain seems to supply what’s missing. The music has left an aura with it, a faint imprint, which is enough for us to relive the full moment with the sketchiest of material. Try this out  with something familiar and simpler than the Sibelius example – maybe a hymn tune or pop song. Somehow, without being able to identify the harmonies, they accompany us as we sing; they have become an inseparable part of our recall of the music.

         A different kind of example of the same principle is a piece such as the First Scherzo of Chopin. The outer sections of this piece are impossible to sing as they race by at breakneck speed and are outside the range of any human voice, yet we can still hold this music in our memories, in our hearts, as if it were a singable melody. This leads me to one of the main objections I have to some contemporary music. For me, great music should be able to be ‘heard’ after it’s stopped sounding. The vibrations that were created in the air of the concert hall or on the recording must be ‘cherishable’. When we listen to music we want some element of the piece to become a part of us. It is like reading a book. If we close the pages and nothing at all remains of what we’ve been reading, it is not unreasonable to suggest that we’ve been wasting our time. Ultimately if we cannot take away an aura from music, however complex the piece or indefinable the emanation, I don’t think the music is really worth anything.

         Two women, two songs: in and out of harmony

         I love Brazilian popular music. I love its sultry sophistication, the lazy warmth of its harmonies, and its rhythmic beat, which breathes rather than batters. The most popular of its popular songs was born just after me, in the early 1960s, and Antônio Carlos Jobim’s ‘Girl from Ipanema’ can still turn heads as if it were written yesterday. I’ve always loved this song and been fascinated by its harmonies, which somehow manage to combine complexity and subtlety with instant recognition and recall. It is an example of a melody that relies entirely on its harmony  for its effect. Try singing it while removing the harmony from your inner mind. Or if you’re near a piano, try playing it with the harmony the simple tune would naturally suggest, G major: it is utterly banal and worthless. But slide that harmony down a whole tone to F major and make of its opening Gs and Es major ninths and sevenths and you instantly smell the sun, the sand, the sea … and you see this inaccessible girl walk past. Aaaah!

         So much for the seductively gorgeous ‘Girl from Ipanema’, and how that song relies entirely on its harmony to make any sense at all. Another song from the same era, the Beatles’ ‘Eleanor Rigby’, could not be more different in every aspect. Not only is this poor, lonely woman unlikely to turn any heads, but it’s hard to imagine the dank waterfront of the Mersey river being more different in every respect from the sultry beach in the suburb of Rio. And musically they are totally different too. If Jobim’s song is meaningless without its harmonies, ‘Eleanor Rigby’ is unusual in needing no harmony at all to make sense. It is almost like Gregorian chant in its melodic self-sufficiency. Indeed, its E minor tonality sounds almost modal at times. The original recording, with its famous string quartet accompaniment, is an iconic track of the period, rough and rugged with a raw honesty that is hard to find in today’s digital pop-music world. Father McKenzie laid more to rest in 1966 than the tragic woman who kept her face in a jar by the door.

         Is New Age thinking bad for musicians?

         Reading Bishop Richard Harries’s book God Outside the Box I was struck by the following passage:

         
            The German novelist Hermann Hesse wrote, ‘When a man tries, with the gifts bestowed on him by nature, to fulfil  himself, he is doing the highest thing he can do, the only thing that has any meaning.’ This sums up succinctly the dominant idea of the twentieth century. Self-expression and self-fulfilment override all other considerations. This is related to new age spirituality because although conscious adherents to that movement may be relatively small in number, our whole culture is saturated with the idea of the self and its development. [Whereas true] fulfilment in life comes from giving oneself to what is worthwhile. It comes as a by-product of doing something else. We engage in something that interests us, let us say carpentry or gardening, and as a result find fulfilment. If we simply seek fulfilment in itself, it not only eludes but is likely to destroy us.

         

         The ‘pursuit of happiness’ rather than the ‘pursuit of the goods that (may) lead to happiness’ is perhaps the deadest dead-end street in the modern age’s sprawling moral metropolis.

         There’s much to be said in a general sense but is there anything that applies directly to music? I think there is, yet we are hit with an immediate question: isn’t ‘self-expression’ what the arts are all about? Well, yes and no.

         I have time for only one regular student but I do give public classes all over the world, usually organised by the orchestra or promoter where I’m playing. I would hate to return to an earlier authoritarian age when being ‘seen and not heard’ by your elders and betters was the order of the day, but I am often amazed at the unmerited self-confidence some students display. A good, healthy self-esteem seems often to have morphed into a carefree arrogance. I remember one student playing really dreadfully for me once: everything was weak, inaccurate, coarse, chaotic. As the performance ended I wanted to say something constructive that would be kind and encouraging, and I began by making a small  suggestion of interpretation to get the ball rolling. He instantly shot back, ‘Yeah, well I guess there are many ways of thinking about this piece. Your point is interesting but I prefer what I’m doing.’ I said nothing then and I’ll say nothing now.

         We need a great dollop of self-confidence to walk out onto the stage and perform, not just to overcome the nerves involved, but to believe in the vision of the music we want to convey to the audience with passionate conviction. But self-confidence has to move away from self in order to be of any real value. It should ultimately be confidence in the music to be performed, and the gaze has to be outwards: a gift for the listener that the gift we possess makes possible. If it’s all about me then all that’s left on stage is me. The audience might still be sitting there but the communication music seeks – thirsts for, is made for – has shrivelled to impotence.

         There is no greater school for self-absorption than the recording studio. (Let no one think I’m writing this from some pedestal where I’ve found all the answers. I begin each recording session on a surfboard riding waves of neurosis and anxiety.) Narcissus’ reflection was blurred and brief in the old days of 78 recordings – a few minutes, much hiss and scratch, a faint (if glorious) hint of the real thing. But now the mirror of the playback is clean and even magnified. Today our rivals are ourselves – preened, polished, packaged – not our colleagues. The temptation when the red light is illumined to gaze, to obsess, to fuss, to be tortured by the hope for chimeric perfection, is overwhelming. I think we can hear it in live performances too, when many artists’ anxious search for pitch perfection or laser-sharp accuracy hampers their ability just to do it. As Bishop Harries puts it, ‘If we simply seek fulfilment [‘perfection’] in itself, it not only eludes but is likely to destroy us.’

         We might struggle for a lifetime even to begin to achieve such an outward-looking vision, but being aware of the thinness of  the alternative is perhaps a helpful first step. Sorabji forbade performances of his works; Bach freely wrote for all to hear (and sing and play). I think there’s a lesson in there somewhere.

         Memory clinic and Mozart

         A few years before my mother died, her memory was deteriorating, so I decided to take her to visit a memory clinic in Manchester. The doctor we saw, after asking various general questions, gave her a small test. As I was sitting there I did it too, and I was horrified how, when under pressure, the simplest things are difficult to remember. What year is it? Well, that was easy, but perhaps less so than in the days of writing cheques or letters by hand, when we would write that number numberless times until the year changed. What day is it? I panicked a little and it took about three seconds of oscillating between Wednesday and Thursday before I settled on (the correct) one. Then he gave us three words to remember, which he said he would ask us about later on. My mother couldn’t remember any of them five minutes later, but I managed only two – because of the anxiety involved in the whole situation.

         I’ve only ever had one serious memory slip in my career so far – early on, in the mid-1980s, in Mozart’s Concerto in C K. 467. It was with the Bournemouth Sinfonietta (of happy memory) and I was in a state of utter exhaustion from the pressures of starting a career – learning the repertoire, travelling everywhere for the first time, constant jet lag, struggling to pay bills. The moment of amnesia happened when I took a wrong turn in the recapitulation of the first movement. With a solo recital such an occurrence would not matter too much; we can usually clamber our way out somehow to the next familiar passage. But the sudden descent of harmonic pots and pans to the floor as pianist and orchestra  played along in different keys was hard to ignore or sweep out of the way. I decided that the best course of action was to pretend it wasn’t happening, so I played on, trying to look calm. As it was the recap, the cadenza was around the corner – the bit where the pianist plays alone – so I headed for that, tumbling around with fumbled, threadbare figuration in the C major key of the movement. Finally the conductor stopped the orchestra and looked over in a panic – was it Wednesday or Thursday? – but I simply ignored him and played along serenely and merrily until I could start my solo passage. Finally! Of course, the conductor knew where to bring the orchestra in again at the end of it, so we finished the movement together.

         A woman came backstage after the performance and said to me, ‘I did enjoy that, Stephen. Pity the orchestra made such a mess in the first movement.’ I am utterly ashamed to admit that I … well, I didn’t agree with her, but I just smiled (and looked bashfully at my shoes). The cowardice of youth. But it’s reassuring sometimes to remember that forgetfulness is not just for the older generation.

         My terrible audition tape

         In the spring of 1983 I saw a poster on one of the Juilliard noticeboards advertising the Naumburg International Piano Competition. I was twenty-one years old and finishing up my master’s degree. I had no intention of trying to embark on a performing career at that point; my plan was to enter the doctoral programme and to learn repertoire. But as the early rounds of the Naumburg were going to take place inside the school building itself, and as I had all the pieces I would need in my fingers, I thought I’d enter on a lark. My teacher, Adele Marcus, who had won the Naumburg herself in 1928, thought it was a waste of  time, but I decided, not for the first time, to ignore her advice.

         I needed to make an audition tape – a cassette in those far-off days. There was no easy access to a recording studio but I did have a tape with me in New York from a recital I’d given a year or so before in Salford. I was fairly pleased with that concert, even though the piano was a clangorous old Bechstein. So after brunch one lazy Sunday afternoon a duplicate was made by holding my Walkman next to another cassette recorder that was playing my playing into the open room. It was at a friend’s apartment and we had to keep quiet during the process or our voices would have been heard on the tape. Actually at the end we forgot for a moment and our chit-chat was recorded after the Chopin F minor Ballade’s final chords had died away. This tinny hotchpotch of a tape (there were even some small blisters of silence in the middle of the pieces) was submitted in an attempt to be accepted into the competition. As you can tell, I really didn’t care too much about winning.

         After the event I heard the full story. My tape had been rejected, of course, but along with it I had had to submit two letters of reference. One of them was from the teacher of the Piano Literature course at Juilliard, Joseph Bloch, and apparently it was extremely and unusually positive. Lucy Mann, the executive director, phoned him up.

         ‘Jim, we’ve rejected Stephen Hough from the competition. We liked his playing but the tape was terrible. But you wrote him such a glowing reference.’

         ‘Let him into the first round, Lucy, and see how he fares in a live situation.’

         She did, and one September morning I was having coffee in the Juilliard cafeteria with friends.

         ‘Stephen, don’t you have the Naumburg today?’ said one of them. 

         I looked at my watch and realised I was due on stage in less than thirty minutes.

         ‘I’d better go,’ I said, putting down my coffee cup and heading off to play.

         I wasn’t expecting anything but I passed through to the second round. ‘That’s nice,’ I thought. A day or so later I was on the same stage in the Juilliard Theater. The piano felt wonderful, I was still very relaxed, and later that day I heard that I’d passed through to the finals which were being held on the main stage of Carnegie Hall.

         Now the nerves began to rumble a bit, but I was so bewildered by the successful journey thus far that I was happy just to have the experience of playing in that legendary auditorium: Beethoven’s op. 111 Sonata first movement; Chopin’s B minor Sonata first movement, Haydn’s Variations in F minor, and Prokofiev’s Sixth Sonata, last movement. I played the programme and then walked off the stage to see the pianist Jeffrey Biegel standing in the wings.

         ‘Hi, Jeff, what are you …’

         Then I realised. He was my ‘orchestra’ to play the first movement of Brahms’s Second Concerto. The fact that I’d forgotten that I still had this monster to play destroyed all my anxiety. Laughing internally at the absurdity of it all, I walked out with Jeff on to that immense stage. Later that evening I received the first prize, which started a longer walk onto many immense stages since. No thanks to my tape, but many thanks to Jim Bloch’s letter.

         Quaver or not: should orchestras use vibrato?

         Let me begin by emphasising in the strongest possible terms how much admiration and gratitude I have for all of those who  have investigated and uncovered principles of performance practice over the past sixty years. Finding accurate source material, learning how to read it properly, taking composers’ markings to heart and hand, and looking behind the notes on the page to the historical context in which they first sounded has revolutionised the way musicians play. Performance practice covers countless topics, most of which have been written about extensively, but there’s one issue I’d like to raise: orchestral string vibrato – that wiggle of the fingers on the string that produces a quiver of pitch in the note being played.

         It has become commonly accepted in the twenty-first century that until the post-war period string players did not use much vibrato. The evidence for this comes almost exclusively from early recordings from the first decades of the twentieth century. There is no doubt that string sections back then did not have the same constant vibrato that we tend to hear in present-day performances. But there is a problem with taking that particular historical practice and simply copying it now. There are three other crucial differences in string playing today that have to be taken into consideration.

         First, before the Second World War most players used gut rather than steel strings. A gut string has its own internal quiver due to the irregularity of the natural material, whereas steel is naturally clean and ‘cold’ and in need of vibrato to warm up its sound. The cellist Steven Isserlis, who usually plays on gut strings, told me about a rare occasion when he was playing on steel. A certain soft passage, which he would normally have played with no vibrato to create a haunting, eerie sound, this time, on steel strings, came across as dead, synthetic and empty. He just had to use more vibrato than he would otherwise have done. It’s one thing to remove vibrato in a period instrument group such as the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, but  it’s another matter when the entire string section of a fully modern ensemble is playing on steel strings.

         Second, string players tend to play more in tune today than they did in the early decades of the twentieth century and the general standard of rank-and-file orchestral playing is higher now. As whole violin sections play with a ‘purer’ intonation today there is a reduction in the complexity of colour – and in the number of pitches. Twelve violins, each playing with a slightly different tuning, will simulate a vibrato.

         Third, there was a time when not only was pitch less uniform in a string section, but shifting to that pitch was less cleanly executed. Portamento – that gentle, expressive slide from one note to another – was a constantly employed technique. In fact, until the 1940s it is hard to find one melody recorded without one of these inflections. Today things are reversed: you can listen to a whole orchestral concert without hearing one portamento.
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