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PREFACE





SINCE THE LAST collection of my writings, Alfred Brendel on Music, appeared in 2007 a number of things have happened. I decided to stop my concert career while still in command of rhythm and nuances; sixty years of playing in public seemed sufficient. But I had already set my mind on what I wanted to do with the rest of my life: writing some more, lecturing, coaching, performing my poems with Pierre-Laurent Aimard or my son Adrian, collecting honorary degrees, looking at exhibitions, going to the theatre, watching films, re-reading my favourite books, and listening to all those works by Handel and Haydn that I hadn’t encountered before. I feel lucky that most of it went as I imagined it would.


Next to my musical existence, I have always liked to operate with words. In some of my essays and lectures I’ve tried to clear my own mind, explain things to myself, give myself advice, and provide answers to questions to which I couldn’t find satisfying ones in the literature available to me at the time of writing. Simultaneously, I entertained the hope that what I taught myself may be of some interest to others.


It gives me great pleasure to see this final compilation of my musical essays and lectures in print. My special thanks go to Jeremy Robson who started my life as a published author, and now ends it with this volume. To the edition of 2007, several pieces have been added, mostly written after I discontinued playing concerts in 2008. Repetitions of certain statements are not avoided if their inclusion seemed indispensable for the completeness of a piece. Older essays have been corrected but, on the whole, not updated. Within a sixty-year span of writing, there were bound to be changes of fact and opinion. I did not shy away from contradicting myself, or modifying some of my views. Each of my pieces has been supplied with the year of origin.


Two lectures on chamber music testify to my predilection for coaching string quartets. It has been particularly delightful to remain in touch with some of the finest ensembles of this kind and to witness the remarkable level of achievement of a number of young ones.


To mention all the musicians, friends and personalities whom I owe gratitude would fill another book. Let me single out Maria Majno for her never-ending care and perception, and Olivia Beattie and Victoria Godden for their tireless editorial work.




 





London, 2015


Alfred Brendel
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A Mozart Player Gives Himself Advice







Unmistakably, Mozart takes singing as his starting-point, and from this issues the uninterrupted melodiousness which shimmers through his compositions like the lovely forms of a woman through the folds of a thin dress.


FERRUCCIO BUSONI





LET THIS BE the first warning to the Mozart performer: piano playing, be it ever so faultless, must not be considered sufficient. Mozart’s piano works should be for the player a receptacle full of latent musical possibilities which often go far beyond the purely pianistic. It is not the limitations of Mozart’s pianoforte (which I refuse to accept) that point the way, but rather Mozart’s dynamism, colourfulness and expressiveness in operatic singing, in the orchestra, in ensembles of all kinds. For example, the first movement of Mozart’s Sonata in A minor K.310 is to me a piece for symphony orchestra; the second movement resembles a vocal scene with a dramatic middle section, and the finale could be transcribed into a wind divertimento with no trouble at all.


In Mozart’s piano concertos, the sound of the piano is set off more sharply against that of the orchestra. Here the human voice and the orchestral solo instrument will be the main setters of standards for the pianist. From the Mozart singer he will learn not only to sing but also to ‘speak’ clearly and with meaning, to characterise, to act and react; from the string player to think in terms of up-bow and down-bow; and from the flautist or oboist to shape fast passages in a variety of articulations, instead of delivering them up to an automatic non-legato or, worse still, to an undeviating legato such as the old complete edition prescribed time and again without a shred of authenticity.


A singing line and sensuous beauty, important as they may be in Mozart, are not, however, the sole sources of bliss. To tie Mozart to a few traits is to diminish him. That great composers have manifold things to say and can use contradictions to their advantage should be evident in performances of his music. There has been altogether too much readiness to reduce Mozart to Schumann’s ‘floating Greek gracefulness’ or Wagner’s ‘genius of light and love’. Finding a balance between freshness and urbanity (‘He did not remain simple and did not grow over-refined’, said Busoni), force and transparency, unaffectedness and irony, aloofness and intimacy, between freedom and set patterns, passion and grace, abandonment and style among the labours of the Mozart player: this is only rewarded by a stroke of good luck.


What is it that marks out Mozart’s music? An attempt to draw a dividing line between Haydn and Mozart could perhaps help to answer the question. Mozart sometimes comes astonishingly close to Haydn, and Haydn to Mozart, and they shared their musical accomplishments in brotherly fashion; but they were fundamentally different in nature. I see in Haydn and Mozart the antithesis between the instrumental and vocal, motif and melody, C. P. E. and J. C. Bach, adagio and andante, caesuras (amusing and startling) and connections (seamless), daring and balance, the surprise of the unexpected and the surprise of the expected. From tranquillity, Haydn plunges deep into agitation, while Mozart does the reverse, aiming at tranquillity from nervousness.


Mozart’s nervous energy – his fingers were constantly drumming on the nearest chair-back – can be recognised in the fidgety or spirited agitation of many final movements, as one heard them in performances by Edwin Fischer, Bruno Walter or Artur Schnabel. When Busoni denies Mozart any nervousness, I have to disagree. Like melodiousness shimmering through the folds of a dress, ‘chaos’ now and then, even in Mozart, can be ‘shimmering through the veil of order’ (Novalis).


The perfection of that order, the security of Mozart’s sense of form, is, as Busoni puts it, ‘almost inhuman’. Let us therefore never lose sight of the humanity of this music, even when it gives itself an official and general air. The unimpeachability of his form is always balanced by the palpability of his sound, the miracle of his sound mixtures, the resoluteness of his energy, the living spirit, the heartbeat, the unsentimental warmth of his feeling.


Between Haydn the explorer and adventurer, and Schubert the sleepwalker, I see both Mozart and Beethoven as architects. But how differently they built! From the beginning of a piece, Beethoven places stone upon stone, constructing and justifying his edifice as it were in accordance with the laws of statics. Mozart, on the other hand, prefers to join together the most wonderful melodic ideas as prefabricated components; observe how in the first movement of K.271 he varies the succession of his building-blocks, to the extent of shaking them up as though in a kaleidoscope. Whereas Beethoven draws one element from another, in what might be called a procedural manner, Mozart arranges one element after another as though it could not be otherwise.


Mozart, more than most other composers, expresses himself differently in minor and in major keys. That he could also compose in a procedural manner is demonstrated by his two concertos in minor keys, K.466 and 491, which so greatly impressed Beethoven. Original cadenzas for these two works unfortunately do not exist. Neither the dynamic spaciousness of the D minor concerto nor the contrapuntal density of the C minor concerto is compatible with the usual type of improvisational cadenza in Mozart’s concertos in major keys. Rather more conceivable are cadenzas in the manner of Bach’s Fifth Brandenburg Concerto, which carry on the intensity of the movement, transporting it in a broad arc to the next entrance of the orchestra.


Mozart is made neither of porcelain, nor of marble, nor of sugar. The cute Mozart, the perfumed Mozart, the permanently ecstatic Mozart, the ‘touch-me-not’ Mozart, the sentimentally bloated Mozart must all be avoided. There should be some slight doubt, too, about a Mozart who is incessantly ‘poetic’. ‘Poetic’ players may find themselves sitting in a hothouse in which no fresh air can enter; you want to come and open the windows. Let poetry be the spice, not the main course. It is significant that there are only ‘poets of the keyboard’; a relatively prosaic instrument needs to be transformed, bewitched. Violinists, conductors, even Lieder singers – so usage would suggest – seem to survive without ‘poetry’.


One look at the solo parts of Mozart’s piano concertos should be enough to show the Mozart player that his warrant leaves that of a museum curator far behind. Mozart’s notation is not complete. Not only do the solo parts lack dynamic markings almost entirely; the very notes to be played – at any rate in the later works that were not made ready for the engraver – require piecing out at times: by filling (when Mozart’s manuscript is limited to sketchy indications); by variants (when relatively simple themes return several times without Mozart varying them himself ); by embellishments (when the player is entrusted with a melodic outline to decorate); by re-entry fermatas (which are on the dominant and must be connected to the subsequent tonic); and by cadenzas (which lead from the six-four chord in quasi-improvisational fashion to the concluding tutti).


Luckily, there are a good number of Mozart’s own variants, embellishments, re-entries and cadenzas, and they give the player a clear idea of his freedom of movement. In re-entries and cadenzas the main key is never deviated from; in embellishments and variants the prevailing character is never disturbed. Mozart’s variants sometimes show a subtle economy which, I assume, was not in keeping with contemporary convention.1 The view that empty spots must stay empty because the performer cannot possibly claim to possess Mozart’s genius has been overcome today; it was an attitude produced by misguided reverence, which did not expect or trust the player to have the necessary empathy with Mozart’s style. The case of the Rondo in A major K.386 is instructive; thanks to the recent discovery of the last pages of Mozart’s manuscript, we now realise that the final twenty-eight bars of the Rondo, as we used to know it, are not by Mozart but by Cipriani Potter, which no one would otherwise have noticed.


It is precisely in those passages where Mozart’s text is sketchy that the player must know exactly what Mozart wrote and how he wrote it, and not put his faith in editors. Anyone who takes on Mozart’s piano concertos will have to devote some time to studying the sources. A particular case in point is the so-called ‘Coronation’ Concerto K.537. Most of the left hand is not worked out at all. In the middle movement, which is plagued by a complete lack of emotional contrast, the same four-bar phrase appears no fewer than ten times in virtually identical guise. Here the richest ornamentation will be needed if the effect is not to resemble the pallid charm of certain Raphael Madonnas, which the nineteenth century adored, just as it did this movement, unembellished. It is not at all easy to understand why a version of this lovely work fabricated after Mozart’s death is still generally played today, as though nothing about it could stand to be improved.


Additions to Mozart’s text are in some instances obviously required, in others at least possible. An appendix to the Bärenreiter complete edition prints a lavishly embellished version of the F sharp minor Adagio from the Concerto in A major K.488; it is probably the work of a pupil, and apparently was part of Mozart’s musical estate. What is elaborated in this manuscript is in no way satisfactory, but it does provide a clue that embellishment is permitted. As to how one is to go about it, Mozart’s own models, and no others, are the ones to be guided by. The embellishments by Hummel or Philipp Karl Hoffmann do not even try to follow Mozart’s example; they are foreign to his style and frequently overcrowded with notes to such a degree that, to get all of them in, the relatively flowing tempi of Mozart’s middle movements must be pulled back to largo. The additions by Hummel and Hoffmann do make us aware that the ‘gusto’ of performance style could change quite quickly and drastically; this should give pause to those who try to get at Mozart by concentrating too single-mindedly on Baroque practice.


The player’s delight at filling in the white spots on Mozart’s musical map in such a way that even the educated listener does not prick up his ears must stay within bounds. The player must not be seduced into overdoing it or into living too much for the moment. When improvising embellishments becomes a parlour game gleefully played to flummox the orchestra, when the player sets out in every performance to prove to himself and all present that he is indeed spontaneous, he is in danger of losing control over quality. I think he will be more deserving if he makes a rigorous selection from a supply of versions he has improvised at home, rather than risking everything on the platform by trying to play Mozart as though he were Mozart.


One of the additions that is possible but rarely necessary, since in most cases it merely doubles the orchestra, is continuo playing. Once I relished accompanying the bass line of the orchestra, but today I usually limit myself to taking a hand occasionally in energetic passages and to giving almost imperceptible harmonic support to some piano cantilenas. At a time when there were neither conductors, nor full scores, the basso continuo, apart from giving the soloist his harmonic bearings, served mainly to co-ordinate the players’ rhythm. Nowadays one can reasonably expect the soloist to be familiar with the score (lately even Lieder singers are expected to have taken a glance at the piano accompaniment); and naturally we expect the conductor to keep the orchestra together. Basso continuo playing therefore seems to have a point only in special cases, such as when the four Mozart chamber concertos (K.413–15 and 449) were performed without winds. But the difference between solo and tutti must not be lost.


Even a composer like Mozart could make a mistake. Artur Schnabel’s precept that the performer must accept the whims of great composers though he may be quite unable to fathom them must not be allowed to go so far that errors remain unrectified. Schnabel himself provided some examples of reverential blindness, as when, for example, in the middle movement of the Concerto in C minor K.491, he played a bar, with wind accompaniment, precisely as Mozart inadvertently let it stand. Here, as in one bar of the finale of K.503, Mozart apparently wrote the piano part first and then, when writing in the orchestral parts, changed his mind about the harmony. In doing so he forgot to adjust the piano part to the new harmonic situation. The result is cacophony and a divergence in the leading of the bass line that is unthinkable in Mozart. If the player, in rare instances, puts Mozart’s text right, it does not mean that he presumes himself to be equal, or indeed superior, to Mozart.


With the alla breve of the middle movement of K.491, Mozart seems to set us a riddle, but for once without giving us ‘the solution with the riddle’ (to quote another of Busoni’s Mozart aphorisms). Paul and Eva Badura-Skoda have gone to some lengths to explain why Mozart must have made a mistake with this marking. In its note values, the movement is twice as slow as the alla breve movements in Concertos K.466, 537 and 595. As confirmed by the textbooks of the period, and by Beethoven’s metronome figures, the alla breve marking stands not only for counting half-bars but also for a considerable increase in tempo. Yet there are exceptions, as Erich Leinsdorf was kind enough to point out to me, and the second movement of K.491 is one. Leinsdorf mentioned, among others, some examples from The Magic Flute (Overture: Adagio; No. 8: Finale I-Larghetto; Act II: March of the Priests; No. 18: Chorus of the Priests; No. 21: Finale II-Andante) where the alla breve ‘should be translated to a contemporary conductor meaning: in four, my boy, not in eight’. But there is also the Aria with gamba ‘Es ist vollbracht’ (‘It is accomplished’) from Bach’s St John Passion where Bach indicated, above the 3/4 of the middle section, the words alla breve, suggesting the ‘next faster unit’: in three, not in six. The old complete edition, which altered several of Mozart’s tempo markings arbitrarily, transformed the alla breve in the first movement of the Concerto in F major K.459 into 4/4 time, thereby doing precisely what this piece cannot tolerate: it is meant to move along not alla marcia, as we are constantly told in commentaries and hear in performances, but dancingly and in whole bars.


Mozart was not a flower child. His rhythm is neither weak nor vague. Even the tiniest, softest tone has backbone. Mozart may dream now and then, but his rhythm stays awake. Let the tempo modifications in Mozart be signs of a rhythmic strength that counterbalances emotional strength; above all in variation movements, it will surely be permissible to graduate the tempo at times, to set off the variations from one another. Mozart may lament – and that lamentation can reach a pitch of solitary grief – but he does not moan and groan. Two-note patterns should be ‘sighed’ only when the music really demands sighing. Not only singers should be aware of the difference between a suspension, which has a purely musical role, and an appoggiatura, whose role is emotional and declamatory, stressing the pathos of two-syllable words.


Is Mozart’s music simple? For his contemporaries it was frequently too complicated. The idea of simplicity has become downright embarrassing in this century. There is a ‘kitsch’ of plainness, especially noticeable in the literary glorification of the ‘simple life’ and in a longing for the ‘popular vein’. What was all right for the Romantics is thought to be reasonable enough for their descendants. Simplicity in playing Mozart must not mean subjecting diversity to a levelling process or running away from problems. Simplicity is welcome as long as the point is to avoid superfluity. But to ‘concentrate only on what counts’ in Mozart is questionable. Everything in his music counts, if we leave out a few weaker works or movements, of which there are some even among Mozart’s piano concertos, for example the early pieces preceding that wonder of the world, the ‘Jeunehomme’ Concerto K.271.


The identity of Mlle Jeunehomme has recently been disclosed thanks to the efforts of the Austrian scholar Michael Lorenz: her name was Victoire Jenamy, born in Strasbourg 1749 as the oldest child of the famous dancer Jean-George Noverre. What remains mysterious, however, is the sudden supreme mastery that unfolds in the work composed for her. Here it is revealed for the first time that Mozart is both ‘as young as a youth, and as wise as an old man’ (Busoni). And from this point on, the Mozart player must shoulder a burden of perfection that goes beyond his powers.




 





(1985)




1 In his C minor Concerto K.491 the extremely delicate shifts of harmony, part-writing and rhythm at the returns of the initial theme should be savoured without further additions.




















Minor Mozart: In Defence of His Solo Works





THE UNDERESTIMATION OF Mozart’s sonatas and other solo piano works begs for reflection. We readily extol composers for their ‘greatest’ and ‘most personal’ or exemplary achievements. Bach is granted primacy in organ music, sacred choral music and in fugue; Mozart primacy in opera, the piano concerto and the string quintet; Beethoven highest rank with the symphony and sonata, and – according to our preferences and perspective – either Haydn or Beethoven supremacy with the string quartet. In this vein not only have the piano sonatas of Haydn and Schubert been long neglected; Mozart’s sonatas, unlike his concertos, have received less than their due. A widespread prejudice regards them as teaching matter for children, as secondary pieces for domestic use imbued with the taste of their age, as works in which Mozart made it easy for himself and the player. Ernst Bloch refers to the ‘still uncharacteristic, not yet fully realised sonatas’, and finds that in Mozart, everything remains ‘of course somehow like porcelain’. It seems inevitable at this point to break some porcelain.


Mozart’s fame as a pianist reaches back to his early years. His first six sonatas K.279–84 already served him as ‘difficult sonatas’, which he performed by heart. Mozart designated only the so-called ‘Sonata facile’ K.545 as ‘a little piano sonata for beginners’. Paradoxically, it belongs to the most treacherous pieces of the repertory, as every self-critical pianist of age and experience will know. The reduction to the most essential, which we so admire and dread in Mozart’s pianistic writing, is carried here to a masterly extreme. Two great pianists comment on this state of affairs. Artur Schnabel quips that Mozart’s sonatas are ‘too simple for children, too difficult for artists’. Anton Rubinstein put it differently: ‘Strange, that one usually gives Mozart to children to play! One should give his music to the big, fully grown children.’


Woe, if these children are not truly mature! The pianist who has just surmounted the chords and double octaves of Brahms’s B Concerto will be keenly aware how much every note counts in Mozart’s solo works. The performer is left alone here with every nuance, every small decision – a great deal more so than in Mozart’s piano concertos. The responsibility to these few proffered notes is immense, yet needs to be carried off lightly. It is as if huge searchlights illuminated everything, while the player must act as if they did not blind him.


In the concertos the orchestra is not only a framework and partner to the pianist but also a guide to questions pertaining to the musical text. Although dynamic indications are largely missing in the piano part, the specifications in the full score can supplement much that relates to character and articulation. How much more precarious is the pianist’s situation with those sonatas that bear few, or as in the ‘Sonata facile’, no dynamic indications at all! One sits here alone in front of bare notes to be infused with dynamic life, whereas in other piano works, especially those in minor keys – the Sonatas in A minor and C minor, the A minor Rondo, the B minor Adagio – a great deal is specified: these works are marked with a care and even obsession for detail that drives many Mozart players to the brink of despair. This circumstance creates an entirely different kind of embarrassment, namely one in which an Apollonian equilibrium is upset, with climaxes not underplayed but emphasised, and (already in early works like K.282) contrasts startlingly juxtaposed, blunt crassness seemingly yielding to the utmost nervous refinement. This performance style specified by Mozart does not at all fulfil the expectations of many of today’s musicians and listeners, shaped as these are on the one hand by the notion of a sweet, tender, pampered Mozart, who would correspond to the galant scenes not of Watteau, but of Lancret or Pater, and on the other by a ‘pure’, simple, demurely virginal wax-figure image that reflects above all the taste of the Biedermeier, the ‘Nazarenes’ and the purism of the 1950s. The rococo notion was expressed in 1889 by Anton Rubinstein as follows: ‘The character of the time in which Mozart lived was moulded by mannerism, refinement and artificiality of manners and costumes’. Rubinstein speaks of polite and gentle bowing and of dances, which only slowly burst into leaps and jumps. ‘As strange as it may seem, we thus find the entire character of the age and its manners mirrored in the music.’2 The Biedermeier-Nazarene idea surfaces in a letter of the 25-year-old Paul Klee to his second wife, the pianist Lili Stumpf, though with an invitation to contradiction. To Klee, who as is well known also played violin, Mozart seemed ‘psychologically not too rich in contrast, especially in moods of darkness and beyond melancholy’. In his view, lament was rare here; rupture or conflict did not appear, and in the realm of chamber music, the player could not venture much more than to avoid wrong notes. From such an impression of passivity, it is not a long way to Ernst Bloch’s astonishing claim ‘that on the whole Mozart reveals a dead, unbearably arithmetic dimension’.


While the appreciation of his other music has progressed enormously, this picture of Mozart’s solo piano music still hangs on. The cause may have to do with an antiquated idea of the ‘spinet’ (for which these works are allegedly written) as promoting a prettified image of the music. The idea widely entertained about the possibilities of Mozart’s keyboard instruments is of course just as inappropriate as the concept of a prim, lavishly seasoned, artificially intricate rococo aesthetic. Mozart’s piano music – like that of most great composers – is but rarely derived from the sound of the keyboard itself: its expressive potential, colours and power transcend by far the limits of the most advanced pianos of the age. Thus there were in the first decades of the nineteenth century at least three orchestral versions of the C minor Fantasy K.475, including one by Mozart’s student Ignaz von Seyfried, who also orchestrated the C minor Sonata K.475.3 This is hardly remarkable, since purely pianistic passages are exceptional in these works. On the other hand, I find next to many orchestral features in the Fantasy some pronounced operatic elements: the sublimity and passion of opera seria. (That Seyfried also concocted an opera Ahasverus with the help of piano works by Mozart goes definitely too far.)


In the opera, song and language are inseparably connected. Instrumentalists should perhaps always honour the maxim that a good Mozart interpreter must at each moment sing and speak – which can even take the form of rests infused with a telling quality, a device conspicuous in the C minor Fantasy. Sándor Végh told me that he appeared as a young violinist in concerts of the great Schaljapin. The intervals between the arias, which the singer spent with a steak and bottle of wine in the dressing room, were given over to Végh and his solos. One evening Végh noticed that instead of devoting himself to this steak as usual, Schaljapin sat in a loge and listened to his playing. After the concert he said: ‘You sing beautifully, but you speak too little.’ (Schaljapin had already said the same to another striving artist, Gregor Piatigorsky.) Végh, as he explained, later took Casals as a model for musical speech. More recently, the balance in many historically oriented performances has been tipped so strongly in the direction of declamation that one is tempted to beg for more song.


We are indebted to the sound of historic orchestral instruments for confirming that the flattened-out Mozart of yesteryear – who permitted no strong forte, and no disturbing accents – was but a fiction. Already earlier, interpreters such as Gustav Mahler, Bruno Walter or Edwin Fischer had offered counter-examples. And Richard Strauss had perceived how the whole range of human sensitivity was distilled in Mozart’s purely instrumental creations. To him, the effort to erect a unified style of Mozart interpretation in the face of these infinitely subtle and richly shaped images of the human soul seemed foolish and superficial. Mozart’s solo works contain the same diversity. After a year of preoccupation with this repertory I was myself surprised, by how effortlessly and naturally the performer of this music can fill large halls. At the same time, even the limits of the modern instrument seem so often transcended that one leaves the podium with a sense of having conducted or sung rather than played the piano. On the one hand, the player needs to display an ‘extrahuman sense of form’ (Busoni), and humanise the structures of works like the little C major Sonata or the B major Sonata K.333 (315c) (which is dated in the Koechel catalogue more than five years too early). On the other end of the scale, he must hold together the music, where Mozart ‘carries the language capacity of his epoch to the breaking point and nearly to its end’ (Hans Werner Henze), as in the Andante of the Sonata K.533.


Whether Mozart should be regarded as a revolutionary (Tschitscherin), as an innovator (Stendhal: ‘He resembles no one’), as neither (Harnoncourt) or as a conservative revolutionary (Alfred Einstein) has remained a point of disagreement. Even if Mozart was no revolutionary, it doesn’t follow that he offered nothing new. Mozart’s early biographer Franz Xavier Niemetschek saw Mozart’s novelty as a synthesis of what already existed, whereas Henze finds it in his alienation and exaltation. But don’t works like the early E major Concerto K.271 and Die Entführung, in which the freshness of the new is joined by absolute mastery, go still further? Composers like Reichardt and Zelter responded to Mozart’s surprises with exasperation. Time and again, Mozart’s instrumental music appeared to his contemporaries as unnatural, teeming with unnecessary difficulties and uncalled-for contrasts. The admiring Ernst Ludwig Gerber wrote in 1790 that even erudite ears would need to listen to Mozart’s works repeatedly. The Apollonian roller had not yet smoothed him out. A later Mozart enthusiast, George Bernard Shaw, recalled the reproaches of Mozart’s day – ‘too many notes,’ the ‘noise’ of his instrumentation, the lack of ‘true’ melody, the ‘attacks’ against the human ear – and asked himself where such irritation could still be lurking.


I would like to venture an answer from my own experience: it is still there. In any event this depends upon what we as listeners and players think Mozart was like. The majority of listeners stretch out their legs before them and expect from Mozart joy, crispness, grace and satisfaction, as if there were no Requiem, no Idomeneo and Don Giovanni, no C minor Mass and C minor Serenade, no G minor Symphony and G minor chamber works. It seems as if many wish to suppress the dark and deadly Mozart, as Nietzsche did:




Do present practitioners of musical performance really believe that the highest duty of their art is to give every piece as much high relief as is possible, and convey at any price a dramatic language? Is this, when for instance applied to Mozart, not actually a sin against his spirit, that bright, sunny, tender, reckless spirit of Mozart’s, whose seriousness is kindly, not frightful, whose pictures do not jump out of the wall to plunge the audience into fear and flight. Or do you mean that Mozartian music would be identical with the ‘music of the stone guest’? And not only Mozart’s, but all music?4





We do not want to exaggerate and subordinate the whole of Mozart to the stone guest’s perspective. Nor should we take Stendhal literally when he says that compared to Rossini and Cimarosa, Mozart offers neither lightness nor comedy. Nonetheless, I believe that the weight of those relatively few works in the minor that Mozart wrote in fact balances his works in the major, whether these be serene, comic, inward or tinged with melancholy. The pieces in the minor do more than just present a dark backdrop to Mozart’s brilliance. Furthermore, is Mozart’s seriousness charitable? Is it not the sublimity of tragedy? The composer who, already as an eight-year-old, seems to have been able to improvise arias of love and fury with a mischievous face, the master who housed in himself as ‘performer and portraitist’ (Busoni) any character you name, must have felt compelled at times to leave the cherished play-acting behind. When he writes in C minor or D minor we may perceive in his music neither the human being contemplating death and despair or longing for oblivion, nor the creature that gives expression to its encounter with the uncanny, the monstrous or, as Goethe would have said, the demonic. In parts of the C minor Mass, in the choruses of Idomeneo, in the maestoso of the Commendatore or in the C minor Adagio with Fugue (K.546) the music as it were no longer participates. Like fate itself it appears immovable before us: not as consoling best friend, not as the agent of longed-for release through death, but as the sublime, implacable Other before which we are mute and powerless. The ‘extrahuman’ dimension is manifested here not only in the perfection of form but also in a transcending power of emotion.


I know of no other composer as fundamentally transformed while writing in minor keys, and none except Gesualdo and Wagner, who made such unforgettable use of chromaticism. (For Wagner himself, Mozart was ‘the great Chromatiker’.) The pianist stands especially close to Mozart’s minor mode works, since the largest number of his instrumental compositions in the minor are devoted to the piano – Mozart’s instrument – as solo pieces, concertos or chamber music. Here again, we must disregard one of those oversimplifications, which would withhold from one artist what is readily granted to another. Beethoven was declared the supreme master of C minor, while Mozart became identified with the sphere of G minor. Yet the largest number of Mozartian works in the minor – one third – are in C minor. An understanding of Mozart’s handling of the minor mode must begin here. Mozart leaves us without recourse or resolution in this key. (Only the Wind Serenade K.388 ends in major, and it remains open whether its close in major really manages to console.) The great, never surpassed slow movement of the Jeunehomme Concerto K.271 forges the way: Gluck, elevated to Mozartian heights.


The last of the pianistic works in minor is the B minor Adagio K.540: passion music as interior monologue. The engagement with Bach and Handel had enriched Mozart’s music especially since 1782. Much in the later works would be unthinkable without, such as the bravura of double counterpoint displayed for connoisseurs in the Allegro of the exquisite F major Sonata K.533 – a piece in which the player must determine virtually all of the dynamics himself. Mozart shows how challenging he can be, as he brings together counterpoint and operatic elements, learnedness and wit, new and old. The goal of being ‘neither too easy nor too difficult’, as Mozart once put it to his father – that balance of ‘making effects’ while also writing for the initiated – does not adequately describe this work. To this day the Sonata has remained a piece for the initiated. The contrapuntal development of its Andante collapses into a dissonant inner turbulence, very nearly dislocating the formal equilibrium. In this movement, communicative utterance is virtually stifled. Whoever is irritated by Mozart’s serene loveliness – as evidently was Busoni – should realise from this Andante, from the beginning of the ‘Dissonance’ Quartet, the trio of the B major Quartet K.589 or the F minor works for mechanical organ K.594 and 616, how boldly Mozart could darken beauty. The two movements of K.533 display a musician who shows not only what he can do, but what he dares to do. Regret has been expressed over Mozart’s use of the Rondo, K.494, composed one and a half years earlier, as the third movement of the sonata. True, the vigorous inserted cadenza-like passage of twenty-seven measures, which relates structurally to the other movements, does not attempt to put into question the basically graceful character of the whole. Yet nothing could resolve the preceding tensions more thoroughly than the lightness which remains gently suspended even in the subterranean bass register of the closing measures. Mozart bids us farewell with a delicately ironic antithesis to those disturbing pages in D minor and G minor, in which the Andante had so nearly met its destruction.




 





(1991)




2 Anton Rubinstein, Die Meister des Klaviers (Berlin: Harmonie, Verlagsgesellschaft für Literatur und Kunst, 1889).


3 The other two arrangements are by Josef Triebensee and Carl David Stegmann.


4 ‘Der Wanderer und sein Schatten’ (Menschliches, Allzumenschliches, No. 152), p. 165.
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Notes on a Complete Recording of Beethoven’s Piano Works





IMUST BEGIN WITH a qualification: this first recording of Beethoven’s piano works, which I made for Vox-Turnabout between 1958 and 1964, is not entirely complete. There seemed to me little virtue in rescuing from oblivion works that are totally devoid of any touch of Beethoven’s mastery and originality. It was without regret, therefore, that I omitted pieces like the deplorable Haibel Variations, which could have been written by any of Beethoven’s contemporaries, as well as certain student exercises, Albumblätter, studies, sketches and curiosities, most of which were never intended for publication – pieces, that is, which are merely of interest to the historian. These include the total output of the Bonn period (among which are the Variations on a March of Dressler by the twelve-year-old Beethoven and the two preludes through all the major keys, curiously published later on as Op. 39), the Easy Sonata in C major, Wo0 51, the Variations on the ‘Menuet à la Viganò’ by Haibel which I have already mentioned, the pieces Wo0 52, 53, 55 (the Prelude in the style of Bach), 56, 61 and 61a, as well as the little dance movements Wo0 81–6, of which I retained only the Six Écossaises, Wo0 83, although in all likelihood these are transcriptions of an orchestral score, and the single extant copy, passed down by Gustav Nottebohm, may well be dubious in some of its detail. It is not for nothing that virtuosi have been stimulated again and again to make arrangements of these spirited pieces.


If I mention the fact that I concluded the series at the age of thirty-four, this is not to plead for mitigation, but to acquaint the reader with a circumstance that may explain certain features of these interpretations. Nothing was further from my mind than to suppose that I could present in my recordings anything like a definitive solution of the Beethoven problem. Nor was it my intention to supply the musical illustrations to any fashionable theory of Beethoven interpretation. I just plunged into an adventure, the consequences of which I could no more foresee than could the record company that had put its trust in me.


My work on the Beethoven series took five and a half years. One of the crosses the artist has to bear is that the date of a recording is so rarely indicated on the record sleeve. He is all too easily blamed or, almost worse, praised for interpretations that have lost some of their validity, at least as far as he himself is concerned. People expect an artist to develop, and yet they are only too ready to impale him, like an insect, on one of his renderings. The artist should have the right to identify his work with a certain phase of his development. It is only the continuous renewal of his vision – either in the form of evolution or of rediscovery – that can keep his music-making young.5


The recordings of Beethoven’s variation works, with the exception of the Diabelli Variations, were made in three stages between December 1958 and July 1960. There followed, at the turn of 1960–61, the last five sonatas, together with the Fantasy, Op. 77. In March 1962 I played the Sonatas Op. 31, Nos. 1 and 2, Op. 57 and Op. 90; in June and July of that year all the remaining sonatas between Op. 22 and Op. 81a. The early sonatas from Op. 2 to Op. 14 were recorded in December 1962 and January 1963. (By coincidence, I concluded my work on the thirty-two sonatas on my thirty-second birthday.) Finally, in July 1964, I played the miscellaneous pieces and the greatest of all piano works: the Diabelli Variations.


I recall a cold winter morning in a rather dilapidated Baroque mansion in Vienna; the logs in the fireplace of the hall where we recorded crackled so loudly that we had to throw them out of the window onto the snow. Several changes in recording technique, and in the room and instrument, proved unavoidable. In the event, there were five groups of recordings: 1) the variation works, 2) the late sonatas, 3) the middle-period sonatas from Op. 22 on, 4) the early sonatas, 5) the miscellaneous pieces and the Diabelli Variations. The initiated will know that even the same concert grand does not stay the same over several months; that exactly the same microphone position – as if there were a jinx on it – does not always give the same results; that even technically satisfactory tapes may be distorted beyond recognition in the disc-pressing process. On some of the pressings of the late sonatas the dynamic range was reduced almost to uniformity; moreover, empty grooves of standard length were inserted between the movements, whether or not this suited the context or the composer’s instructions, the reason given being that the customers liked it that way.




 





Beethoven’s piano works pointed far into the future of piano building. Decades had to pass after his death before there were pianos – and pianists – equal to the demands of his ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata, Op. 106.


If one tries to play on Beethoven’s Érard grand of 1803, which is kept in the instrument collection at the Vienna Kunsthistorisches Museum, one thing becomes evident at once: its sound, dynamics and action have surprisingly little in common with the pianos of today. The tone of each single note has a distinct ‘onset’; within its intimate confines, it is livelier and more flexible, and also more subject to change while it lasts. The difference in sound between bass, middle and top register is considerable (polyphonic playing!). The treble notes are short-lived and thin, and resist dynamic changes; the treble range is not conducive to cantilenas that want to rise above a gentle piano. Even in the clear and transparent, somewhat twangy bass register, the dynamic span is much narrower than on our instrument. One begins to see the reason for the permanent accompanying piano in the orchestral textures of Beethoven’s piano concertos – even though, admittedly, the orchestral sound of his period cannot have been much like ours. If I had to compare the demands the Érard and the modern Steinway make on the physical power of the player, I would tend to think in terms of those made on a watchmaker and on a removal man!


A few years later, with the pianos of Streicher and Graf, a new, more rounded, more even and neutral sound came into being which, while dynamic scope continued to increase, became the norm throughout the nineteenth century. This sound is more closely related to the piano sound of today than to that of the older Hammerklavier, whose timbre was still derived from that of the harpsichord and clavichord. But by the time this new sound had become established, Beethoven had already composed a large portion of his piano works, and was afflicted by deafness.


We have to resign ourselves to the fact that whenever we hear Beethoven on a present-day instrument, we are listening to a sort of transcription. Anyone still having illusions about that will be disabused by a visit to a collection of old instruments. The modern concert grand, which I naturally used for my recordings, not only has the volume of tone demanded by modern orchestras, concert halls and ears; it also – and of this I am deeply convinced – does better justice to most of Beethoven’s piano works than the Hammerklavier: its tone is far more colourful, orchestral and rich in contrast, and these qualities do matter in Beethoven, as can be seen from his orchestral and chamber music. Some of the peculiarities of a Hammerklavier can only be approximated on a modern grand – for instance the sound of the una corda and even more the whisper of the piano stop. (In the studio, however, finesses of this kind did not always turn out as I wished, either because damping noises obliged me to change my style of playing, or because the technical specifications of the microphone did not permit me to go below a certain dynamic level.)


One must translate other characteristics of the Hammerklavier as best one can. The octave glissandi in the Prestissimo of the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata, for example, were easier to execute on the older instrument: on the deep, heavy keys of a Steinway they can be brought off only by the use of brute force, which causes them to lose their scurrying pianissimo character. Very conscientious pianists, who cannot bear an untidy note, curb the tempo here and play wrist octaves. The only safe method of preserving the pianissimo character of this section without the help of a piano stop lies in imitating the sliding progress of the glissandi by distributing the passages between the hands, while reducing the bass octaves to their lower part.




 





The variation works do not conform to the concept of Beethoven, the Olympian. Most of them are unknown even to pianists. Beside the sonatas, many of the variation works appear to be outpourings rather than structures. This is in the nature of the form, which derives from the improvisatory treatment of given material. The attraction (as well as the unevenness) of many variation works stems from the fact that something of the casualness and spontaneity of an improvisation survives in them. The charm of the moment, the lightness, mobility, sharp characterisation, the humorous turn are here more important than organic growth. (Admittedly, this does not apply to the masterpieces of the genre: the Diabelli Variations, the Op. 34 and Op. 35 sets and possibly the problematic C minor Variations.) In the witty, roguish finales we get a glimpse of Beethoven’s art of improvisation, which otherwise only manifests itself – in a different, more passionate vein – in Op. 77, the Fantasy without basic tonality. Beethoven’s at times rather peculiar sense of humour disports itself quite freely here – as for instance in the delightful ‘Kind, willst du ruhig schlafen’, my favourite piece in the lighter style, or in ‘Venni amore’. In the 7th, 16th, 21st and 22nd variations of ‘Venni amore’, incidentally, there are distinct anticipations of Brahms, which make it quite obvious that the bearded successor of Beethoven must have known this work, and also ‘Das Waldmädchen’. ‘Quant’è più bello l’amor contadino’ and ‘Nel cor più non mi sento’ (both after Paisiello) will give unalloyed pleasure to the innocent mind as also the Six Easy Variations on an original theme in G major. The Variations on ‘Rule, Britannia’ are full of bizarre quirks; those on Salieri’s ‘La stessa, la stessissima’ test the performer’s sense of humour. It is surprising that some of these works made their first appearance in the LP catalogue on this occasion.


What the pianist can learn, and the listener enjoy, in the variation works will be of advantage to both of them when they approach the sonatas. The variation works teach promptness of reaction, exactness and delicacy of characterisation, and the ability to regard nearly every variation as having its own separate identity. When compared to the suite with its well-established formula of movements, the sonata too contained many new personal, private, characteristic elements which must have baffled the eighteenth-century listener. We also learn to be wary of over-dramatisation in the sonatas, and begin to see the concept of the heroic Beethoven as a one-sided view representative of the bourgeois nineteenth century.


The miscellaneous piano pieces show us that Beethoven was also a master of the small form, though he rarely turned his attention to it. They are either loosely gathered and small-scale collections, such as the Bagatelles Op. 33 and Op. 119 and the Écossaises; or they are held together by an inner unity, such as the sublime ‘trifles’ of Op. 126 with which Beethoven took his leave of the piano. By themselves stand the spirited, sparkling Polonaise, the hectic Fantasy, and the three Rondos: the two gracefully feminine ones of Op. 51, and the wild, masculine alla zingara work of his early Vienna days.


This last piece has an interesting history. It was published posthumously in 1828 under the title ‘Die Wuth über den verlorenen Groschen ausgetobt in einer Kaprize’ (‘The Rage over the Lost Penny, Vented in a Caprice’); but only in 1832 was the so far unused opus number 129 affixed to it. In contrast to Czerny and Lenz, Hans von Bülow insisted with almost comical emphasis that this Rondo was a late-style work, repudiating any doubt on that point as ‘worthy of the Kalmuck Oulibichev’.6 The manuscript, discovered by Otto E. Albrecht in 1945, refutes Bülow’s (and Hugo Riemann’s) view: it also contains sketches for works dating from 1795–98. It can be deduced from the state of the manuscript that it served as the basis of the original edition, which was prepared by an unknown hand (Czerny? Schindler?), and certainly not by Beethoven himself. The title current today has been added to the manuscript in different handwriting. In Beethoven’s own hand are the superscription ‘Alla Ingharese quasi un Capriccio’ and the designation ‘Leichte Kaprize’ on the flyleaf. The manuscript bears all the marks of a sketchy first draft: uncompleted passages, particularly in the left-hand accompaniment, mistakes in part-writing and a complete lack of dynamic markings and articulation signs. Unfortunately, it was only after my recording that I came across Erich Hertzmann’s thorough investigation of the autograph in the Musical Quarterly, XXXII, 1946, as well as the manuscript itself, so that not all the mistakes of the original edition have been expunged from my performance. An exact text of the piece can be found in the edition I prepared for the Wiener Urtext series.


The beautiful ‘Andante favori’ and the C minor Allegretto are remnants of Beethoven’s work on the Sonatas Op. 53 and Op. 10, No. 1, respectively. The wonderful, well-known ‘Für Elise’ (or Therese) and another, later Albumblatt in B flat major, a memento to Marie Szymanowska, can hold their own with the best of the Bagatelles, while the Op. 119 and Op. 126 sets look ahead to the Romantic cycles of Schumann, from Papillons to Kreisleriana.




 





The study of a composer’s works appears to me a more profitable pursuit than any pilgrimage to tombs and shrines, or, for that matter, the perusal of a large quantity of critical writing about him. A great deal has been written about Beethoven’s sonatas, most of it of negligible value. (On the other hand, despite Donald Francis Tovey’s outstanding attempt, I do not yet know of any exhaustive analysis of the Diabelli Variations.)7 Generally, all one can expect is a little amusement, albeit at the author’s expense: thus, a Beethoven biographer from the beginning of this century tells us that the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata ‘had at some time acquired the nickname “Horror”, presumably because of the thrusting, agitated figuration and the surprising modulations of its opening which are apt to make one shudder.’ The author’s shudderings are based on a misunderstanding: the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata is known in France as ‘L’Aurore’.


Among the older Beethoven literature, the commentaries of Czerny, Über den richtigen Vortrag der sämtlichen Beethoven’schen Klavierwerke (‘On the proper performance of all Beethoven’s works for the piano’), newly edited by Paul Badura-Skoda, are well worth reading; of slightly lesser importance are the writings of Anton Felix Schindler, Ferdinand Ries and Wilhelm von Lenz. The interest of Prod’homme’s book The Piano Sonatas of Beethoven lies in its inclusion of some of Beethoven’s sketches.


Czerny, taking the Cello Sonata, Op. 69, as an example, describes the repeated striking of two notes connected by a tie, an effect later known as Bebung, which may also be intended in the Adagio of Op. 106 and in the recitative of Op. 110. The information he gives on the later works is scanty. Yet he does make this comment on the variations of Op. 109: ‘The whole movement in the style of Handel and Seb. Bach’ – a remark which startled me only for a moment. It is rather amusing to see how indignant the self-important and unreliable Schindler, Beethoven’s first biographer, waxes about Czerny’s at times clumsy, but generally sensible and honest, commentaries. Anyone nowadays venturing to play the first movement of Op. 10, No. 1 in the manner recommended by Schindler would cause some shaking of heads. His suggestion to add two crotchet rests between each phrase in bars 16–21 makes the passage sound rhetorically overblown, while his addition of two fermatas in bar 93 and a caesura before the fp in bar 94 I find downright silly.


Among the more recent books on the sonatas, that of my teacher Edwin Fischer is outstanding; while containing only a fraction of what Fischer had to say about these works, the loving care with which his often quite unobtrusive advice is given makes it more useful than many more exhaustive investigations. Bülow’s and Artur Schnabel’s editions of the sonatas may, on account of their copious footnotes, jokingly be counted among the Beethoven literature. Both deserve respect as manifestations of strong personalities, and are highly stimulating owing to the temperaments of their authors. Both frequently invite disagreement. Bülow is the first editor to be credited with the attempt to retrace mentally Beethoven’s compositional processes; unfortunately, his intellectual method was not equal to his purpose, and he could not pay sufficient attention to the original material. Schnabel, whom I respect as one of the great pianists of his time, was in many ways anti-Bülow: he removed the latter’s autocratic ‘corrections’, but accepted a number of obvious mistakes in the original texts with a kind of pedantic deference. In his choice of readings, I find Heinrich Schenker generally more convincing than Schnabel, who is said to have been not too happy about his edition in later years. Both Bülow and Schnabel invented highly original fingerings, as did Eugen d’Albert, who had a fondness for playing bass notes with the thumb; in his comments, however, he was more sparing of words than his colleagues. At the well-known disputed passage in the ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata, before the entry of the first movement’s recapitulation, he just says ‘A sharp, of course’. As a matter of fact, I play A natural.


Of all the analyses, those by Tovey, Schenker and Erwin Ratz (Op. 106) proved more helpful to me than Riemann or Nagel.8




 





For a player to study autographs and first prints is more than a hobby; in spite of modern Urtext editions, it is frequently a necessity. When does an Urtext edition deserve to be so called? When, basing itself on all existing original sources, it reproduces the text as the composer might have wished to see it, while at the same time discussing mistakes, omissions and doubtful passages in detailed critical notes, quoting all divergent readings, and substantiating editorial decisions. Heinrich Schenker’s exemplary edition of the sonatas and the widely esteemed Henle edition come closer to these requirements, without entirely fulfilling them; the edition by Craxton and Tovey regrettably ignores many of Beethoven’s articulation markings, while giving phrasing indications of dubious value. The definitive editorial work is still to be done.


Using the early prints as the point of reference, I myself corrected a large part of the variation works, since at the time of recording no tolerably reliable edition of the second volume was yet in existence. In connection with the recording of the miscellaneous pieces (Bagatelles, Rondos, etc.) I began to prepare an Urtext edition of all those pieces I was including in my gramophone series. Certain important documents, however, did not come to my notice until after the recording sessions were over – as for instance the autograph of the ‘Easy Caprice’ and the London first editions of some works, the significance of which was not realised until Alan Tyson’s book The Authentic English Editions of Beethoven (Faber & Faber) was published in 1963.


Let me give one or two examples:


The London first edition (The Royal Harmonic Institution) of the Sonata Op. 106 has in bar 116 of the Adagio as first semiquaver in the right hand an F sharp, in contrast to the usual D sharp of the Vienna first edition (Artaria) and all later editions known to me.
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This F sharp not only strikes me as stronger and nobler, it also fits better into the melodic line of the second subject: the three note motive (rising third, falling second) determines its structure up to bar 120.


In other cases I mistakenly relied on the well-known Urtext editions, as the following will illustrate:


The six-times-repeated F, of the pedal point in bars 373–8 of the Fugue in Op. 106, was tacitly provided with ties by Schenker, but these belong only to the overlying trill on B flat. The logical argument in favour of re-striking these notes is furnished by bars 379–80: the sixfold F reappears here, this time in rhythmic diminution.


In the Polonaise, Op. 89, we find the following sequence (bars 19–21, also 64– 6):
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The Henle edition altered, without comment, the bass of the third crotchet of bars 19 and 64 into B flat,9 thus depriving this pianissimo passage of its special harmonic piquancy. Both these examples are in contradiction to the sources.


I have since changed my mind about the execution of certain details, so that today, in the ninth variation of the ‘Eroica’ Variations, Op. 35, I would play the acciaccaturas in bars 13–17 not before, but together with the left hand. In some cases my reading was inaccurate, or my fancy permitted itself an indefensible variant, as in Op. 28, second movement, bars 72–3. I apologise!


Every generation of musicians is unconsciously influenced by the editions with which it has grown up. My own generation, at least in Central Europe, became accustomed to using editions which respect the text of the composer. Yet necessary though it is to reject the accretions foisted upon the music by the older editors, the restored text is all too easily invested by its users with an autonomous significance which it does not merit. All of us are apt to forget at times that musical notes can only suggest, that expression marks can only supplement and confirm what we must, first and foremost, read from the face of the composition itself.


I should therefore like to propose that the words Werktreue and Texttreue10 be banished from the vocabulary. They have become the feather bed of the academic Classicists. The ‘fidelity’ referred to here smacks overmuch of ‘trust’: blind trust, that is, in the self-sufficiency of the letter; trust in the notion that the work will speak for itself as long as the interpreter does not interpose his personality. Let there be no misunderstanding: it is far from my intention to set myself up as the advocate of self-indulgence. The virtuoso who unhesitatingly adapted the music of the past to his own style of playing and composing belongs to a bygone age.11 Gone are the days when the ‘edition’, the revision made by a famous virtuoso or teacher, was more important than the original text. That state of affairs, commonly associated with the successors of Liszt, dates back, incidentally, to much earlier times. Carl Czerny – the teacher of Liszt and pupil of Beethoven – did not have any scruples about publishing with Diabelli under his own name a ‘Grand Duo brillant à quatre mains’, with the minutely engraved subtitle ‘arrangé d’après la Sonate de L. van Beethoven, Oeuv. 47’. This is nothing other than a piano duet arrangement of the ‘Kreutzer’ Sonata! (see p. 25)
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The title page of Czerny’s piano duet arrangement of Beethoven’s ‘Kreutzer’ Sonata.


(Collection Hermann Baron)








The Romantic era did not yet know a historically minded style of interpretation. People played everything ‘the way they felt’, their minds scarcely accessible to arguments of historical propriety. (Editors like Bischoff and Kullak, who aimed at meticulously cleaning the musical text of additions, remained outsiders.) This attitude appeared natural and legitimate until the time when tonality began to disintegrate. In other words, when one could no longer compose or improvise ‘modern’ cadenzas for Classical piano concertos, the practice of interpreting Classical works in a ‘modern’ manner also became obsolete. The innocent self-assurance of the virtuoso was gone – a revolutionary development indeed. In its wake there evolved the editing techniques of the Urtext publication. The investigation of the performing traditions of past ages produced, apart from some misconceptions, a number of genuine insights, which affected the style of Mozart interpretation in particular. The first era of ‘historicism’ in the short history of public concert-giving had dawned. Its repercussions on the late Romantic age itself both fascinated and inhibited more than one generation of performers. The loss of self-confidence was often followed by a rigid faith in the letter. People began to play every sort of appoggiatura on the beat, and string quartets would play all four parts equally loudly just because Beethoven had marked them all with the same forte or piano. The harshness thus created was considered Classical by many, and still is today in some circles. The dogma according to which every whim of the composer, however unreasonable, must be accepted with reverence, absolved performers from the effort of thinking for themselves. No engraver’s error in a first print, no slip of the pen in an autograph was so absurd that it could not be hailed as a bold stroke of genius.


During the same period, the gramophone record established itself. At first a convenient means of preserving the fleeting, unrepeatable impression of a performance, the record, and with it the recording artist, soon laid claim to greater things: all elements of improvisation must stand back in favour of an ideal performance, a definitive rendering divested of any fortuitous aspects. The taking of risks – for which one needs self-confidence – lost its attraction and relevance. The image of the machine in its impassive efficiency gained power over many minds; it became an obsession to strive for perfection. In mistrusting their own nature, artists denied themselves access to the nature of music. The usual symptoms of this are that emotions become either completely dried up or wilfully superimposed. Often, both extremes are to be found in the same person; the vital area between them remains largely unfrequented.


We artists of today have to bear the burden of this paternal heritage, and we feel drawn towards the great ones among our grandfathers.


What, then, should the interpreter do? Two things, I believe. He should try to understand the intentions of the composer, and he should seek to give each work the strongest possible effect. Often, but not always, the one will result from the other.


To understand the composer’s intentions means to translate them into one’s own understanding. Music cannot ‘speak for itself.’ The notion that an interpreter can simply switch off his personal feelings and instead receive those of the composer ‘from above’, as it were, belongs to the realm of fable. What the composer actually meant when he put pen to paper can only be unravelled with the help of one’s own engaged emotions, one’s own senses, one’s own intellect, one’s own refined ears. Such an attitude is as far removed from sterile ‘fidelity’ as it is from transcription-mania. To force or to shun the ‘personal approach’ is equally questionable; where this does not come of itself, any effort is in vain.


The second requirement, that of giving the music the strongest possible effect, can be seen as an attack on the same problem (‘What is appropriate to the music?’) from a different angle. But let no one imagine that the greatest possible effect can be equated with the noisiest – or, for that matter, the least noisy – public acclaim. The crucial distinction is not between, on the one hand, that incessant, extrovert high tension so beloved of naïve listeners, and, on the other, the kind of music-making that fancies itself in the garb of a penitential hair shirt. Those performances that are historically ‘most correct’ are not always the ones that leave us with the most cherished memories. It would be wrong to modify such memories after the event on Christian Morgenstern’s humorous principle that ‘what may not be, cannot be’. It is our moral duty to make music in as visionary, moving, mysterious, thoughtful, amusing, graceful a manner as we are able to; but this raises the question, ‘What is it that will move, shatter, edify or amuse our contemporaries?’ There results the paradox that a consummate musical interpretation in which time and occasion seem to have been transcended, in which the shackles of historicism seem to have been broken and thrown off, can only be achieved in concord with our own age. The musical masterwork is a powerhouse of multiple energies. To release those that will strike the noblest, the most elemental resonance in modern man – it is this task that raises the Urtext interpreter above the status of museum curator. A task, also, that should restore to him some of his lost self-confidence.




 





(1966)




5 In recent years, serious record companies have provided the date and place of the recording on the sleeve or in the accompanying booklet. Less serious ones mislead the purchaser in updating older recordings by giving dubious copyright dates instead.


6 Translator’s note: Alexander Oulibichev (1795–1858), an early Russian biographer of Beethoven.


7 This has been splendidly remedied by William Kinderman’s monograph (Clarendon Press/Oxford University Press, 1987).


8 Since this article was written, several new books merit attention. To mention only three: Jürgen Uhde’s Beethovens Klaviermusik (Reclam, 3 volumes), Rudolph Reti’s Thematic Patterns in Sonatas of Beethoven (Faber & Faber), and Charles Rosen’s The Classical Style (Faber & Faber).


9 In recent reprints the error has been corrected.


10 Translator’s note: Werktreue, commonly used in German musicology, signifies the performer’s fidelity to the intentions of the composer, Texttreue his fidelity to the text of a work. Since no simple English translation offers itself, I have decided to use the German terms in the context of this essay as well as in the title of its supplement, in the hope that – pace the author’s distrust if not of the words, then of their implications! – they will be accepted by the English music lover with the kindness he has bestowed on the word Urtext.


11 Or maybe not, as the cult status of Glenn Gould suggests.




















Werktreue – An Afterthought





ON ACCOUNT OF my essay on Beethoven’s piano works, I have been branded an opponent of Werktreue, while the actual arguments I brought against this by now rather antiquated word were conveniently forgotten. My strictures were directed against the formation of the word and the pedantic aura surrounding it, not against its real meaning, which, however, is rarely intended. In any case, the proper meaning of Werktreue is at best marginal and suggestive; Texttreue, by comparison, is rather more concrete. As my essay shows, my reasons for disliking this word do not lie in any supposed hatred of a father figure, in any attitude of protest against the authority of the composer, which would indeed ill befit a musical interpreter. But equally, I have never considered myself to be merely the passive recipient of the composer’s commands, preferring to promote his cause of my own free will and in my own way.


I have been made immune to blind faith by the years I spent under the Nazi régime. In the slave mentality of that era, not only words like ‘faith’ and ‘fatherland’, but also the word ‘fidelity’ suffered shameful abuse. Even a fairly harmless word like ‘work’, when used in conjunction with ‘fidelity’, strikes a militant pose; for me, after all these years, the term Werktreue still smacks of credulous, parade-ground solemnity.


The Vienna of the post-war years – a further background to my aversion – presented a mixed picture, musically speaking. Furtwängler and Clemens Krauss, each in his own way, set their seal on the Philharmonic Concerts and on the wonderful sound of the orchestra. The Nicolai Concerts of Furtwängler, in which Beethoven’s Ninth was regularly played, were high points in my musical calendar; but so were the New Year Concerts of Krauss with their inimitable, ironically detached performances of the waltzes and polkas of the Strauss family. In the Vienna State Opera company were a number of young female singers whose looks rivalled the splendour of their voices. Mozart’s operas, though still lacking the appoggiaturas abolished in Gustav Mahler’s time, were performed with a freshness and an enthusiasm hardly equalled since.


The teaching of music in Vienna, on the other hand, was dominated by a strict Classicism. Having recently come across Busoni’s writings, I admired his aesthetics, which ran counter to the Viennese literal-mindedness, and was impressed by the aristocratic reserve of his reply to the polemical attack in Hans Pfitzner’s pamphlet Futuristengefahr (‘The Futurist Danger’). After recording Busoni’s Fantasia Contrappuntistica for a small, now defunct gramophone company, I played it again in 1954 before a sparse Viennese audience. Busoni’s concept of a ‘Young Classicism’ had no more to do with the academic Classicism prevalent in Vienna than with the sort of ‘new music’ which was performed there in those days. It was quite a time before twentieth-century music began to recover from the dislocation of 1938, and the gap was temporarily filled by works of a neo-Classical or neo-Baroque stamp. Piano students played Beethoven as if he had learned composition from Hindemith. Romanticism was disparaged as something vague, disorderly, dreamy, Utopian; something that might be right for the Philharmonic Concert audiences, but not for people with more progressive tastes. It was identified with pathos, sentimentality, luxuriance, frequent arpeggio chords and the neglect of strict time-keeping. Modernity was equated with anti-Romanticism. There seemed to be no place for illusions in the stark reality of those years. What went unnoticed was that Classicism itself was one of the illusions of the moment. Despite an occasional undercurrent of aggressiveness, and despite its apparent reluctance to take itself seriously, Classicism simulated an order which no longer existed.


Since then, the meagre frame of music has acquired more body. Schubert’s sonatas and Mahler’s symphonies have experienced a nostalgic revival or, rather, been truly discovered by performers and a wider audience. ‘Austere’ is no longer the highest epithet that can be bestowed upon a musical rendering. Radio stations no longer suppress resonance; the spatial nature of sound has re-established itself. Musicians show their colours once again. They are tired of excessive calculation, and give a chance to chance.


Parallel to this development, a change has overtaken the interpretation of the music of the past. There is no danger now that a new generation of pianists will ‘invest the text with an autonomous significance which it does not merit’. Indeed, the prevailing ambition to do better than just reel off the notes piously and phlegmatically reminds one at times of those conductors of the old school who concealed their lack of textual learning behind the assertion that ‘all music is at best an arrangement’. Perhaps in the age of aleatory music a reminder that the observance of the notated text is obligatory would not come amiss.


To read music correctly does not only mean to perceive what is written down (although this in itself is far more difficult than is commonly assumed), but also to understand the musical symbols. Though the correct perception of these symbols is only a starting point, the attention given to it is of decisive importance to the process that follows: a faulty foundation endangers the stability of the whole edifice. To go to the original sources rather than take the various editors on trust, to find out which are the proper sources to consult, then to look these up in libraries or obtain photocopies of them – all this is not a waste of time, nor does it distract from the essentials. Even Bülow would not have persisted in his arguments against the repeat in the finale of the ‘Appassionata’ if the autograph of this work had been known to him, for in it the words ‘la seconda parte due volte’ are written out by Beethoven for good measure.


Beethoven’s autographs are often difficult to read, but it would be wrong to conclude from this that his notation, let alone his composition, was imprecise. The chaotic side of Beethoven’s nature, so startlingly apparent form the scrawl of his handwriting, is brought to order in the finished compositions. The effort it cost him to achieve that order gives it its particular stability. However, Beethoven’s untiring labour over details hardly ever interferes with his conception of the whole. On the contrary: in some of the early works the detail is not always worthy of the grand design; in some of the middle-period works the detail is at times lost in the wide expanse of the whole, receding into the background as if viewed through the wrong end of a telescope; and in some of the works between the ‘Appassionata’ and the late sonatas the notation is surprisingly careless on occasion, as in the left-hand line of the second movement of the Sonata in F sharp, Op. 78, or the rhythmic value of notes at the end of phrases. But these are only exceptions which prove the rule that Beethoven’s self-discipline exerted its strict control even when he was taking the most adventurous risks.


The text of the ‘Hammerklavier’ Sonata, the autograph of which is lost, is a special case, and it poses a whole series of problems. On the one hand, the structure of this gigantic work appears to be a triumph of logic without equal; and yet, on the other, there is Beethoven’s letter to his former pupil Ferdinand Ries, who was then living in London, in which he gives him permission to destroy this structure: he may transpose, if he wishes, the order of the two middle movements (the London first edition does in fact have the Adagio before the Scherzo), and he may, ‘if necessary’, omit the introduction to the Fugue. Beside such a proposition, Busoni’s idea of putting the Adagio and Fugue into a programme without the first two movements appears positively innocuous. Beethoven’s letter cannot be explained away as an act of negligence. Could it be that in this rare instance chaos predominated, turning the creator against his own creation?12 The metronome marks have an equally detrimental effect: with one exception, they are all hurried, not to say maniacally overdriven. In the first movement particularly, the prescribed tempo cannot be attained, or even approached, on any instrument in the world, by any player at all, be he the devil incarnate, without a grievous loss of dynamics, colour and clarity.


My recommendation to young pianists is to put their reading ability to the test by means of Béla Bartók’s Suite Op. 14 and Alban Berg’s Sonata Op. 1. (The aid of a tape recorder is indispensable.) Compared with the subtly differentiated symbols which Bartók and Berg use to convey their intentions, Beethoven’s notation is still sketchy: a new technique of notation was in the making. It is therefore all the more important to observe every sign written down by Beethoven. His ability to notate the essential without overloading the text with instructions has been equalled by very few later composers, and bettered by none. To a greater extent than in the piano works of Mozart, Beethoven’s expression marks are founded in the logic of the composition.13 Among the most important gifts a Beethoven player can have is the power to visualise, in an almost geographical sense, the entire panorama of varying dynamic levels embodied in a work – like looking at a landscape and taking in at a single glance its valleys and mountain tops.


Beethoven’s notation is more modern than that of his contemporaries, with the possible exception of Carl Maria von Weber. One can take it more literally than Mozart’s, in whose piano music every degree of marking is to be found, ranging from the excessive to the non-existent, and in which, moreover, symbols taken from the sphere of the string player (bowings) and the singer (accents, dynamics) have to be translated into their pianistic equivalents. In his notation Beethoven rejected a number of Baroque conventions. Schubert, and even Chopin and Schumann, occasionally notate divided triplets as dotted rhythms, but there are not many instances in Beethoven’s piano music, after the stormy second subject in the Rondo of the Sonata Op. 2, No. 2, where dotted rhythms have to be adapted to triplets. In his commentaries on Beethoven’s piano works, Czerny points out that in the Adagio of the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata the semiquaver of the melody should always fall after the accompanying triplet note, a remark which shows how foreign such a procedure still was to contemporary practice. In Beethoven’s use of the turn, the Baroque manner of execution has survived in one or two cases, whereby the rhythm of figure a is played as in figure b:




[image: ]





This applies in pieces of moderate tempo and graceful or coquettish character. (A slur over group a would be a counter-indication, for then the semiquaver would have to retain its full length.)


Among Beethoven’s expression marks, there are some whose particular significance I should like to investigate.




 





1) Beethoven’s accentuation signs: sforzando, fortepiano, rinforzando




What is a musical accent? Is it a sudden dynamic impact, fading into a diminuendo, as visually suggested by the > sign? The pianist, whose instrument has acquired the reputation of a percussion instrument, should be particularly wary of automatically interpreting it this way. Yet it is above all the sforzandi of Beethoven that receive the most unthinking treatment: on all instruments, it has become habitual to ‘stab’ at them.


What, then, is an accent? A note (or chord) the intensity of which must be underlined. This can be done in various ways. A sf may swell out a note; it may plummet into it; it may have a cantabile character – on orchestral instruments, an increase in vibrato may be sufficient to lift out an sf note from its neighbours. With many of Beethoven’s sforzandi, a note will retain its intensity over its whole duration, or over the greater part of it. Accompanying voices, moving in shorter note values, will often support the intensity of the longer note.14


Here we have a clear case for breaking the general rule that one sf applies only to one single note. (In Mozart, it is not unusual for the effect of a sf to extend over several notes, until the next piano.)15


What is the pianist to do, since in theory he cannot influence the sound of a note once it is struck? In the first place, he must rid himself completely of the prejudice that to do so is impossible. Singing, as an idea and a reality, must become second nature to him to the extent that even the recalcitrant piano will be at his service. The sound of sustained notes on the piano can be modified a) with the help of accompanying voices, if there are any; b) with the help of syncopated pedalling; c) with the help of certain movements which make the pianist’s conception of cantabile actually visible to the audience. Such movements will strongly affect not only the onset of the note, but also its preparation and continuation. But there are some crescendi on a single note which only the suggestive power of the artist in the concert hall will convey.


Let me now discuss the individual accentuation signs.


There is no general rule determining the quality and quantity of a sforzando. It is governed by its musical significance, which has to be discovered by the player in each instance. In a lyrical context, it will rarely be violent. If it occurs in a ff passage, the player will have to husband his strength in order to make the accent stand out above the general level of tone. Not every sf is unprepared. It is possible for a sf to give added radiance to the climax of a rounded phrase, or to lend some of its weight to the preceding note or group of notes. When he means a sf to decrease gradually, Beethoven gives it a diminuendo pin.


The fortepiano must be taken at its face value: as a forte which is followed by a piano as quickly as possible. The same principle applies to the signs mfp, ffp and fpp. In the orchestra, fp means that the piano should occur within the note so marked, unless that is very short; it is, then, a vehement accent with its centre of gravity at the start of the note. On Beethoven’s Hammerklaviers with their rapidly fading tone, a fortepiano chord like the one at the beginning of the ‘Sonata Pathétique’ still had an orchestral quality. The sound, as Schindler reminds us, should have died away almost completely before one plays on. (Edwin Fischer and Eduard Erdmann attempted, with varying success, to produce orchestral fp effects on the modern grand by tricks of pedalling.) In general, however, fp in piano music will mean that it is the succeeding note that has to be played softly. By comparison, Schubert’s fp direction is much less absolute: it often trails away in a spacious decrescendo. Beethoven’s fp, besides denoting an abrupt accent, may stand for something else: it may mark out the last note of a longish forte passage which is to be succeeded by a sudden piano. In contrapuntal piano writing, the fp may also serve to underline and sustain the note of longest value while the other parts fall back at once to piano. This is the opposite of the sustained sf note which, as I have said, receives the support of the accompanying parts.


In the sign sfp, the sf has relative, the p absolute meaning.


The rinforzando is used by Beethoven in two ways:


i) as a cantabile emphasis on one or several notes, usually in a lyrical context (it does not by any means always extend over several notes, as is shown by the rinforzandi in the slow movements of the Sonatas Op. 7, Op. 10, No. 2 and Op. 10, No. 3);


ii) in his later works, as a signal that all the notes up to the next dynamic sign should be played with greater insistence, usually in preparation for the dynamic climax to be reached during a crescendo. Instead of the climactic moment, however, there may be a surprising subito piano, as in the second movement of Op. 109.


The word sforzato is used by Beethoven only in the first movement of the Emperor Concerto. There, it asks for the player’s energetic attention to the outer notes of an extended section, the figuration of which he should not mistake for a neutral background. On the contrary, these passages should provide rhythmic orientation to the melodic line of the wind instruments. It goes without saying that in bar 136 ff. this resistance will have to be confined within narrow dynamic limits if the bassoon is to remain audible.


In Beethoven’s notation, the accentuation mark in most common use since the nineteenth century > indicates slight accents that do not achieve the intensity of a sf.





2) pianissimo and dolce




Whereas the dynamic degrees between p and ff can serve a wide range of expressive purposes, according to the character of the passage, Beethoven’s pianissimo is mostly what Rudolf Kolisch called a ‘pianissimo misterioso’. We enter into a sphere distinctly removed from piano, a sphere of awe and wonder. His dolce, too, has its own emotional climate: my translation is ‘tenderly committed’. Dolce tells the player: ‘Identify yourself with this phrase; do not control it from outside.’ It begs for loving attention and flinches from mechanical coldness.





3) espressivo




I should like to refer to three espressivo markings in Beethoven’s late sonatas. In the first movement of Op. 101 we find espressivo semplice. In the last movement, there is a dolce poco espressivo, and in the second movement of Op. 109, a poco espressivo occurs twice, followed a few bars later by an a tempo. What do these directions tell us? In the first place, it is highly illuminating to discover that espressivo and semplice are not mutually exclusive, as the general manner of espressivo playing might lead one to believe. Secondly, we learn that dolce and espressivo emit different emotional signals. The heartfelt gentleness of dolce generally keeps away from minor keys. Dolce is soothing, or conveys tender rapture. However luminous it may be, it shines with an inner light, whereas espressivo distinctly addresses the outer world. Where the two appear together (as dolce poco espressivo in Op. 101, or as cantabile dolce ed espressivo in the first movement of Op. 106), the dolce is to be given additional weight. For that is what espressivo demands: a perceptible increase in emotional emphasis over the foregoing passage. The philological justification for drawing out the tempo a little under the pressure of this emphasis is provided by the tempo indications of Op. 109.





4) Pedal




Beethoven writes pedal marks:


i) perhaps most frequently when pedal points are to be suggested in the bass, as in the Rondo of the ‘Waldstein’ Sonata;


ii) in a delicately veiled atmosphere (Czerny speaks of an ‘Aeolian harp’): for example in the Largo of the C minor Concerto, and in the recitative in the first movement of the Sonata Op. 31, No. 2;


iii) when all the notes of a chord or arpeggio are to be sustained, but this cannot be done by the hands alone;


iv) when the pedal is to be used in a way unexpected by the player, as in the hammered chords in the Presto of Op. 27, No. 2, or the diminished seventh chords in the third movement of Op. 101;


v) when the duration of the pedal sound is to be precisely defined against surrounding rests: for example in the two arpeggio chords before the epilogue in the slow movement of the G major Concerto, where a subdivision into semiquaver rests occurs.


It can be seen that Beethoven notates the pedal only when he wishes to obviate misunderstandings, or when aiming at unusual effects.





5) ritardando




Czerny’s School of Piano-Playing, Op. 500, (1842), enumerates the circumstances in which a slowing of the tempo may suggest itself, even though none is notated by the composer. According to Czerny, ‘A ritardando may be made to advantage


i) in passages which form a return to the main subject;


ii) on notes which lead up to a single small part of a cantabile line [?];


iii) on sustained notes that are to be struck with particular emphasis, and which are followed by shorter notes;


iv) during the transition to a new tempo, or to a movement wholly different from the preceding one;


v) immediately before a fermata;


vi) when a very lively passage, or some brilliant figure-work, gives way to a diminuendo introducing a soft, delicate run;


vii) on ornaments consisting of a large number of quick notes which cannot be squeezed [!] into the correct tempo;


viii) occasionally in heavily marked passages, where a strong crescendo leads to a new movement or to the end of the piece;


ix) in very whimsical, capricious or fanciful movements, in order to highlight their character better;


x) finally, in almost every case where the composer has put espressivo; and


xi) at the end of every long trill forming a halt and a cadence in diminuendo, as well as on gentle cadences in general. (NB: It is understood that the word ritardando as used above includes all other terms which indicate a greater or lesser slowing of the tempo.)’





These observations of Czerny’s, as well as the musical meaning of various passages marked ritardando, make it clear that up to the middle of the nineteenth century no distinction was made between ritardando and ritenuto. A ritardando (or rallentando) mark may therefore tell us either to become gradually slower, or to be slower at once. An awareness of this will make it much easier for us to perform convincingly the rallentando passages in the first movement of Op. 2, No. 2.


The same Czerny who regards tempo modifications as a prerequisite of beautiful playing tells us apropos of Beethoven’s First Piano Concerto:




In fast passages, the player must not forget that some orchestral instruments usually play along with him, either by way of furnishing an accompaniment or in the execution of a melody. In such passages, therefore, he must restrain his humour more fully than in the rendering of a solo piece, and at rehearsal everything that may be necessary in this respect must be diligently dealt with.





(‘Humour’ in the language of the time means ‘whim’ or ‘caprice’.)


Another remark of Czerny’s illuminates the performing conventions at the beginning of the last century even more: ‘In Beethoven’s last concerto works it is expedient for the director of the orchestra to conduct from his own copy of the clavier part, since the correct rendering of these works cannot be divined [!] from the violin part.’


The scores of concertos were frequently published many years after the solo and orchestral parts, if they were published at all. The practice of conducting concertos from the first violin part had survived into our century, as I learned during my student days in the late 40s. The teacher of the conducting class at the Graz Conservatory set me the laborious task of reconstructing the score of the First Violin Concerto by Spohr from the orchestral parts. When the elderly librarian, himself a retired Kapellmeister, handed me the orchestral material, he just shook his head and said, ‘What do you need a full score for? In my day we conducted this sort of thing from the violin part!’ What would our hypersensitive ears make of a performance, mounted after a single rehearsal, of a work whose meaning had to be ‘divined’ by the musicians, none of whom knew the score? How anxiously everyone must have kept time to avoid utter confusion!


Like most great writers for the piano, Beethoven was in no lesser degree a composer for ensemble music. The soloist should therefore never completely lose contact with the performing style of the orchestra or string quartet, unless he happens to concentrate on those composers who wrote exclusively for the piano, as is the case with Chopin, the young Schumann and the young Liszt.


My relations with the metronome are on the cool side, and I resent it if the classics are subjected to the rhythmic discipline of a jazz musician. The great conductors, who allow an orchestra to breathe, should be our model; their tempo modifications will often differ from those of the average soloist. Liberties in tempo of a ‘humorous’ kind, which a good orchestra would not play nor a good conductor conduct, are usually out of place in the performing of Beethoven’s sonatas as well. Despite his self-sufficiency, the pianist will be able to claim exemption from the rules of ensemble playing only where the symphonic framework of a sonata is broken up by recitatives or improvisatory passages, where particular eloquence is desired (as in the fifth Bagatelle of Op. 33, marked con una certa espressione parlante), and in those capricious finales which Beethoven, according to Czerny, ‘played humorously’.


While I readily believe the reports of Beethoven’s contemporaries that, at least in his early years, his piano playing ‘mostly stayed strictly in time’, surely that kind of timekeeping has nothing in common with the metronomic awareness one acquires through acquaintance with jazz and Stravinsky.


If someone intends to play something with the utmost simplicity, he will in the first place try to achieve this by an absolute evenness of tone and rhythm. It may be years before he realises that his vision of the desired effect has, paradoxically, closed his eyes to the best way of achieving it. The projection of simplicity can be a very complex business. An exceptional reservoir of nuances – even though they may remain unused – and a considerable degree of sensitivity and inner freedom are required if the result is not to be, instead of simplicity, emptiness and boredom. Similarly, on the subject of musical time, a ‘psychological’ tempo is to be distinguished from the metronomic one: an interpreter who follows the flow of the music as naturally as possible – and by ‘natural’ I refer of course here to the nature of the music, not to that of the player – will always give the ‘psychological’ listener the impression that he is ‘staying in tempo’.


Those of my readers who are more at ease when they can use their own discretion will now feel relieved. I share their feelings. But the free elements – fire, water and air – will not carry us unless we have first practised our steps on firm ground. We follow rules in order to make the exceptions more impressive. From the letter we distil our vision, and on turning back observe the letter with new eyes. The growing precision of our understanding should enhance, and not diminish, our sense of wonder.




 





(1976)




12 Beethoven’s severing of his greatest fugue from the Quartet in B flat, Op. 130, is another case of apparent self-destruction. The ‘Grosse Fuge’ was composed as its finale and obviously belongs there. Beethoven substituted a comparatively lightweight rondo, which is now usually played, and agreed that the ‘Grosse Fuge’ would be published separately, in its string version as Op. 133, and in a piano four-hand version of its own as Op. 134. Beethoven’s consent may have had commercial reasons: he needed money, and the publisher offered him separate fees for each version of the fugue.


13 This does not mean that there are no mistakes, misjudgements, vagaries or ambiguities in Beethoven. Misjudgements of balance are familiar to anyone who has had practical experience of his piano concertos. The piano entry of the soloist in the development of the first movement of the G major Concerto (bar 192) was, as Nottebohm has already observed, later changed by Beethoven into a forte much to the benefit of clarity. And in the London first edition of the Sonata Op. 31, No. 3, it is interesting to see that the main subject of the finale is marked forte, whereas the Vienna first edition, published at about the same time, has piano.


14 Piano Concerto Op. 15, first movement, bar 97; third movement, bars 28–32. Piano Concerto Op. 19, second movement, bars 31–4.


15 K.595, first movement, bars 54, 57, etc. K.331, first movement, variation 1. K.456, second movement, variation 1.
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