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In any masterwork, the challenges to the interpreter are 
almost literally infinite. But this should be a cause for joy 
rather than intimidation. Since there is no performance of 
even the simplest tune that can fully realise every aspect of 
the music, it follows that every performance of almost 

anything (from a nursery song to Mahler’s ‘Symphony of a 
Thousand’), is at least potentially a voyage of discovery. It’s one of 
the many things that make being a musician so much fun. We 
should never forget that while we may be performing a piece, we’re 
also playing a work. Even the most profound masterpiece is at one 
level a game, and more specifically, a game of suspense. Because of 
the dynamic nature of the diatonic scale, held together by its 
interrelated but disparate tensions, composers are able to excite 
varying degrees of expectation in the listener which they can then 
either fulfil or frustrate, once again in varying degrees. A perfect 
example is the beginning of the last movement of Beethoven’s 
Symphony No 1, where he pays out the notes of an ascending scale 
one by one (‘Wait for it, folks’), each new step arousing a different 
vision of the likely outcome. There is, indeed, no composer in 
history who got more artistic mileage out of the frustration of 
expectation than Beethoven. No conductor unaware of the wit 
behind this shameless tease is likely to communicate the humour of 
it. This, then, is an example where the subtlety of the interpreter, or 
the lack of it, can have a decisive influence on the experience of the 
listener. 

One of the great fascinations of music, and one of the greatest 
rewards for the really attentive listener, is the fact that even in the 
hands of the greatest interpreters, every performance, including 
successive performances by the same artist, gives us a different 
cross-section of the musical possibilities inherent in the score itself. 
The following discussion, then, is no more than a sketch of the 
kinds of things we interpreters are required to do and some of the 
things, just as important, that we are required not to do.

To begin with the term itself: what exactly do we mean by 
‘interpretation’? If we accept that the chief function of the 
performer is to perceive and to communicate the intentions of the 
composer as written into the score, then interpretation, strictly 
speaking, arises only in cases of ambiguity. The rest is a matter of 
respectful obedience. When a composer writes forte, for instance, 
the actual degree of relative loudness is absolutely a matter for 
interpretation; what he or she is saying unambiguously is that they 
mean ‘not piano or pianissimo, nor mezzoforte or fortissimo’. These 
distinctions, it must be said, are by no means universally made, even 
by a remarkable number of professionally successful pianists!

Leaving aside the realms of spiritual and emotional experience (a 
strictly artificial but instructive procedure) there are certain, basic 

types of challenges which confront the interpreter of virtually any 
piece, relating to tempo, rhythm, dynamics, phrasing, articulation 
and tone colour, as well as to characterisation, dramatic 
development and ensemble. Before turning spiritual, which every 
musician must, it might, therefore, be useful to take a more general 
look at the role of each of these categories in the whole elusive 
business of ‘interpretation’.

Tempo
This is often the first question to be settled (though for some, 
including great musicians, it is among the last). And here, it should 
be stressed, the metronome is a dangerously two-edged sword. Like 
almost everything else in music, tempo is relative rather than 
absolute. For this reason, metronome markings are seldom more 
than a rough guide (composers themselves have tended to flout 
rather than heed their own). The marking Allegro, for example, can 
mean many things and can be interpreted in a great variety of ways. 
Appearing on its own, it allows for a wide degree of latitude. 
Appearing in the immediate wake of a movement, passage or phrase 
marked Andante, however, the first thing it says – quite 
unambiguously – is ‘noticeably faster than the preceding’. If in the 
context of a movement or passage marked Allegro, a composer 
writes Presto, he means, unambiguously, ‘suddenly faster’. When he 
writes accelerando, he means, unambiguously, ‘gradually getting 
faster’. Just how fast and how soon and at what rate, of course, he 
leaves to us. That is a matter for interpretation. But here a crucial 
distinction must be made between tempo and pace.

Tempo, the actual note-to-note speed of the music – is established 
by the main pulse of a piece, and, like the heartbeat, this is 
something more or less constant. Pace, on the other hand, is the 
impression of speed – which takes us into the realms of psychology. 
‘How time flies,’ we say, ‘when you’re enjoying yourself.’ When 
we’re bored, we complain that ‘time drags’ and ‘the minutes felt like 
hours’. But none of this is a function of the clock. A minute is a 
minute; an hour is an hour – not a second more, not a second less.

The impression of speed in music is determined, basically, by the 
rate and pattern of change. It may be simply a matter of harmony: 
the more harmonies or chords you have within a certain space of 
time, the faster the movement will feel. If there’s only one harmony 
or chord per bar, the impression of movement will be slower. And 
the same applies to melody. If there are only two main notes within 
a given space, the impression of movement is obviously slower than 
when there are four main notes. Much of this can be built into the 
music by the composer (harmonic changes, contrasting durations of 
the notes themselves, the use of instrumental colouration, expressly 
marked tempo indications and so on), but much of it, inevitably, 
lies in the hands of the interpreter. This is not a matter of 
philosophy.
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Perhaps the first thing to be understood when determining and 
controlling tempo and pace is that the number and the rapidity of the 
notes in any given passage don’t necessarily have a direct bearing on 
the overall tempo or on the sense of pace. A long trill, for instance, 
may pack 64 notes or more into a single bar without suggesting a 
fast tempo at all. The effect is rather of a single note, shimmeringly 
prolonged by a kind of vibrato. We don’t hear each individual note as 
an entity in itself, we don’t hear each pair of notes, or any other 
number of notes, in terms of melody. We hear, in effect, one note, 
decorated and prolonged. Because notes can have a decorative or 
prolonging rather than a specifically melodic role – an auxiliary rather 
than a central one – music is full of hidden, background rhythms 
behind the foreground. Just as well, since the foreground may have 
no durational contrasts at all. There are many pieces by Bach, for 
instance, which look on the page like an apparently endless sequence 
of identically spaced notes, of identical duration:

If this sounded the way it looks, it would be pulverisingly 
boring (which doesn’t stop all too many performers from playing 
it that way).

This perception of events happening at different levels of 
importance, this sense of a foreground and a background, is perhaps 
the single greatest key there is to what we might call musical 
understanding. It’s something that everyone with any response to 
music at all understands instinctively and unconsciously. And there 
is a perfect linguistic analogy to this. To virtually every child, and 
most adults, it seems that all foreigners whose language we don’t 
understand speak much faster than we do. This is a near-universal 
experience. And the explanation is quite simple: when we hear a 
language unknown to us, what we hear is a steady sequence of 
single syllables, none of which has any meaning of its own. When 
English-speakers (or even English-understanders) hear the word 
‘radioactivity’, for instance, they hear one thing, not seven. The 
syllables combine to make a word, and the word takes precedence in 
our minds over the syllables that make it up. Music functions in 
exactly the same way. Like Monsieur Jourdain in Molière’s play Le 
Bourgeois gentilhomme, who is astounded to learn that all his life he’s 
been speaking prose, we need no technical training to distinguish 
the wood from the trees where music is concerned. The performer – 
the ‘interpreter’ – however, can play a crucial role in the degree and 
variety of our understanding – illuminating, or in too many cases 
obscuring, the uniquely multi-dimensional nature of musical (hence 
also emotional-cum-spiritual) language.

In that connection, then, the next article in this series, will explore 
the specific roles and effects of rhythm, dynamics and phrasing in 
performance.  


