


By virtue of his ties, Bach preserves his inspired subject from
demolition by the indiscriminate beat-wielders of later generations.
Most beats are not so lucky. And here there is a music lesson for us
all in literature — specifically, in Samuel Johnson’s letter to Lord
Chesterfield, who had withheld his support for Johnson’s labours on
his epoch-making dictionary but lavished praise on it when at last it
was published. Wrote Johnson: ‘Is not a Patron, my Lord, one who
looks with unconcern on a man struggling for life in the water, and,
when he has reached ground, encumbers him with help [italics mine]?’
So do legions of well-meaning but unthinking, unhearing, musicians
daily encumber beats with help, demonstrating the unwelcome
phenomenon of metre as murderer.

At the opposite extreme from this army of latter-day musical
Chesterfields was the late Hans Keller, once a major presence on the
British music scene, and a great musician, who declared that there
should be no more than one accent per phrase. It was only a slight
overstatement (if that) and typically thought-provoking. In the
performance of anyone with a true grasp of phrase rhythm — in
which whole phrases cohere as individual ‘beats’ within a super-
phrase — no two of those ‘beats’ (those one-accent phrases) will be
identical in weight or placement. Nor in any case will they be
imposed from without, but divined from within.

findsic is a largely intuitive art,
even for composers, who
frequently surprise themsef§ie§

However big or small the span, it is in the movement between
beats that musical rhythm finds its richest life. First beats are as
often ending places as beginning places. It is the tension, the in-built
momentum, of the upbeat — from the single note to the bar to the
phrase (and beyond!) — that gives musical metre its energy. First
beats are at least as often the resolution as the generator of tension.
The movement begins again after the beat: 2-3-4-/1. Seldom is a
stressed beat more unwelcome (or more frequent) than in that
lurking saboteur known as the Alberti bass. I the first beats of the
Alberti figure are treated as ending places — the resolution of the
compound upbeat (2-3-4) — then movement supplants stasis and the
right hand can look after the beats, unimpeded by its relentlessly
duple, implacably chugging accompaniment. What’s more, the
supple, dynamic, motor of the figure’s ‘hidden’ upbeat, binding
together the more widely spaced notes of the melody, helps to
overcome the piano’s most famous limitation: its inability to sustain,
let alone build sound on, a single note. The accompaniment
provides an implicit crescendo.

The Sources of Accentuation

To most people today, as for the last 200 years and more,
accentuation is a matter of dynamics, pure and simple — accented
notes are louder than their immediate neighbours. Not so pure, not
so simple. Dynamics are not fixed quantities. Nor is their notation
in any sense precise. Here, as with the lengths of notes, the
composer can only indicate crude multiples: £ = loud, ff = twice as
loud, fff = three times as loud, etc. Not only is this, then, a realm
where interpretation is absolutely essential, it is a resource of almost
unlimited subtlety. The range of dynamic contrasts — and more
importantly, the particular patterns of their juxtaposition — will often
determine the success or failure of a performance. It is the relativity
of dynamics, not the overall decibel count, that ultimately tells. Nor,
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The most important property of any note,
bar or phrase is its rhythmic function

in any case, are dynamics exclusively a matter of decibels. Each
dynamic marking, in different ways, in different pieces, denotes not
merely a level but a quality of sound, a particular intensity. It is the
key —a key — to a special sonic world. Consider: in the wee hours,
on a hot summer’s night, in a crowded apartment block, you are
seized by a desire to hear Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring or Tchaikovsky’s
1812 Overture — works, let’s suppose, that you’ve never heard before.
You have no headphones and must listen therefore with speakers,
and at a volume that won’t disturb your neighbours. At no time will
you be in any doubt as to what is soft, loud or very loud indeed. Yet
at no time will the actual decibel count reach much above a
conventional mezzo piano, or at the very outside, mezzo forte. How
could the ailing Chopin produce stunningly exciting performances
without ever exceeding most pianists’ #zezzo forte? Because he was an
unexampled master of the lowest end of the dynamic spectrum and
a strategic deployer of breathtaking contrasts — in terms not only of
volume but of colour and rhythmic variety too. Only through
contrast does music live.

Time and Silence

One of the most precious, subtle and eloquent (as well as one of
the most abused) forms of accent is the so-called agogic — an accent
whereby the tension is heightened by an often tiny adjustment in
time, playing a note ecither very slightly before, or more usually, after
it’s expected. Here is an accent in which dynamics play no part.

A further form of accent not involving stress is indeed its very
antithesis. Nothing is more pregnant in music than silence, from the
imperceptible sliver to the magisterial tension of a Handel chorus.
Silence being a vacuum in the substance of music, which is sound,
focuses all our attention on what is to follow — the resumption of
sound. It creates and heightens suspense (the principal engine of tonal
music). Like the agogic accent, its function is not primarily acoustical,
if acoustical at all, but psychological. It is to the instrumentalist what
the intake of breath is to the singer — except that a pianist’s fingers,
unlike the singer, don’t save to breathe. Music, however, does —
something pianists too often forget. With few exceptions, silence in
music functions like an upbeat. And it lies at the heart of what may
well be the two most important tasks an interpreter confronts.
Without them, ‘expression” hardly stands a chance.

Phrasing and Articulation

As in speech and the written word, these concern the definition
and grouping of groups. And here, for a change, our vocabulary of
notation can be definitively exact. When composers slur two notes
together, they mean, quite unambiguously, that these notes are not
to be separated, that they are effectively part of a single breath.
When groups of notes, or several bars, are similarly marked, they are
to function, again unambiguously, not as individual ‘words’, so to
speak, but as clauses, sentences or paragraphs, depending on the size
of the units marked or implied. When clauses or phrases of different
lengths are combined in sequence, they form patterns of shorter and
longer durations which are directly comparable to the differing
lengths of individual notes. Distinguishing the wood from the trees
in that department will be the principal subject of the next and final
article in this series.



