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Editorial
This EMP offers two contrasting perspectives on the interpretative choices of early music performers, a
topic that has been touched on previously in these pages. In 2014, Alberto Sanna wrote about the
tendency to apply a one-size-fits-all ‘Baroque’ paradigm, modelled on eighteenth-century practices, in
seventeenth-century Italian sonatas.1 This is an inheritance from when ‘Baroque’, as a music-historical
term, became widely adopted after 1945, but as Sanna noted, it sustains itself because of the way early
music is taught and for commercial reasons, in spite of advances in understanding of seventeenth-century
performance practices.
Another ‘paradigm’ can be seen in the influential practices of English a capella choirs specialising
in sixteenth-century sacred polyphony. These groups draw on one of the principles of historically
informed performance: their goal of finely attuned blend and ensemble helps them to shake off the
burden of performance tradition, since by focussing on the music itself as notated in the original sources,
a rendering closer to the composer’s conception might be achieved. However, as David Allinson argues
provocatively in the present issue, their aesthetic is also influenced strongly by other factors, including
digital recording technology, and contemporary ‘consumer culture’. If a stripping away of the accretions
of performance tradition has brought about a clarity largely welcomed by audiences, it has today become
an established norm that has pushed out other ways of thinking about this repertory that could potentially
flourish, including those that could be considered historically informed to a greater degree.
By the same token, however, the innovations of historically informed performance continue to
elicit a degree of opposition. One area of controversy concerns the fast tempi that are sometimes adopted
in seventeenth and eighteenth-century orchestral music, which as Richard Bethell notes, divide critics and
audiences. Bethell’s statistical findings are a confirmation of the preference for fast tempi among
historically informed groups over the past 40 years. The factors influencing this trend may reflect
contemporary culture, including the competition that has arisen between groups focussing on a limited
repertoire, although here we can see how HIP adherents continue to be willing to make interpretative
choices that are potentially at odds with the mainstream.
Thanks are due to Keith Bennett and Peter Holman for assistance with this issue.
Andrew Woolley,
September 2017

Call for Contributions. Deadline: 14 April 2018
Conference: Vocal Sound and Style 1450-1650
20-21 October 2018, immediately preceding
the 2018 Brighton Early Music Festival
http://bremf-nema-conference-20185.webnode.com/
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‘Corelli’s Op. 5 and the Baroque Paradigm’, EMP, 35, 4–14.
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Museum Pieces? Sixteenth-Century Sacred Polyphony
and the Modern English Tradition of A Cappella
Performance
David Allinson
The audience of several dozen, sitting in hard pews, breaks into applause as a crocodile of singers, clad in
black cotton clothes and black shoes, files neatly onto the chancel steps. The conductor takes his place in
front of the choir, the applause dies away and an intense, still silence frames the polyphonic mass and
motets that reverberate amid stone arcades. After an hour or so the music dies away; the audience is roused
from focused contemplation to appreciation; the performers acknowledge the applause and depart for the
pub.
This scenario will be familiar to any reader of the
journal who has, like me, played the part of
listener, singer or conductor at a concert of
Renaissance polyphony. In this brief essay I want
to look critically at the ways in which we
currently perform and consume sacred
polyphony composed between 1450 and 1650,
in public and private listening contexts, by
turning the spotlight on some longstanding
conventions of programming and presentation,
and examining the values and assumptions that
underlie them.
As someone who buys CDs, streams
music (and enjoys the incongruities of ‘shuffle’
mode), shares video clips on Facebook and
listens through headphones in contexts such as
on the train or at the gym, I certainly don’t
confine my listening to ideal conditions.
Moreover, with an Oxford music degree behind
me and a well-worn set of black concert clothes
in my wardrobe I am by no means set apart from
my colleagues in the English early music choral
scene. But I do want to share some disquiet, and
to stimulate some debate about how – as
conductors, singers and listeners – our
approaches to the sound, presentation and
consumption of the music choral singers and its
audiences love might become more diverse,
more contemporary and perhaps do greater
justice to the original spirit of this music.
I am writing here mainly about the
choral culture in the south-east of England, with
its superb singers and directors from cathedral
and university traditions, who exist in a
symbiotic relationship with the concert life,
recording
industry
and
broadcasting

organisations in London, which exert a huge
influence over amateur and professional singing
of Renaissance polyphony worldwide. I want to
examine the continuing disconnection, or
disparity, between what scholars say about the
likely original sound, performance context and
meaning of this repertoire, and the ways in which
it is recreated, sold and consumed in the present
day. Obviously, sacred polyphony today is not
performed and heard as it might have been by
people in sixteenth-century Europe. Then its
performance most often occurred within
liturgical sequences of spoken and chanted
Proper and Ordinary texts, springing out of the
monophonic plain with all the vividness of a
flowering Joshua Tree. Today, as performers and
listeners, we gorge on rich polyphony and
neglect the radiating supporting structures of
liturgy, chant and doctrine. Modern concert and
recording conditions mean that we hear this
intricate music with unprecedented clarity and
balance, for access and proximity was usually the
preserve of the privileged in the sixteenth
century: the majority of the laity would have
heard polyphony as a blur, rising like incense
from beyond a screen or would have
eavesdropped upon it through the grilles of
chantry chapels.
The Oxbridge/London a cappella sound
has assumed a sort of canonical status, feeding
back on itself to create an international default
or standard – for vastly diverse repertoires
spanning the late fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, originating from across western
Europe. The sound of the most successful
English groups has ‘fed back’ into the way
3

singers sing polyphony worldwide, and has
conditioned the expectations and preferences of
audiences.
Aided by leaps in recording, editing and
playback technology, the aesthetic of recordings
– of cleanly edited, balanced, digital perfection –
has encouraged a move towards a rendering of
polyphony as a ‘text’ rather than an ‘act’, to draw
on Taruskin’s familiar distinction, because of the
complete removal of context and function.1 The
process of recording – from first downbeat to
final edit – creates a fixed entity, rather than a
temporal ‘act’ of a time and space, because
repeated takes are layered over one another like
strips of papier-mâché. The pasting together
creates a digital artefact – a sound file, or piece
of ‘sounded writing’ suspended in translucent
digital aspic, and a manipulable object available
for repeated and detailed appreciation. Even the
context in which a recording is made is
disguised: twenty-first-century intrusions such as
traffic and aircraft noise are removed, along with
singers’ coughs and tiny errors, such as a
misplaced consonant.
The perfection aimed at in recordings
chimes with the problematic ways in which
musicologists have traditionally conceptualised
music: as its written notation, rather than as a
multi-step process by which imagined and real
sounds pass between composers, performers
and listeners. In privileging the composer and
the ‘documentary residue’ of music, many
aspects of performing and listening have been
ignored or dismissed as irrelevant, distracting or
even injurious to the ‘music itself’. In this
traditional conception of music, it is the notation
that autonomously embodies the composer’s
intentions, transcending time and place, and it is
the performer’s duty to transmit those intentions
faithfully – a concept known as Werktreue.2
Sixteenth-century masses and motets, it
turns out, have submitted well to this
anachronistic aesthetic, where textual sense is
suppressed in favour of sonic sheen, and where
references to the beliefs and power structures
that gave birth to the music are muted. Cyclic
masses (especially so-called ‘parody’ masses, i.e.
settings of the Ordinary that are based on preexisting polyphonic material, such as a chanson
or motet) proved particularly susceptible to this
treatment in the modern era: with the duration
of a classical symphony, they conveniently fill a
concert half or one side of an old LP, and with

their texts already familiar to listeners, they
unfold like a set of variations. Alas,
performances of motets, often with more
dramatic or poetic texts, have tended to fall
under the same impersonal, homogenised
aesthetic.
Live or recorded, Renaissance masses
and motets – which originally supported a
liturgical ritual or themselves constituted an act
of prayer – tend, in our world, to stand for
themselves as aesthetic vehicles of sublime
contemplation. Captured on physical media or in
a digital file, listeners can summon them up in
moments and contexts of their choosing, thus
creating an infinite variety of potential
receptions of the music. It is inevitable that the
circumstances of listening will be far from the
context of the listeners who first heard this
music – today, the listener’s surroundings may
be banal, incongruous or elevated – but,
significantly, our contemporary listening is often
undertaken alone (even when we’re in a crowd).
The music is frequently employed as a means of
mental and emotional escape, in contrast to the
ways in which it expressed common beliefs and
affirmed group identities at the time of its
creation.3
In this way, Eton Choirbook antiphons,
masses from Renaissance Spain and motets from
Renaissance Rome have found admission to the
‘museum of musical works’ – as precious
artefacts divorced from the ecology of their
original surroundings in the same way that a
spotlit Renaissance altarpiece or a medieval
devotional book is conserved for display behind
thick glass, in controlled humidity and inert gas.
They are a long way from home, and it is no
longer possible for them to be accessed or used
for their original purpose: they are saved from
degradation by contact with religious adherents
and iconoclasts alike. In the same way, we curate
our flawless digital recordings of sacred
polyphony on our shelves and in our devices,
away from the dangers of guttering candles and
doctrinal controversy.
Recording disconnects music from time,
not only because the performers no longer need
to be located in the same place as the hearer, but
because the ‘site of production’ – the choir of
singers’ resonating bodies – is rendered
superfluous once the recording has been made.
The music no longer belongs to the bodies that
made it but has become a sonic hologram of
4

intertwining vocal lines. This abstraction mirrors
the underlying anti-Romantic strain in the early
music movement, and feels particularly acute in
performances of music reliant on the voice.
This aesthetic ‘feeds back’ into live
singing, firstly in the cleanliness and caution of
choirs in concert. Schooled in practices from
heavily edited recordings, and knowing that the
audience’s ears have been conditioned to expect
the same aesthetic in concerts, singers frequently
strive for a flawless sheen. This can lead to a
glorious ‘rightness’ in ensemble, blend and
tuning, but it also creates artistic caution. If the
priority is to recreate a technically perfect,
meditative sonic entity, rather than music
functioning to stimulate devotion, as might be
sung by a choir which serves the daily round of
liturgy, then the price is suppression of
individuality in the singers’ voices, and
personality in the moment. This surely links, at a
deeper level, to a traditional English disdain for
drawing attention to oneself through bodily
movement or emotional display in formal
situations, and also shows the power transferred
from the singers to the conductor, who channels
the shaping of a unified emotional response to
the music.
Don’t
misunderstand
me:
the
achievements of this school of southern English
choirs are world-class and utterly beautiful.
Might not composers of the Renaissance period
have loved the tone, tuning and technical
precision (even if perplexed by the lack of
instrumental participation)? 4 Evidence suggests
that, just like their counterparts today,
composers of the past cared deeply that their
carefully crafted works were respected and
transmitted without error.5 But might they have
railed against the changed spirit in which their
music is performed and heard presently? The
falling away of belief and declining knowledge of
theology and music theory among musicians and
listeners, as well as the institution of the concert
hall and the technology of recording, have all
inevitably changed the perceived import of the
music when it is sounded – but does the music
have to be framed in such an objective way?
And what of the body, the muscles in
motion, the drawing and release of breath, and
the tongue, the glottis, soft palette and teeth
creating vowels and articulating them; the
mucous membrane, the nose, the cavities and
fluids manipulated to achieve resonance? What

of the beating hearts of the choir? If the
consideration of such elements seems gauche, it
partly illustrates how our conception of a cappella
music – be it live in concert, edited on record or
as conceptualised in writing – is intensely
cerebral and disembodied. This, in itself,
arguably reflects not only the continuing
influence of the nineteenth-century concept of
‘autonomous music’ but also the continuing
power of Protestant conceptions of spirituality
as inward and personal – and of the body as a
repository of sin.
Personally, I like occasional slips in live
and recorded performances. I like to hear effort
as well as ease, to hear the breathing as singers
spur each other onward, and to notice
momentary imperfections of tone and tuning as
singers navigate breaks between registers. I like
to see spittle fly and the bells toll; perhaps the
sound of the city might break in … in other
words, I like to glimpse my polyphony in
something like the ecology that originally
sustained it, and for it to emanate from a body
of singers located undeniably in the present.
A second way the cool ‘disembodiedness’ of recording ‘feeds back’ into
concert singing is in the stance, dress and
attitude of choirs in relation to their audiences.
Choirs most commonly don the uniform of the
anti-corporate rebel – all black. Professional and
amateur singers of Renaissance polyphony
generally avoid the morning suits and dinner
jackets that signify the bourgeois values of the
concert hall and opera house, and the music of
the Austro-German canon. To wear cassocks –
as I have occasionally seen continental early
music choirs do – might be seen in a British
context to signify institutional belonging (or
even read as a badge of religious identification).
So while cassocks or robes are almost
compulsory for college and cathedral choirs,
professional and amateur choirs that lack an
institutional affiliation avoid them, lest their
audiences be forced to confront the music’s
working origins (whereupon patrons who
describe themselves as ‘spiritual but not
religious’ might be alienated).
So most choirs wear black. There are
good practical reasons: decent black clothes can
be bought reasonably cheaply, they conceal
creases and are easy to match. Their ubiquity
means professional singers, who frequently
appear with several ensembles in succession,
5

need only invest in one wardrobe. But black
clothing sends a deeper message, too; the
audience is being told: ‘focus on the music, not
the musicians’. The singers are rendered part of
one corporate body – as visually blended and
homogenised as their collective sound, since no
individual ranks above another in the hierarchy,
just as in the web of polyphony. Sometimes the
conductor may be differentiated in dress –
signalling their role as chief coordinator and
interpreter – but black dress otherwise throws
attention onto the musicians’ faces and leaves
their sounding bodies in decent obscurity.
I think there is much more to be said
about the ways in which clothing, stance and

even stage formations send out cues to
audiences about the ways in which music should
be received, but I would like to look now at the
ways in which promotional images can express
performers’ authority and artistic legitimacy.
For cathedral and chapel choirs, the
buildings, dress and other accoutrements of their
institution provide the perfect props to testify to
the authority of their performances: these show
that they serve the liturgy every day with this
music. The pictures speak of a living tradition,
rather than of a constructed, academic or
historically self-conscious one.

Ex. 1. Canterbury Cathedral Choir in cassocks (by permission of David Flood).
Photographer: Alexa Kelly.

It has also been fairly common for choirs
and conductors to portray themselves in a
suggestively ecclesiastical or academic backdrop,
such as a library or college cloister, thus
reassuring the viewer of their credentials – of an
intellectual hinterland. Where this is the case, the
groups in question are more likely to exhibit a
slightly pedagogical attitude towards their
audience,
through
staging
liturgical
reconstructions, striving for historically
informed tuning and pronunciation, and so on.
But for most touring and recording
choirs, the tendency is to portray the choir as a
cohesive, professional unit. In all-black dress,
the bodies of the singers are rendered equivalent
(as in the modern striving for blend) and most
signifiers of social or religious affiliation are
muted. Black clothing tones down gender
differences and neutralises the personalities in
the choir; and it suggests, too, that the music will
be untainted by ego and individualism. Here,
choirs continue to pay tribute to the anti-

Romantic impulse of artistic self-abnegation,
which originally stimulated the early music
revival.

Ex. 2. Alamire in Magdalen College, Oxford
(by permission of David Skinner)
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Most arresting are pictures of choirs in
which the bodies have been almost entirely
airbrushed out. Here, the site of production is
effectively removed – a visual analogue to the
cleanly disembodied perfection of much
recorded polyphony. At the same time, the
frequent use of blank backgrounds means that
the banalities of modern life are excluded, as
many devotees of early music might prefer.

specificity of time and place. Its message is that
this music of centuries past can speak to you
now – where you are – and it can enrapture and
move you. The aesthetic is premised upon a
surprisingly ‘Romantic’ idea: universality is
achievable through a distancing of the music
from its context, which elevates it above its
original liturgical function. The visual as well as
sonic abstraction promises the listener a glimpse
of celestial glories in a dark and disorderly world:
it is a distillation of purity, rather than a
challenging disruption.
Now, part of me rather likes this
aesthetic. To return to our museum-case
analogy, the music is perfectly mounted and
shown to best effect, so that the artistry of
composer and performers can best be
appreciated. Nor do I privilege a pedagogical,
moralising approach, which attempts to control
reception and predict listener response: if
listeners seek relaxation and want the music to
transport them away from everyday life, so be it.
And I certainly do not buy into the pessimism of
postmodern theories about the contingency of
meaning, which deny the possibility that a great
work can evoke a deep emotional response in
hearers in diverse times and places. But I am
disappointed that choirs and conductors don’t
often set themselves any goal beyond presenting
the music in performances that are error-free,
visually static and sonically beautiful.
Many of the most successful English
purveyors of Renaissance polyphony have
responded little to developments in musicology
over the last thirty years, which have emphasised
context and contingency in the making of
musical meaning: a cyclic Mass is still likely to be
offered as the choral equivalent to a set of
symphonic variations. As in art, where a ‘literacy
of looking’ can reveal additional layers of
meaning, or in literature, where ‘close reading’ of
a text brings out cultural resonances that would
otherwise be lost to us, I think Renaissance
music, in all its evanescent, numinous glory,
deserves to be placed in a sympathetic cultural
and intellectual context. This requires additional
work and imagination, but the result doesn’t
have to be earnest; the choices we make about
venue, dress, words, images and use of digital
resources can all contribute fruitfully and
evocatively to our advocacy of this music.
The fitful English response to
developments in musicology is curious,

Ex. 3. Stile Antico, all in black against a white
background (by permission of Matthew
O’Donovan). Photographer: Benjamin Ealovega.

Ex. 4. The Tallis Scholars, all in black
(by permission of Peter Phillips)

What is the unspoken message of these
plainly dressed singers in front of blank
backdrops? That the sounds are expressed afresh
on a neutral canvas? That these singers are the
vessels for timeless music purely remade for the
here and now? This ‘visual aesthetic’ often
chimes well with the pristine aural results, which
do not demand that the listener understands the
context and meaning of the music in order to
appreciate it.
On the surface, this smacks of a retreat
from wrestling with the old vexatious arguments
about authenticity. But of course it is a position
in relation to those debates – it’s not neutral. It
privileges a ‘trans-historical humanness’ above
7

especially as some of the best scholars are also
prominent performers.6 It indicates, perhaps, the
strength of longstanding artistic traditions and
commercial imperatives of performance, as well
as showing how challenging it is to place music
in new ‘frames’ for our (pretty conservative!)
audiences. Perhaps we have fallen into
complacency? In the last two decades, it has felt
as if innovation in the early music movement has
more frequently come from the Continent or
North America (I’m thinking here of
conductorless ensembles like Cappella Pratensis,
that sing around choirbook facsimiles or attempt
historical re-enactments on location, as in their
DVD of Obrehct’s Missa de Sancto Donatio).7 This
has not been the case among English exponents
of secular repertory.8
Before finishing I would like to probe
further beneath the sheen of the early music a
cappella tradition as it exists today, to explore the
social and cultural values it embodies. Among
other topics, the following might be worthy of
future exploration, to the benefit of a more
diverse and self-aware performing culture: choir
positioning, stance and formation within spaces
(from intimate and functional to extrovert and
presentational); the behaviour expected of, and
encouraged from, listeners individually and
collectively (by their quality of attention and the
ways in which appreciation is shown, and the
extent to which customs and norms have been
drawn in from concert hall culture). It might be
revealing, too, to examine the customary bodily
movements of singers and conductors while
performing
Renaissance
sacred
music,
identifying the kinds of emotional and
kinaesthetic responses we hope, in turn, to
stimulate or suppress in our listeners. There is
also much more to be said about programming:
of all the surviving music from the sixteenth
century only a fraction is frequently performed
and recorded. What kinds of works do we, as
‘curators’ and culture-makers, prize today and
what do these preferences say about us? (Our
taste is quite different from preceding
generations – look, for example, at the complete
reversal in Tallis’s reputation: the nineteenth
century lauded him as the fount of Anglican
church music; we neglect his anthems and
treasure his Latin-texted works.)9
Finally, given the ‘sheerly beautiful’
nature of so many performances and recordings,
I think we should examine the basic components

of the English a cappella sound, which most often
goes unremarked, except when critics praise its
beauty. The sound is not neutral; it is a product
of shared backgrounds, common values and
similar training among singers. There are strong
conventions surrounding legato and blend, and
the extent to which vibrato will be employed.
Contemporary voice production and vowel
placement is most likely a ‘close cousin’ to that
of the sixteenth century, rather than its twin. The
palette of vowel colours that ‘carry’ polyphonic
melismata is primarily drawn from singers’
vernacular mode of speaking which, in this case,
means that the English a cappella sound has
embedded in it the collective background,
socialisation and training of those in the
Oxbridge/London scene.10
This homogeneity has captured the
default global sound of a cappella groups.
Polyphony from Iberia, the New World, the
Low Countries, the Mediterranean, England – all
are draped in the same vowel set, which is
essentially well-spoken, white and privileged, so
that, along with the quality of nondemonstrativeness, English social and class
values are embedded in the modern sound of
this music globally. If singers and conductors
were sensitized to their particular sound palette
and its potential connotations then it could be
manipulated consciously in response to the
geographical, social and institutional origins of
the repertoire being performed.
While it’s enjoyable to fantasize about
new modes of performance and recording
(including the possibilities of multimedia and
immersive technology) social and economic
realities will, I am sure, continue to dictate the
kinds of singers who will be booked to sing, how
they will perform, the kinds of programmes that
are offered and the possible modes of reception.
In particular, it is unlikely that we will move on
from a situation in which most professional
performances and recordings are prepared on
minimal rehearsal – the music almost being
sight-read – in traditional ‘studio’ and concert
settings.
Time will always be a luxury for
professional singers and conductors, and so the
complex task of creating interpretations driven,
say, by an understanding of a work’s devotional
context and affective content, its textual rhetoric
and structural technique, is all too rarely an
option. Moreover, those artists who have
8

pursued innovative, immersive interpretative
approaches haven’t generally achieved any great
level of commercial success, so why should
promoters and recording companies take the
risk in a precarious market?
It may be that musicologists need to
work harder to ensure that the evidence they’re
unearthing and the debates they’re having reach
and challenge performers and audiences: the end
goal of research in music, after all, is to effect
some change in repertoire, interpretation, sound
and perception. For me, an intellectual sympathy
with the idea of music unfolding as an act
through time, in a particular space, can entirely
change one’s perspective. And my experience is
that good amateur singers, and audiences, are
very open to being ‘let in’ on such thinking. I
frequently take polyphony to locations
associated with composers or with particular
historical events. But I also admit that the
majority of my concerts are of two roughly equal
halves, with the audience in reverential stillness
as the choir faces them dressed, of course, in
black.
I hope these preliminary thoughts have
proved stimulating: my hope is to stimulate
discussion and change in fellow performers,

scholars and listeners. We should all examine our
motives as we pursue our activities of editing,
publishing, performing, recording, marketing
and listening to sacred music of the Renaissance
period. How do we proceed in a way that
balances the imperatives of modern
performance with the equivocations of historical
evidence? How do we achieve commercial and
artistic success in the face of cultural, social and
financial turbulence without doing damage to
the spirit and substance of the music? How do
we honour and sustain our magnificent
Oxbridge and cathedral choral tradition while
also becoming more self-aware of the cultural
freight this tradition carries, and encouraging a
plurality of sounds and approaches? Above all,
are we brave enough to consider that our
performances and recordings need not
constitute definitive ‘texts’ but can be responses
to, and mediations between, late-medieval and
contemporary culture? If so, we can stop
‘reproducing’ the music as perfected, sealed
notational structures and instead allow masses
and motets to be active, sometimes imperfect
utterances in time – to become the unstable
signifiers of meanings and values beyond ‘the
music itself’.

Richard Taruskin, Text and Act (Oxford, 1995).
See Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music (Oxford, 1992).
3 It’s interesting to contrast contemporary modes of consuming music with the ways in which early gramophone players
were principally employed for family and group listening. See Nicholas Cook, Beyond the Score (Oxford, 2013), especially
ch.11.
4 See Christopher Page, ‘The English a cappella heresy’, Companion to Medieval and Renaissance Music, ed. Tess Knighton and
David Fallows (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1998), ch.3.
5 See the testimony quoted in Andrew Parrott, Composers’ Intentions? Lost Traditions of Musical Performance (Woodbridge, 2015),
ch.1: ‘Composers’ Intentions, Performers’ Responsibilities’ (originally published in Early Music, 41 (2013), 37–43).
6 I’m thinking of paradigm-shifting books including: Dolores Pesce, Hearing the Motet (Oxford, 1998); Andrew Kirkman, The
Cultural Life of the Early Polyphonic Mass (Cambridge, 2010); and Robert Nosow, Ritual Meanings in the Fifteenth-Century Motet
(Cambridge, 2012), among others.
7 Published by Fineline, 2009.
8 By contrast, performers of Renaissance secular music have often pursued more inventive and risk-taking forms of
performance and marketing: for example, Robert Hollingworth’s interdisciplinary I Fagiolini, or Belinda Sykes’ Joglaresa,
which stands in the David Wulstan tradition, and also draws energy from the contemporary folk music scene.
9 See Suzanne Cole, Thomas Tallis and his Music in Victorian England (Woodbridge, 2008).
10 For two fascinating and contrasting critical viewpoints read the interviews with Paul Hillier and Peter Phillips; see Bernard
D. Sherman, Inside Early Music: Conversations with Performers (Oxford, 1997).
1
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The Accelerating Tactus
Richard Bethell
It has been my impression that, since I caught the classical music bug in 1951, baroque
orchestral movements in moderate to fast tempi have been taken at ever faster speeds. So,
to test this impression, I decided to collect historical data for recordings of movements
from the following works in order to quantify tempi trends: the Canon from Johann
Pachelbel’s Canon and Gigue; the third Allegro from Arcangelo Corelli’s Concerto Op. 6
No. 8 (the movement before the final Pastorale movement); and the concluding Allegro
from J. S. Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 3.
Why these pieces? My aim was to find three
pieces originally intended for performance by
large instrumental ensembles – and typically
played by large ensembles in modern times –
which are representative of the middle and late
baroque, and which have a full recording history.
The Corelli and the Bach both fitted the bill.
While most of the Canon’s recordings were
post-1960, the piece is of interest from the
tempo angle because directors had diverging
views as to whether it is a fast or a slow piece.
Finally, with my personal comfort in mind, all
the music had to be good enough to stand up to
repeated listening. In the first part of the article,
I present and comment on the results. The
research confirmed that my initial supposition
for this sample was correct. There were also
some interesting, if puzzling, findings on internal
tempo variations.
I pause now to consider briefly why
conductors’ views on tempi can at some times
vary widely but at others only marginally.
Directors’ personal views obviously matter – for
example, on the rhythmic and contrapuntal
clarity required by the music. Acoustical
considerations play their part, as do other factors
including the occasion (sacred or secular),
instruments/ voices taking part, performers’
abilities and the need to fill the duration available
on a given number of 78s, LPs or CDs. But I
must conclude from the data that custom and
practice (or fashion), with directors sometimes
being reluctant to depart too far from prevailing
conventions, are also important.

work, tempo designation, orchestra and
director/conductor, which can then be played. A
few were taken from YouTube or my own CD
collection. The earliest Pachelbel recording and
ten early Bach recordings (unavailable on Spotify
or YouTube) were sourced from the British
Library.1 Recordings by professional string
ensembles or orchestras were used, ignoring unidentifiable or undated compilations, pop
arrangements and performances involving
woodwind or brass. Tempi were logged by
tapping on a computer keyboard in time to the
music using an app that displays the average
beats per minute [BPM] for a complete piece.2
Rallentandos, mainly in penultimate bars, were
ignored. Tempi were logged for 44 Pachelbel
recordings, 70 for the Corelli and 99 for the
Bach.
To begin with, I only timed a passage at
the beginning of each piece, as I expected tempi
to remain unchanged throughout these movements, which do not call for much tempo
variation. In fact, however, tempo usually
changed, typically slowing, sometimes by as
much as 5%. So, besides taking observations for
the whole piece, I timed both an opening and
closing passage and measured the percentage
change.
The tempi for each piece were then
displayed by year of recording in an Excel
scatterplot, with a supporting table identifying
the performers and (where applicable) the
director or conductor. The dotted line shows the
trendline over time (Polynomial, order 2) as
calculated by Microsoft Excel.3 I also include
bar-charts illustrating tempi changes within the
piece in the case of the Bach and the Corelli.
Identifying recording dates was usually
difficult and sometimes impossible given that

Research methodology
Most recordings were accessed via Spotify, the
leading music streaming service. This generates
lists for any search combination of composer,
10

these were often not disclosed by recording
companies. Popular pieces like Pachelbel’s
Canon frequently appear in successive
compilations with titles like ‘40 kickass classics’,
although the recording might have been made 10

years previously. So, in some cases I have had to
use the record/CD release date, quite often
supplied by discography sites such as
<www.discogs.com>. Dating errors might have
occurred if I have overlooked an earlier release.
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1940

1950

1960

1970

Sein Collegium Musicum, Hermann Diener
Arthur Fiedler’s Sinfonietta, Fiedler
Stuttgarter Kammerorchester, Münchinger
(V.1)
Nordwestdeutsche Philharmonie, Schüchter
Lucerne Festival Strings, Rudolf Baumgartner
Orchestre Pro Arte Munich, Redel
Orchestre de Chambre, Paillard
Collegium Musicum de Paris, Douatte
Berliner Philharmoniker, Karajan (V.1)
Academy of St Martin in the Fields, Marriner
Württembergisches Kammerorchester, Faerber
English Chamber Orchestra, Leppard
London Symphony Orchestra, Soustrot
Richard Hickox Orchestra, Hickox
Philharmonia Virtuosi of New York, Kapp
Stuttgarter Kammerorchester, Münchinger
(V.2)
Scottish Baroque Ensemble, Friedman
Academy of Ancient Music, Hogwood
Hallé Orchestra, Handford
I Musici (V.1)
Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra, Lamon

1980
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

1990

2000

2020

Neues Bachisches Coll. Mus. Leipzig, Pommer
I Musici (V.2)
Berliner Philharmoniker, Karajan (V.2)
Liszt Ferenc Kamarazenekar, Rolla
Musica Antiqua Köln, Goebel
English Concert, Pinnock
Taverner Players, Parrott
Mainzer Kammerorchester, Kehr
Capella Istropolitana, Richard Edlinger
London Chamber Orchestra, Warren-Green
Orpheus Chamber Orchestra, Brewer
Andrew Manze
London Baroque, Medlam
Kölner Kammerorchester, Müller-Brühl
Quartetto D’Archi di Venezia
Il Giardino Armonico, Antonini
Hespèrion XXI, Savall
Seattle Baroque Orchestra, Matthews
Harmonie Universelle
Voices of Music, Proosdij & Tayler
Les Violons du Roy, Labadie
Zürcher Kammerorchester, Aarburg
Gli Incogniti, Beyer

Illus. 1. Tempo choices in recordings of Pachelbel’s Canon
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2010

Pachelbel’s Canon
This piece has been, since the late 1960s, one of
the most popular classical pieces ever composed,
with the ground bass chord progression often
crossing genre boundaries into popular songs,
film scores, television advertisements and
computer game themes.4 Although the Canon
was first published in 1919 by scholar Gustav
Beckman, I am only aware of two recordings
from before 1961, the first by Sein Collegium
Musicum under Hermann Diener in 1938, and
the second by Arthur Fiedler’s Sinfonietta in
1940. The 20-year gap accounts for the
pronounced ‘hockey stick’ profile of the trendline in the scatterplot (see Illus. 1 with a key to
performers’ identities below), as Fiedler’s brisk
pace (71 BPM) was rejected by orchestras in the
1960s. It is widely acknowledged that the piece
first became popular when Jean-François
Paillard’s recording with his Orchestre de
Chambre ‘hit the spot’ in 1968. Paillard, like Kurt
Redel and Roland Douatte, took the music very
slowly, in eight beats to the bar. However,
Paillard differentiated his account (taken at 32
BPS) by introducing a prominent obbligato part
in semiquavers for plucked strings (not
composed by Pachelbel at all), which kept the
music moving. By contrast, Roland Douatte’s
rendition at an ultra-slow 25 BPM, without
obbligato punctuation, almost grinds the piece
to a halt.
During the 1960s and 1970s, the
Canon’s listeners were fed, by almost all
interpreters, an unvaried, slushily romanticised
diet, garnished with lashings of vibrato. Change
was eventually instigated by several directors
who doubled as qualified musicologists. In the
UK, Christopher Hogwood’s 1981 recording of
the piece was followed by Trevor Pinnock’s in
1985 and Andrew Parrott’s in 1988. Their
performances were fairly brisk, taken at a
genuine four to a bar, and historically informed,
with little or no vibrato. Fiedler’s fast tempo was
eventually surpassed in 1984 by Musica Antiqua
Köln, led by ‘speed merchant’ Reinhard Goebel,
although even he was overtaken in 2001 by Jordi
Savall with Hesperion XXI, who delivered the
music at 79 BPM. Since then, most performers
have settled for somewhere between 55 and 70
BPM. The recording by Voices of Music (my
personal favourite), at the lower end of this
range, can be found on both Spotify and

YouTube. It will be apparent from the chart that
average performance speeds for this piece
roughly doubled in the 50 years since 1965.
Arcangelo Corelli, third Allegro from
Concerto Op. 6 No. 8
Tempi and recording dates for this piece are
shown in Illus. 2, with a key to performers’
identities below. The third Allegro of Corelli’s
concerto, in alla breve time (two minim beats to
the bar), is a gavotte-like movement with much
quaver passagework, immediately preceding the
concluding Pastorale. While four pre-1950
orchestral recordings were taken at a relatively
moderate 96 BPM, these were balanced by two
brisker accounts, from the London Symphony
Orchestra under Bruno Walter (at 114 BPM) and
the Sein Collegium Musicum directed by
Hermann Diener (125 BPM). Most versions in
the years to 1980 were still recorded in a narrow
range: from 100 to 120 BPM. The trendline
shows that, since 1980, average tempi have
accelerated by between six and eight BPM each
decade.
There were exceptions on either side of
the trendline. Five recordings, by Europa
Galante, Barocco Sempre Giovane, Mercury,
Concerto Italiano and Cappella Gabetta, were
taken at speeds in excess of 150 BPM –
effectively in one beat to a bar. One does wonder
whether such interpretations conflict with
Corelli’s original intention to have his concerto
performed at midnight mass (Fatto per la notte di
Natale). Do they engender feelings of warmth,
joy and peace? Or, do they suggest some wild
bacchanalian frenzy? By contrast, the
performance in 2004 by the Avison Ensemble,
directed by violinist Pavlo Beznosiuk, at a
moderate 104 BPM, attracted praise from Kate
Bolton for eschewing ‘the flashy bravura of
some of its competitors in favour of a subtle
graciousness that seems to capture the essence
of Corelli’s polished style’. 5
On the face of it, Johann Quantz seems
to support such fast tempi when he notes in his
treatise: ‘In alla breve time there is, in an Allegro,
a pulse beat (which he set at 80 BPM) for each
semibreve’. 6 However, this seems implausible,
given that it implies a tempo of 160 minim beats
per minute. It seems probable that he intended
his benchmark of 80 BPM per semibreve to refer
to Allegro Assai or Presto movements, not
12

ordinary allegros. Indeed, editor Edward R.
Reilly made this assumption when he says in his
footnote on metronome markings: ‘In alla breve
time Allegro assai
= 80’.7
Dr. Klaus Miehling commented on a
draft of this article.8 He suggests: ‘It might be of
interest to add that Robert Bremner noted the
tempi taken by [Nicolo] Pasquali in the
performance of this Corelli concerto about 1750.
He gives “two half-seconds” per bar for the last
allegro.’9 Miehling’s book contains full details of
tempi used by Pasquali for each movement of
the concerto.10 Two half-seconds per bar is
equivalent to a metronome marking of 120
minim beats per minute. Johann Quantz also
recommends a tempo of 120 BPM for a
‘moderate allegro’.11 In this connection, Miehling
cited H. Diack Johnstone’s discussion of

Pasquali’s recommended tempi, in which
Johnstone noted that Bremner, in his 1785
edition of the Christmas Concerto, had altered
the tempo indication of this movement from
Allegro to Allegro Assai.12 This strongly suggests
that Bremner was accustomed to allegro
movements being taken at slower speeds.
Johnstone added that Pasquali’s tempi for three
movements in this concerto (including the final
Allegro) were ‘also appreciably faster than those
to which we are nowadays accustomed’. This is
puzzling at first sight, given that this piece is
usually performed these days at a much quicker
140 BPM, or thereabouts. But it makes sense
when you realise that the article was written in
1966, at a time when the piece was typically
recorded at sedate tempi in the range 105–110
BPM, as Illus. 2 bears out.
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Staatskapelle Berlin, Weissman
London Symphony Orchestra, Bruno Walter
Sein Collegium Musicum, Hermann Diener
Staatskapelle Berlin, Lehmann
NBC Symphony Orchestra, Kleiber
Philadelphia Orchestra (strings), Ormandy
NBC Symphony Orchestra, Cantelli
Nordwestdeutsche Philharmonie, Schüchter
Wiener Philharmoniker, Heiller
I Solisti di Zagreb
Stuttgarter Kammerorchester, Münchinger
I Musici
Virtuosi di Roma, Fasano
Leopold Stokowski Orchestra, Stokowski
Slovenský Komorný Orchester, Warchal
Moscow Chamber Orchestra, Barshai
London Symphony Orchestra, de Almeida
Berliner Philharmoniker, Karajan
Orchestre de Chambre, Paillard
Academy of St Martin in the Fields, Marriner
Collegium Aureum, Maier
Südwestdeutsches Kammerorchester, Wich
Orch. de chambre Nat. de Toulouse, Auriacombe
La Petite Bande, Kuijken
Cantilena, Shepherd
Südwestdeutsches Kammerorchester, Angerer
Academy of Ancient Music, Hogwood
Liszt Ferenc Kamarazenekar, Rolla
Kölner Kammerorchester, Müller-Brühl
I Solisti Veneti, Scimone
Moscow Conservatory Ch. Orch., Cherkasov
Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra, Lamon
Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra, McGegan
Capella Istropolitana, Krček
Orpheus Chamber Orchestra
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English Concert, Pinnock
Neues Berliner Kammerorchester, Erxleben
Ensemble 415, Banchini
Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach Orch., Haenchen
Les Violons du Roy, Labadie
Die Brandenburger Symphoniker, Förster
Orch. de Chambre Nati. de Toulouse, Moglia
Europa Galante, Biondi
Collegium Musicum 90, Standage
Modo Antiquo, Sardelli
Virtuosi Saxoniae, Güttler
London Baroque, Medlam
New Dutch Academy, Murphy
Avison Ensemble, Beznosiuk
Musica Amphion, Belder
Il Giardino Armonico, Antonini
New Trinity Baroque, Costa
Sydney Camerata
Voices of Music, Proosdij
Barocco Sempre Giovane, Krĕcmer
Hong Kong Academy, Baroque Ensemble
Freiburger Barockorchester
Camerata Royal Concertgebouw
Orquesta Sinfόnica de Galicia, Koopman
BaroqueAros
Accademia degli Astrusi, Ferri
Gli Incogniti, Beyer
Royal Festival Orchestra, Bowles
Mercury, Plante
Liverpool String Quartet
ReVision Orchestra Brisbane
Concerto Italiano, Alessandrini
Ensemble Hemiola
Cappella Gabetta, Gabetta
Dresdner Kapellsolisten, Branny

Illus. 2. Tempo choices in recordings of the third Allegro from Corelli’s Concerto Op. 6 No. 8

J. S. Bach, concluding Allegro from
Brandenburg Concerto No. 3
Tempi and dates for this piece are shown in Illus.
3, with the key above and below. There is also
the suspicion of a hockey stick profile in the
trendline for this piece, given that the earliest
recordings from the 1930s were in a narrow brisk
range from 75 to 82 BPM. During the 1940s and
1950s, tempi ranged widely from a slowish 55
BPM (Knappertsbusch) and 52 BPM
(Scherchen) to a fast 84 BPM (Fritz Reiner).
Before discussing tempo trends since the
1950s, it is informative to take note of two trends
illustrated by the recording history for this piece.
First, players performing baroque repertoire
over the last 40 years or so have progressively
adopted historically informed practices, even
when using modern instruments. While instruments using pre-nineteenth-century setup are
still conventionally termed ‘modern’ or
‘contemporary’, Bruce Haynes noted that the

term ‘romantic’ is more appropriate, when he
pointed out that ‘The so-called modern
instrumentarium is, like the music for which it
was created, 120–150 years old. Instrument
mutation came to a standstill when the repertoire
iced up.’13 However, in spite of this, the
techniques and performance practices have
clearly changed across the board with increased
focus on historically informed practices.
Second, there has unquestionably been
evolution towards technical excellence. Some
early performances were bad beyond belief, such
as the live recording of a 1955 Royal
Philharmonic Orchestra performance, taken by
Sir Thomas Beecham at 80 BPM.14 The
semiquaver passages are untogether and
smeared, perhaps exacerbated by lack of
rehearsal time. The Times critic was severe:15
Bach finds no regular place in a Beecham concert,
yet here he was, conducting the third
14

music and unquestionably too fast for me’.17
Peter Guttman critiqued Goebel’s tempi as
insanely reckless, because ‘while undoubtedly
intended as idiomatic, their haste seems
idiosyncratic, or perhaps just idiotic’.18 Ted
Libbey took exception to Goebel’s entire
Brandenburg set: ‘Reinhard Goebel and Musica
Antiqua Köln recorded the Brandenburgs in
1986–87 in a style that one can refer to only as
punk Baroque. Their readings are characterized
by slashing accents, missing articulations, a deemphasis of melody, and an overemphasis of
metrical pulse, with an attendant exaggeration of
Bach’s otherwise wonderfully enlivening
syncopations. Occasionally, the most peculiarly
anachronistic cadential ritards get thrown in as
well. The result has all the charm of an
antipersonnel mine.’19 But Goebel had his
supporters; David Wright wrote: ‘…if you have
been brought up on slow, tedious and Teutonic
Bach with sickly affectation then you will love
these accounts. Goebel’s allegros are often
prestos and his allegro moderatos are often
allegro moltos.’20
Speeds increased quite rapidly until the
end of the century. As the scatterplot shows,
only three recordings were taken at less than 80
BPM after 1993, with 28 performances ranging
from 81 to 95 BPM. The exceptions were
Alexander Titov directing the St. Petersburg
Classic Music Studio Orchestra (66 BPM), the
Cambridge Baroque Camerata (78 BPM) and
Ricardo Chailly with the Gewandhausorchester
Leipzig (74 BPM).

Brandenburg. To be sure, Sir Thomas Beecham
raced at it with all the strings at his command, and
with a determined charge that called John Gilpin’s
ride to mind—the old wig was cast away, the
traceries of terraced sound were lost in the gallop
of the Brandenburg rhythm, and when the last
ritornello hove in sight, the Prince of Cöthen’s
Kapellmeister must have mopped his brow for
very fatigue. The art of Bach was hardly suggested,
and the texture of Baroque music represented only
by the visible but seldom audible presence of a
harpsichord (its contribution was no doubt
submerged because the conductor dislikes its
timbres); the interpretation was a travesty, albeit an
invigorating one.

More recent performers are quite simply
better. Listen to the 2005 recording by Concerto
Italiano, directed by Rinaldo Alessandrini, taken
at an even faster 92 BPM. Gramophone drew
attention to the ‘clarity of texture [which] is one
of this recording’s most glorious virtues, offering
a view of the contrapuntal wonders of the music
that has not always been available. This is
particularly striking in the potentially murky,
homogeneous textures of Nos 3 and 6.’16
I continue with tempo trends since the
1960s. Reinhardt Goebel’s 1986 Musica Antiqua
Köln recording, at 102 BPM, stands out as a
clear outlier, comprehensively smashing all
speed records for the piece, whether recorded
before or since. This would have dismayed the
Times critic, for whom 80 BPM was too fast. Nor
were some later critics happy. Gramophone
described Goebel’s account as ‘breathtakingly
fast, yet virtually immaculate in ensemble and
intonation; but this is too fast for the good of the
1
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Royal Albert Hall Orchestra, Goosens
Berliner Philharmoniker, Furtwangler
Orchestre de l'école Normale de Musique, Cortot
British Symphony Orchestra, Wood
Busch Chamber Players
Chamber Orchestra of Philadelphia, Solzhenitsyn
Leipzig Gewandhaus Chamber Orch., Schmitz
Wiener Philharmoniker, Knappertsbusch
Boston Symphony Orchestra, Koussevitzky
Boyd Neel Orchestra, Neel
Boston Symphony Orchestra, Munch
Pro Musica Orchestra, Klemperer
Ensemble des Soloists, Fritz Reiner
Copenhagen Palace Chamber, Mogens
Wiener Philharmoniker, Furtwangler
Prades Festival Orchestra, Casals
Stuttgarter Kammerorchester, Münchinger
London Baroque Ensemble, Haas
Saarländische Kammerorchester, Ristenpart
Orchestre des Cento Soli, Scherchen
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Wiener Symphoniker, Jascha Horenstein
Orchester Der Wiener Staatsoper
NBC Symphony Orchestra
Schola Cantorum Basiliensis, Wenzinger
Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, Beecham
Basler Kammerorchester, Sacher
Stuttgarter Kammerorchester, Clerc
Adolf Busch Chamber Players
Philomusica of London, Dart
Bath Festival Chamber Orchestra, Menuhin
Stuttgarter Solisten, Couraud
New York Sinfonietta, Goberman
Württembergisches Kammerorchester, Faerber
Mainzer Kammerorchester, Kehr
Concentus Musicus, Harnoncourt
Ars Rediviva, Muclinger
Berliner Philharmoniker, Karajan
Collegium Aureum, Maier
Münchner Bach-Orchester, Richter
English Chamber Orchestra, Britten
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Academy of St Martin in the Fields, Marriner
NHK Symphony Orchestra, Tadashi Mori
Camerata Academica Salzburg, Reinartz
Kammerorchester Berlin, Koch

46
47
48
49
50

English Chamber Orchestra, Somary
Northern Sinfonia, Malcolm
Named soloists, dir. Gustav Leonhardt
Liszt Ferenc Kamarazenekar, Rolla
Hamburger Kammerorchester, Newman

105

59
100

95

90

Dotted Crotchets (quaver triplets) per minute

85

80

75

70

1
65

81 90 95
70 76 83
98
84
74
89
99
87
48
75
96
79 80 85
57
61
54
88 91
69 71 78 82
13
94
68 72
52
92
58 64 65
4
93 97
25 31
67
28 35 40
66 77
53
5
19
38
3
49 51
56
10
63
2
34
12
6
86
62
33 41
47
46
11
55
60
32
15 17 2427
7
29
30
50
39 42
44
26
43
37
73
21 23
22
9 14
36
16

45

60

18
55

8
20

50
1920
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63

1930

1940

1950

1960

1970

Slovenský Komorný Orchester, Warchal
German Bach Soloists, Winschermann
Los Angeles Chamber Orchestra, Schwarz
The English Concert, Pinnock (V.1)
CBC Vancouver Orchestra, Bernadi
I Musici
Academy of Ancient Music, Hogwood
Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra, Koopman
Musica Antiqua Köln, Goebel
Capella Istropolitana, Warchal
Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment, Huggett
Wiener Akademie, Haselböck
Philharmonia Slavonica, Brazda
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65
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1990

2000

2010

2020

Hanover Band, Halstead
Virtuosi Saxoniae, Güttler
Le Concert Des Nations, Savall
Scottish Ensemble, Rees
Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra, Lamon
Boston Baroque, Pearlman
La Petite Bande, Kuijken
New London Consort, Pickett
Musica Amphion, Belder
St Petersburg Classic Music Studio Orchestra
Akademie für Alte Musik Berlin
Il Giardino Armonico, Antonini
La Stravaganza Hamburg, Rampe

77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87

Cambridge Baroque Camerata
Kölner Kammerorchester, Müller-Brühl
Freiburger Barockorchester
La Cetra Barockorchester
Café Zimmermann
Chamber Music of Europe, Boyd
I Barocchisti, Diego Fasolis
Concerto Italiano, Alessandrini
Combattimento Consort Amsterdam, de Vriend
Gewandhausorchester Leipzig, Chailly
Orchestra Mozart, Abbado

88
90
91
92
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95
96
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99

European Brandenburg Ensemble, Pinnock (V.2)
Bach Collegium Japan, Suzuki
English Baroque Soloists, Gardiner
EU Baroque Orchestra
Cleveland Baroque Orchestra, Sorrell
Dunedin Consort, Butt
Hofkapelle München, Lotter
Barocco Sempre Giovane
Voices of Music, Proosdij & Tayler
Finnish Baroque Orchestra
Capella Savaria, Kallό

Illus. 3. Tempo choices in recordings of the third movement of Bach’s third Brandenburg Concerto

Tempi variations within the pieces
I mentioned that tempi seldom remained
absolutely constant within the pieces studied.
Typically, in both the Bach and Corelli, they
slowed down slightly, but not so much that one
could notice without paying close attention. The
Pachelbel profile was more complex, because
average speeds quite often exceeded the tempi
chosen both for the opening passage (bars 1–18)
and closing passage (bars 43–56), usually because
the central section (which contains much

demisemiquaver figuration) was often taken
faster.
In the Bach, I compared the percentage
change for the last 12 bars (bars 37–48) against
the first 12 bars. For the Corelli, I compared the
results for the second half of this binary form
movement from the point of its repeat against
the tempo at the beginning. The results for the
Corelli are shown in Illus. 4 and for the Bach in
Illus. 5.

Illus. 4. Percentage tempo change through the third Allegro of Corelli’s Op. 6 No. 8

Illus. 5. Percentage tempo change through the concluding Allegro of Brandenburg Concerto No. 3
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Both charts share similar characteristics,
with tempi gradually decreasing in most
recordings of both pieces. This is perhaps more
surprising with the Corelli, as the piece is
generally over in less than two minutes, whereas
the Bach lasts from four to six minutes,
assuming repeats are taken.
I am unable to account for the tendency
to slow down. I’ve checked for correlations
without success – for example, with recording
date (i.e. chronologically, measured by years),
directing style (baton, or led from violin or
harpsichord) and choice of tempi. I initially
expected faster performances to decelerate,
given that performers are likely to settle down to
more comfortable tempi. But in two of the
quickest Bach recordings (Musica Antiqua Köln
and Café Zimmermann) tempi actually
accelerated fractionally, by between 0.5 and
1.5%. By contrast, two of the fastest Corelli
recordings, by Mercury and Capella Gabetta,
both taken at around 154 BPM, decelerated by
about 5% and 8% respectively.

Miehling noted that, while Quantz suggested a
tempo of 80 BPM for Allegro 3/8 with
semiquavers, a somewhat faster tempo was
justified for Allegro 12/8. In private
correspondence, he offered a rationale:22
movements in 12/8 usually have fewer
semiquavers than those in 3/8, so 12/8
movements were conventionally thought to be
faster because they could be performed more
easily at faster tempo. There is also a larger
distance between the barlines in 12/8 (twelve
quavers instead of three), which would naturally
have implied a quicker pace. Bach could have
barred his movement in 3/8, but instead chose
12/8, perhaps because he had in mind an
especially quick tempo. We should also bear in
mind that he would have been aware of dances
associated with these time signatures: 3/8 is
usually associated with the Passepied, while 12/8
is associated with the Gigue, which was faster,
especially those types of gigue with a permanent
flow of semiquavers, which resemble Bach’s
movement.

I must grant that Klaus deservedly occupies the
musicological high ground, given that he spent
at least 10 years researching baroque and early
classical tempi and wrote a book on the subject,
already referred to above.
By contrast, in her article ‘Numbers and
Tempo, 1630–1800’, Beverly Jerold Scheibert
quotes Daniel Gottlob Türk as writing (1789)
that ‘the distance between Quantz’s fastest and
slowest categories is too great’. She disagreed
with Miehling, concluding that ‘upon
examination, none of the sources cited in support of overly rapid tempos can withstand
scrutiny’, although she doesn’t (in this article)
offer any rationale for overturning Miehling’s
conclusions.23
What do musicians generally think?
Originators to a popular Facebook discussion
group posted many YouTube videos of
performances they felt were taken too fast.24
Based on a simple count of contributors agreeing or disagreeing, I found that 27 liked fast
tempi and 33 were against, which is inconclusive
either way.
But one important question to ask here
is: why did performers speed up? I can only offer
the briefest consideration of this question, since
my focus has been on performance in the
recording era, but perhaps the short answer is:
‘because they can’. We need to bear in mind that

Are baroque allegros taken too fast?
As I have shown, audiences over the last century
have been exposed to a wide range of tempi in
the performance of baroque allegros. So much
so, that tempi choices arguably have had a
greater impact on performance character than
almost any other factor, including pitch,
instrumental/vocal
timbre,
temperament,
phrasing, notation details and ornamentation.
I’ve hinted that my preference is for slower
tempi. What do others think?
Taking the musicological angle first, I
posted on Facebook’s Historical Performance
Research group a first attempt at the history of
tempo changes for the final Allegro of Brandenburg Concerto No. 3. I added an opinion to the
effect that, while Goebel’s version with Musica
Antiqua Köln was taken so fast that it could only
be accurately described as molto prestissimo,
Hans Knappertsbusch’s 1944 rendering (at 55
BPM) could fairly be considered a true allegro. I
justified this by citing Quantz’s advice on the
manner of playing an allegro: ‘…the tempo must
be set in accordance with the most difficult
passage-work. If in an Allegro passage-work in
semiquavers or demisemiquavers is interspersed
with quaver or semiquaver triplets, you must regulate your speed by the passage-work.’21
However, in his Facebook reply, Klaus
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today’s performers are unable to assume the professional musician’s orientation prevalent in the
high baroque. Then, they were constantly
moving on to new music. They were also more
likely to be creators than specialist curators.
Nowadays, baroque specialists will have either

heard or played the Brandenburg concertos a
couple of hundred times by the end of their
careers. Is it any surprise that technically expert
performers and directors endeavour to freshen
their performances by galloping their war-horses
faster than competitors?

Either from their sound archive at <www.sounds.bl.uk> or through their listening service.
Richard T. Reel’s app for counting beats per minute is at <www.all8.com>. This app might be described as a ‘clever
metronome’ as it recalculates the BPM (arithmetic average) for the whole piece after each tap.
3 Microsoft support (<https://support.office.com>): ‘A polynomial trendline is a curved line that is used when data
fluctuates. It is useful, for example, for analyzing gains and losses over a large data set. The order of the polynomial can be
determined by the number of fluctuations in the data or by how many bends (hills and valleys) appear in the curve. An
Order 2 polynomial trendline generally has only one hill or valley. Order 3 generally has one or two hills or valleys. Order 4
generally has up to three hills or valleys.’
4 Stefan Helander, ‘Johann Pachelbel’s Canon’ (<http://www.pachelbelcanon.com/>). This contains four lists: ‘Songs
based on or inspired by the Canon; ‘Movie and tv-series themes based on or inspired by the Canon’; ‘Commercials with
music based on or inspired by the Canon’; and ‘Game themes based on or inspired by the Canon’. Some of these trends
were commented on by Robert Fink in ‘Prisoners of Pachelbel: an Essay in Post-Canonic Musicology’, Hamburger Jahrbuch
für Musikwissenschaft, 27 (2011), 103–118. Author’s draft published online: <www.academia.edu/581670/Prisoners of
Pachelbel>.
5 BBC Music Magazine, 1 April 2013.
6 Johann Quantz, On Playing the Flute, trans with notes and introduction by Edward R. Reilly, 2nd edn. (London, 1985), 286.
7 Quantz, op. cit., 286, footnote.
8 Private communication from Klaus Miehling.
9 Robert Bremner, Select Concert Pieces, fitted for the Harpsichord or Pianoforte, with an Accompaniment for the Violin (1785).
10 Klaus Miehling, Das Tempo in der Musik von Barock und Vorklassik: Die Antwort der Quellen auf ein umstrittenes Thema, 2nd
edition (Wilhelmshaven, 2003), 158. For a review in English of the first edition of this book, by Wolfgang Aufhagen, see
Performance Practice Review, 8/ 1 (1995), 96–8: Article 10 (<http://scholarship.claremont.edu/ppr/vol8/iss1/10/>).
11 Quantz, op. cit., 286.
12 H. Diack Johnstone, ‘Tempi in Corelli’s Christmas Concerto’, The Musical Times, 107 (1966), 956–9.
13 Bruce Haynes, The End of Early Music (Oxford, 2007), 156. However, in a private communication with me, Klaus Miehling
suggested that Haynes was not quite right in suggesting that instrument mutation came to a standstill, noting: ‘There is
hardly a year without some novelties in detail: new materials like carbon and caoutchouc, synthetic strings; ever changing
hole positions, shapes and keys on the woodwind instruments.’
14 The Beecham Collection Live Recordings. See especially Somm-Beecham 31, which includes a performance of
Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 at <http://www.somm-recordings.com/somm/beecham.php>. This can be heard on Spotify.
15 The Times, Wednesday, 19 January 1955.
16 <http://www.gramophone.co.uk/editorial/bachs-brandenburg-concertos> (undated).
17 <http://www.gramophone.co.uk/review/bach-brandenburg-concertos-12> (undated).
18 I’ve found Peter Guttman’s ‘Classical Notes’ on Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos particularly helpful, especially as half the
content is devoted to historical recordings. Peter Guttman, Classical Notes
(<http://www.classicalnotes.net/classics2/brandenburg.html>).
19 Ted Libbey, ‘Editorial Review of Brandenburg Concertos by Musica Antiqua Köln’ (<https://www.amazon.com/BachBrandenburg-Concertos-Brandenburgische-Brandebourgeois/dp/B0000057D4>).
20 David Wright, ‘Classical Music on the Web’ (<http://www.musicwebinternational.com/classRev/2000/oct00/bachPanorama.htm>).
21 Johann Quantz, op.cit., 130.
22 Klaus Miehling, private communication (edited).
23 Beverly Jerold Scheibert, ‘Numbers and Tempo: 1630–1800’, Performance Practice Review, 17/1 (2012), Article 4
(<http://scholarship.claremont.edu/ppr/vol17/iss1/4>), 12, 15.
24 Facebook (<https://www.facebook.com/Please-STOP-playing-baroque-music-TOO-FAST-370209475411/>). This
thread flourished from March 2010 to December 2014.
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Masses by Ludwig Daser and Matthaeus Le Maistre: Parody Masses on
Josquin’s Motets from the Court of Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria, ed.
Stephanie P. Schlagel
A-R Editions: Middleton, 2016, $275
(digital prints or paper off-prints of individual works may be ordered from the publisher’s website,
www.areditions.com, priced variously at under $9)
Megan K. Eagen-Jones
A steady stream of performances, recordings, and
publications of Renaissance parody works attests
to the musical value of this repertory as well as its
usefulness as a frame for scholarly inquiry.
Stephanie P. Schlagel’s critical edition, Parody
Masses by Ludwig Daser and Matthaeus Le Maistre,
which includes transcriptions of the motet models
as well as their parodies, offers a condensed subset
of closely related materials that are worthy of
attention.
The edition contains four complete
parody masses from the court of Duke Albrecht V
of Bavaria (r.1550–79). These are Ludwig Daser’s
Missa Ave Maria, Missa Preter rerum seriem, and Missa
Qui habitat in adjutorio, and Matthaeus Le Maistre’s
Missa Preter rerum seriem. Each mass derives from a
motet by Josquin des Prez. Daser’s Missa Ave
Maria is based on both Josquin’s motet and
Ludwig Senfl’s reworking; Senfl’s Ave Maria is
included among the source motets given at the end
of the volume. Taken together, these materials
present users with opportunities to engage in close
stylistic comparison. Indeed, Schlagel invites this
type of interaction in her introduction. The
assembled masses and motets might also be paired
in performances or recordings.
The editor assumes some knowledge of
the styles, conventions, and recent conversations
on parody works. Therefore, student users and
newcomers to this repertory will benefit from an
introductory overview of such compositions,
which is provided in most Western music history
textbooks and in dictionaries. As defined in Oxford
Music Online, a parody mass is a ‘musical setting of
the five movements of the Ordinary of the Roman

Catholic Mass that is unified by the presence of
the entire texture of a pre-existing polyphonic
work’. Though a systematic inventory of parody
works has yet to be assembled, as Schlagel asserts,
parodies of Josquin’s motets form the core of this
repertory.
Information pertaining to the sources is
given in the Critical Report, which deals with the
transcriptions of the masses and their models
separately. Three of these works are unica, while
Daser’s Missa Preter rerum seriem survives in two
manuscripts originating from Munich and
Stuttgart. Schlagel’s discussion of these sources is
limited, though additional details may be obtained
from published catalogues.1 Two manuscripts
have been digitized, and are available through the
Bavarian State Library’s Digital Collections
website (www.digitale-sammlungen.de). Schlagel
chooses publications overseen by Senfl as sources
for her transcriptions of the motets.
Rather than contextualizing the masses
within the framework of the Bavarian ducal court,
Schlagel situates these works within the broader
scope of what Helmuth Osthoff called the
‘German Josquin renaissance’. Schlagel’s interest
in Josquin reception has spanned her entire career,
thus the user will benefit from her well-informed
review of this broader context.2 The Bavarian
court chapel is treated as a centre for
compositional practices that were informed and
influenced by the mid-sixteenth-century German
revival of Josquin’s music.
The biographies of the composers emphasize points of contact, particularly as these
pertain to Josquin reception, and their time spent
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in the service of Albrecht V. Ludwig Daser
(c.1525–89) trained under Senfl and was
appointed as a tenor within the Bavarian court
chapel in 1550. Two years later he rose to the rank
of Kapellmeister. During his tenure as
Kapellmeister, Daser recruited Orlande de Lassus
who ultimately succeeded him in 1563. By 1572,
Daser had taken a position at the Protestant court
of Württemberg in Stuttgart. Scholars speculate
that Daser’s adoption of reformation ideology
prompted his departure from Catholic Bavaria.
Far less is known about Matthaeus Le Maistre
(c.1505–before April 1577). Adolf Sandberger
considers that he may be the ‘Mathesz Nidlender’
included in a list of Bavarian court musicians.
Additionally, many of his works survive only in
Munich manuscripts. In 1554, Le Maistre – who
also espoused Protestant beliefs – succeeded
Johannes Walther in Dresden.
Commentaries on each of the four masses
are included in the introduction. Each mass is
discussed logically in conjunction with the
motet(s) it parodies. Though doing so concisely,
Schlagel successfully identifies textural elements
and compositional techniques that distinguish the
four Ordinary cycles. Drawing on earlier inquiries,
Schlagel asks ‘what characterizes an individual’s
style?’ and how it is that a borrowed passage
becomes ‘transformed into a new style when
placed in a new contextual situation?’3 Schlagel’s
discussions offer initial responses to these
questions, which the user is invited to augment.
Two of the motets Daser chose to parody
are based on Marian chants: the antiphon, Ave
Maria, each stanza of which highlights a Marian
feast; and the sequence, Preter rerum seriem parit deum
hominem, which centres on the mystery of the
Incarnation. Josquin’s six-voice Preter rerum seriem
setting also forms the basis for Le Maistre’s
composition. The interest of Protestant and
Protestant-leaning artists in Josquin’s Marian
motets is not central to Schlagel’s discussion, and
may merit additional attention. The remaining
Daser work, Missa Qui habitat in adjutorio, is based
on a setting of the complete Psalm 90 (Greek
Septuagint numbering). All four source motets are
lengthy, through-composed works in their own
right, and Senfl’s reworking of Josquin’s Ave Maria

more than doubles the length of the original
composition.
Schlagel identifies specific parodic
techniques as she discusses each mass, but also
points to features that indicate a more general
stylistic imitation of Josquin. Elements adopted
from Josquin’s style include: transparent textures
and clear section breaks, set off by discrete motifs
and cadences; passages of close imitation that may
continue beyond the beginnings of phrases, thus
creating the illusion of extended canons; and
stratified textures articulated by lower- and highervoice groups set antiphonally or in juxtaposition
with full-ensemble segments. Scholars have also
pointed to Josquin’s propensity for rhetorical text
setting and this, too, features in these parodies.
Daser’s Missa Ave Maria offers an unusual
case study in parodic technique since it arises from
two pre-existing works, and since the more recent
of these two (Senfl’s) is, itself, a parody. Schlagel
points out in the introduction where sections are
derivative of Josquin’s or Senfl’s Ave Maria motets.
The clear architecture of Daser’s Gloria, for
instance, reflects Josquin’s iconic use of textural
stratification, whereas Daser’s incorporation of an
ostinato figure in select movements is more
reflective of Senfl’s reworking. Schlagel further
highlights sections where a ‘collage’ of styles is
evident. The opening of the Sanctus features
Josquin’s characteristic imitative counterpoint,
though the revised order of and distance between
entries is indebted to Senfl. To this Daser adds a
countermelody in the discantus secundus and
vagans parts.
Schlagel does not provide an overarching
picture of the structural relationships between
these parody masses their models. A concise
paragraph or chart tracking where motet phrases
or bars and parts of the Ordinary correspond
might have been useful, especially for facilitating
deeper analyses and discussions of Daser’s Missa
Qui habitat in adjutorio. Daser’s choice of Josquin’s
complete setting of Psalm 90 as the basis of his
reworking was most unusual. Not only is the
motet exceedingly long, but its motifs are consistently shaped around the text of the psalm,
which presented Daser with a unique set of
challenges. Schlagel summarizes Daser’s approach
to this parody mass as one of ‘consolidating and
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concentrating the model material’. Daser draws on
segments from across the motet, choosing lines
and phrases according to their suitability when set
to the Ordinary text. As a result, material
previously associated with parallel verses is recast
in distant parts of the mass, while sections
associated with disparate stanzas are now heard in
close proximity. Here, and at various points in her
introduction, Schlagel touches on intertextual
relationships that are formed between the
‘suppressed text’ of the motets and those of the
mass.4 Texts and translations are given for the
motets at the back of the volume.
Matthaeus Le Maistre is represented by
only one work in Schlagel’s edition. She
characterizes his style as ‘reminiscent of Gombert’,
replete with lengthy imitative sections, full, dense
textures, and elided and evaded cadences. Le
Maistre favors constructivist techniques, in
particular canon, and at various points, he employs
notational puzzles. Schlagel includes several highresolution images after the introduction, including
a plate showing the ‘Pleni sunt caeli’ section of Le
Maistre’s Sanctus. The contratenor and bassus
primus parts are labelled upside down and at odd
angles. This visual clue indicates a connection
between the two parts, which are in canon. Le
Maistre’s writing is generally more homogeneous
than Daser’s however, as Schlagel observes, he is
‘more tolerant of dissonance’. He also displays a
greater propensity for ornamentation and
inserting new material.
Both the print quality and legibility of the
scores is very high. Modernizations, including the
use of standardized spellings, and decisions
regarding editorial additions – for instance, the
chant incipits – render these works accessible to
the modern performer. Overall, the presentation

of the scores indicates a thorough, well-informed
editorial process. However, sections featuring
reduced performing forces – for example, the
extended two-voice segment in the Credo from
Daser’s Missa Preter rerum seriem – appear overly
condensed, especially where the distance between
staves within and between systems is nearly equal.
Schlagel outlines her editorial methods in
the Critical Report. Clefs, key signatures, and
mensuration signs have all been modernized,
though the original notation is indicated by means
of incipits. Changes in mensuration that occur at
section breaks are also modernized; the original
signs are given above the uppermost staff per
system. To further assist the performer, suggested
ficta alterations are indicated above each staff,
while note values have been reduced at a ratio of
2:1. First bars that begin with rests are
reinterpreted as anacruses, which seems sensible,
but the use of solid barlines and the transcription
of notes that cut across modern barlines as tied
inevitably obfuscates hemiolas and other patterns
typical of mensural notation. The presentation of
such rhythms might have been clearer through the
use of dashed bars or Mensurstriche – systems A-R
Editions has not so far adopted.
Overall, this volume offers a compelling
selection of interconnected works, carefully edited
and presented with both the performer and
scholar in mind. Interrelationships among this
repertory are shown in a manner that welcomes
further exploration. A key contribution Schlagel
articulates is the formation of a bridge between
Daser and Le Maistre. To parody this sentiment,
performers, scholars, and students are invited to
find other bridges through engagement with these
works.

See Martn Bente et al., Bayerische Staatsbibliothek: Katalog der Musikhandschriften 1: Chorbücher und Handschriften in
chorbuchartiger Notierung (Munich, 1989); and Clytus Gottwald, Die Handschriften der Württembergischen Landesbibliothek
Stuttgart: Codices musici (Wiesbaden, 1964)
2 See Stephanie P. Schlagel, ‘Josquin des Prez and his Motets: a Case Study in Sixteenth-Century Reception History’,
PhD diss. (University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC, 1996).
3 See also Cathy Ann Elias, ‘Mid-Sixteenth-Century Chanson Masses: A Kaleidoscopic Process’, Early Musical
Borrowing, ed. Honey Meconi (New York, 2004), 149–78.
4 Schlagel’s interest in the intertextual relationships formed between parodies and their models is shared by many
scholars currently. See, for example, David Crook, ‘The Sacred and the Secular in Post-Tridentine Church Music: De
Rore, Lasso, and the Magnificat Da le belle contrade’, Journal of the Alamire Foundation, forthcoming (Spring 2018).
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Reflections of an American Harpsichordist: Unpublished Memoirs,
Essays, and Lectures of Ralph Kirkpatrick,
ed. Meredith Kirkpatrick
Rochester, USA: University of Rochester Press and Woodbridge, UK: Boydell and Brewer
2017, 199 pp., £80 (ebook for handhelds: £19.99)
John Kitchen
In 2014 Meredith Kirkpatrick published an
illuminating collection of letters written over a
number of years by her distinguished uncle, the
renowned harpsichordist Ralph Kirkpatrick
(1911–1984). Ms Kirkpatrick has now followed
this with another handsome book containing
hitherto unpublished material: Kirkpatrick’s
memoirs, ‘reflections’, essays, and lectures given
at Yale (which he intended for publication) on a
variety of musical topics. In her introduction,
she notes that RK’s article, ‘Fifty years of
harpsichord playing’ (Early Music, 11/1, (January
1983), 31–41) addresses some of the same topics
as in this new volume, but ‘not at the same
depth, length, or specificity as in the unpublished
works’. She has made every effort to include
material which complements rather than duplicates previously published writings, and so this
new volume is particularly welcome. (Books and
articles published in the author’s lifetime are
helpfully listed in Appendix B.) As with her
edition of the letters, Meredith Kirkpatrick has
selected wisely and edited meticulously; again,
we are offered many insights into the life of a
concert harpsichordist at a time when such
individuals were rare indeed.
The first section of the book is entitled
‘Memoirs, 1933–77’ and begins by describing his
teaching and other duties at the Mozarteum in
Salzburg. Here, when still in his early twenties,
he met an array of remarkable musicians
including Poulenc, Eugene Ormandy, Isaiah
Berlin and many others. Already on the opening
pages we recognise that Kirkpatrick was a man
of trenchant views; his prose style is always elegant, but he expresses himself directly and
vigorously. One is amused to read, for example,
that concerts there were ‘conducted by an
Englishman with more money than talent’ and
such astringent observations are numerous.
More musically significant in this early period
was the fact that he was already performing the

Goldberg Variations – a work he was to perform
publicly 99 times in total at his own reckoning.
At the suggestion of Arthur Mendel, he also
edited the work for Schirmer, at the age of only
23, and a later chapter describes the background
to the preparation of this edition, still in print
and widely used. In his Salzburg days he also
gave a performance of Bach’s D minor harpsichord concerto with string players from the
Vienna Philharmonic, conducted by a young
assistant from the conducting class by the name
of Herbert von Karajan. Throughout his career
Kirkpatrick worked with top musicians.
He travelled widely and never settled
anywhere for long. In his earlier years he preferred Europe to the USA, but felt it wise to
return there as tensions mounted in the 1930s.
He applied for a Guggenheim Fellowship in
1935 and quotes his application, which began:
‘My principal function as a musician is the study
and performance of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century chamber music as nearly as
possible in accordance with the conception of
the composer.’ It is revealing to learn that he
thought in this way at a time when few musicians
did, long before the heady days of the so-called
‘early music revival’. Although to an extent he
pursued a scholarly path, his inclination was
more towards performing, recording and
teaching – activities which he undertook
throughout his life. Although an indefatigable
worker, he took the decision not to spread himself widely, preferring to concentrate on specific
areas. In his own words, ‘scholarship gave way
to performance, ensemble performance…to
solo performance, [to] solo performance
specialized in a few composers, most notably
Bach, Scarlatti, Couperin, Rameau and Mozart’.
He complains about the conditions in
which some performances had to be undertaken
and the inadequacies of some of his fellowperformers in ensemble work, recounting tales
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of performing Bach harpsichord concertos with
bad or poorly rehearsed orchestras, which
‘obscured the distinction between performance
and prostitution’. His reflections ‘On
Performing’ show, on the one hand, a degree of
self-confidence (‘That I was musically gifted
there is no doubt’) and, on the other, how
devastated he could be when he felt a concert
had not gone well. The picture he paints of life
as a performer is disturbingly negative: he expatiates at length on problems of fatigue, worry,
nerves, poor instruments, bad acoustics, having
to rise from a sick bed to play, endless travelling,
poor food, difficulties of gaining access to the
concert hall, no stool low enough for the harpsichord and so on. Was it really as bad as this?
Much of this complaining makes diverting reading, but it can get rather wearing as his
complaints are not balanced by sufficient
positive remarks.
Kirkpatrick made many recordings, but
his chapter ‘On Recording’ begins by claiming
that he hates it, and that he has never come to
accept what comes out of a loudspeaker. This
chapter is almost entirely a long catalogue of
woes about the horrors of recording, but, given
the extent and significance of his recorded
legacy, we might ask if he is exaggerating. Or do
his comments simply reflect the difficulties likely
to confront pioneering efforts in any field? He
made both harpsichord and clavichord recordings, setting down solo works of Bach and Scarlatti as well as violin sonatas by Bach and Mozart
with Alexander Schneider. This pessimistic
chapter ends with an assertion, in connection
with his clavichord recordings (an instrument
about which he was passionate) that ‘it is doubtful whether anyone will ever again take the
trouble to cultivate the finesses of technical
control that went into these performances’.
Perhaps he would be cheered to know that in our
own time there are many performers who do just
that.
One can anticipate that the chapter ‘On
Harpsichords and Their Transport’ is also going
to relate horror stories, and so it does. (Transporting harpsichords can still be a nightmare
today.) We must sympathise with Kirkpatrick
that most of the ‘revival’ harpsichords on which
he was obliged to perform were indeed very
poor; he describes Pleyels as ‘typewriters to
which various pedals have been attached’ (thus
incidentally taking a swipe at Landowska with

whom he did not get on). Kirkpatrick recognized
long before most that a return to historical
harpsichord-building principles was the only way
forward. He describes how he first encountered
the work of Frank Hubbard, William Dowd and
Martin Skowroneck and how they began the
welcome and hugely significant revolution in
harpsichord building for which he had long
hoped. We should recall that Kirkpatrick had
quilled one of his harpsichords with crow-quill
as early as the 1930s. He had, of course, encountered a few original eighteenth-century
instruments, but most in those days were either
unrestored or badly restored.
Kirkpatrick was much involved also in
the performance of new music, and over 100
twentieth-century works were either dedicated
to or commissioned by him. In this book he
relates his experiences with preparations for the
first performance of his old school-friend Elliott
Carter’s Double Concerto for piano and harpsichord (with Charles Rosen at the piano). The
manuscript was well-nigh indecipherable, the
music was extremely complex, and there was
insufficient rehearsal. Despite all this, the premiere seemed to go reasonably well and they went
on to record what Kirkpatrick describes as ‘this
magnificent work’.
The Yale lectures (1969–71) include
‘Bach and Keyboard Instruments’, ‘In Search of
Scarlatti’s Harpsichord’, ‘Style in Performance’
and ‘The Performer’s Pilgrimage to the Sources’.
All are interesting, and he makes many pertinent
points. Naturally, some comments are
conditioned by the perspectives of the time, such
as complaints about the lack of reliable performing editions then available. It is salutary to
reflect, therefore, on the remarkable changes
which have taken place since Kirkpatrick’s day
in the understanding of ‘early music’: a repertoire
ever-increasing in its extent and now so readily
available in good modern editions, not to
mention online originals – a situation unimaginable until the last 20 years or so. Fine harpsichords, both well-restored historic instruments
and excellent modern copies, now abound and
can be heard worldwide in recitals and concerts;
and high-quality recordings are now commonplace. Kirkpatrick’s work did much to expedite
the development of so much we now take for
granted. His frequent nagging complaints about
conditions in his day should therefore be seen in
perspective.
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Johann Baptist Vanhal, String Quartets Op. 33, Nos. 1–3,
ed. David C. Birchler
Greenway Music Press, GMP006–008 (2016), scores with parts in 3 vols. ($44 each)
Simone Laghi
The name of Johann Baptist Vanhal (1739–
1813) is often mentioned in relation to the story
that he was involved in an amicable ‘quartett
party’ in Storace’s home, in Vienna in 1784.
Before dinner a selected company indulged in
some quartet playing, the performers being
Vanhal on cello, Haydn and Dittersdorf on
violins, and Mozart, who took the viola, an
instrument that he particularly loved to play.
Michael Kelly gave an account of this musical
gathering, ironically pointing out that ‘the players
were tolerable; not one of them excelled on the
instrument he played, but there was a little
science among them’. Such performers deserved
a qualified audience, and in fact Paisiello and the
poet Casti were among the listeners;
nevertheless, this performance was a private one,
as tended to be the case with quartet parties in
Vienna, London and Paris at the time. The pre1800 string quartet culture therefore mostly
belonged to the private environment, and these
three quartets by Vanhal, published by Artaria in
1785 (soon after Mozart’s Op. 10), certainly
belong to this culture. The Op. 33 Quartets are
among Vanhal’s late string quartets; they
appeared the same year Hoffmeister published
Haydn’s Op. 42 String Quartet in D minor.
Vanhal’s Op. 33 contains six quartets;
the first three (Nos. 1–3) are now available in
three separate volumes published by Greenway
Music Press, an imprint of A-R Editions.
According to RISM, there are at least twelve
extant exemplars of this edition dispersed in
European libraries, and this is a proof of these
quartets’ diffusion during the late eighteenth
century. From a quick look at the extant Artaria
ledgers, it is possible to see that the set was
reprinted between 1787 and 1791, thus
confirming the contemporary interest in these
quartets. In modern times there has also been
some interest in these works. There are three
recordings available: the Camesina Quartet
recorded Nos. 2 and 3 (MMB-CD 419, 2012),
the Lotus String Quartet recorded No. 2 (CPO

777475, 2014), which was also recorded by the
Stamic Quartet (Panton 81 1431-2131, 1995).
The choice of making this lesser-known
repertoire accessible in score and performing
parts is certainly praiseworthy, and even if it is
not easy to see them becoming part of the
mainstream concert repertoire (at least in the
near future), curious performers now have a
chance to approach this composer through a
correct and polished modern edition prepared
by David C. Birchler. As stated in its preface, this
edition is exclusively based on a copy of the
Artaria edition preserved at the British Library
(shelfmark g.429.j). The lack of a comparison
with other specimens leaves open the possibility
that corrections or amendments are present in
Artaria’s reprints, although it is not stated
whether the London exemplar dates from 1785
or later. Nevertheless, in the absence of an
autograph manuscript, the Artaria edition
supposedly is the most accurate source, as
Vanhal himself was keen to oversee his
published compositions, which would be
diffused widely.
The information on the composer’s
biography and on the historical context is also
heavily reliant on the extensive Ph.D.
dissertation written by David Wyn Jones in 1978
(‘The String Quartets of Vanhal’, 3 vols.,
University of Wales). In this work, Jones
authenticated over fifty string quartets among
those appearing under Vanhal’s name, so this
edition only offers a glimpse of the composer’s
contribution to the genre.
The three quartets in this edition are No.
1 in C major, No. 2 in A Major and No. 3 in F
Major. Their structure appears very consistent,
with an Allegro moderato as opening movement
for all the quartets, and an Adagio in third
position (the only exception being the third
movement of Quarter No. 2, marked sostenuto
but without tempo indicated). Within this rigid
frame, what hits the eye is the apparent absence
of a Minuet and Trio as a second movement;
25

instead there are two analogue binary dances
(invariably in triple tempo) called ‘Ariette’.
The editorial criteria are clear and
coherent: editorial additions are distinguished in
the score but not in the parts, for the sake of
clarity. The criteria that appear in each of the
three scores are substantially the same, being
only marginally variant; identical concepts are
sometimes slightly reworded. The editor decided
to maintain the beaming as per source, but also
to tacitly regularize it between parts where they
have the same rhythm. In my opinion, beaming
often came with performance suggestions
related to articulation and phrasing, and the
decision to ignore it when different parts have
different lines (e.g. a harmonic pedal of repeated
notes versus pairs of quavers that change pitch)
could represent an impoverishment of the
notation.
The editor avoided unnecessary
homologation, and some controversial passages
are left as per source, asking the performer to
take a stand in terms of articulations (as in
Quartet No. 1, Allegro moderato, b. 33). It is
interesting to note that ‘passages where dots and
strokes appear in similar contexts are not
uncommon’ in the source, thus confirming that
the meaning of these two articulatory marks is
far from univocal. These editions have been
prepared using only dots (i.e. without any
differentiation between dots and strokes), and
Birchler rightly states that ‘the performer will
need to apply them as they see fit’. This choice
implies an active role for the modern performer,
who needs to be aware of the dual and
interchangeable significance of dots and strokes.

It would have been useful to see some examples
where the two signs occur in similar passages.
The realization of these articulatory marks is
hardly
clarified
by
eighteenth-century
instrumental treatises, which are contradictory,
and they need to be evaluated within their
musical context.
A notational feature of Quartet No. 1
distinguishing it from the others is the presence
of fingerings (in the Allegro). The fingering
suggestion appears in two identical measures
(bb. 201 and 202), and indicates a stretched
position for the second finger in an arpeggio that
includes a tenth (d''–f'''). This fingering looks
useful (though not essential) as advice to the
violinist not to change position when the same
tenth is repeated and before a final chord that
requires the same extension. Within the three
quartets, the first violin is indisputably
predominant, with a tendency to linger on the
high notes of the fingerboard. Not even in the
Rondò of Quartet No. 2 are the second violin
and the viola deemed worthy of a moment of
glory, although the cello succeeded in obtaining
his personal variation (a moto perpetuo in sixteenth
notes).
Nevertheless,
parallel
passages
exchanged between the instruments and short
contrapuntal imitations are frequent.
The quality of these editions is
noticeable, and the repertoire taken in
consideration by Greenway Music Press
certainly deserves the attention of the modern
performers, but the price ($44 for one quartet,
score and parts) could still be an obstacle for
amateurs and enthusiastic young performers
keen on venturing into new musical landscapes.
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