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Abstract

Thirty-two recordings of the Op. 131 string quartet by Beethoven, dating from 1924 to
1995, are compared to examine questions concerning changes and differences in the
performance style of string quartets. The background and historical context of the
ensembles involved are explored and discussed, and the recordings are analysed using a
number of objective measurement techniques. Aspects of performance style including
choice of tempo, tempo flexibility, portamento and vibrato are measured and subjected to
statistical analysis in order to determine the existence of trends over time or other
stylistic groupings. Current theories and assumptions concerning historical change and
national styles of performance are tested in the light of this evidence. It is concluded that
the aspects of performance style studied offer no support for theories of national style or
the influence of teaching, and that historic trends can only be partially substantiated in the
case of portamento and vibrato. The evidence as a2 whole suggests a wide diversity of
performance style at all periods, and contrasts with the conclusions of previous studies in
other musical genres including solo instrumental and orchestral. Consideration of this
evidence against the background of performance philosophy and some sociological
studies of string quartets leads to the conclusion that the string quartet ensemble is
uniquely constituted to encourage a searching, co-operative and innovative approach to
the development of a performance-oriented interpretation and to discourage the

thoughtless ossification of a handed-down performance template.
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Preface

The impetus for the research reported in this dissertation arose from an intense
fascination with the experience of listening to chamber music, and in particular, string
quartets. As this experience grew it appeared that the ever larger and increasingly
available body of recorded quartet performances, both modern and historic, offered a
rich and almost inexhaustible source of listening satisfaction to a greater extent than the
similarly increasing plethora of recordings of other music genres. This experience did
not seem to gel with some of the generalisations being made about the increasing
uniformity and blandness of musical performance, and led to questions about the validity

of these claims and speculation about the possibly special nature of quartet performance.

The developing discipline of performance studies set a context for some of this
speculation. In particular the increasing availability and power of tools, often computer
based, for the analysis of recorded performances offered the opportunity to test some of
these hypotheses in a more objective manner. Such tools are capable of measuring time
and pitch to an almost microscopic level of detail, and can therefore be adopted to
examine questions of tempo, tempo flexibility, portamento and vibrato. The intention
was therefore to identify a sample of performances from a number of different quartets
with varying backgrounds and spanning as long a range of time as possible, and to
subject these performances to a number of different types of measurement. Using this
data, it might be possible to draw some conclusions about the validity of a number of
common assumptions about the formative influences on performance styles, including
both local or pedagogical traditions and more general historical trends. It might also be
possible to distinguish between aspects of performance style which were subject to such

influences and those which were not.

The growth in recent years of the discipline of performance studies has been matched by
a comparable burgeoning of the philosophical investigation of musical performance. The
outcome of this investigation has included the development of a number of conceptual

models of musical performance which seem predicated on soloistic or individual

performance (which includes the case of an orchestral conductor), and perhaps sit less

happily with the realities of small ensemble performance. The research undertaken here



therefore offered an opportunity to re-assess some of these models in the light of
measurable aspects of performance and of the group dynamics involved in the

development of an ensemble’s interpretation and subsequent public performance of a

string quartet.

While the purpose of the research was to examine quartet performance style without
reference to any specific repertoire, it was clearly necessary to identify a sample of
recordings of the same work (or set of works) which offered a suitable range of
performance dates and nationalities of performers. This virtually automatically
determined that the recordings would have to be of Beethoven quartets. Initially, the
intention was to study performances of one early, one middle and one late quartet.
However, the intensive and detailed nature of the measurement techniques involved

rendered this approach unfeasible, and eventually only a single quartet, the C# minor Op.

131, was chosen for study.

The dissertation commences with a review of current thinking and literature on the
development of quartet performance styles, focusing on the evidence for national or
geographical schools of playing and on changes in style over time (which include most
notably changing attitudes to the use of portamento and vibrato). This is followed by a
chapter which examines the backgrounds and reputations of the quartets included in the
study, and which attempts to group them according to the degree of shared pedagogical

inherntance.

The main part of the dissertation presents the findings of a number of measurements of
the recordings themselves and assesses the extent to which they support or refute claims
for geographical schools of playing and changes over time. The first four of these
chapters cover questions of timing, including the basic tempo chosen for each movement
and flexibility of tempo at macro level (variability between movement sections) and
micro level (rubato, as applied in a number of different contexts). A further three
chapters analyse the extent and context of the use of portamento, and one chapter

examines the use of vibrato.

A final conclusions chapter summarises the evidence presented previously, and discusses

it in the context of current trends in the philosophy of musical performance and of



sociological evidence concerning the dynamics of small co-operative work groups, of

which the string quartet must be one of the most extreme examples.

Full sets of figures and diagrams for all thirty-two performances studied are included in a

second volume.

An accompanying CD includes examples from the performances under study, and is

referenced throughout the main body of the thesis.

xii



Chapter 1: Tradition and Change in String Quartet
Performance

A critical survey of received ideas

Introduction

A musical performance does not occur in a vacuum. Every aspect of its preparation and
execution, including instrumental technique, use of expressive devices, shaping of the
phrases and of the overall work, and even the performers’ idea of the composer’s
intentions, is constrained by a number of factors. Every performance takes place in a
historical and cultural context, however innovative or revolutionary it may appear. This
chapter surveys some of the thinking, from the nineteenth century to the present day, on
the factors which differentiate performance styles in both time and space, and considers

them in relation to the conditions of string quartet performance in particular.

Recent work based on the study of recordings of single works, largely from the
orchestral repertory, has examined differences and changes in performance style and in
the concept of the work evinced by these individual performances. José Bowen, in an
exploratory study of a number of works, considers these differences in terms of period
style or historical trends, geographic style or national schools, performance tradition
centred on the specific work, and individual innovation (Bowen, 1999). Elsewhere he
defines musical performance tradition as ‘the history of remembered innovation’ (Bowen,
1993). In both of these papers, the constraints within which a performance takes place
(the acquired training and the inherited national style of the performer, the fashionable
style of the time, the concept of the specific work embodied by all its previous
performances) are contrasted with the stylistic and interpretive innovations made by the
individual performers. These innovations in turm, by a kind of process of natural
selection, may become part of the tradition associated with the work, and will influence

future performances.



National Schools and Geographical Style

The idea of national schools of violin playing is well entrenched; each national school so
identified is normally associated with a technique of playing established by an influential
violinist. Thus, the ‘Russian school’ is associated with Auer, the ‘German school’ with
Joachim (even though Joachim was actually Hungarian), and the ‘Franco-Belgian school’
with Vieuxtemps. The survival of the style as a national or geographical style is largely
dependent on the extent and influence of these violinists on their pupils; it is therefore

hardly surprising that they are characterized by the technical aspects of instrumental

performance which lend themselves to being passed from teacher to pupil, such as a

method of holding the bow, or a technique of tone production.’

Such techniques
obviously affect tonal quality, and may incline their proponents to a tendency to use one
kind of vibrato, or one kind of portamento over another, for example, but whether
performance characteristics at a more abstract interpretive level can be attributed to such

national schools is more open to question.

The effectiveness of the teacher in passing on a particular style of playing can also be
called into question: the great Joseph Joachim is claimed as teacher by more than fifty
violinists who subsequently became members of well established string quartets, as well
as by numerous other violinists. Given Joachim’s extremely active life as a concert
violinist, chamber musician and academic administrator, it is hard to believe that he had
the time to develop a deep and intensive teaching relationship with all of these pupils;

indeed, much of the day-to-day teaching will have been performed by assistants.

Leopold Auer himself recognized that his style of playing was not preserved by his
pupils: ‘the excessive vibrato is a habit for which I have no tolerance, and I always fight
against it when I observe [it] in my pupils - though often, I must admit, without success’
(Auer, 1921: 40). This must be considered something of an understatement when one

considers that Auer’s pupils included Jascha Heifetz and Mischa Elman, both of whom

! *The basic difference between these various schools is the point at which the index finger comes
into contact with the stick and the resulting position of the bow arm; that is, lowest at the first
joint for the German school, with a low bow arm (as practised by Joachim and his followers);
higher in the second joint for the Franco-Belgian school (as demonstrated by the students of
Massart and Vicuxtemps, notably Ysaye); and highest on the index finger, at the line separating

the second and third joints (and subsequently the highest bow arm position) for the Russian
school.! (Kosloski, 1993: 840)



were among the violinists in the early part of the century who established the continuous

vibrato as a norm of violinistic technique.

Whether such concepts of national or geographical style can be translated from individual
performers to string quartet ensembles is open to further question. In the second half of
the nineteenth century and into the early years of recording there were admittedly a
number of ensembles whose members had similar training and were from the same
geographical area. The famous Joachim Quartet, for example, included a large number
of Joachim pupils during the course of its existence, and was regarded as characteristic
of a Germanic classical style. By contrast, the Flonzaley Quartet, some of whose
Beethoven performances survive on record, included three pupils of César Thomson,
himself a Vieuxtemps pupil,? and have been regarded as ‘the modern world’s first great

Franco-Belgian string quartet ensemble’ (Potter, 1994a).

However, the growing tendency in the second half of this century for string players early
in their careers to seek tuition from a wide range of established international players and
teachers would be expected to give rise to a breakdown of such national distinctions.
This effect is likely to be magnified when the corporate style of a string quartet ensemble

is considered rather than an individual performer: string quartets increasingly consist of

members from a variety of teaching backgrounds, and the late twentieth century
tendency of string quartet ensembles to attend master classes and to be coached by a

wide variety of internationally established string quartets must further dilute regional

distinctions.

String quartet players themselves seem to have divergent opinions on this topic. Gunter
Pichler of the Alban Berg Quartet talks of an enormous and generic difference between
German and American styles, far overshadowing the individual differences between
specific German or American quartets.” Jonas Krejci, the cellist of the Skampa Quartet

from the Czech Republic, interviewed by Joanne Talbot, puts forward a similar view,

hinting at different European traditions as well as the basic European / American divide:

* Adolfo Betti, the first violinist, and Alfred Pochon, the second violinist, who stayed with the
quartet for the whole of its life, and Ugo Ara, the ensemble’s first violist.

* ‘A German journalist compared, as an example, a Kolisch Quartet interpretation of a Mozart
quartet with onc by the Alban Berg Quartet, and though they were very different there is a

common style. But if you compare with an American quartet, there is an enormous difference.’
(Jolly, 1992)



‘the Czech sound is perhaps a little rounder with a ring to the note, very much like the
Viennese style. It's not as sharp and rhythmic as the articulation you hear from American
ensembles’ (Talbot, 1995). Taking this approach one step further, in a review of the
Wihan Quartet, also from the Czech Republic, Tully Potter draws a distinction between

the Bohemian and the Moravian sound.*

Samuel Rhodes, the violist of the Juilliard Quartet, maintains a contrary view: 'there's as
much difference between our sound and the Guameri, or Cleveland Quartets, as between
us, the Amadeus and, say, the Alban Berg Quartet; I fail to see any generic difference
between American and European - it's the personality of the group and how it developed,

what influences it responded to within the group and all the diversity within that area’
(Cowan, 1991).

Most of these distinctions between different geographical and national styles focus on the
technical aspects of string playing and the resultant quality of sound. However, with
quartets of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, there is evidence that geographical
differences in performance style embraced wider considerations than the technical, and
manifested themselves in a higher interpretative approach. For example, Robert Winter

reports that the Hellmesberger Quartet, the foremost Viennese quartet of the second half

of the nineteenth century, played in ‘an unabashedly subjective and emotional manner’
which was “in strong contrast to the elegant French style’, thereby enshrining in distinct

traditions a difference between a Viennese and a French approach (Winter, 1994: 52).

Historical Trends

While not ignoring regional differences, some recent studies using early recordings as
their source material have identified a number of seemingly pervasive historical trends in
performance style since the beginning of the twentieth century. Robert Philip, a pioneer

of such studies, has identified a number of features of pre-war performance style in a
survey of early recordings of chamber and instrumental works by Beethoven (1994).

The differences from post-war performances can be summanzed as:

* "Three of tcl:adpla yers are Moravians, but only second violinist Jan Schulmeister has anything
like the broad tone of the Moravian school [...] Trained by Antonin Kohout [...] the group is
very much in the line of that ensemble [the Smetana Quartet] and the Talich and Panocha
Quartets; whereas its contemporary the Skampa Quartet, with a similar pedigree but with a
Moravian leader, has much morem?me Bmo sound (Potter, 1994b)



e a more sparing and variable use of vibrato (here he especially cites string quartet

recordings by the Flonzaley, Capet, Rosé and original Budapest quartets)

o greater tempo differentiation between sections of movements or individual

themes
o generally faster tempi
e a more casual attitude to rhythmic detail

e an especial tendency to ‘over-dotting’

e atendency to use rubato in a way which gives the melody rhythmic independence

from the accompaniment

e an extensive use of string portamento, often apparently applied randomly

These characteristics are essentially the same as those he identified in a wider study of a
large range of orchestral, chamber and instrumental recordings from the first half of the

twentieth century (1992).

Many of these tendencies, especially the rise of a uniform and extensive use of vibrato,
and the decline of the portamento over the first half of the century, are well known and
easily heard from recordings. Taken together, they imply an increasing uniformity in
interpretation and performance: many of the devices which lend individuality to a
performance, such as unusual rhythmic articulation, portamento, the variable use of
different kinds of vibrato, have all become taboo, or at least unfashionable. José Bowen
remarks, in a study of a large number recorded performances of the standard orchestral
repertoire: ‘conductors from the first half of this century preserve a greater interpretive

independence while conductors from the second half of the century sound more alike.’
(1996a: 148)

This development goes hand in hand with an increasing respect for the Urtext and a
scholarly approach to performance in which the main aim is to give voice to the
composer’s intentions - the rise of the authentic movement. To what extent this trend to
greater uniformity has been accelerated by the ‘authentistic’ approach, and to what

extent this approach is partly a symptom of a long established trend to greater uniformity



is a complex question. Taruskin inclines to the latter view, and his central thesis is cited

in Michael Chanan’s survey of the impact of recording on musical performance:

Taruskin reports an investigation by another early-music enthusiast

comparing recordings of a wide repertory of pieces from plainchant to
Schubert. In each case a recording from the 1950s or 1960s was

compared with a later and supposedly ‘authentistic’ performance. In
every instance, the stylistic contrast between the earlier and the later was
essentially the same. The earlier recording showed ‘greater variation of
dynamics, speed and timbre’, it was more ‘emotional’ and ‘personal’.
The authenticist performance was ‘characterised by relatively uniform
tempo and dynamics, a ‘clean’ sound and at least an attempt to avoid
interpretive gestures beyond those notated or documented as part of
period performance practice’. These findings, says Taruskin, can be
extended. If you compare recordings of the 1920s and 1930s with those
of the 1950s and 1960s, the results would be substantially the same, as
they would also be if you compared early ‘electrics’ with turn-of-the-

century acoustic discs. In short, ‘modern performance gets moderner
and moderner, as Alice might say’. (Chanan, 1995: 125)

This quote also introduces another factor which has been held partially responsible for
the increasing uniformity of performances: the growth of the recording industry to the
point where most people today experience performances through the medium of the CD
or cassette rather than at live concert venues. A performer who knows that his
performance will be listened to again and again by larger numbers of people than any
concert venue can contain, and in many different circumstances, is likely to have a very
different approach from one who is about to step out on a concert platform in front of an
expectant audience for a once-only event. The pressures to take advantage of recording
technology and its editing capabilities to ensure that the performance laid down is
technically perfect are great, equally, there are pressures to avoid the kind of
spontaneous interpretive nuance which may seem revelatory in a live performance, but

become tedious or problematical on repeated hearing.

This gives rise to the paradox that on the one hand it is the invention of sound recording
which has enabled for the first time an unambiguous study of performance traditions and
their dynamics, based on actual performances rather than inferences from contemporary
accounts or musical editions; on the other hand the prevalence of recorded music has
contributed to a blurring and obfuscation of these precious distinctions. As Chanan

expresses it:



The real problem is [...] the eventual loss of the tradition that governed
the score’s interpretation. The paradox is that recording has not, as one
might at first suppose, detained this process, but seems instead to have

accelerated it, reducing the idea of a traditional style of performance to
a chimera. (Chanan, 1995: 11)

Innovation

Faced with this overwhelming evidence of an apparently unstoppable trend to greater
uniformity and blandness in musical performance it is easy to forget the part played by

individual innovation in deliberately breaking what can seem a stale performance

tradition. The words of Leopold Auer might seem more apposite today than they were
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