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Preface

I subsequently realized that verbal discussion of specific pieces on a poetical and
imaginative level can be extraordinarily dangerous. Repeatedly I have realized that
what I have written about a piece distorts or limits what as a performer I feel its
content to be. (I have often found myself tacitly engaged at an instrument in
combating the misleading and incomplete indications of my own program notes.)1

Ralph Kirkpatrick's comment sounds a cautionary note to performers

attempting to write about the music they play. However, his renowned study

of the life and music of Domenico Scarlatti is a fine example of what can be

achieved by combining a performer's experience and insight with a critical

approach to a body of music. My fascination with the sound and touch of the

historical harpsichord led me to search out new music to play on it. Initially, I

was surprised and disheartened that there seemed to be so little new

repertoire for the harpsichord. The many facets of the harpsichord sound

seemed to me a valuable source for composers to tap into. I was also

disenchanted that few harpsichordists seemed enthusiastic about the idea of

new music for their instrument in general, the attitude of players is that the

keyboard repertoire of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is rich and

varied enough; why is there a need for new music for the harpsichord?

The historical keyboard repertoire is indeed very rich, and many

harpsichordists have built and sustained successful careers by performing it,

in some cases specialising still further in the music of a shorter period, a

nationality or a single composer. However, the fact that there are people

playing the harpsichord in the twenty-first century means that the

harpsichord is integrated, to whatever extent, into contemporary musical life,

and therefore deserves to have a voice in a contemporary musical language.

The survival of an instrument, like the survival of a species, depends upon its

ability to adapt, to be an integral part of a larger environment, and for its

ability to diversify its repertoire and meet new challenges.

1 Ralph Kirkpatrick, Domenico Scarlatti (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), vii.
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As musicians strive to get closer to the original sounds of historical music,

historical instruments must reciprocally be brought into the contemporary

artistic mainstream. By writing new music for the harpsichord, generating

repertoire for it, and by making sure that this repertoire is played so that

audiences become familiar with new harpsichord music, we ensure that the

harpsichord has its own contemporary voice alongside other instruments and

that its language continues to develop in the twenty-first century.

Learning contemporary harpsichord pieces can be daunting: harpsichordists

are often more used to learning works from the historical repertoire whose

language and expressive means are more familiar, and there are particular

challenges in preparing a piece for its first performance. However, as I started

to learn new pieces and find out more about contemporary music for the

harpsichord, I discovered that the picture was not as bleak as it first

appeared. Though few in number, dedicated harpsichordists in this country

and elsewhere are active in commissioning and playing new harpsichord

music, and have engaged the interest of many composers to add to the

contemporary harpsichord repertoire.

My aims in writing this thesis are twofold, first, to explain how the

harpsichord repertoire has got to where it is by tracing its development, and

the development of the instrument itself, from the beginnings of the early-

music movement in the first decades of the twentieth century to the present,

so to be better able to judge where its future lies; and secondly, to give an

account of the harpsichord and its repertoire since 1960 through a close

critical study of selected works. Though there are reasons to be hopeful, there

are still causes for concern. The modern pedal instrument for which much of

the repertoire was written is itself in danger of extinction, and it is not yet

clear that the efforts of the few players promoting the historical instrument in

new music will bring the repertoire and contemporary performance practice

to a point where the instrument is accepted, rather than being regarded as an

exotic rarity.
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Abstract

The twentieth-century harpsichord has an unusual history: coming out of

oblivion at the end of the nineteenth century, it was given a new lease of life,

but at the same time acquired a mistaken identity.

This thesis examines, from the perspective of the harpsichordist, the two

types of harpsichord prominent in the musical mainstream in the twentieth

century, and specific pieces written for both between 1960 and 1990. The two

types of instrument under discussion are (1) the modern pedal harpsichord

modelled after the instrument tailor-made for Wanda Lartdowska and (2) the

historical instrument which emerged and proliferated in the latter part of the

twentieth century.

In particular it focuses on the two different types of music composed for the

two instruments, starting with Maurice Ohana's Carillons pour les heures du

jour et de la nuit (1960), written for the modern pedal harpsichord, through

GyOrgy Ligeti's Continuum (1968), also written for the pedal instrument, to

two ensemble pieces including the historical harpsichord: Chiel Meijering's

n'Dame scheert haar benen (1981) for harpsichord and guitar, Ton Bruynes

Schrootsonate (1990) for harpsichord and soundtracks, and Iannis Xenakis's

Khoar, for the modern pedal instrument. Finally, it examines Elliott Carter's

Double Concerto for Harpsichord and Piano with Two Chamber Orchestras (1961),

the most elaborate harpsichord work to date.

The detailed analyses encompass a flexible but consistent methodology,

drawing on the experience of the performer to elucidate the different ways

different composers have related to the different characteristics of the two

types of harpsichord.

The thesis concludes by summarising the development of harpsichord

repertoire from 1960, making inferences from the foregoing discussion, and

commenting on the possibility of continuing development of harpsichord

repertoire in the twentieth-first century.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The harpsichord is one of the very few instruments to have been revived after

a long period of being almost extinct. In the last century, the invention of the

pedal instrument through Wanda Landowska has given its identity an

unusual twist the twentieth-century harpsichord now has its own unique

history.

The exoticism of the sonority of the harpsichord helped raise its profile in

the early part of the twentieth century, when the early-music movement was

gathering momentum. That role of the harpsichord is now diminished:

because it is no longer a strange instrument, it has now to be part of the

musical mainstream. If the harpsichord is to survive, harpsichordists must be

committed to creating, playing and promoting new repertoire which must

evolve.

The harpsichord is here to stay: the early-music movement has been

successful and has ensured the harpsichord its place in musical culture and

education. However its role is geared primarily towards its function as a

continuo instrument. In accordance with the spirit of the early-music

movement, the replica harpsichord is not going to evolve; the impetus to

experiment is much reduced because harpsichord builders are likely to want

to get closer to original instruments. After all, the harpsichord is not a modern

instrument, relative to the piano, and the replica mindset is not about

evolving instrumental capabilities. From that point of view, pending a revival

of the modern pedal instrument, composers increasingly find that they have

to work with the capabilities and limitations of the historical instrument.

However, the revival of the harpsichord need not only be a performance

practice revival. Whereas this aspect of the revival has reintroduced the

sounds of the harpsichord and its older repertoire back into the consciousness

of musicians and music lovers, if the harpsichord is to have a future and a
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voice integral to contemporary musical development, it must have new music

written for it; and indeed it has.

In Harpsichord and Clavichord Music of the Twentieth Century, Francis Bedford

lists around five thousand works? However, much in this catalogue was

written for the modern pedal instrument which has now become scarce.

Furthermore, much of the music is either unidiomatic on the harpsichord,

closer to being piano music, or it is conservative and derivative in character,

drawing on the historical and stylistic connotations of the instrument without

attempting to give the instrument a distinctive and appropriate contemporary

voice. Like any repertoire, there is a lot of bad as well as good. To create a

canon of works, there must, necessarily, be works not only of the first order,

but of second and third orders also. There must be a collective who play and

promote the repertoire, so that they can stimulate composers to write more

music for the harpsichord. It is up to harpsichordists themselves to get the

harpsichord back into the ears and minds of composers. From an

evolutionary point of view this is essential, for without continuity, it is as if

composers, performers and audiences have to start from scratch each time the

instrument is encountered in a contemporary context.

In the course of the twentieth century, two kinds of repertoire have emerged,

one for the modern pedal instrument up to about the 1960s and one for the

historical instrument, from then on. Although one type of music may be

adapted for the other instrument, the two different kinds of repertoire are

predictably not wholly interchangeable. The former tends to make use of the

numerous different registers and designates changes in the score; the latter

concentrates on using the different aspects of harpsichord technique for

differentiation of colour and articulation. In any case, these two strands did

not run parallel to each other, but were mainly written at different times. The

former, written for the modern pedal instrument, typically has Baroque

associations, explicitly or implicitly alluding to specific Baroque formal

1 Francis Bedford, Harpsichord and Clavichord Music of the Twentieth Century (Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1993).



3

preoccupations, for example Elliott Carter's Sonata for Flute, Oboe, Cello and

Harpsichord (1952); the latter explores aspects of sonority of the historical

harpsichord. These two branches of the harpsichord repertoire bring into

relief the differences in technique of playing the modern pedal instrument

and the historical harpsichord.

Since the historical harpsichord has become much more exposed through the

revival of early music from about the 1970s, composers have started to

explore its sonority and physicality in their compositions. The moment of

energy on the attack is very immediate on the harpsichord, compared with

the rounder-toned piano. When a string is plucked, it stretches and then

vibrates, causing a non-harmonic buzz at the beginning which decays into a

purer sound. There is an aspect of noise in the harpsichord sound which is

not present on the piano, which makes harpsichord music more challenging

to hear. Some recent works make a feature of the interplay between different

levels of energy of the attack on the historical harpsichord, for example

Michael Nyman's Convertibility of Lute Strings for solo harpsichord (1992).2

However, even as late as the 1960s, many harpsichordists still played on

modern pedal harpsichords. For example, Virginia Black (then a student

studying with George Malcolm and Geraint Jones at the Royal Academy of

Music in London) remembers that she was taught to "creep on the sound",

referring to the technique of changing registration by gradually putting down

the foot pedal, to imitate a crescendo on the piano.3 This indicates that the

early-music movement had not yet been established and instruments built

after historical models had not reached many music colleges. By the same

token, historical performance practice was in its infancy. The very idea that

the harpsichord could or should imitate the piano speaks volumes.

2 The Convertibility of Lute Strings was commissioned for Virginia Black and first
performed by her in the Purcell Room, London on 17 November 1992. Black and Nyman
were contemporaries at the Royal Academy of Music, and both studied the harpsichord
with Geraint Jones.
3 Interview with Virginia Black, 27 February 2004.
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However, scholarship, instrument construction and performance practice

were already making progress. Though some pioneers had established

ensembles and performance series in the 1950s,4 the 1970s onwards saw an

explosion in the number of groups specialising in authentic performance.

Buoyed by the dedication of a number of prominent keyboard players and

other instrumentalists, and drawing on and in turn generating an increasing

enthusiasm among audiences, concert promoters and recording companies

for the fresh and direct sounds and clear interpretative boundaries of early-

music performance, many period instrument ensembles were formed: Trevor

Piru-tock founded The English Concert, Christopher Hogwood the Academy

of Ancient Music, both in 1973; the same year saw the establishment of

Reinhard Goebel's Musica Antigua KOln; Ton Koopman founded the

Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra in 1979, and in 1986, the Orchestra of the Age

of Enlightenment gave its first concert.

The exposure of early music to a wider audience also raised the profile of the

historical harpsichord which in turn generated interest for it amongst

performers and the public. It was the change in the philosophy of musicians

that brought about the change of attitude towards the modern pedal

instrument. As soon as there were more harpsichordists who preferred the

sound and touch of the historical instrument to the modern pedal

harpsichord, it was inevitable that the pedal instrument would be usurped.

With the exception of Elisabeth Chojnacka, who still champions the pedal

instrument, there is little current interest in it among harpsichordists.

Chojnacka specialises in performing works written for the modern pedal

instrument to the exclusion of historical repertoire and continues to

commission new works. Now, the historical harpsichord has replaced the

pedal instrument; indeed harpsichordists who love and are motivated by

historical keyboard repertoire can have little sympathy with the modern

4 For example, Nikolaus Harnoncourt and his wife Alice founded the Concentus Musicus
Wien in 1953 as a specialist ensemble for the performance of early music on authentic
instruments of Baroque and Classical music.
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pedal harpsichord which does not reveal the many intricacies of that music.

Ralph Kirkpatrick, who had been brought up on modern pedal instruments,

welcomed the arrival of the historical replica in the 1950s and 60s as it

enabled him to balance one register against another by means of touch,

allowing him to follow the piano and forte indications in Bach's Italian

Concerto. He relished playing such instruments:

I now discovered new resources of playing and I enjoyed the privilege

of bringing out the beauties of an instrument [the historical

harpsichord] rather than being obliged to conceal its [the modern

pedal instrument's] defects. I was not only enabled to get rid of all

those fancy registrations, but I was able as the action improved to

cultivate a vocabulary of articulation that far exceed anything I had

before possessed.5

It is largely due to the Landowska Pleyel, and the growing dissatisfaction on

the part of makers and performers with the sound, touch and expressive

limitations of that and other similar instruments, that the notion of original

historical harpsichords has been returned to musical consciousness. The

subtle vocabulary of articulation on the historical harpsichord is starting to be

explored: for example, Brian Ferneyhough meticulously notates many

different kinds of articulation in his Etudes transcendan tales (1982-5), not only

for the harpsichord, but for the soprano voice, flute, oboe and cello which

complete the ensemble, so that the dense score is made even denser by these

as well as verbal indications in Italian to indicate the changes of style in

playing characteristic of this composer. It is doubtful that all the articulation

markings can be realised, especially at such fast tempi as, for example J 70,

where the music is heavily subdivided into small and irregular rhythmic

values.

5 Ralph Kirkpatrick, "Fifty Years of Harpsichord Playing", Early Music, XI:1 (1983), 38.
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There is an accepted outlandishness about writing new music for an old

instrument. In the twentieth century, there has been little new music written

for other old instruments such as the viol consort or the lute, with the

exception of the recorder, another instrument which was revived in the early

years of the early-music movement and which has a flourishing

contemporary tradition. The sheer size of the new harpsichord repertoire is

therefore an exception.

Although our expectations and experience of keyboard style are loaded with

the baggage from the piano and organ repertoires of the nineteenth and

twentieth centuries, that association with the piano has ensured that

composers found the harpsichord an accessible instrument to work with in

the twentieth century. Many composers can play the piano and often

compose at it. The physicality of hands and fingers is a constant and

welcoming familiarity, to the extent that composing for the harpsichord can

seem a little like composing for the piano. However, this familiarity can be a

barrier in imagining the distinctive sonorities and articulations available on

the instrument.

The great composers of the historical keyboard repertoire were also

keyboardists themselves. J.S. Bach, Rameau, Francois Courperin, and

Domenico Scarlatti were all virtuosi. All of them had an intimate knowledge

of the aspects of keyboard technique, including fingering and articulation,

and the subtleties of the harpsichord sound. During the harpsichord

renaissance in the twentieth century, composers had, first of all, to work with

the modern pedal instrument which in important respects was but a pale

imitation of the historical harpsichord: now that truer copies of original

instruments have proliferated in the latter part of the twentieth century, those

composers who compose for it are, with few exceptions, not harpsichordists

themselves. That is not to say that composers who do not play the

harpsichord cannot compose good harpsichord music: far from it. GyOrgy

Ligeti and Louis Andriessen have composed works for the historical

harpsichord that have become classic. But the lack of composer-
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harpsichordists does go some way to explain the limited number of idiomatic

pieces composed in the twentieth century.

However, there are exceptions: for example, the Finnish harpsichordist and

composer Jukka Tiensuu fulfils the model of the all-round musician; he plays

a wide range of repertoire on the harpsichord and piano, teaches, conducts

and has written a number of compositions including ones for harpsichord

such as Fantango (1984) for solo harpsichord, and a number of ensemble

pieces including the harpsichord.

The modern pedal harpsichord fell out of favour because it was based on a

misconception as to the roots of expression in harpsichord music. Its

motivation and strength lay in its possibilities for colouristic effects through

numerous and rapid changes of registration, which were of evident interest to

composers. However, the true expressive power of the harpsichord lies in its

capabilities for different degrees of articulation, which comes from the

physical nature of the connection between finger, key, plectrum and string.

The plectrum gives the illusion that the player is physically plucking the

string and feeling the resistance from the string as it stretches. This is the

harpsichordist's touch, and much discoursed upon in historical treatises such

as Couperin's L'art de toucher le clavecin, and later C.P.E. Bach's Versuch iiber

die zvahre Art das Clavier zu spielen. 6 Harpsichordists accustomed to the

historical tradition of keyboard playing are adroit at exploring nuances of

interpretation of that repertoire; it seems that contemporary musical language

does not always allow for subtle articulation. The art of articulation arises

from a shared understanding of the nature of older musical language; the

relationship between that language, the composer, performer and listener;

and finally a degree of complicity between the performer's role of conveying

subtle feeling, and the listener's role in responding to it.

The conditions of contemporary musical life mean that, by and large,

composers usually do not have a shared understanding of this sort. The

6 Francois Couperin, L'art de toucher le clavecin (Paris, 1717); Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach,
Versuch iiber die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen (Berlin, 1753).
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emancipation of timbre in the music of the twentieth century has led

composers to explore and emphasise tone colour and contrast it sometimes

seems as if they strive for effect rather than cultivate affect. Neither is musical

notation sufficiently discriminating to allow them to specify precisely the

sorts of subtlety in touch and articulation that distinguish the best

interpretations of historical repertoire. Articulation is about phrasing, and

consequently about projecting the formal structure of a piece, making

structure intelligible to the listener. Structure in contemporary works, on the

other hand, is often conveyed differently—thematically, colouristically,

texturally.

Engaging with the harpsichord sound is a prerequisite of composing for it.

Most harpsichordists become familiar with its sound through learning earlier

repertoire, and therefore associate the harpsichord with particular keyboard

styles. Currently, composers seem interested in exploring the historical

resonance of the harpsichord in their compositions. Silvina Milstein's large

ensemble work for fifteen players Tigres Azules (2003) (inspired by a short

story by Luis Borges) has in its nucleus a continuo group made up of the

harpsichord, piano, celesta and harp, as well as tuned percussion consisting

of vibraphone and marimba; it uses the harpsichord "to provide attack,

definition, to contribute to heterophonic textures and also for its percussive

qualities." 7 The reference to the historical model is explicit "The continuo

group is complemented by five wind and five string instruments in a texture

reminiscent of a concerto grosso." 8 Even though a modern pedal instrument

was used in the first performance, the composer admits that a historical

harpsichord would be a suitable alternative. "Whilst the pedals are not

essential, as there are hardly any sudden changes of register, it makes life

easier for the harpsichordist who in addition has to alternate between the

7 Email interview with Silvina Milstein between 12 and 14 February 2004. Tigres Azules
was first performed by the London Sinfonietta (conducted by Oliver Knussen) on 23
January 2004 at the Queen Elizabeth Hall, London.
8 Silvina Milstein, programme note for the concert on 23 January 2004.
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harpsichord and the celesta in Tigres Azules." 9 Similarly, the grain of the

harpsichord sound was a source of inspiration for other composers. David

Harvey's Elegy for solo harpsichord (2002) is concerned with exploring the

contrast between certain aspects of the harpsichord sound. The title was

suggested by an epigraph of Adam Phillips: "So our rage is an elegy, a

frenzied nostalgia...

nostalgia, frenzied and elegy—brings together many opposites... It is an

elegy that holds those tensions and oppositions, not an elegy in the sense of

nostalgic passion, [rather] it is nostalgic rage." 11 Although at the time of

composing it did not seem to him to refer back to historical models of

harpsichord writing, he later commented: "it is a piece which grows from the

middle register and therefore is not based on a vertical harmonic conception;

a piece in which the counterpoint is of articulation as well as of musical line,

and in which the ends of the notes are composed as carefully as their

beginnings."12 Its rondeau form is also a way of relating back to formal

preoccupations of Baroque music; it is a progressive elaboration and then a

return to the music of the opening. And, Robert Keeley finds the idea of

reinventing the past, of taking something from it and modelling on it

stimulating, citing the neo-classical Stravinsky as a precedent. 13 His

Manoeuvring and Finessing for solo harpsichord (1999) takes its title from Jane

Austen's Emma, 14 and explores the rich resonances of particular intervals

such as thirds and sixths. "Manoeuvring" and "finessing", both French loan

words, came into common English usage in the eighteenth century and have

artistic connotations, combining tactical and tactile movement with artful

intelligence. In the present context, this alludes to the art of harpsichord

playing and harks back to its summit in the eighteenth century.

9 Email interview with Silvina Milstein between 12 and 14 February 2004.
19 Adam Phillips, The Beast in the Nursery (London: Faber & Faber, 1998), 101.
11 Interview with David Harvey, 25 February 2004. Elegy was written for and first
performed by Chau-Yee Lo in the Great Hall, University of Leeds on 10 October 2002.
12 Interview with David Harvey, 25 February 2004.
13 Interview with Robert Keeley, 16 March 2004.
14 Jane Austen, Emma (London: Penguin Classics, 1996/2003), Vol.1: Chapter 18, 138.

"10 "The collision of these affective terms—rage,
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However, it is immaterial whether or not a composer has historical

associations in mind when he composes for the harpsichord; because he

cannot exert influence on the mind of the player or the listener, there will

always be expectations, based on the inescapable, though interrupted history

of the instrument.

The goal of this thesis is to explore the ways in which composers have

approached writing for both the modern pedal instrument and more recently

the historical harpsichord. I will set the scene by considering the evolution of

the instrument and the culture of the early-music revival, which both formed

and was formed by the personalities of some of the instrument's pioneers.

With this in mind, the second part of this study consists of detailed critical

analyses of selected works for both solo harpsichord and harpsichord in

ensemble from the contemporary repertoire from 1960 onwards. These

analyses combine a detailed consideration of the music, its character and

consistency, with a critical view of the works from the point of view of the

performer. Contemporary music demands a particular level of engagement

from the performer, who must strive to interpret works in musical languages

with which audiences may be unfamiliar. I will show how these pieces are

both characteristic of their composers, reflecting their musical style and

compositional technique and preoccupations, and also conditioned by the

potential of the instrument for which they were written.

The presentation is not chronological. Chapter 4 takes as its starting point

Carillons pour les heures du jour et de hi nuit, a work completed in 1960 for the

modern instrument by Maurice Ohana, a composer with a particular ear for

colour and sonority. Though written at the threshold of the revival of the

replica instrument, its approach to sound is dependent upon changes of

density and colour through changes of registration of the pedal harpsichord:

paradoxically, the work is not completely successful as a conception for

harpsichord. In Chapter 5 GyOrgy Ligeti's Continuum is used as a kind of

paradigm to explore three works by different composers written after the
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ascendancy of the historical harpsichord. Two chamber works by Dutch

composers, conceived for the historical instrument, illustrate some of the

ways in which composers have extended and complemented the sound of the

harpsichord; in contrast, Xenakis's Khoai, dating from 1976, unashamedly

uses the full resources of the modern pedal instrument. Finally, in the longest

chapter, Chapter 6, Elliott Carter's Double Concerto for Harpsichord and Piano

with Two Chamber Orchestras (1961) is examined. This work is the most

extended and most comprehensive exploration of the potential of the modern

instrument, to the extent that performances on a historical harpsichord are

unthinkable. Critically acclaimed at the time of its premiere and since, it

appeared that the harpsichord had arrived in the mainstream of

contemporary musical life. However, this piece marked the culmination of

the use of the modern pedal instrument by composers. It pushed to the limit

the capabilities of that harpsichord, and brought to a climax one of the

evolutionary strands of the instrument in the twentieth century: in retrospect

however, this strand appears now to be an evolutionary dead-end, with the

pedal harpsichord itself taking on the role of an endangered species. The

future of the harpsichord in contemporary musical life will depend on a

generation of composers becoming familiar with the particular expressive

and sonorous capabilities of the historical instrument fortunately for

harpsichordists, the indications are that this is increasingly the case.
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Chapter 2

The Twentieth-Century Harpsichord

The first harpsichord that made any impact in the twentieth century was that

which was made for Wanda Landowska (1879-1959), referred to here as the

Landowska Pleyel. Lartdowska's belief that keyboard music of the

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries should be played on the harpsichord

led her to search for one and eventually commission the Parisian piano firm

Pleyel to design and build one for her. She had previously been in Berlin,

from around 1895 to 1900, and studied composition with Heinrich Urban,

who also taught Paderewski, Rudolph Ganz, Josef Hofman, and others.

Although she had seen harpsichords which aroused her curiosity, the

instruments she came across had been neglected and were not in playing

condition, and which in all likelihood did not inspire her. So when she

arrived in Paris in 1900 and decided to devote her career to playing

seventeenth- and eighteenth- century music on the harpsichord (as opposed

to playing harpsichord music on the piano, something which musicians had

been and were doing at the time), she wanted to have a harpsichord designed

especially for her for that purpose.

The harpsichord was just beginning to be a subject for lively debates, and

had not yet become an earnest topic for discussion, nor was it taken seriously

as a solo concert instrument. It was more for its antiquity that it was explored,

listened to and talked about, although some musicians such as Brahrns

regarded older music and instruments with a scholarly eye. The poor relics in

museums could not have helped promote its true qualities. In any case, it had

long been accepted that the piano was the superior keyboard instrument; the

consensus was that there was no need to even contemplate reviving the

harpsichord.



13

For Landowska, it was the music of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries

that first caught her imagination.' She had from an early age longed to play

pre-Romantic music, and wanted to draw up a programme of this music to

fill a whole recital, when she was living in Poland and studying with Chopin

specialists Jan Kleczyriski and later Alexander Michalowski. She was also an

avid reader and might well have read about the harpsichord. But it was in

Paris in 1900 when she properly started her campaign whose main objective

was to

reconstitute a harpsichord approaching as closely as possible those of

the middle eighteenth century when they had reached the height of

their glory for richness of registers and beauty of sonority. The

harpsichord... people knew it only as a museum piece. Adorned with

rich carvings, decorated with faded colours and dim gold, they

appeared like phantoms, formerly magnificent, now forever mute.

What was the voice of these harpsichords of which the musicians of

the period speak with such delight? To make it live again, to give it

jubilant or pathetic accents, to evoke polyphonic purity, to make the

coupled keyboards resound, to sing with lingering tones the amorous

cantilenas, such was my dream, a multiple and vast dream.2

Landowska's style, both in her playing, and her writings as exemplified in

Landozvska on Music, is unashamedly Romantic.

The Landowska Pleyel and the Modern Pedal Harpsichord

To realise her dream, she turned to the Parisian piano firm Pleyel to design

an instrument for her. Their chief engineer M. Lamy was responsible for

drawing up plans for the new instrument, which satisfied Landowska's

requirements, one of which being the addition of the sixteen-foot register,

which she and others claimed was present on instruments played by Bach

Landowska's ambition is quoted by her disciple and long-time companion Denise
Restout in Wanda Landowska, Landowska on Music, Denise Restout and Robert Hawkins
eds., London 1965, 5-6.
2 Wanda Landowska, Landowska on Music (London: Secker & Warburg, 1965), 11.
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and Hande1.3 Although instruments with the sixteen-foot register existed in

Bach's lifetime, they were on the whole rare, and were only found on German

harpsichords. A particular instrument in a Berlin collection with a sixteen-

foot disposition came to be known as the "Bach instrument", through a claim

that it was once in Bach's possession. Though widely taken as a model by

makers and players, particularly in Germany, its link with the great composer

was based more on hope than on fact. Moreover it is almost certain that the

sixteen-foot register was not part of its original disposition, but was added

later.4 It is now clear that Landowska's conviction that Bach and Handel used

such an instrument as a matter of course is erroneous. 5 On the other hand, it

should not be ruled out that Bach, even if he did not own an instrument of

this kind, might well have played one, since he took an interest in

innovations, commissioned a lute harpsichord, and knew Gottfried

Silbermann who built harpsichords with the sixteen-foot register.6

The Landowska Pleyel is built almost exactly like a piano, and looks like

one. It has been appropriately called the "plucking piano". 7 It has white keys

made of ivory, and black keys made of ebony. It has a cast iron frame, and a

soundboard made of spruce to the same thickness as that on the piano; its

plectra are made of hard leather; it has pedals which engage and disengage

the registers; on the upper manual it has an eight-foot stop, a lute stop, and a

buff stop; on the lower manual a sixteen-foot, another eight-foot, a four-foot

register and a coupler. The Landowska Pleyel has seven pedals; 8 until the

1960s a register was engaged when the pedal was up, but at the suggestion of

3 ibid.
4 Frank Hubbard, Three Centuries of Harpsichord Making (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1965), 183, 331-333.
5 Wanda Landowska, Landowska on Music, 11. Landowska's assertion that Bach and
Handel used instruments with a sixteen-foot stop is reported here by Landowska's
disciple, Denise Restout.
6 Harms Neupert, Das Cembalo, translated into English by F.E. Kirby as Harpsichord
Manual: A Historical and Technical Discussion (Kassel: Barenreiter, 1960), 75.
7 Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern Harpsichord: Twentieth-Century Instruments
and their Makers (London: Peter Owen, 1969), 164.
8 Similar modern instruments can have five or even nine pedals.
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Landowska's student Rafael Puyana (b.1931) this was subsequently changed

to be more akin to the mechanism used on the piano, the register engaged

when the pedal is depressed. 9 The two manuals are approximately one and a

half inches apart, enabling them to be played at the same time by one hand, a

feature much exploited by Landowska. 10 Although the key weight on the

upper manual is light, when it is coupled, the combined weight of all the

jacks makes a heavy touch on the lower manual and can be a strain on the

player. It is likely that Landowska found this to be the case and developed

her technique accordingly. Films and photographs of her hand positions

reveal a claw-like approach to the keyboards with highly developed finger

independence.11

The sixteen-foot register extends the compass of the instrument by an octave

in the bass and offers additional possibilities of tone colours, particularly

through combination with the four-foot register, with the lute stop, and by

transposing solo playing up an octave to get a bassoon-like sound. However,

because the thick sixteen-foot strings add to the tension of the instrument, the

soundboard of the harpsichord has to be thickened to take the strain, and the

body of the instrument has to be fortified and becomes heavy and rigid. Tone

production is invariably sacrificed as harpsichord strings are thin in

comparison with piano strings, and cannot resonate well in such an

environment. In addition, it is hard to blend tones from the combination of all

four registrations on an instrument with the sixteen-foot register. 12 Often the

bass with its slacker strings produces a more complex tone which thickens the

sound of the whole ensemble of strings, making it opaque and muddy. If the

sixteen-foot stop has a place in the harpsichord registration, it must be used

with discretion, particularly in contrapuntal music as it can easily cloud

9 Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern Harpsichord, 165.
10 Wanda Landowska, Landowska on Music, photograph of Landowska's hands, insert 17d.
between pages 242-243.
11 Landowska: Uncommon Visionary (New York: Video Artists International, 1997).
12 Hanns Neupert, Das Cembalo, 79.
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transparency and the sharp delineation of line.13 However, Landowska was

not alone in whole-heartedly embracing this registration. Others, including

the influential maker Hanns Neupert (1902-80), believed that the sixteen-foot

provided "a solid acoustical foundation and augments the dynamic range,

especially useful as a reserve of sound potentiality in concert instruments."14

Indeed, Neupert represents a generation of builders who were keen to

emulate what they knew to be the sounds of historical instruments whilst

being equally keen to innovate and to improve upon older construction

methods. Neupert did not want to copy original designs and reproduce what

he considered to be the shortcomings of former builders.15

Another innovator John Challis (1907-74) built on the model of the

Landowska Pleyel and added half-positions (or half-hitches) to the upper and

lower manuals to enable further differentiation of dynamic levels. For

example, the half-position of the eight-foot register would be roughly half the

volume of the full eight-foot. However, this and other innovations introduce

significant complexity into the mechanism of the instrument, leading to

difficulties in adjustment and voicing. For this reason, this type of modern

harpsichord is less stable than a historical instrument. 16 One of the most

significant works for the modern pedal harpsichord, the Double Concerto for

Harpsichord and Piano with Two Chamber Orchestras (1961) by Elliott Carter

(b.1908), was written with this Challis instrument in mind, although the

composer was aware that other instruments might be used and suggested

that "adjustments will have to be made to approximate these registrations."17

Although Carter goes on to indicate that approximate dynamics are

occasionally given to help the harpsichordist, these are rare (bar 67,ff; bar

154, p; bar 688, p).

13 Frank Hubbard, Three Centuries of Harpsichord Making, 184.
14 Hanns Neupert, Das Cembalo, 77.
15 Hanns Neupert, Das Cembalo, 59.
16 Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern Harpsichord, 51.
17 See Preface of Elliott Carter's Double Concerto for Harpsichord and Piano with Two Chamber
Orchestras (New York: United Music Publishers, 1961), vii.
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Notwithstanding its inauthenticity vis-à-vis an eighteenth-century

instrument, the Landowska Pleyel became an instrument in its own right two

twentieth-century composers wrote substantial works for it even in its early

years: Manuel de Falla wrote a concerto (1926) and Francis Poulenc the

Concert Champetre (1927-8), both for Landowska. Subsequently many other

composers wrote for the modern pedal harpsichord, culminating in the Carter

work mentioned above, which was written for Ralph Kirkpatrick.

It was largely due to Landowska's initiative that the early-music movement

became charged and accelerated in the second part of the twentieth century.

Landowska was able, through her virtuosity and force of personality, to earn

the admiration of her audience with the aid of her instrument. Like her, a

portion of her audience were firmly rooted in the nineteenth-century

tradition, and naturally accepted that such exceptional artists as Landowska

should be given unrestricted freedom to pursue their art. These artists would

become god-like, tower above the common run of musicians, and be objects

of adulation. Those who worshipped her (and there were many) would also

be in sympathy with her instrument, a harpsichord designed as a vehicle for

solo performances in large halls. In the decades following the birth of the

Landowska Pleyel, Neupert, Erard and many other builders produced

modern pedal harpsichords in large numbers. 18 Although some of the

characteristics of the Pleyel design were left behind (for example, the iron

frame, piano-sized keys and keyboard, and the intricate tuning mechanism),

these instruments are heavily built to support the extra tension of the sixteen-

foot strings, and reflect the background of some of these makers as piano

builders. Much new music was written for the modern pedal harpsichord up

to about the 1960s, including four pieces which are discussed in this thesis:

Maurice Ohana's Carillons pour les heures du jour et de la nuit (1960), GyOrgy

Ligeti's Continuum (1968), Iannis Xenakis's Khoar (1976) and Carter's Double

Concerto (1961).

18 See Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern Harpsichord.
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At the turn of the century, at the same time as Landowska embarked on her

mission, Arnold Dolmetsch (1858-1940) had already begun his research into

original instruments, instrument building and restoration although he did not

specialise only in harpsichords, but extended his interest to other instruments

such as clavichords, lutes, viols, and recorders as well. It was Dolmetsch who

invented the idea of the half-position which Challis, the first Dolmetsch

scholar at Haslemere in 1927, later developed when he returned to the United

States to set up his own workshop. Challis also invented the metal

soundboard made of anodised aluminium, which made the instrument

considerably lighter than one made with a wooden soundboard, stayed in

tune longer, and was therefore more stable. Their sound qualities did not

meet with universal approval: nevertheless he succeeded in making

harpsichords that are as stable as pianos.

Although Challis's instruments are today the subject of controversy, he, and

later Frank Hubbard (1920-76) and William Dowd (b.1922) exerted much

influence on harpsichord building in the latter part of the twentieth century.

In particular Hubbard and Dowd were the first modern makers to build

historical harpsichords in large numbers; they gained the reputation for

building historical replica, having due regard to traditional building

techniques based on systematic and meticulous research into historical

harpsichord making. Harpsichord maker Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann

went as far as to say: "if Boston can be said to be the Antwerp of the modern

harpsichord, then Frank Hubbard and William Dowd are the Ruckers of the

twentieth century."19 Their thorough and scholarly research shed light upon

many aspects of historical harpsichord building and as a result, instruments

built were starting to resemble closely their historical counterparts. This

development also greatly enhanced the revival of historical performance

practice, the increased resonance and richness of sound revealing new and

unexpected richness in the works of the Baroque.

19 Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern Harpsichord, 113.
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The Historical Harpsichord

As the early-music movement became more conspicuous, makers began to

construct their instruments following historical models. These instruments

were being described in greater detail and with greater sympathy than before,

as evidenced by the writings of collectors and makers such as Raymond

Russell and Frank Hubbard.20 Hubbard and Dowd revolutionised the concept

of harpsichord making in the twentieth century from the 1950s onwards by

building faithful copies of historical instruments: from about the late 1960s,

historical replica started to be made in large numbers and the production of

modern pedal instruments was set to decline. The historical instrument

makers abandoned the heavy construction and sixteen-foot registration of the

pedal harpsichord, returned to the use of hand-stops to change tone colours,

and re-established the physical characteristics and materials of seventeenth-

and eighteenth-century instruments as their models.

The harpsichords on which these makers based their designs shared some

key characteristics. The case is made of wood and consists of five main parts.

From the perspective of the keyboard on the left is the spine, which is long

and straight; the tail, a short straight piece which is set at an acute angle to the

spine; the bentside, a curving section which runs more or less parallel to the

bridge; the cheek piece, a short straight piece to the right of the keyboard; and

the bottom is a piece of wood that closes the instrument—thus its function is

both structural and acoustical. The wrest plank is set between the cheek piece

and the spine, with space below it for the keyboard. Some modern builders

have replaced solid wood with plywood.

Inspecting the instrument from the keyboard in a sitting position, the music

desk is at eye level, beneath which is the wrest plank. Here tuning pins secure

the positions of the strings. Bridges or nuts are present, over which the strings

pass, and at this point the vibrating length of a string begins. Iron and brass

20 Raymond Russell, The Harpsichord and Clavichord: An Introductory Study (London: Faber
& Faber, 1959); Frank Hubbard, Three Centuries of Harpsichord Making.
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have been used as stringing material throughout the history of the

harpsichord. Beyond the wrest plank is the jack rail. This covers the action of

the instrument and prevents the jacks from jumping out when the keys are

played. (This is also the usual position for the hammers in the piano.) The

strings continue their course perpendicular to the keyboard to the far end of

the instrument and are fastened to the hitch pin rail, which is a narrow strip

of wood glued along the inner face of the bentside and the end section of the

case. They pass over the bridges secured onto the soundboard; their

vibrations are transmitted to the soundboard and are thus amplified. At the

point of contact with the bridges the vibrating length of a string ends.

The jack is the essential device in harpsichord action; it is the heart of the

instrument. This thin piece of wood carries the plucking mechanism, the

plectrum. All harpsichords share this feature although some twentieth-

century instruments have jacks made of plastic or hard rubber instead of

wood; some Neupert instruments have metal jacks. 21 The top of the jack is set

just above the level of the strings, and is just below the jack rail. At this level a

small piece of felt is fixed to the side of each jack and acts as a damper. The

upper part of each jack is hollowed out in the shape of a rectangle, and into

this is inserted a small pivoted tongue, also made of wood. This tongue is

pivoted on a pin inserted laterally through it, so that the upper part can be

pressed back and away from the string, but is normally kept upright by a

small spring, traditionally made of hog's bristle. Jutting out at ninety degrees

immediately below the adjacent string is the plectrum which produces the

plucking action. Black tail and flight feathers of crow or raven, vulture quills,

brass and leather have been used; the Landowska Pleyel and other modern

harpsichords use hard leather; replica historical instruments use plastic as the

replacement. All produce distinctive tone qualities. The jack rail covers the

row of jacks and controls the depth of touch on the harpsichord.

21 For information on the metal jack, see Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern
Harpsichord, 156-157.
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The plucking mechanism is simple: when the finger depresses a key, the jack

at the back of the key rises. Accordingly, the plectrum rises, passes the string,

plucking it. When the finger releases, the jack returns to its original position.

The plectrum touches the string a second time on its descent but does not

sound because this time the pivoted tongue acts as an escapement and is

forced back, allowing the plectrum to pass the string a second time without

plucking it. The hog's bristle spring then returns the tongue to its upright

position. Finally the damper makes contact with the string and silences it.

In order to broaden the dynamic range of the harpsichord, a second row of

strings may be added, placed parallel and level with the first set, and served

by a second row of jacks arranged with their plectra facing the opposite way

to those of the first. The player selects which set of strings he wishes to

engage by means of a hand stop. To augment this range still further, a third

set of strings—the four-foot—may be added to the other two sets of eight-foot

strings, and is tuned an octave above. The four-foot strings have their own

bridge on the wrest plank, and are placed at a lower level than the other two

unison sets of eight-foot strings.

Generally harpsichords with more than two sets of strings are provided with

two keyboards. In most instruments the lower keyboard controls one eight-

foot stop, the four-foot and any additional stops whilst the upper keyboard

controls the other eight-foot stop. Usually the upper keyboard can be coupled

with the lower manually. Adding or taking away the number of strings that

sound at any one time produces appreciable dynamic changes. Varying the

force with which the harpsichord key is depressed produces negligible

dynamic effect since the degree to which the plectrum extends beyond the

string is fixed and the string is displaced by more or less the same amount

each time it is plucked. In contrast, in the piano action where the hammer hits

the strings, varying the amount of force does produce varying degrees of

dynamics.

In addition to the above, it is common that the following stops may be

present on a harpsichord: the strings on the upper keyboard may be provided
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with a second row of jacks, which pluck them at a point close to the nut,

producing a thin and brittle tone: this is the lute stop; small pieces of leather

or felt can be slid against the sets of strings at a point close to the nut, muting

them to produce a less resonant sound reminiscent of a string pizzicato: this is

the buff stop.

The longer, thicker, and less supple the plectrum, the greater the resistance

produced by it when it presses upwards against the string before plucking it.

On instruments with more than one set of jacks, staggered action mitigates

the resistance of the plectra. When the finger depresses a key very slowly,

each pluck is separate and a distinct sound for each is heard. Thus the action

is staggered and the pressure is less than if all the jacks pluck at the same

time. When the key is depressed slowly, the finger feels the plectrum pushing

against the string on the point of contact; the plectrum plucks the string and

the action is complete. The harpsichordist's finger is in direct mechanical

contact with the string at the point of plucking: it feels as if it were the

plectrum itself, creating an illusion of actual contact with the string. This

direct contact is lacking on the piano. The instrument almost becomes the

player, making the harpsichord much more malleable than the piano.

Precisely because the plucking action is simple, it demands meticulous

responsiveness and elasticity of finger action. The point at which a string is

plucked by a plectrum determines the tone colour that is produced. The

presence and comparative strengths of individual harmonics and the rate of

their growth and decay are the principal factors involved in varying the

quality of tone. It is now accepted that faithfulness to the tone qualities of the

historical instrument is the highest task of the harpsichord builder; although

the Landowska Pleyel and other similar modern instruments have a wider

dynamic and tonal range by incorporating the sixteen-foot register, such

instruments are significantly less resonant than historical instruments.

The compass of the harpsichord keyboard lacked standardisation until the

beginning of the eighteenth century; it has varied with the musical demands

of different times, its place of origin, and various owners; the compass of an
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instrument might have been altered during the course of its career. The

earliest known harpsichord spans just three octaves and a seventh. By the

beginning of the eighteenth century, its compass became a standard one of

five octaves from F' to f". In the twentieth century, makers of both the

modern pedal and historical replica instruments have generally also adopted

this range.

Similarly, there was no standardisation of pitch. Instruments were built at a

great variety of pitch levels, according to local custom, convenience, and the

different practical methods of the instrument makers. It seems that several

pitch levels were in use, both higher and lower than modern pitch, a' at 440

Hz. However, it is generally accepted that harpsichords were tuned at a lower

level in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Present day musicians are

accustomed to a' at 415 as an acknowledgement of historical variation, and

occasionally a' at 392 is used. Landowska, however, did not flinch from

modern concert pitch. The intricate tuning system devised by Pleyel makes

tuning a lengthy process as many turns of the pin produce only a small

change in pitch. For this reason, the Landowska Pleyel is more stable than a

historical instrument

Whereas equal temperament is applied to modern pedal harpsichords,

tempered tuning is generally used on historical instruments. Some composers

in the twentieth century have also experimented with non-traditional tuning,

for example microtonal tuning, on instruments built after historical models.

Several composers attempted to create the illusion of tempered tuning

through the use of false notes on works for the modern pedal harpsichord, for

example, Maurice Ohana in Carillons pour les heures du jour et de la nuit (1960);

others have used different temperaments in the same composition for a

double-manual historical instrument, for example, Jukka Tiensuu's Fantango

for solo harpsichord (1984), where the upper keyboard is tuned microtonally

lower than the lower keyboard. In view of the intensity of dissonance in some

twentieth-century harpsichord compositions, equal or near equal
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temperament is often preferred. The application of a historical temperament

would obscure the dissonance and nullify the desired effect.

By way of conclusion, it is worthwhile to consider some of the problems

often encountered in harpsichord building and maintenance, so to identify

some of the problems faced by early harpsichord builders at the beginning of

the harpsichord revival, and to highlight the characteristics that make the

harpsichord distinct from other keyboard instruments. These are: the pluck,

jack action and the overall instability of the instrument.

The plectrum is an essential component in the plucking mechanism. Leather

has been used in the past, as has quill. Some twentieth-century makers

including Dowd turned to plastic. Although plastic bends evenly under

pressure, at the point of maximum elasticity it unbends with a mechanical

sound very different from that of an organic material such as quill. Quality of

sound aside, the artificial feel is also dissimilar to the true pluck of a quill.

Nevertheless, many players have grown up on instruments with plastic

plectra, and are happy with a material that is less brittle, therefore more

durable than quill.

The jack action can be intricate on a harpsichord. The necessity for all the

jacks to slide up and down the jack guide and return to their original

positions is dependent upon many variables, including humidity and

temperature. On instruments with several sets of strings, the space for the

jack action becomes more limited and is the cause of maintenance problems

such as jacks sticking and jack slides jamming. Finally, the relative stability of

the instrument is also a function of its tone. To obtain clarity and warmth of

tone on the harpsichord, fine strings and a thin soundboard must be matched

by a case in proportion made of the appropriate organic materials;

accordingly, activities such as expansion, contraction, and shifting must be

taken into account.22

22 Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann, The Modern Harpsichord, 63-64.
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This, by extension, also highlights a main objective of early piano builders:

hammer action replaces the pluck to offer more volume and a wider range of

dynamics. Since the kind of force and the amount with which each key is

struck is part of the essence of piano playing, builders began to construct

sturdier instruments to withstand force, hence the iron frame, thicker strings,

and more numerous—three strings on the piano produce one single tone,

stronger case, and complex bracing. The tone of a modern piano is rounder,

softer than the harpsichord. It has more tone colours in addition to its wide

dynamic range. Its sheer carrying power even in large auditoria ensures its

status as a concert instrument. The sustaining pedal makes the piano more

forgiving to play; it is easier to sound competent on the piano than on the

harpsichord.

All in all, the harpsichord has a lighter touch than the piano. However, its

light and therefore quick action can encourage wrong notes; it follows that a

neat, precise finger technique that commands subtle control is the crux of

harpsichord playing. Because the tone of the harpsichord is short-lived

compared to that of the piano, it is more difficult to produce a singing

melodic line on the harpsichord, although this focus on the expression of line

is of paramount importance in playing the historical instrument and

repertoire. Bach urges players to cultivate "a singing style in playing" in the

title page of his Inventionen und Sinfonien, (BWV 772-804 23 the flexibility of

tone and subtlety of articulation required to approach the ideal of the singing

voice are characteristic of the historical instrument, and are lacking in the

modern pedal instrument with its heavier construction, lack of resonance,

and emphasis on colouristic changes.

The light plucking action enables the beginning of each note to be clearly

heard. Its clean tone suggests a characteristic purity that is at once clear and

subtle, making it especially suited to contrapuntal writing as each line can be

23 Johann Sebastian Bach, Inventionen und Sinfonien, BWV 772-801, 1723, title page: "...am
allermeisten... eine cantable [sic] Art im Spielen zu erlangen..."
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distinctly perceived. The directness of the mechanism of the harpsichord

lends great rhythmic precision; moreover it also allows the rapid repetition of

notes, a feature much exploited by composers past and present.

As most parts of the harpsichord are made of organic materials, for example

the soundboard, frame, keyboards and keys, the instrument is more sensitive

to environmental conditions than the modern piano. The wood expands and

contracts, bringing the instrument out of tune; the jacks need regulating; the

plectra snap and need replacing. Many harpsichordists tune their instruments

and carry out basic repairs, for example, replacing and voicing plectra.

The dual identity of the harpsichord is unique although it is also a source of

confusion: although instruments built following historical models are now

accepted as authentic instruments, modern harpsichords with pedals have

become instruments in their own right. Even if they are considered

inappropriate for playing early music, they are the authentic instruments for

playing such works as the Carter Double Concerto. Whereas it is stylistically

inappropriate to play early music on modern harpsichords with pedals, it

would be impossible to play, for example, the Double Concerto, or Xenakis's

Khoai on a historical harpsichord. The modern pedal harpsichord is

indispensable for music which depends on numerous changes of registration.

Although both the historical harpsichord and the modern pedal instrument

are known by the same name, they are, as has been shown here, two quite

different instruments.
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Chapter 3

A Historical Narrative

It is said that many harpsichords, confiscated from the nobility during the

French Revolution, were burnt for fuel during the cold winter of 1816. 1 For

whatever reason, although they were few and far between in the nineteenth

century, some instruments survived, in private homes and in museums,

waiting to be discovered. This too was the case with harpsichord music. An

increasing quantity of older music became available throughout the

nineteenth century, in the collected editions of the works of recognised

masters such as Bach and Handel, and later in the more wide-ranging

repertoire published in national collections such as Denkmiller der Tonkunst,

Denkmiiler Deutscher Tonkunst and Denkmdler der Tonkunst in Osterreich. 2 The

opportunity was ripe for that music to be heard in something close to its

original sound.

However, music is first and foremost about people. There is a continuity

from the nineteenth-century pioneers to the performers of the middle of the

twentieth century; to set the scene for a more detailed consideration of the

impact of the harpsichord on composers and their music in the following

decades, this narrative will describe the personal connections and influences

between the most significant figures in the revival of the harpsichord and its

music.

There were many attempts in the nineteenth century to revive the music of

the early Classical, Baroque and Renaissance eras. Some repertoires never

disappeared entirely: in particular, Bach's keyboard music had been used by

certain teachers, including Beethoven's, in the late eighteenth century, and

1 Raymond Russell, The Harpsichord and Clavichord: An Introductory Study (London: Faber
& Faber, 1973), Howard Schott rev., second edition, 119.
2 Denkmiiler der Tonkunst (1869-71), edited by Friedrich Chrysander; Denkmeiler Deutscher
Tonkunst (from 1892), edited by a committee of eminent German musicians and scholars
including Chrysander, Spitta, Joachim and Brahms; Denknuller der Tonkunst Osterreich
(from 1894) under the general editorship of Guido Adler.
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was revived in the early part of the nineteenth century to become increasingly

widely played and appreciated, albeit on the piano, by many notable

performers. Others, however, were more curious about the sound of this

music. The French virtuoso pianist and composer Louis Diemer (1843-1919),

whose playing had a reputation for precision and purity, organised early-

music concerts. He played music, for example, by Bach and Rameau, on the

harpsichord in his piano recitals. Diemer's successful concerts of old music

featured in the Paris Exhibition of 1890 led him to devote much of his time to

promoting the revival of early music: he was a founder of the Societe des

Instruments Anciens, in which he performed on the harpsichord and which

included such players as Louis van Waefelghem (1840-1908) (viola d'amore),

Laurent Grillet (1851-1901) (viol) and Jules Delsart (1844-1900) (viola da

gamba).

Diemer inspired many of his students to continue the work of rediscovery.

Among them was Alfredo Casella (1883-1947), who as early as 1906 had

played the harpsichord professionally as a member of Henri Casadesus's

Societe des Instruments Anciens Casadesus. Casella later revised and edited the

harpsichord and organ works of Frescobaldi; 3 as a composer he showed his

indebtedness to early music directly and most notably in Scarlattiana, op.44

for piano and small orchestra (1926), and indirectly in his lifelong attempt to

create a distinctive Italian instrumental style for the first time since the days

of Vivaldi. He was devoted to early music to the end of his life and helped

found the Settimane Senesi at the Accademia Chigiana in Siena in 1939.

Societe des Instruments Anciens Casadesus was a collaboration between Henri

Casadesus (1879-1947) and Camille Saint-Saens (1835-1921) whose concerts

ran from 1901 to as late as 1939. Together with his brothers Francis and

Marius, Henri published what claimed to be editions of unknown works by

eighteenth-century composers: there was an Adagio for string orchestra

3 Published by Istituto Editoriale Italian°, Milan, 1919. Characteristic of their period,
Casella's editions are burdened with phrasing, articulation, dynamic and other
expressive indications.
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attributed to C.P.E. Bach, a violin concerto in D ("Adelade") by Mozart, and

concerti by C.P.E. and J.C. Bach. Although all of these are now known to be

fabrications, this joint venture and similar deceptions by other composers

nevertheless give a flavour of the spirit and concerns of the age; musicians

were keen to show that they were interested to explore older repertoire.

These were examples typical of the scholarship that combined musical

instincts and scholarly investigation to throw light on aspects of music and its

history. Saint-Saens edited the complete works of Rameau, 4 and was

instrumental in reviving the works of J.S. Bach, Handel and Mozart in France.

He even spent time studying Handel manuscripts in the library at

Buckingham Palace whilst visiting this country. Some of his own

compositions reflect his preoccupation with older music: for example, the

Septet, op.65 (1881) for piano, trumpet, two violins, viola, cello and double

bass reinvents seventeenth-century French dances.

Most notably, Johannes Brahms (1833-97) excelled in early-music

scholarship, in collecting and editing older repertoire. 5 He moved in the circle

of the leading musicologists of his day: Spitta, Chrysander, Nottebohm, and

Hanslick all corresponded with him particularly on matters of editing and

performance practice. Indeed his edition of the complete works of Francois

Couperin (1888) in collaboration with Chrysander is, remarkably for its time,

an Urtext edition. 6 Brahms was an avid collector of rare editions of music and

books on music. Eventually, his library contained some of the most important

theoretical works of the eighteenth century, and autograph manuscripts of

important works by such composers as Mozart, Haydn, and Robert

Schumann.7 Brahms was a regular reader of the important musicological

4 Published by Durand, Paris, 1895-1924. After Saint-Saens's death in 1921, the edition
was completed by M. Emmanuel and M. Teneo.
5 Karl Geiringer, "Brahms as a Musicologist", The Musical Quarterly, LXIX (1983), 463-470.
6 First published in 1888 by Augener, London, and reprinted by Dover, New York, in
1988.
7 Now in the archive of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, Vienna. See Karl and Irene
Geiringer, "The Brahms Library in the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, Wien." Notes XXX:1
(September 1973), 7-14.



30

journals of his day—the Allegemeine musikalische Zeitung, the Musikalisches

Wochenblatt and the Vierteljahresschrift far Musikwissenschaft— and was

appointed to the editorial board of the Denkmdler Deutscher Tonkunst by the

Prussian Ministry of Culture in 1892.

Another noted pianist and composer was encouraged by Brahms in his early

years. Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924) rejected the subjective and programmatic

trends of much nineteenth-century music, placing absolute music at the

forefront of artistic ambition and identifying Bach and Beethoven as the

sources for this vision. 8 Busoni transcribed some of Bach's works for the

piano for his recitals, including the Chacorme from the second partita for

unaccompanied violin, and a number of organ works. Although these

arrangements were controversial — Busoni made alterations to the original

text and gave his own directions for phrasing and dynamics —they

nevertheless show his enthusiasm for this music which was then only

beginning to be appreciated again. His arrangements and performances

played an important part in bringing this music before a new generation of

musicians and audiences. As with Brahms, the encounter with old music left

its mark on Busoni's compositions: though the monumental Fantasia

Contrappuntistica (1910-12) is the most thorough-going manifestation of his

identification with the musical language and procedures of the Baroque, the

more intimate Sonatina ad usum infantis (1916) was written for the harpsichord

and is recognised as one of the first twentieth-century works for the

instrument. Some years earlier in his opera Die Brautwahl (1910), he had used

the harpsichord, with the instrument on stage at the beginning of the second

act.

Busoni was well connected with the leading figures of the early-music

revival. Among them, Arnold Dolmetsch (1858-1940) taught him for a short

time in 1905 when both were in New York; in the same year Busoni acquired

8 Ferruccio Busoni, Sketch of a New Esthetic of Music (Trieste, 1907), quoted in Elliott
Schwartz and Barney Childs, Contemporary Composers on Contemporary Music (New York:
Da Capo, 1998), 5-6.
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a Dolmetsch harpsichord through the generosity of the firm of Chickering.

This instrument subsequently became Ralph Kirkpatrick's first harpsichord.

Dolmetsch's legacy to the early-music movement is manifold: as an

instrument maker and restorer, as a player of instruments including the viols,

lute and harpsichord; as a writer, his work marks him out as one of the

pioneers of the twentieth-century early-music revival. He was not alone,

however, in taking an interest in early music at that time. For example, this

music was talked about in lectures in Oxbridge, particularly Cambridge. But

that his interest was more than academic, that he thirsted to make that music

come alive, rather than seeing it as an object of study of antiquity, was rare.

Dolmetsch was born into a family of musicians and learned piano making

from his father Rudolph and organ building from his maternal grandfather,

Armand Guillouard. Whilst at the Royal College of Music in London, he

studied the violin with Henry Holmes and harmony with Frank Bridge. Both

in his time as a student and in the following years, the industrialist and

encyclopaedist Sir George Grove fostered his growing interest in early music.

Dolmetsch made great efforts to seek out older music to add to his repertoire,

and his library contained many sixteenth-, seventeenth- and eighteenth-

century manuscripts and early editions. His researches led to the publication

in 1915 of his book The Interpretation of the Music of the Seventeenth and

Eighteenth Centuries, a pioneering effort at that time.9

At the suggestion of William Morris (1834-96), Dolmetsch built his first

harpsichord and exhibited it at the Arts and Crafts Exhibition in London in

1896.10 He went on to design and build many others, including an unusual

triangular harpsichord which is a like a spinet, but with two pedals; this

instrument when folded fitted into a London cab. Throughout his life he came

into contact with artists and musicians. Important harpsichord makers

received their training through Dolmetsch; among these was the American

9 See Bibliography for bibliographical reference.
10 Margaret Campbell, Dolmetsch: The Man and his Work (Seattle: University of Washington
Presss, 1975), 100.
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John Challis (1907-74), who was the first Dolmetsch Foundation scholar at

Haslemere in the late 1920s. He subsequently returned to the United States

where he became one of the most influential makers of the twentieth century.

Continuing Dolmetsch's spirit of innovation, Challis was responsible for

designing and building instruments with aluminium soundboards, and using

jacks machined from hard rubber.11

Other harpsichord makers also owed much to Dolmetsch. Frank Hubbard

(1920-76) studied briefly at Haslemere with Dolmetsch before joining Hugh

Gough in London in 1947. His book Three Centuries of Harpsichord Making

remains an influential work on harpsichord building from the sixteenth to

eighteenth centuries;12 Hubbard's one-time partner William Dowd was a

pupil of Challis and was responsible for an important design based on the

two-manual harpsichords of Pascal Taskin (1723-93); this instrument has

since become popular amongst players. In England, Robert Goble (1903-91)

worked for Dolmetsch for twelve years from 1925-37 and in 1947 set up his

own workshop in Oxford after the War which has since made well over five

hundred harpsichords.

Whilst Dolmetsch represents the beginning of a move towards authenticity,

the revival instruments of the turn of the twentieth century were far from

authentic. Indeed in his case, even the late instruments, including the ones

constructed after his death in his workshop, have few features in common

with other historical replica such as the Hubbard and Dowd instruments. For

example, the cases are often heavily constructed and heavily framed.

Dolmetsch was not only concerned with revival, but was also an innovator,

and invented features that had nothing to do with the original instruments.

His half-hitches (or half-positions) are a case in point. A small movement of

the jackslide away from the strings makes the jack pluck at the tip of the

11 Challis's innovative use of materials is described in Wolfgang Joachim Zuckermann,
The Modern Harpsichord: Twentieth-Century Instruments and their Makers (London: Peter
Owen, 1969), 92-98.
12 See Bibliography for bibliographical reference.
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plectrum, resulting in a softer tone. This feature was later developed by his

student Challis; Elliott Carter's Double Concerto (1961) was written

specifically for a Challis instrument with these half-hitches.

Dolmetsch touched upon many facets of early music. He played and taught

several instruments, including the viols, lute, clavichord and harpsichord,

with Suzanne Bloch (1907-2002) and Diana Poulton (1903-95) among his

devoted students. As a young boy living in Haslemere, Robert Donington

(1907-90) met Dolmetsch and began his study and performance of early

music. However, Dolmetsch was not only important as teacher and

performer, but also in setting the precedent of the performer-researcher, and

in this respect, Donington has been a chief exponent of informed

performance: he was a member of the English Consort of Viols from 1935-9,

the London Consort from 1950 to 1960, and founded and directed the

Donirtgton Consort of Viols (1956-61). The Work and Ideas of Arnold Dolmetsch

(1930) is an affirmation of his admiration of Dolmetsch's achievements. More

importantly, Donington's book The Interpretation of Early Music (1963) is now a

standard reference work, and has run to several editions.13 The later A

Performer's Guide to Baroque Music (1973) is also popular. 14 These works have

their roots in Dolmetsch's The Interpretation of the Music of the Seventeenth and

Eighteenth Centuries, and echo many of Dolmetsch's ideas.

Far ahead of his time, Dolmetsch frequently consulted treatises such as

Couperin's L'art de toucher le clavecin, and C.P.E. Bach's Versuch fiber die wahre

Art das Clavier zu spielen. 15 His reputation as a researcher into primary sources

brought him into contact with professional academics such as F.T. Arnold

(1861-1940). Both Dolmetsch and Arnold quote C.P.E. Bach's treatise in their

writings. When in 1926 Arnold was about to submit for publication his

13 Robert Donington, The Interpretation of Early Music, (London: Faber & Faber, 1963).
14 Robert Donington, A Performer's Guide to Baroque Music (London: Faber & Faber, 1973).
15 See Bibliography for bibliographical references of these two treatises.
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substantial work The Art of Accompaniment from a Thorough-bass as Practised in

the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, 16 he wrote to Dolmetsch:-

I go on Tuesday next to Cambridge... to deliver the MS of my book at

the University Press, for approval... I don't think any of these people

to whom the book will be submitted have any idea of the importance

of the subject or sufficient knowledge of it to make them competent

critics— they will only realise that it is very long—If you, who are so

universally acknowledged as an authority, would write a few lines

concerning the need for some such work and adding anything that

you could, conscientiously say about my qualifications for the task

(you know that I have, at all events, a genuine interest in the music of

the period) you would be doing me a great service, and it might just

turn the scale between acceptance and rejection.17

It is not known what Dolmetsch's reply was on this occasion, but it is certain

that the two corresponded avidly throughout their lives and consulted each

other on many musicological performance issues.

Dolmetsch was not always admired by the academic or artistic milieu of his

time. Not having completed a university degree, he was often frowned upon,

particularly by music academics, who did not take his work seriously. He

did, however, have staunch supporters. Percy Grainger (1882-1961) attended

many of the concerts at the festivals at Haslemere and praised the wide scope

of Dolmetsch's pioneering work. He often brought other musicians to these

concerts, including Cyril Scott (1879-1970) and Roger Quilter (1877-1953). He

was enthusiastic in promoting the festivals in the United States, and in

securing engagements for the Dolmetsch family ensemble in America.

Although the depression kept these concerts from becoming a reality, it does

illustrate the strength of Grainger's friendship towards Dolmetsch. Grainger's

16 Although the letter refers to the University Press in Cambridge, in the event the book
was published by the Oxford University Press in 1931.
17 Margaret Campbell, Dolmetsch: The Man and his Work, 219.
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article "Arnold Dolmetsch, Musical Confucius", published in The Musical

Quarterly in 1933, similarly talks of Dolmetsch's activities in the most

favourable terms. He describes Dolmetsch as a genius and talks of his

"universality of vision".18 In a letter to Dolmetsch in 1935, Grainger writes,

"you seem to me to have more artistic commonsense than any musician I

have ever met."19 Later Grainger also edited The Dolmetsch Collection of English

Consorts, which was published by Schirmer in 1944, four years after the death

of Dolmetsch.

Others who benefited from Dolmetsch's advice include Ernest Ansermet

(1883-1969) who founded the Orchestre de la Suisse Romande. Correspondence

between them in 1929 concerns the use of double-dotting and notes inigales

and the length of appoggiaturas.2° And, writer and critic Ernest Newman

(1868-1959) followed much of Dolmetsch's development and struck up a

friendship with him. Newman reviewed Dolmetsch's book on The

Interpretation of the Music of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries favourably

and places it above Edward Dannreuther's Musical Ornamentation.21 He

praised Dolmetsch's ability to make old music come alive and intelligible.

Dolmetsch was controversial among musicians, but his contacts did not stop

there. By virtue of the many facets of his activities, he drew attention from the

elite artistic milieu. The most influential was George Bernard Shaw (1856-

1950) who spent six years as a music critic (first with The Globe, then from

1890-94 with The World) and encountered and reviewed Dolmetsch's playing

on the clavichord as early as 1893.22 His comments in his review show a

marked sympathy for the music and for Dolmetsch's efforts to revive

appropriate performance: on the strength of this Dolmetsch invited Shaw to

subsequent concerts. In particular in Shaw's Music, the author refers to an

18 Percy Grainger, "Musical Confucius", The Musical Quarterly (USA), XIX:2 (1933), 187-
198.
19 Quoted in Margaret Campbell, Dolmetsch: The Man and his Work, 294.
28 Margaret Campbell, 293.
21 Edward Dannreuther, Musical Ornamentation (London: Novello, 1893).
22 Margaret Campbell, 58.
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occasion when Dolmetsch played continuo in the St. Matthew Passion on the

piano.23 Remarkably for such strong-minded and volatile individuals, they

remained on good terms throughout their lives, Shaw writing enthusiastically

in support of a study of Dolmetsch's contribution to music in 1937:

Arnold Dolmetsch's work has been of the greatest importance both

historical and practical in English music ... How astonishingly

Dolmetsch brought it to life after centuries of neglect and oblivion can

be appreciated only by those who remember, as I do, how absurdly it

was handled before—when it was handled at all. No musical subject

could be more worthy of endowment.24

Dolmetsch's influence reached beyond the musical world. He made the

acquaintance of Edward Burne-Jones (1833-98), who decorated a clavichord

Dolmetsch made in 1897. Dolmetsch tapped into the world of the pre-

Raphaelites, and became widely known among writers. James Joyce (1882-

1941) tried to commission a lute from Dolmetsch and wanted to master the

instrument in a short time; Dolmetsch, however, had no time for someone he

considered a musical dilettante and dismissed the request (though Joyce in

fact came from a musical family, and had a good tenor voice). The subject of

the purchase of a Dolmetsch lute does find its way into Ulysses in a discussion

between Stephen and Bloom.25

Sympathetic to the arts-and-crafts movement's goal of recapturing the ethos

of the pre-industrial age, Dolmetsch inevitably met numerous others who

were like-minded. The most important for our present purposes is Violet

Gordon Woodhouse (1871-1948), who first encountered Dolmetsch at one of

his concerts at the Artworkers' Guild in London in 1896. 26 Originally a

pianist, but learning with Agustin Rubio (1856-1940) who was a cellist, she

23 George Bernard Shaw, Shaw's Music, Dan H. Lawrence ed. (London: Bodley Head,
1981), vol.2, 777-783, vol.3, 778.
24 Quoted in Margaret Campbell, Dolmetsch: The Man and his Work, 280.
25 James Joyce, Ulysses (London: Penguin Classics, 2000), 771.
26 Margaret Campbell, Dolmetsch: The Man and his Work, 102.
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soon took to early instruments. With Dolmetsch's encouragement she became

the leading English player of her day, performing in London with CasaIs

amongst others, and making the first commercial recordings of the

harpsichord in 1920. 27 Her studies with Dolmetsch extended through a range

of early keyboard instruments, including the harpsichord, clavichord,

virginals and spinet. Through Dolmetsch she extended her repertoire to

include composers such as Dowland, Purcell, and Locke. It was at this time

too that she started to take a serious interest in the sonatas of Scarlatti, for

which she was to become famous.

Gordon Woodhouse's first harpsichord was made by Thomas Culliford in

the workshop of Longman and Broderip in 1785, but came to her from

Dolmetsch who, in 1896, perpetrated violence to it unthinkable now (but

common in the eighteenth century) by adding an extra manual to the original

single-manual instrument. Gordon Woodhouse was happy with his efforts,

and indeed commissioned several more instruments from Dolmetsch during

her career.

Although they did not always stay in close touch, Dolmetsch and Gordon

Woodhouse corresponded on musical matters (for example, a letter from

Dolmetsch to Gordon Woodhouse in 1911 talks about the use of clavichords

in J.S. Bach's time, in response to Landowska's recendy published assertions

that Bach did not intend his music to be played on the clavichord 28), and she

remained an important exponent of his ideas. Other artists who attended

Dolmetsch's concerts include Louis Van Waefelghem (1840-1908), Henry J.

Wood (1869-1944), W.B. Yeats (1865-1939) and Florence Farr (1860-1917).

The prevailing ethos of The Artworkers' Guild: "Time will run back, and

fetch the age of gold" was shared by Dolmetsch and his sympathisers,

including musicians such as Gordon Woodhouse, Bloch, and Poulton. This

motto of John Milton (1608-74) is painted on the lid of a clavichord made for

Gordon Woodhouse by Thomas Goff (1898-1975), delivered to her in 1946,

27 Jessica Douglas-Home, Violet (London: Harvill Press, 1996), 184.
28 Jessica Douglas-Home, Violet, 315-316.
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and sums up the concerns of that circle which then dominated the British

early-music revival scene. Osbert and Edith Sitwell, who were admirers of

Gordon Woodhouse, put this same motto in a notice in The Times for six years

on each anniversary of her death.29

If the idealistic arts and crafts movement was epitomised by the Dolmetsch

circle, its antithesis must be Wanda Landowska. Whereas the agenda of the

arts-and-crafts movement had social and political overtones, Landowska's

aim was simpler. Born a Polish peasant, she had come to love pre-Romantic

music from an early age. Whilst she studiously absorbed the works of Chopin

and Liszt, she later decided to devote her career to performing the keyboard

works of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries on the instrument for

which she thought they had been written—the harpsichord. 3° It is possible

that one of the reasons she decided to (more or less 31) abandon the piano for

the harpsichord was that she had suffered from gangrene in her teens, 32 and

the large stretches in Romantic piano works gave her trouble. This may also

have led her to take up composition at around the same time; she composed

songs with piano accompaniment, and made arrangements of Polish

folksongs and dances.33

Evidently, the idea of playing seventeenth- and eighteenth-century

repertoire on the harpsichord took possession of her. 34 With her husband

Henry Lew, she set about finding a suitable instrument that would help her

realise her ambition. However, she was not satisfied with what she found —

partly because there were not many instruments around, and those she found

and tied out had been neglected and were in bad condition, and in all

probability those that had been restored were badly done so, so that none of

29 Jessica Douglas-Home, Violet, 311.
30 Wanda Landowska, Landowska on Music, 9.

Landowska played the piano throughout her life in concert, but she devoted most of
her energy to the harpsichord.
32 Allan Evans, "Wanda Landowska",
httpl I arbiterrecords.com/musicresourcescenter/landowska.html,  6 May 2004.
33 The manuscripts of these are held in the Landowska Center in Lakeville, Connecticut.
34 Wanda Landowska, Landawska on Music, 9.
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them exhibited qualities worthy of emulation—and persuaded the piano firm

Pleyel to design one for her. After discussions with the Director of Pleyel,

Gustave Lyon, and visits to museums, plans were drawn up for Landowska's

instrument

Her two-manual Pleyel harpsichord has an added sixteen-foot, as well as the

usual two eight-foot registers, a coupler and a lute stop. The presence of the

sixteen-foot requires a more rigid frame, and plucking four sets of strings

simultaneously made her harpsichord unwieldy. Consequently she

developed a claw-like approach to the instrument, as seen in photographs of

her hands.35 It is true that some of the harpsichords in Bach's time had a

sixteen-foot register, but these were rare. 36 However, it is not so much the

presence of the sixteen-foot that should be criticised, but her use of it37 To

many harpsichordists now the sixteen-foot has an ugly sound. It is machine-

like and hard on the ear, and seems incongruous with Baroque aesthetics. It

lacks resonance and bears no relation to the range of sonority of most other

Baroque instruments. The sound of her harpsichord is in part responsible for

making her recordings seem dated.

Nevertheless, her sense of mission, her passion to express herself in music,

and her desire to be heard made her a force to be reckoned with. She was not

afraid of controversy, and was quick to seize on any opportunity to promote

her cause. Following the publication of her book Musique Ancienne in 1909,38 a

notable and public disagreement with Dolmetsch and others was occasioned

35 Wanda Landowska, Landawska on Music, inserts 17 a-d, found between 242-243.
36 See Chapter 2.
37 This is, however, a question of aesthetics, and as such is beyond the scope of this thesis_
Landowska made over one hundred commercial recordings (for discography see Wanda
Landowska, Landawska on Music, 411-424), and there are over one hundred and ninety
reviews of her public performances in newspapers and journals in Europe and the United
States between the two World Wars alone. (For a list see A.H. Cash, "Wanda Landowska
and the Revival of the Harpsichord", PhD, University of Kentucky, Louisville, 1990, 374-
379.)
38 Wanda Landowska, Musique Ancienne, (Paris: 1909).
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by her publication "Le clavecin chez Bach" ,39 in the journal of the recently-

established Societe Internationale de Musicologie, and in 1911, "Fiir wekhes

Instrument hat Bach sein [Das] Wohltemperierte Klavier geschriebenro In these

she asserted that Bach intended none of his keyboard works, specifically not

Das Wohltemperierte Klavier, to be played on the clavichord, drawing on the

evidence of Bach's other titles, an interpretation of the documents describing

the instruments forming part of Bach's estate at his death, the nature of the

clavichord and intrinsic characteristics of the music. Though both the

arguments and counterarguments in this controversy now appear to be either

overstated or inaccurate, 41 it is clear that Landowska relished the debate and

was happy that attention was being drawn to the music she championed.

It took Landowska many years to establish the harpsichord as a solo concert

instrument. She would, to start off with, play only one piece on the

harpsichord, and the rest of her programme on the piano in her concerts, and

then gradually increased the number of pieces on the harpsichord until

eventually she would devote a whole recital to harpsichord music played on

the harpsichord. She more or less single-handedly brought the harpsichord

into mainstream music, even if the instrument she invented is now

incontrovertibly inauthentic.

As teacher she was also formidable and for many years her classes held in

her residence in St-Leu-La-Foret, north of Paris, attracted students from all

over Europe and the United States, many of whom became well-known

players in their own right. Kirkpatrick went there, as did Sylvia Marlowe,

Putnam Aldrich, and Denise Restout. Forced to flee Paris in May 1940 in

advance of the German occupation, she established herself at Lakeville,

Connecticut, where her students included Rafael Puyana. But the St. Leu

39 The article in condensed form appears in Landowska on Music, 139-150, under the title
Bach's Keyboard Instruments.
40 Wanda Landowska, "Rir welches Instrument hat Bach sein [Das] Wohltemperierte
Klavier geschrieben?", Neue Zeitschrift fiir Musik (May 1911).
41 See Dolmetsch's response in the letter to Violet Gordon Woodhouse cited above; Jessica
Douglas-Home, Violet, 315-316.
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annual summer classes did not only attract harpsichordists: pianists attended,

among them Clifford Curzon (1907-82), as did singers and other

instrumentalists. At the inaugural concert in July 1927, it was Alfred Cortot

(1877-1962) who shared centre stage with Landowska in a programme of

music played on two pianos, including the Bach's concerto for two

harpsichords in C, and a Mozart Sonata, also played on two pianos. In

between, Landowska inserted some pieces by Couperin, Dandrieu, Rameau

and Chambonnieres, played on her harpsichord.42

Landowska developed the modern harpsichord technique, laying particular

emphasis on fingering and touch, and the acquisition of a true harpsichord

legato and a variety of articulation. She advocates independence of fingers,

and invented many exercises for strengthening finger independence. Many

did not like her style of teaching, and Kirkpatrick trenchantly criticised her

self-glorification,43 but there were those who were devoted to her, such as

Denise Restout (b.1918) (who later gave up her career to be Landowska's

companion and secretary, and who now directs the Landowska Center in

Lakeville), and Isabelle Nef (who on seeing that Landowska left Paris without

her Pleyel during the second World War, sold her own life insurance policy to

purchase the last Pleyel instrument available for Landowska).44

In addition to her performing activities, Landowska was in the habit of

putting down her musical thoughts on paper and often covered paper

napkins, scrapbooks, and many other surfaces with her jottings on musical

matters. Many of her articles have been published, mostly in French, from the

time when she was in Paris at the beginning of the twentieth century

although many of her observations are now considered incorrect and

unscholarly. In any case, she was inclined to follow her own instincts, and

42 Allan Evans, "Wanda Landowska",
http: / / arbiterrecords.com/ musicresourcescenter/ landowska.html, 6 May 2004.
43 Larry Palmer, Harpsichord in America: A Twentieth-Century Revival (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 59.
44 Hal Haney, "Conversation with Harpsichordist Denise Restout", The Harpsichord, VIL1
(1974), 15-16.
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would over-rule a precedent if she felt there were innate musical reasons for

so doing. Her writings are of interest to posterity: by virtue of her position

and her contacts with the milieu, she was unique in commenting on the

contemporary musical scene, particularly on the beginnings of the early-

music revival. She gives us a rare insight into the pioneering efforts at the

turn of the century. Her writings give a glimpse of her robust and

indefatigable personality, her indestructible self-belief, but also her humour,

and her humanity. She remains the only harpsichordist in the twentieth

century who has written extensively on her subject, and as such she is unique.

The concerti written for her by De Falla and Poulenc were the first

substantial works for the harpsichord in the twentieth century. She was not

an ardent supporter of modern music although she liked a wide variety of

music, including folk-music and jazz. And of the two works written for her,

she preferred the Poulenc which she played many times. She was

undoubtedly the central figure in the harpsichord revival in the twentieth

century; her ability, her force of personality, and being in the right place at the

right time enabled her to take the harpsichord into mainstream music. She

was able to take advantage of new ways of travelling including air travel,

taking her to numerous places on her concert tours, and the advances in

recording technology made her playing much more widely known than

would otherwise have been the case.

Whereas Landowska brought the harpsichord to the concert hall, it was left

to others to create and promote new repertoire. Though Busoni and Delius

had made early steps in contributing new music to the instrument's

repertoire, and Landowska's importance in prompting the concerti by

Poulenc and De Falla is unquestionable, her students Sylvia Marlowe and

Ralph Kirkpatrick were more active in playing and commissioning new

works. As early as 1939, Kirkpatrick gave a complete programme of

twentieth-century harpsichord works at the Carnegie Chamber Music Hall,

featuring composers Ernst Levy, Otto Luening, Robert Oboussier, H.A.

Seaver, John Barrows, Robert McBride and Florent Schmitt, as well as Walter
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Piston.45 In 1965 he gave another programme of contemporary harpsichord

music at the University of California at Berkeley, 46 this time including works

by Lou Harrison, Peter Mieg, Halsey Stevens, Douglas Allanbrook, Daniel

Pinkham, Mel Powell, Vincent Persichetti and David Kraehenbuehl.

Born in 1911, Kirkpatrick studied English at Harvard, and was a classmate of

Elliott Carter. Whilst an undergraduate there he decided to devote his life "to

the performance of harpsichord and clavichord music in a manner as close as

possible to what could be ascertained of the intentions of the composers."47

He gave his first complete performance of the Goldberg Variations in 1931

and later made his European debut in Berlin in 1933 playing the same work.

In the same year he went to Paris, to the Bibliotheque Nationale to research

harpsichord and clavichord techniques. He went to St-Leu-La-Foret to study

with Landowska,48 and also to Nadia Boulanger (1887-1979) to study music

theory; he studied briefly with Dolmetsch, Heinz Tiessen (1887-1971) and

Gunther Ramin (1898-1956). During his stay in Berlin in 1933, Eta Harich-

Schneider (1897-1986), another student of Landowska, was his mentor. He

was an able performer, although his playing can seem dry and inexpressive.

As a continuo player, he took part in the annual performances of Bach's St.

Matthew Passion with the New York Philharmonic under Bruno Walter

between 1943-5.

Curiously, Kirkpatrick claimed to have disliked the harpsichord: during his

first years as a harpsichordist on the east coast, he could not find anyone to

maintain and repair his instrument:

I who have never been a gadgeteer was obliged to become my own

harpsichord repair man, often under the most onerous and trying

45 Larry Palmer, Harpsichord in America, 145.
46 26 January 1965.
47 Ralph Kirkpatrick, "Fifty Years of Harpsichord Playing", Early Music, XL1 (1983), 31.
48 Kirkpatrick subsequently broke away from Landowska: "Landowska is a great artist.
But other artists take different ways. It generally means a break." Time (3 January 1947),
46. Quoted by Larry Palmer in Harpsichord in America, Bloomington, 1989, 96.
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circumstances. Here perhaps may be seen the origin of my profound

dislike of the harpsichord.49

However, his enthusiasm for the instrument was rekindled by the activities of

Hubbard and Dowd, whose instruments he praised. He made recordings of

the complete keyboard works of Bach (with the exception of the organ works)

on the harpsichord and clavichord, and numerous other works by, for

example, Francois Couperin and Rameau, as well as a collection of early

English works such as those of Purcell and Morley. As a scholar he was

formidable, completing a monumental work on Scarlath: Domenico Scarlatti.50

He also chose and edited an Urtext edition of sixty of the Scarlatti Sonatas for

Schirmer which have since become part of the staple diet of keyboardists.

Kirkpatrick was undoubtedly one of the most meticulous harpsichordist-

researchers of his generation. By commissioning he added many new

harpsichord pieces to the twentieth-century repertoire, the most notable of

which was Elliott Carter's Double Concerto.

The commissioner of the only other work to include the harpsichord by

Elliott Carter was Sylvia Marlowe (1908-84 51 who was much influenced by

Landowska. Largely self-taught, Marlow not only commissioned new pieces,

but also played jazz on the harpsichord. She had her own weekly radio

programme on the NBC network which lasted for ten years. Virgil Thomson

reports that Marlowe at the harpsichord with a group of jazz musicians

improvised in the "American rhythmic style on melodies from Haydn and

Rameau."52 Through this marathon programme, totalling well over one

thousand radio concerts, Marlowe brought the sound of the harpsichord to

many American households and thereby helped popularise the instrument.

She founded the Harpsichord Quartet in the early 1950s and collaborated

49 Ralph Kirkpatrick, "Fifty Years of Harpsichord Playing", 35.
5° See Bibliography for bibliographical reference.
51 The Sonata for Flute, Oboe, Cello and Harpsichord (1951).
52 Virgil Thomson, "Transcriptions" in The Music Scene (New York: Knopf, 1947), 276.
Quoted by Larry Palmer in Harpsichord in America, 182.
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with Claude Monteux (flautist), Harry Shulman (oboist), and Bernard

Greenhouse (cellist). It was for this quartet that the Carter Sonata was written.

However, the harpsichordist who commissioned the largest amount of

works in the twentieth century was Swiss-born Antoinette Vischer (1909-73),

who was a nervous performer, and did not give many live recitals, but who

was responsible for commissioning some thirty composers in the course of a

decade. She claimed to have studied with Landowska in St-Leu-La-Foret.53

She was adventurous in her choice of composers, and the works written for

her vary greatly in style. They range from solo works, from Maurice Ohana,

GyOrgy Ligeti, and Bohuslav Martinu, to larger works such as John Cage's

HPSCHD (1969). Some of these works are in graphic notation, for example

Earle Brown's Nine Rare Bits (1965), and Roman Haubenstock-Ramati's Catch

(1968); Mauricio Kagel's Recitativarie fiir singende Cembalistin (1973) involves

elements of theatre. It was Paul Sacher (1906-99) who prompted her to study

the harpsichord, knowing that her hands were small. He encouraged her to

be open-minded and probably at least indirectly steered her towards

contemporary music. Vischer was a lively personality and her

correspondence with composers is itself a valuable document of the

relationship between contemporary performers and composers.54

Early music never completely disappeared from musical consciousness. The

music of J.S. Bach, for example, was known and studied throughout the

nineteenth century. However, it took certain personalities with curiosity and

imagination, and a particular sense of vision, to rediscover this repertoire and

to bring it alive in ways that at least in principle aimed to resemble those from

the days when their composers were alive.

The harpsichord has been revived and is now a serious concert instrument

and of modern creativity. In recordings by harpsichordists from the 1920s

53 According to Ule Troxler, in Antoinette Vischer: Dokumente zu einem Leben fiir das Centbalo
(Basel : Birkhauser, 1976), 25, it is uncertain whether Vischer actually studied with
Landowska. She was likely to have attended master classes given by Landowska as a
spectator there.
54 The Anotinette Vischer Collection is in the Paul Sacher Stiftung.
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onwards there is ample evidence of the evolution of interpretative traditions

over the course of the century. Critical and performing editions of music and

of treatises are also readily available. The scholarly and critical literature on

music is vast and growing. The continuum of musical tradition is indelible,

though perhaps this is a mixed blessing. Period performance today finds itself

much more constrained than before: it is no longer so easy to let the

imagination run wild. Moreover, the explosion of opportunities for recording

and performing old music, coupled with the shrinking appreciation of new

music amongst a growing musical public, has led many players of more

recent generations to specialise increasingly in older music, and in some cases

very specific areas of repertoire, rather than explore the possibilities of the

instrument in new works. In both cases it is technology that is instrumental in

achieving this end.

Because of all this, both the relationship of composers to the instrument and

the role of the interpreter have subtly changed. The following case studies

will look at some key works in the repertoire of the harpsichord in the second

half of the twentieth century, by composers of different nationalities,

sensibilities and traditions. The studies will consider how the composers have

responded to the challenges of composing for an old instrument with a new

tradition, each in a sense writing for a different harpsichord; how their

compositional style and practice responded to the physical and sonorous

possibilities of the instrument; and how the works present particular

challenges and opportunities for the player.
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Chapter 4

Finding New Sounds: Maurice Ohana's Carillons

Chere Madame,

Je vous remercie pour votre lettre ainsi que pour Yoffie que vous me

faites de me commander une piece pour clavecin. En effet, vous avez

raison de penser que cet instrument convient particulierement aux

ceuvres de notre temps. Il y a beaucoup d'annees que j'en ai fait mon

instrument prefere, bien que je n'aie pas la chance d'en posseder un...1

The collaboration between Maurice Ohana and Antoinette Vischer was a

landmark for both composer and harpsichordist. For Vischer it was the first

time she commissioned a composer not based in Germany or Switzerland, her

most recent commissionee being Bohuslav Martinii who had written Sonate

pour clavecin in 1958 and Deux impromptus in 1959. For Ohana, the commission

came at a time when he was consciously moving away from his Spanish roots

towards the French (hence Carillons). 2 Whereas up to then his style drew on

Mediterranean traditions—the music of North Africa and Spain, in particular

the cante jondo of flamenco—from the early 1960s he was to transform his

musical language into something more subtle, more impressionistic.

Throughout his career however, Ohana was attracted by the physicality of

sound, and in Carillons pour les heures du jour et de la nuit (1960) he places

sonority above harmonic and melodic concerns. From the perspective of the

development of harpsichord writing, this concern with sonority points

forward to the way later composers have approached the instrument.

The harpsichord and carillon are two very different instruments: the carillon

is struck whereas the harpsichord is plucked; the carillon is an outdoor,

1 An extract of the letter from Ohana to Vischer, dated 15 January 1960, published in Ule
Troxler, Antoinette Vischer: Dokumente zu einem Leben fiir das Cembalo (Basel: BirIchauser,
1976), 59.
2 Caroline Rae, The Music of Maurice Ohana (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), 88.
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public instrument, the harpsichord indoor, more private in comparison; the

carillon is essentially a rhythm instrument for measuring time, the

harpsichord a domestic instrument for entertainment, without socio-religious

connotations.

However, like the harpsichord, the carillon was a popular musical

instrument but suffered a decline in the nineteenth century; like the

harpsichord, it was also revived around the beginning of the twentieth

century. It is important as a rhythm instrument, but there are many

compositions that effectively exploit its tone colours, including music that has

been written since its renaissance: for example Music for Carillon, nos. 1-5

(1952-67) by John Cage.

Ohana's conception in using the harpsichord to evoke the sounds of bells —

carillons—was ingenious. Harpsichord compositions in the former part of the

twentieth century tended to reinvent Baroque forms, such as dances, for

example Deux piêces pour clavecin (1935), Sonate pour clavecin (1958) and Deux

impromptus (1959), by Bohuslav Martinii (1890-1959); and Petite symphonie

concertante (1945) and Concert pour clavecin et petit orchestre (1952) by Frank

Martin (1890-1974). Or they were more akin to romantic piano writing, for

example, Sonatina (ad usum infantis Madeline Mx Americanae) (1915) by

Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924); Dance for Harpsichord (1919) by Frederick Delius

(1862-1934). Even the de Falla and Poulenc concerti to some extent come

under this category.

Composers of all eras have depicted bells in their music, and used bell

sounds for all their musical and extra-musical connotations. From the

keyboard and chamber repertoire alone, William Byrd wrote a set of

keyboard variations on a two-note ground called The Bells; Francois

Couperin's Le reveil-matin (quartieme ordre, premier livre, Piêces de clavecin,

1713) imitates the sounds of an alarm clock; Mann Marais' La sonnerie de

Sainte-Geneviêve du Mont (from the sim phonies of 1723) like Byrd's Bells

constructs a long movement on a simple ground. Later examples include

John Field's rondo Le midi (ca.1835) and Debussy's La cathedrale englou tie
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(premier livre, Preludes, 1910). Both Field and Debussy use the piano to

imitate bell sounds which is even more effective than the harpsichord, as the

sonority of a struck string carries a longer resonance than a plucked string.

Although peals of English bells are not the same as the noise of an alarm

clock which in turn has little to do with carillons, and the bells in Le midi are

not the same as cathedral bells, it is interesting to note that composers have

long been using keyboard instruments to evoke the sounds and connotations

of bells. However, that Oharta placed sonority—the harpsichord's imitation of

the carillon—above formal concerns was rare up to that time.

My aim is to examine how Ohana at this point in his career uses the

harpsichord to hold and resolve the tensions between the two traditions

(Spanish and French) using the contrasting characteristics of the harpsichord

and the carillons. I shall assess Carillons as a piece of harpsichord writing, and

the nature and extent of Ohana's influence on later harpsichord works. In so

doing I will also identify some of the difficulties experienced by many

composers in bringing off certain effects on the instrument

Carillons was written at the time when Ohana was beginning to mature as a

composer. 3 He had previously composed for the harpsichord: Sarabande

(1947) for two pianos (whose material was later incorporated into the guitar

concerto, Trois graphiques, 1957) was revised in 1950 for harpsichord and

orchestra, although neither made it into print; the guitar compositions Tient°

(1955-7) and Farruca (1958) were arranged for the harpsichord, and the

orchestra of an earlier large-scale work Llanto (1949-50) incorporates the

harpsichord and percussion instruments. The harpsichord also features in his

later compositions, including the concerto Chiffres de clavecin (1967-8), Deux

pieces pour clavecin (1982-3), and the materials from the opera La Celestine

(1982-7) were reworked for harpsichord and percussion in Miroir de Celestine

(1989-90). The incisive attack of the harpsichord captured Ohana's attention

throughout his composing career.

3 Caroline Rae, The Music of Maurice Ohana, 88.
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Further, Ohana was acquainted with the first significant works written for

the harpsichord in the twentieth century, in particular the Harpsichord

Concerto of Manuel de Falla (1923-6). The score of this Concerto, along with

that of the composer's El Retablo de Maese Pedro (1919-22) (which has a

substantial harpsichord part), was one of five that remained at all times in

Ohana's kit-bag during the war years when he served as an army officer. The

others were: Prelude a l'aprês-midi d'un faune and Nocturnes by Debussy, and

Piano Concerto for Left Hand by Ravel. In peacetime, these five scores had a

permanent place by his piano in his Parisian home in which he already lived

by the time he composed Carillons.4

Ohana's special identification with the sound of plucked strings (in

particular the harpsichord, guitar and zither) with reference to his own native

culture was life-long. This is the sense in which he refers to the harpsichord as

his "instrument prefere" in the letter to Vischer quoted at the start of the

chapter. Throughout his career the physicality of plucked sound fascinated

him, as did the ability of the guitar and the zither to produce microtones. He

transcribes this effect on the harpsichord in Carillons by using dissonant

intervals such as the minor ninth, implying a bending or mistunirtg of an

octave or other consonant interval.

That he should use a plucked instrument to imitate the carillon (which has a

much rounder tone because it is struck) testifies to his belief in the dynamic

potential of opposites. The vibrant contrast between darkness and light

exemplified in the powerful sounds in cante jondo and the less tragic songs

and dances of the flamenco tradition also manifests in the sun and moon

symbolism that Ohana so loved, and which is evident in the full title of

Carillons —"for the hours of the day and of the night". He was fond of making

drawings of this motif as part of his signature for his works, and included the

symbols both in the illustration he made for the cover of the copy of Carillons

4 Caroline Rae, The Music of Maurice Ohana, 13.
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he presented to Vischer, and in the decoration of a pair of rulers covered in

felt which he made for executing the clusters of the work's last section.5

Ohana corresponded with Vischer during the gestation period of Carillons.

In addition, Vischer visited Ohana in Paris: she later recalled that the

composer wanted to measure the stretches of her hands exactly—octaves,

ninths, thirds and fifths. She also commented that no previous commissionee

had done that.6

Vischer's harpsichord was a double-manual pedal instrument made by the

German firm Neupert (their "Bach" model). Its range spanned five octaves

from F' and had the following disposition: on the upper manual, eight-foot

plus four-foot plus buff to the eight-foot register; on the lower eight-foot plus

sixteen-foot plus buff to the eight-foot. It has a coupler and five pedals.

Significantly, Ohana did not visit Vischer in Basel until after he had completed

the work. Although the composer was familiar with other twentieth-century

harpsichord works, and was himself fond of the instrument, he was familiar

neither with the specific sonority of Vischer's harpsichord, nor with the

different registrations available.7

Nevertheless, Carillons is innovative in using the harpsichord to imitate the

carillon filtered through Ohana's own sound world and sensibility

(sensitivity to the physicality of sound). In assigning the harpsichord to

imitate the carillon, Ohana identifies and focuses upon an important issue in

writing for the harpsichord: how to maximise its sustaining power.

The incisive point of attack on the instrument complements the use of legato

(on the harpsichord this is achieved by overlapping the end of one note with

the start of the next), and at once creates contrast. Ohana's experience of

writing for percussion (for example in the Etudes choregraphiques of 1955) and

more particularly for guitar (in Tiento, 1955-7) may have influenced his

5 Ule Troxler, Antoinette Vischer, 58-59.
6 From the sleeve-notes of Carillons pour les heures du jour et de la nuit, His Masters Voice,
Schweiz 7 EBZ 507, 1960 (now out of print).
7 Ule Troxler, Antoinette Vischer, 59.
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concept of resonance and his treatment of the harpsichord, and it is

significant that Ohana arranged the latter work for harpsichord shortly after

the composition of the original version.

It may also be significant that Ohana uses the plural of carillon in the title:

the composer seems to suggest that the harpsichord is imitating different sets

of carillons at daytime and nighttime. Whereas other composers have

depicted the continuous passage of time in their works—for example,

Debussy's La mer (1903-5) (first movement), de Falla's Noches en los jardines de

Espaiia (1911-5), and Respighi's Fontane di Roma (1914-6) —Ohana by contrast

constructs a fantasy around the daytime and nighttime carillons, and the

different ways in which these sounds might be heard—in the open air during

the day, muffled by walls and distance at night. This imagery of opposites

seems also to allude to the contrasting characters of the carillon and the

harpsichord, the former much more resonant than the latter.

Before considering the harmonic structure of Carillons, it is necessary to

understand the fundamental harmonics of the bell. Each strike of the bell

emits a number of partials (which may be consonant or dissonant with the

strike note) that resonate for an indefinite time. The lower the partial, the

longer the resonance. Of these, the most important for the present discussion

form the intervals major and minor third, perfect fifth, octave, and minor

ninth. Oharta was evidently trying to reproduce something of their effect

within the limitations of the harpsichord and within his own developing

style.8

In principle, bells are tuned to the notes of a minor triad, with the prominent

minor third imparting a typically plangent sound (Example 1). In practice,

other partials are present in varying proportion: composers have attempted to

capture this over the ages in a variety of ways, and Ohana characteristically

favours the more dissonant intervals —tritones and minor ninths (not shown

in the example) —in addition to fifths and octaves.

8 For a more detailed discussion of Ohana's harmonic language see Chapter 6 in Caroline
Rae, The Music of Maurice Ohana, 171-192.
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Example 1 - Prominent partials of the European open bell (of which the carillon is a

variety), with the strike note shown as a breve9

Although pitch-class analysis does not yield all that is pertinent, a harmonic

scheme is nevertheless useful in providing the backbone of the discussion. In

Carillons, the minor second and the perfect fourth are the basic building

blocks, together with the sum of these intervals, which is a fritone. Of the set

4-8 (12) pcs 0, 1, 5, 6 the interval vector is 2 0 0 1 2 1; the four interval classes

represented in this set are the minor second, major third, perfect fourth, and

tritone. The more dissonant intervals, that is to say, the minor second (and its

inversional equivalent) and the tritone, are pervasive. The degree to which

the dissonant intervals pervade depends upon their proportion to the more

consonant intervals (and their inversional equivalents), and upon the

presence of added notes to obscure them. Spatial arrangement of pitches

emphasises the more consonant interval classes in the second and fourth

sections. The complex and indeterminate harmonic content of the carillon is

thus translated into the composer's own language; diatonic melodic aspects

relating to it are in the main represented by interval classes 2, 3 and 4,

exhibiting characteristics of the pentatonic scale.

On the basis of texture, character and nature of the musical material, the

piece falls into five distinct sections arranged in a symmetrically organised

arch form: A B C B' A' (Example 2, page 55). The B sections are further

subdivided, emphasising alternately low and higher registers, with the music

9 http:/ /gcna.org. (gcna stands for The Guild of Carillonneurs of North America), 1
March 2004.
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of the second B section both reversing the order of the subsections of the first

and transforming their materials.

Different gestures imitating bells characterise each section; diatonic melodic

aspects of the carillon are evident in each. Loud bell notes with their partials

are translated into chords in the first section and further thickened into sound

masses in the fifth. An Anacrusis falling onto the main beat represents the

complex interaction of the partials of a bell when it is struck. The chord

clusters at the end of the first and fifth sections seem to imitate the carillon in

daytime. In the second and fourth sections, however, more hollow vertical

harmony accompanies the single night bells in the left hand. In the third

section, unaccompanied melodic fragments shared between the hands seem

to suggest random bell sounds during the day.

Carillons is unmetred in the first, third and fifth sections. Although

improvisatory in style, a tight rhythmic structure is apparent, especially in the

third section. The use of bar lines helps to articulate the longer phrases in the

second and fourth sections. The indication três mesure applies to some

urunetred sections, that is to say, it is not meant to be imprecise when

unmetred.

In terms of duration, the fifth section is approximately twice as long as the

first (50 and 110 seconds respectively), the same applies to the second and

fourth sections (55 and 120 seconds respectively). The third section is the

shortest, it being only approximately 35 seconds in length. Thus it can be seen

that the return of the A and B sections (in the form A B C B' A') are extended

versions of the original, whereas C is the point of convergence for the whole

work. The melodic aspect of bells in B(ii) stretches out and becomes chant-like

in B(i_i)', accompanied by dissonant lower resonances. Ideas exposed in the

first and second sections return, and are further developed so that whilst

there is no literal repetition, similarity is a cohesive force for uniting the five

sections and at the same time prevents monotony.
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The opening chord forms the seed of the composition, in terms of harmony

and gesture (Example 3):

el = 69 72

Example 3- Opening chord of Carillons

The descending minor second ab" to g" is doubled an octave below on ab', to

form an anacrusis which falls onto the main bell note g'. This bell note is

blurred by a', a major second above. Thus the harpsichord imitates not only

each bell note, but also its resonance. That the resonance prefixes the main

note gives the illusion of the main note being surrounded by a fullness of

sound. The transposition of this opening chord to c" as the second chord

introduces the perfect fourth; together with the minor second, and the sum of

these two intervals, the tritone, this forms the nucleus of Carillons. The

opening gesture, an anacrusis leading into an accented main note, is used

more or less throughout the entire first section, and becomes more elaborate

in the fifth. Weight is thrown onto the accented note by having more than two

notes sounded together. As the first section progresses, the right-hand

artacrusis is shared with the left hand in the first section. For example, the

increase of the number of notes making up the anacrusis across the first

section is accompanied by the increase of the number of consonant intervals

packed into the predominantly dissonant harmonic structure, that is to say, as

harmonic density increases, the consonant interval classes, the perfect fourth

and major third, become more numerous (Example 4):
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(brep

Example 4- Page 1, system 3,4 of Carillons

This example also shows how the different kinds of anacrusis used are shared

between the hands in different ways: contrary motion, similar motion,

ascending and descending. The increase in chord density through the

opening section and its reprise at the end of the piece culminates in the use of

giant clusters, for which Ohana prescribes the use of two felt-covered rulers,

one for each hand, for playing many keys at once (Example 5).

a) ten'
I	 a)	 ten.

v-ipti

tenir avec 8 doigts
de la main droite fif sif

(...n
tenir les 2 rigles avec la main droite

. 1

•n•	 /if
6	 ›-M

a) plaquer toutes les touches blanches comprises entre ces deux sons avec nne regle feutree .
plaquer toutes les touches noires at blanches avec 2 regles

Example 5- The final bars in Carillons showing the chords which are to be played with

felt-covered rulers

All the sound masses in the fifth section contain more than one of the interval

classes inherent in the set 0, 1, 5, 6. Doubling at the octave increases the
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weight of the chord, which Ohana further solidifies by increasing the number

of notes sounding together.

The pedal effect on al,' in the left hand leads to the final section, "de nouveau

eclatant". Colossal sonorities combine with the octave effect in the bass to ring

out the final bell sounds in the deepest register. The juxtaposition of a variety

of rhythmic figurations alludes to an improvisatory style, incorporates more

added notes than the first section and gives an impression of intensely active

bell ringing.

Unlike that of the outer sections, the harmony in the second and fourth is

both more static and more transparent, with pedal notes and oscillating

harmonies underpinning the texture. The repeated bb"-a" appoggiatura in the

upper register which closes the first section is transmuted to the 131' pedal

note of the first part of the second section, and the repeated g-a1 of the second

part (marked Tranquille, bien mesure). In the first part, it forms an evenly

spaced chord with A and e, reiterating the intervals that are the seed of the

work, the minor second and the perfect fourth. The figure "rapide, clair" in the

second section succinctly expresses the contrast in timbre between these two

interval classes. Each single bass note may represent a night bell: the chordal

inflexions in the right hand effectively portray the resonance of the lower

fundamental bell tones. The melodic aspects of the carillon are carried from

the treble in the second section to the bass in the fourth. Perhaps the bells

" tranquille, bien mesure" are dawn bells; those which are "lent, pp lie" in the

fourth section may be night bells.

The interval of the major third (belonging to the interval vector of the set 0,

1, 5, 6) is emphasised in the fourth section. It may form part of a bell melody,

or its harmony. In its harmonic function, the major third is in the treble to

bring out its full resonance; octave doubling consolidates the chord. The

anacrusis, which may consist of as many as four notes, acts as a harmonic

shadow, and imitates resonance of the carillon (see also the first and fifth

sections).
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Interval classes 1 and 6 are used on the top line of the third section (Example

Example 6- Section three (C) of Carillons divided into six phrases

For example, in the first four right-hand notes, f" a" b" d", b" is the false

note for bb", which would have made the four-quaver figure diatonic. By
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placing each false note in between consonant diatonic intervals, the dissonant

alludes to the consonant. Similarly, in the first vertical chord e" f" f", e" is

not a harmony note; rather it blurs the octave f'-f". The bottom line uses

interval classes 2, 3, and 4 as well as 1 and 5, thus resembling the pentatonic

scale. At the start of the section, each hand is diatonic but the right and left

hands use white and black notes respectively to form a chromatic aggregate

so that their complementation takes away the diatonic aspect in each. As the

section progresses, this partitioning becomes less distinct, so that by the end

of the fifth phrase the left hand also has white notes, and the right hand black

notes. The alternation between black and white notes forms small irregular

fragments, which further disintegrate any tonal association. In this way the

section creates the illusion of a random out-of-tune day carillon.

As well as the use of pitch, the constant alternation between the two hands,

their encroachment on one another (the left hand is almost always on top of

the right), together with irregular rhythms give the impression of disorder.

The material of the first phrase is transformed in the succeeding phrases by

permutation and rhythmic and octave displacement. Of the six phrases, the

first, third and sixth each lasts eighteen quavers, the second fifteen plus

semiquaver, the fourth twenty four plus semiquaver and demisemiquaver,

and the fifth twenty plus semiquaver. Thus the first, third and the last phrases

help to balance the irregular phrase lengths in the others and to provide

structural cohesion. The displacement notes, for example, d" right-hand

semiquaver at the beginning of the second phrase, and a" right-hand

demisemiquaver at the beginning of the third phrase interrupt the quaver

pulse and shift emphasis onto the next note. The appoggiaturas in the fifth

and sixth phrases create note shadows, blurring pitches to which they are

joined (at the beginning of the fifth phrase, right-hand appoggiatura a", at the

beginning of the sixth phrase, left-hand appoggiaturas al," and bl,", and on the

last chord of this section, right-hand c" and left-hand b').

Vertical chords in the second and fourth sections replace the attacks on

single notes in the third. Octave positions in both hands explore sonorities at
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the extreme ends of the keyboards; it is possible that long phrases of block

chords are more sonorous on the piano. Again the false-note effect blurs the

main melodic notes. The dynamics of bars five to ten inclusive in the fourth

section —if in the middle stave and p in the outer two 	 be realised on

the harpsichord: the distance to be covered by the right hand simultaneously

on two keyboards is too great. Similarly the bass bell notes in the second and

fourth sections resonate more on a piano, as do block chords. On the

harpsichord, dynamic balance is best maintained by playing upper notes in

more rapid succession than lower ones because the rate of decay on the upper

notes is greater. Cases in point are tranquille, bien mesure in the second section,

as well as the first and to an extent the last section.

The technique of chord spreading is evident in the outer sections.

Previously, it had been explored in the first and second movements of the de

Falla Harpsichord Concerto, and appears in Ohana's output in the

harpsichord arrangement of Tient° for guitar. In the first section of Carillons,

the opening spread in the right hand on three descending notes is further

developed in the same section where the spread is taken up also by the left

hand. The direction of the spreading varies: similar or contrary motion,

ascending or descending. Chord spreading becomes still more elaborate in

the last section. Again, the harpsichord imitates loud bells; added notes

thicken bell resonance. In the final bars where felt-covered rulers are

prescribed to press down chord masses, arms may suffice.

The tempo markings in the autograph manuscript differ substantially from

the printed edition. 1° For example, the beginning is marked .1=56 in the

autograph manuscript, whereas the published edition has J=69 El 72. It is

possible that revisions were made at the suggestion of Vischer, who would

have fried the composition on her instrument and realised that on the

harpsichord the sound would be more effectively sustained at faster tempi.

10 The autograph manuscript is in the Antoinette Vischer Collection at the Paul Sacher
Stiftung.
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The autograph manuscript also bears Vischer's own registration markings.

Evidently Ohana was content for her to experiment with different

combinations to realise his instructions: in the published score no

registrations are specified. Whereas instructions in the printed edition are in

French, those in the autograph manuscript are in Italian.

On the whole the first, third and fifth sections of Carillons are more

idiomatic: dynamic balance is better maintained, and bell-imitation intentions

are better translated on the harpsichord. Given his practice of composing at

the piano, this in part accounts for the pianistic nature of the writing in

Carillons. Although unidiomatic in places, it illustrates some of the difficulties

of composing for the harpsichord as distinct from the piano. The harpsichord

emphasises the outermost notes in any chord and therefore cannot realise, for

example, the accents at the beginning of the last section marked "eclatant".

Similarly the crescendi and diminuendi in the score cannot be brought about

(Example 7):

Example 7- Crescendi and accents on page 2, system 3 of Carillons

From the point of view of sonority, the balance between the right hand and

left hand in the B' section is also problematic (Example 8):
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Example 8- Problematic balance between hands in Carillons, B'

The open voicing in the B' section is ineffective: the "noise" at the beginning

of the attack on the plucked string of the harpsichord is very different from

that of the struck string (or indeed bell) which has a rounder tone, and more

immediate pitch content (Example 9). The lack of resonance is particularly

acute on the modern pedal instrument.

Lent J .56 (Les petites notes avant le temps)
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Example 9- Ineffective open voicing in Carillons, B'

The lack of registration marks may also be due to Ohana's pianistic thinking

although this point is inconclusive. Indeed, Carillons could have been written

for the piano, and works well on the instrument; if it had not been clearly

marked pour clavecin, one would be none the wiser. Nevertheless, the

physicality of playing Carillons on a pedal harpsichord is a symbolic gesture

of the act of playing a real set of carillons, which has a manually operated

baton keyboard with pedals for the lowest notes.

Ohana went on to use the harpsichord many times. Chiffres de clavecin (1968)

combines the harpsichord with a mixture of tuned and untuned percussion
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instruments in a substantial and ambitious work, certain passages of which

incorporate a degree of improvisation; Sacral d'Ilx (1975) takes its scoring

(harpsichord, oboe and horn) from Debussy's proposed but unwritten sonata

for the same group which was to have been one of his Sonates pour divers

instruments. It continues to explore the potential for generating musical

structure from manipulating the contrast between the sonority of the

harpsichord and other instruments, as does Miroir de Celestine (1990), after his

opera La Celestine (1988), 11 although here it is the contrast between

harpsichord and percussion which is focused upon. Apart from Carillons,

Oharta wrote two more solo harpsichord works, Deux pieces pour clavecin

(1980-2). In an intriguing reversal of roles, the first piece, Wamba, was

originally written for the carillons at Eglise Saint-Germain-l'Auxerrois in Paris

and then transcribed for the harpsichord. The title is the name given both to

an ancient Spanish king and to some of the giant bells of Spanish cathedrals.12

The opening again features the semitones, tritones and major sevenths which

he used in Carillons to mimic bell sounds. The second piece, Conga, has a

tighter rhythmic structure and treats the harpsichord first and foremost as a

rhythm instrument

In all these later works Ohana tackles the problem of writing for the

harpsichord in many different ways from the perspective of his mature style.

They reveal Oharta's continuing attachment to the sonority of the

harpsichord, and underlie the composer's sentiments made evident in the

letter quoted at the beginning of this chapter. His solo harpsichord works

and the ensemble pieces including the harpsichord can be heard as

continuing the attempt to develop idiomatic expression for the instrument

within his musical language. Though Carillons only partially succeeds in this

goal, this should not lead us to underestimate its importance both in Ohana's

output and for the twentieth-century harpsichord.

11 Interestingly the Spanish composer Felipe Pedrell (1841-1922) had composed an opera
La celestina (1904) which remains unperformed.
12 Caroline Rae, The Music of Maurice Ohana, 89.
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In the wider context, Carillons stands as an early example of a new approach

to harpsichord writing, emphasising sonority over the instrument's historical

associations. Ohana was the first of Vischer's commissionees working in a

less conservative musical style: she went on to commission works from some

of the more prominent members of the international avant-garde including

GyOrgy Ligeti, Luciano Berio, John Cage, Hans Werner Henze, Earle Brown

and Mauricio Kagel. Although it would be fanciful to claim direct influence of

Ohana on any of these composers, Carillons is evidence of an important point

in the evolution of new harpsichord repertoire in the twentieth century.
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Chapter 5

Continuum and After: Texture as a Formal

Determinant

The end of the Second World War was a time of rebuilding and reshaping:

the influx of ideas from performers, composers and musicologists who had

escaped the Nazi regime from before the War in the early 1930s to more

congenial environments in Europe and the United States, coupled with the

general awareness of building a new order after the cataclysm of the war, led

to significant new thinking in composition, musicology and performance

practice, sowing the seeds for both the compositional avant-garde and the

early-music movement. This applied to post-war Germany also where such

figures as Stockhausen and Meyer-Eppler led experimentation with electro-

acoustics; and, Darmstadt remained the focus of much avant-garde music for

many years after the War. These in turn drew on and provoked advances in

recording technology, such as long-playing and stereophonic records, and in

live and studio recording techniques and editing. Harpsichords reproduced

from historical models gradually emerged, bringing about a wider

appreciation by musicians and audiences of the features which

fundamentally distinguish the harpsichord from the piano and the organ.

This emergence also stimulated a variety of new compositions from about the

1960s that have formed the core of the new harpsichord repertoire. Ligeti's

three solo pieces, Continuum (1968), Passacaglia ungherese (1978), and

Hungarian Rock (1978), have all been played and recorded numerous times,

and have become the classics of contemporary repertoire for both the

historical and the modern pedal instrument. Unlike the Carter works, these

pieces do not rely significantly on registration changes, although Continuum

and Hungarian Rock require a two-manual instrument. While Passacaglia

Ungherese was written for Eva Nordwall who played a historical instrument,

Continuum and Hungarian Rock were written for performers who played on


