Chopin’s
testament

David Dolan continues his series with

a look at improvisation in the romantic

era and some ideas which are perhaps
not so old-fashioned after all

I[ Ay appear that the romntic
era leaves fess space for
improvisation than the baroque or
classwal prnods This s because
mesical works are wrilten ih more
and more detail - endike the prae e
of carher imes when the est was
meant to be only a general
guide-line to the performer S0
there isn'Umuch freedom teft for the
interpreter? T would Like 1o suggest
that the opposite is true. In the fast
part of this article we'll st
looking into what 1 feel is one ol the
rmost important books ever written
tar us plansts, Chopia - planist anel
teacker as seen by his pupils by
Tean-Jacques Eigeldinger, where
some keys o Chopin's concept of
creative interpretation are found.
But first let us look at some general
points about improvisation after
1800

On the surface, iU ooks as if &
discussion about Improvisation in
the tomantic era should explore the
fullowing points

1) Free improvisation
2) Preludes

3) Ormamentation

4) Cadenzas

A fifth, and [ believe deeper ele-
ment we shall try to look at, s the
search for integration of the
"HOW’ with the ‘WHAT -
‘How' representing the inter-
preter’s work while the ‘What’
represents the composer’s. Where
the two meet is real time - the
only domain where music comes
to life. (see article no 1 in this series
[CP March/Aprl 1986]).

[n the 18th century there was an
intimate link between composer and
performer. The composer knew
‘his® interpreters emperament and
tendency; most music that wis
piayed wis music of "now’ {few
garlier pieces were heard). The
composer then left most ornamental
detail to be added or adjusted durnng
performance. The realisation of a
score in a concerl was intended as
a meeting point of the composer’s
creativity (providing structure
and general lines) and the
spontaneous creativity of the
performer - after he has
thoroughly learned the score -
which provided the immediacy
and personal effect. This meant to
some extent variety from one
performance to the other. This is

where interpretation and
improvisation in its deep sense
meel. This basic concepl was true

until the last part of the 19th century.

1) Free improvisation was alive,
well and flourishing in the 19th cen-
wry {contrary 1o sOme assump-
tions). Free improvisation
remained, untif the last part of the
{9th century, a major aspect of per-
formance, in both the salon and the
concert hall. The suggestion of a
subject by a member of the audi-
ence continued t be a favounte part
of the menu. {And this can teach us
a tot about the direet contact be-
tween performer and audience that
we have ostin our efficient tmes]
Czerny desertbes this phenomenon
o detail, deseribing six types of
such improvisations - on a single
subject, on several subjects, the pot-
pourri, variations, the chordal and
fugal style, and the capriceio. Any
subject could be used as basis for an
extemporisation i any style or
form (variatons, rondo, sonali,
fugue, e1¢). Improvisation was
mainly a keyboard phenomenon al-

though other instrumentalists impro-

vised too. Improvising in pairs was
common, and we can tearn about
these musicians’ virtuosily in active
listening from that. Hummel with
the violinist Clement, Brahms and
Remenyt, and most importantly,
Chopin and Liszt on two pianos are
some examples.

2y Preludes. The romantic era was
rediscovering the old masters and

old traditions, fike pretudes. This ex-

plains the retum of this genre. The
reason for renewed interest in 10 wis
the freedom that prefudes allow.
(Remember that some “Préfudes
non-mésurés’ of the French baroque
took like contermnporary notation,
and sound amazingly free.)
Chopin's preludes are, of course,
among the most important exam-
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ples. For keyboard players, mosily,
improvising a prelude before the
wrilten composition continued o be
an obvious expectatien. In fact, o
hegin with the work itself was con-
sidered poor taste or a proof of lack
of compelence. As we cannsl cover
in this article the whoie scope of the
issue, let us just mention the foliow-
ing sources for methodoltogical ex-
amples of wriiten out modets foe
improvised preludes - Hommel, Cra-
mer, Ries, Czerny, Moscheles and
Kalkbreaner.

Ceerny duals with the issue in
more detail. He distinguishes two
sorts of preludes or “short
fantasias” First, a short one, bomng a
wentle warmeap’ . [Lwitbend on the
tonic chord of the following prece,
which may be preceded by s
dominant or a cadential passape.
Such a preiede can be of chordal
character or eluborated with
passages ar a combination af the
wwa, depending on the case
yuestion and, above all, good taste

Secondly, Czerny speaks of
longer and more developud prefudes
in the manner of an introducisi
There s a use of motifs from the
picce itself, together with
passage-work, and the conciusion 1
often on the dominant or dommant
seventh, The prelude can also begmn
in a foreign key und procecd (o 1ty
goal by bald und strange
moduiations’ This is a unigue
contribution of the romantic
approach. For Czerny, the first 15
hars of Becthoven's piano sonatL op
57 is an cxample of that kind of
prefude (1)

3} Ormamentation. Omamentation
consists of a) conventonadised demi-
autions of single notes - usually 0
dicated by symbols: b free
dimninution and varation of melodic
lines; ¢) insertions mterrupting the
written continuity of the piece such
as cadenzas or short preludes. The
source of wnspiration 1s usually the
vocal hines of opera.

Omaments started to take on a
more and more dramatic aspect,
sometimes departing from the bel
canto tradition. Further into the 19th
century, the increasing influence of
the German tradition led (o the
more precise and detailed writing of
ornaments (as well as cadenzas}
(ne element that connbuted to the
fact that performers were
sometimes treated with
considerable mistrust wis the
increasing number of amateurs and
less capable players

The performers’ role started to
have an additonal dimension - the
idea of subjecting themselves (o the
composer’s will as the means by
which his masterpieces are
communicated. But that means
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conveying the free improvisational
character of a written owt
ormamental passage (or cadenza)
when this is the case. And indeed
t9th-century ormamental passages
can become very famastical.

41 Cadenzas Cadenzas contin erd
10 play a major role on the musical
scene thoth in vocal and instrumen-
tal musicy. In the 19ih cemtury there
were stlf two sorts of cadenzas

the fermata and the cadenza sl
The fermata was an elaboration on
the final chord of 2 cadence {(in
mast cases a dominan halfca.
dence’ proveding an HRPHOF Y
chanpe £ ey ok Fapen,

thi pu g
P nbepenabie bug o g -
St h U Ber crror od et i
RETEH, o e fpag ot g the vase of
wonrh s irf profound content and et
ots character’ The fermaty shorkef
sol depart from the harmony of the
retevint chord rundtke the cadenras
oo by a'\sémnpz wisead i o AN 4]
proprate o the work s charmc e o
OO0 anf ot material by
the P9h ceatury fermatan were
Slen westten ot by the SO T
Pat e was e pected tha g apaahic
performer should fephice o with an

¢ of his own. The
1 written one as a
composer’s inten-

tions
True cadenzas are characteristic
mostly of concerto movements and
anas. Beethoven characteristically
provided a very influential example
by composing the cadenza in hig
fifth prano concento as integral part
of the work This fater became
newTial e e Although wrinen
out, the smprovpatory ard
fantasy Dike s haracter i SUrY
powerful and shoubd be performed

Ao by
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Phe framicwech oo P et be e
ot affow e than TN B ppge

thova who are nog o e SELMely £y

Treher woth fegg !‘g,, peete B orpe it
B R I T R,
L T T PO g fu

SO e B g e & Pl L or eygg,
SRk ey arsd e gy gy

s TCAEESEES sbfes ey gy, v oabier Anpr o
ol pertormane un luding e b

FHGHE o st ion o e andy

goal i aselt bt also w means for
freedom in the mterpretation of a

written work, Chopin was much
more influential as a teacher than he
was as a performer. Artists from all
over Europe travelled to work with
hirn, which is our good luck, as we
can get through his pupils’ many
notes a clear picture of Chopin's
credo

One key to understanding
Chopin's approach is his very
strong lason with vogal
supression He always made sure
thatt b pupils went 1o listen to the
great singers he considered masters
of bel-canto. Chopin belongs o
what the romantic musicians called
ekt wchont kg vocal
TRPTeson e B canpas Bel
santo was o model for pianistic
declamation, fullness of tone,
phrasing. and - as piano
technique is the servant of the
also technical
approach. Chapin's wards * The

musical ides

WOt respiration i the voice” s
an example
Srwsther oo g grige Bingrerings,
lehe avenp the samne tinger teven the
thumb repeatediy in a melodic
cantabiie e i order 1o achieve i
portamente parfando result (Some

examples of tis can be found in the

Nocturne op 9 no 3 bass 16 and
stmilar. op 1S nod bars 1)
Berceuse op 57 bars 47.49 a0
many others). Movements
arm are to be mimimal, the
natural possible, allowing
flow with the phrasing ~
iea behind Chogin's St
that B magor 15 the casien w
play tand the first 1o Jeam s bee e

Gl o the patm of the b
maturally (0 magor 1o T e
most dithicult one, for the same
reason.d The actuaf phie of
Hnprovisation i Chopin's
performance sod imaracion o b
puptls was huge Please bear wuh
e the ne st oo iy o

I the next artcle we't fook
e closety o possible links
hetween Chopin's wdeas (as well e
Schnabel sy aimprovisational
appeoschoand what we can dis w b
i

Eeditoe s
in these articles are part of the
author’s method, detailed in e
dactaral thess for

nate The ponts mentioned
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