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CHAPTER 6: DYNAMICS

A. Background
•	 Prior	to	1500	there	is	no	record	of	expression	marks	of	any	kind.	The	

earliest	dynamic	indication	is	found	in	a	score	for	lute	circa 1517.
•	 The	 use	 of	 abbreviations	 to	 indicate	 dynamics	 appeared	 as	 late	

as 1638.
•	 The	 famous	Mannheim	 school	 brought	 the	 novel	 use	 of	 dynamic	

effects	to	a	new level.
B.	 From	Haydn	 to	Mozart	 to	 Beethoven,	 the	 use	 of	 absolute	 dynamic	

markings	increased	dramatically.
C.	 Factors	contributing	to	the	sparseness	of	dynamics	in scores

•	 The	composer	was	oftentimes	the	performer.
•	 The	composer	was	frequently	present	when	a	work	was	performed.

“ABSOLUTE” DYNAMICS (FORTE/PIANO)

A.	 Both	C.	P.	E.	Bach	and	Türk	speak	very	little	about	dynamics.
•	 Bach	writes	just	three	sentences	and	Türk	defines	only	five terms.
•	 There	is	no	mention	of	mp.	It	was	not	used	at	all	by	Haydn	or	Mozart	

and	only	once	by	Beethoven.
B.	 What	 they	 do speak to at great length is affekt and its impact on 

dynamics.



C. Forte and piano are the backbone, indicating more and less rather than 
absolute	loud	or	soft.	They	were	used to
•	 clarify themes
•	 enhance	the	underlying	structure
•	 delineate	harmonic	relationships
•	 augment	texture
•	 illuminate	rhythmic energy

D.	 Application	of	these	principles	requires	discernment	and	“good	taste.”
E.	 Forte→piano	is	not	necessarily	an	absolute	direction	specifically	for	the	

notes	under	the	marking	only,	but	where	one	should	be	at	that	point	if	
one is doing what the composer wanted from melodic, harmonic, and 
contextual clues.

F. Oftentimes f→→→→p	is	actually	giving	direction	to	begin	forte and 
work toward piano, not absolutes (f→f→f→f→f→f→f→p).

G. Forte and piano were used to indicate shadings rather than absolute 
volume	divergences.

H. Forte	 followed	by	piano or piano	 followed	by	 forte (fp, pf ) were often 
declarative	in	nature	and	may	give	direction	regarding	a	terraced	cre-
scendo or diminuendo.

I.	 Dynamic	markings	 provide	 expressive	 direction	 within	 the	musical	
line,	allowing	quick	alternation	with	ease.	As	the	intensity	increases,	
the breadth of the forte widens.

J. fp	can	serve	a	declarative	expressive	direction.
K. Further application of fp as subito is appropriate when heightening 

harmony	and	rhythm	or	to	provide	melodic	interruption.
L.	 Other	eighteenth-century	dynamic	differences

•	 Dolce	indicated	to	play	“soft	and	expressive.”
•	 Espressivo, dolce, and piano	were	synonymous.
•	 Pf	which	indicated	to	play	either	poco forte or piu forte.

M.	Understood	practices
•	 Low	notes	are	naturally	heavier	and	high	notes	lighter.

◦	 This	suits	the	Viennese	five-octave	fortepiano.
◦	 It	follows	the	natural	inclination	of	the	human	voice.
◦	 The	 top	note	 of	 a	musical	 line	may	 be	 louder	 only if it is on the 

downbeat.
◦	 The	top	note	will	sing	out	and	be	accentuated	naturally.

•	 Dissonance	are	generally	brought out.



GRADUAL AND TERRACED DYNAMICS

A.	 Gradual	 and	 terraced	 dynamics	 enhance phrases, sections, and 
structure.

B.	 The	words	 crescendo and diminuendo	denote	variations	of	a	 relatively	
moderate scale.
•	 Crescendo was used most for ascending lines to increase tension and 

climactic	 effects	 and,	 conversely,	 decrescendo for descending lines 
and	relaxation.

•	 Cresc . . . tells the performer where to send the music and indicates 
direction	and	expression	more	than	volume	growth,	particularly	in	
Beethoven.

•	 With	the	crescendo/diminuendo wedge comes the freedom to speed up 
and slow down, according to affekt	and	“good	taste.”

C. When a slur	 appears	 in	 conjunction	 with	 a	 crescendo	 wedge,	 it	 may	
counter	 the	 usual	 execution	 of	 the	wedge,	 or	 assist	 in	 grouping	 the	
musical gestures.

INFLUENCES APPLIED

A.	 When	 performing	 dynamics	 from	 eighteenth-century	 repertoire	 on	
the	modern	piano,	many	concepts	are	directly	applicable.
•	 Dynamic	markings	provided	many	clues	beyond	volume.
•	 Power	does	not	equate	to	a	mere	increase	in	dynamics.
•	 The	performer	must	determine	from	the	context	how	and	to	what	

extent	the	dynamic	marking(s)	will	best	describe	the	affekt the com-
poser	is	portraying.

•	 One	must	 continue	 to	ask: What	affekt do I  want to create? What 
concept	am	I trying	to	realize?

B.	 Expressing	affekt and character is the goal.
•	 Forte and piano	are	the	means	to	achieve	the	desired end.
•	 Forte: think in terms of loud and	 heavy/wide/angry/anxious/big/

strong.
•	 Piano: think in terms of soft and	 light/sweet/pleading/sorrowful/

melancholy.
•	 Heavy	and	light	in	general	refer	more	to	the	sustaining	or	detaching	

of	a	tone	rather	than	sheer	volume.
◦	 With	heavy	execution	 it	 is	appropriate	to	hold	the	tone	until	 the	

very	end	of	the	prescribed	duration	of	the tone.



◦	 With	light	execution	it	is	stylistic	to	lift	the	key	somewhat	sooner	
than	the	actual	prescribed	duration.	One	must	listen	carefully	on	
the	modern	piano	to	make	artistic	adjustments.

◦	 The	 modern	 piano	 requires	 time	 for	 the	 tone	 to	 develop.	
Therefore,	cutting	the	sound	off	too	quickly	will	result	in	a	choppy,	
undesirable sound.

C.	 When	contemplating	extreme	f or p, keep in mind that these markings 
come	out	of	and	in	relation	to	the	Baroque	tradition	and	the	volume	
choices	available	on	the	fortepiano.	Making	appropriate	adjustments	
on	the	modern	piano	will	be	of	great	assistance	in	bringing	integrity	to	
the performance.

E.	 The	most	important	considerations	to	continually	keep	in	mind:
•	 What	is	the	affekt?
•	 How	was	it	probably	performed	on	the	period	instrument?
•	 What	is	the	best	realization	of	the	intention	of	the	modern	piano?


