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CHAPTER 8: ARTICULATION AND TOUCH

A. The indication of musical units by long arcs of phrase lines to indicate 
structural elements seen in Romantic and Modern Era music is not 
found in eighteenth-century scores.
•	 Musical	signs	almost	exclusively	articulated	segments only.
•	 Phrasing	was	built	on	figured	bass	tradition.
•	 The	melodic	 shape,	 rather	 than	being	 indicated	by	 long	 lines,	was	

determined by meter, harmonic consonance and dissonance, and 
melodic consonance and dissonance.

•	 Gestures	come	together	to	create	the	musical	phrases.
B.	 Non-legato	 touch	 was	 the	 norm	 during	 the	 eighteenth	 century.	

Non-legato is the naturally occurring sound on the fortepiano.
C. General Understanding

•	 Small	 segments	 are	 the	 cornerstone	 to	 eighteenth-century	
expression.

•	 Small	 segments	 provide	 guidance	 for	 rhythmic	 groupings	 and	
dynamic direction.

•	 Eighteenth-century	decisions	regarding	articulation	center	on	con-
text	and	affekt.
◦	 Articulation	is	impacted	by	motivic	unity.
◦	 Large	melodic	leaps	are	often	detached	to	optimize	expression.
◦ Recurring themes use consistent articulation.
◦	 Accentuation	 of	 notes	 can	 be	 achieved	 by	 detaching	 the	 note	

directly before or between the desired note of accentuation.
D.	 The	Slur: The	Pillar	of	Viennese	Expressivity—the “Sigh”



•	 It	is	simply	a	stepwise	appoggiatura	figure.
•	 The	short	slur	indicates	legato	playing	of	relatively	short	groups	of	

notes	or	motives	within	musical	phrases.
•	 The	slur	is	a	sign	of	clarity,	not	phrasing.
•	 It	provides	intentional	direction	of	notes	and	where	the	musical	line	

is going.
•	 It	enlivens	the	music	by	lightly	ending	one	sound	and	clearly	articu-

lating	the	next note.
•	 It	may	emphasize	the	meter	if	on	the	downbeat,	oppose the meter to 

mitigate	its	effect,	but	never	replace	the	downbeat.
•	 The	possibilities	are	boundless.
•	 Because	the	slur	is	so	important	to	proper	expression	of	the	Classical	

Era	ideal,	it	is	essential	to	work	from	a	reliable score.
•	 The	 note	 over	 which	 the	 slur	 begins	 is	 to	 be	 very	 gently	 (almost	

imperceptibly)	accented	and	preceded	with	a	silence.
•	 The	first	note	under	a	slur	is	accentuated	while	the	remaining	notes	

under the slur create a diminuendo.
•	 Eighteenth-century	slurs	almost	never	continue	over	the	bar line.
•	 Slurs	facilitate	an	increase	of	intensity	or	expressivity.
•	 At	the	ends	of	phrases	or	periods	the	slur	oftentimes	indicates	a	less-

ening	of	intensity	to	bring	the	thought	to	a close.
•	 The	further	apart	rhythmically	the	two	notes	of	the	sigh,	the	shorter	

and lighter the second note.
•	 It	 was	 customary	 to	 indicate	 by	 appropriate	marks	 only	 the	 first	

few	 of	 prolonged	 successions	 of	 detached	 or	 legato	 notes.	 All	 suc-
ceeding tones are to be played similarly until another kind of mark 
intervenes.

•	 The	 last	 note	 of	 an	 embellished	 trill	 will	 connect	 to	 the	 final	
cadential tone.

•	 A musical	 line	without	 slurs	 allows	 for	 individual	 input	 regarding	
articulation.

•	 A  musical	 line	 without	 slurs	 also	 allows	 for	 the	 possibility	 of	
crescendo.

E.	 Execution
•	 Notes	under	a	slur	simply	indicate	attack	and	release.
•	 They	should	be	played	without	making	any	movement	of	the	hand,	

in a single impulse.
•	 The	first	note	of	a	slur	and	the	first	note	after	a	slur	(which	may	well	

be	a	new	slur	grouping)	is	articulated	through
◦	 a	clean	attack	(with	varying	degrees	of	emphasis)



◦	 a	clean	release	(with	varying	degrees	of	lightness)
◦	 a	separation	of	sound	(with	varying	degrees	of	time)	between	the	

two	gestures
F.	 Use	of	Prolonged	Touch	(Finger	Legato)

•	 In	 continuous	 sixteenth-note	 passages	 that	 contain	 the	 melody	
within	the	passage,	the	melody	notes	were	assumed	to	be	held	longer	
than	the	notated	value	to	bring	out	the	melody.

•	 Holding	all	notes	in	harmonic	figures	(including	Alberti	bass)	by	pro-
longing	chord	tones	through	finger	legato	was	common	which	may	
or	may	not	be	indicated	by	the	slur	line.	This	is	more	effective	and	
noticeable	when	the	pedal	is	not in use.

G.	 Longer	Legato	Groups	(Slurs)	and	Phrase	Indications
•	 Slurs	of	two	to	four	measures	in	length	began	to	appear	around	1775	

and 1780.
•	 Beethoven	 and,	 later,	 Clementi,	 began	 using	 longer	 slurs,	 leaning	

toward	 using	 them	 for	 structural	 direction	 rather	 than	 gesture	
articulation.

•	 Longer	slurs	are	often	followed	by	shorter	slurs	to	complement	or	set	
off	a	motive.

•	 When	examining	long	slurs,	care	must	be	taken	in	deciding	the	pen-
ultimate	strong beat.

•	 Intentional	use	of	beaming	 is	more	characteristic	 than	 longer	slur	
lines	for	 indicating	phrase	structure.	Here,	beams	that	would	nor-
mally	be	joined	are	separated	to	clearly	indicate	a	phrase	division.

INFLUENCES APPLIED

A.	 Play	from	Urtext	editions.
B.	 The	fortepiano	was	built	for	articulating	the	small	slur.	That	is	why	it	

was	branded,	“The	Viennese	sigh!”	The	modern	piano	was	built	 for	a	
tone	that	blossoms	and grows.
•	 Quickly	 releasing	 the	 tone	 over	 and	 over	 again	 on	 the	 modern	

piano	will	 result	 in	 a	 terribly	 choppy	 and	 uncharacteristic	 sound.	
Adjustments must be made to capture the essence.

C.	 Begin	with	each	topic	presented	in	the	historical	section.
•	 The	 concept	 and	affekt	 are	 the	 foundation.	 Look	 to	 see	where	 the	

articulation	in	the	piece	you	are	playing	exhibits	and	promotes	those	
traits.

•	 Play,	making	strict	application	as	a	jumping-off	point.	Where	does	it	
work?	Where	does	adjustment	need	to	be made?



•	 Make	 adjustments,	 striving	 to	 achieve	 the	 composer’s	 intent	 of	
stress and release.

D.	 The	finesse	required	in	articulating	this	style	may	necessitate	further	
development	 of	 technique	 in	 the	 areas	 of	 finger	 control	 and	 supple	
wrist.
•	 With	due	attention	to	proper	technique	execution	initially	deemed	

improbable	may	prove	possible	and	preferred	on	the	modern piano.
E.	 When	in	doubt,	sing	the	line	or	even	“scat”	the	line!	This	helps	deter-

mine the appropriate grouping.
F.	 Initial	experiences	in	application	of	this	concept	can	be	one	of	the	most	

difficult	(and	maddening)	concepts	when	approached	from	a	modern	
era	mindset.	It	can	also	be	one	of	the	most	rewarding.


