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CHAPTER 1: URGENCY, WHY BOTHER?

A. Artistic playing does not ensure the composer’s message is being 
conveyed.

B. Study of eighteenth-century instruments, music notational language, 
performance practice, and how it applies to modern instruments pro-
vides transformative opportunities for modern playing.

C. There are lessons to be learned from the past that will inform modern 
perspective.

D. Authenticity is more than “getting it right.”
E. Fallacies and faulty logic must be dispelled to make way for the 

discoveries.
•	 The	modern	piano	is	a	product	of	evolution	and	is	superior	to	previ-

ous instruments.
◦ Throughout history, there have been many keyboard instruments, 

each with their own matchless traits, strengths, and limitations.
•	 Eighteenth-century	 composers	would	 have	 preferred	 today’s	mod-

ern piano.
◦ While period composers offered suggestions to piano makers, they 

were quite pleased with the new piano.
•	 We	 must	 play	 exactly	 what	 is	 written	 to	 honor	 the	 composer’s	

intentions.
◦ Eighteenth-century music notational language contains similar 

signs and symbols to twentieth- and twenty-first-century nota-
tion but carries, in some instances, quite dissimilar meanings. 
Lamentably, many modern musicians apply twenty-first-century 



meaning to eighteenth-century music notational language, entirely 
missing the chief aim of honoring the composer’s intentions.

F. The tasks at hand:
•	 Understand	the	instrument for which the music was intended.
•	 Comprehend	 the	 language that was used when the music was 

written.
•	 Understand	how	the	language	was	expressed	through	performance 

practice.
•	 Apply	 relevant, applicable meaning for today’s musician on 

today’s instrument to render a historically informed performance 
that interprets the intended message and creates newly transformed 
twenty-first-century art.

G. The Viennese five-octave fortepiano
•	 The	 fortepiano’s	 prevailing	 quality	 is	 its	 ability	 to	 be	 played	 with	

finesse.
•	 Everything	 on	 the	 fortepiano	 is	 literally	 and	 aesthetically	 lighter	

and more responsive than the modern piano.
•	 The	 fortepiano	 soundboard	 is	 thinner	 than	 the	 modern	 piano	

soundboard.
•	 Fortepiano	 hammers	 contain	 sharply	 tapered	 shafts	 that	 are	 less	

than half the size of today’s hammers and travel half the distance of 
modern piano hammers.

•	 The	 fortepiano	 action	 contains	 a	 lighter,	 simple,	 single-lever	 sys-
tem with the key in direct contact with the jack rather than the 
twenty-plus parts that propel the hammer on the modern piano.

•	 The	physical	act	of	playing	the	fortepiano	is	lighter	and	acutely	tac-
tual. One can actually feel the key and hammer touch the string.

•	 The	escapement,	which	improves	reliability	and	responsiveness,	was	
designed on the fortepiano.

•	 The	 lighter	 key	weight	 and	quicker	 action	 in	 the	 fortepiano	 facili-
tates responsiveness.

•	 Fortepiano	strings	are	made	of	iron	rather	than	steel,	which	creates	
a very silvery tone.

•	 The	fortepiano’s	range	influenced	composers’	musical	concept.
•	 The	 tone	 begins	 to	 quickly	 decay	 from	 the	 moment	 the	 hammer	

strikes the key.
•	 The	pedal	is	executed	with	the	knee,	rather	than	the feet.

H. The Language (What they Said)
•	 The	language	of	today	is	not	the	same	language	of	yesteryear.



•	 Acceptance	of	the	naturally	occurring	malleability	and	variability	of	
language is imperative in order to approach eighteenth-century music 
notational language with an inquisitive and investigative mind.

•	 Be	 ready	 to	 seek	out	previous	definitions	 and	 subtle	 connotations	
from a 250-year-old vocabulary.

I. Pronounce, Comprehend, Convince
•	 We	must	 understand	 how	 a	 language	 is	 spoken	 or	 pronounced	 to	

begin to make sense of intent.
•	 Understanding	what	is	meant	is	the	key,	not	simply	how	the	words	

are spoken.
•	 The	 roles	 of	 punctuation,	 articulation,	 and	 inflection	 drastically	

impact meaning and interpretation. They convince the listener.
•	 Music	notational	language	it	no	different.

J. Eighteenth-century music notational language must say something. 
Eighteenth-century musical style is all about reading the score, com-
prehending	 the	 message,	 and	 executing	 that	 message	 through	 the	
performer’s soul.
•	 No	matter	how	thorough,	notation	is	an	inexact	attempt	to	express	

sounds and emotions in written form. And sadly, we can’t recon-
struct	a	sound	that	no	longer	exists.

•	 The	best	hope	for	a	rational	solution	is	to	learn	as	much	as	possible	
about the language from eighteenth-century letters, pedagogy, and 
treatises.

K.	 Urtext	 editions	 bring	 us	 as	 close	 as	 possible	 to	 learning	 what	 was	
actually said.

INFLUENCES APPLIED

A. In learning how to say something meaningful, it is important to look 
through the “lens” of the native speaker to draw on historical wealth 
of information.

B. Learning about the fortepiano provides the opportunity to develop a 
sense of the gestalt.

C.	 Making	use	of	the	gestalt	is	not	an	attempt	to	duplicate	the	sound,	but	
to bring the style and essence to modern playing
•	 Bring	the	lighter,	quicker,	more	responsive	feel	of	the	fortepiano	to	

modern playing, playing “as if.”
•	 Lower	registers	may	require	portato on legato sections, and staccato 

playing may take on a bit more of a portato to allow for the blossom 
of the modern piano.



•	 Adjust	for	the	“extremes”	of	the	fortepiano	dynamics.
•	 Adjust	 for	 the	 concept	 of	 where	 “the	 limits”	 are	 on	 a	modern	 7½	

octave instrument.
•	 Bring	fortepiano	clarity	to	modern	playing.

D. Learning eighteenth-century language is imperative to getting at the 
meaning behind the pronunciation on the fortepiano.

E.	 Urtexts	bring	musicians	closer	to	the	original	words	of	the	composer.
•	 Still,	ask,	“Am	I getting	the	information	from	the	composer	or	the	

editor?”
•	 Always	read	the	editorial notes.

F. From an informed framework questions may then be asked regarding 
appropriate	execution	on	modern	instruments.


