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CHAPTER 7: ACCENTS AND OTHER 
EXPRESSIONS MARKS

A. In eighteenth-century music many accentuation directions are con-
tained within the notation itself with no specific instructions regard-
ing accents and expression marks in the score.

B. Contextual clues to accentuation are found in affekt, structural foun-
dation, harmonic function, interactions between melody and har-
mony, and rhythmic structure.

C. Accentuation marks written in the score were saved for truly “special” 
moments.

D. In the eighteenth century, as each composer chose his own particular 
symbols, he often assigned his own meaning, and those meanings very 
well changed over the course of his lifetime. Refer to primary sources 
and research surrounding each new piece.

ACCENTS: EXPRESSIVE INDICATORS

A. Accents primarily used in the Classical period
•	 f as an accent sign in addition to dynamic marking
•	 sf, fz, fp, sfp, ffp, the stroke
•	 The	wedge	(>)	in	use	occasionally	before	1800

B. Rinforzando, reinforced, here, has two meanings
•	 Forceful	crescendo on two to four notes
•	 Additional	emphasis	on	a	single	note	or	chord



METHODS USED TO EXECUTE EXPRESSION

A.	 The	Instrument
•	 The	 inherent	 quality	 of	 the	 fortepiano	 is	 conducive	 to	 a	 different	

tone	quality	(and	slight	rise	in	pitch)	on	an	accent.
•	 Due	to	the	faster	decay,	accents	need	be	longer	(not	just	louder)	to	

emphasize a given note.
B.	 Dynamics.	Used	with	“good	taste”	to	highlight	the	written	(and	some-

times	unwritten)	accent.	Look for
•	 dissonances
•	 syncopation
•	 non-harmonic tones
•	 unusual	long,	low,	or	high notes

C. Time and direction of line. Using rubato one may impact the execution 
of an accent by
•	 going	to	a	point	either	 through	stretching	the	rhythm	or	urgently	

moving forward
•	 going	away	from	a point
•	 reflecting	on	a point

D. Agogics. Accentuating the note of emphasis through stretching the 
tone	(agogics),	which	takes	time

E. Articulating. Separating notes in time
•	 Steal	time	before	the	accented note.
•	 Take	time	between	important parts.

F.	 Volume	and	Time.	Save	the	combined	use	of	time	and	volume	together	
for a special point.

G.	 Rhetoric.	Requires	change	of	character	of	repeated	motives
•	 State	then	restate	more	intensely	(louder,	longer,	stronger)
•	 State	then	restate	reflectively	(softer,	wistfully,	lighter)

H. Harmonic structure guides expression

FLEXIBILITY OF RHYTHM AND TEMPO

A.	 The	general	rule	is	to	play	in	steady time.
B. Derivations of time should be

•	 few
•	 minimal
•	 almost	imperceptible
•	 used	to	highlight	or	enhance	the mood



•	 never	used	to	undermine	unity	of	the	movement
•	 used	sparingly;	at	the	proper	time,	they	achieve	great	effect

C.	 Agogics	(lengthening	of	notes	or	rests) should
•	 fit	the	character	and	heighten	clarity	of	the	formal	structure
•	 be	used	sparingly

D. Rhetorical rests. Punctuation in music to help shape motives
•	 serve	as	punctuation	in	the	midst	of	the	section	for effect
•	 grammatical	(usual): period,	comma,	semi-colon,	colon (.,;:)
•	 rhetorical	 (unusual):	 question,	 exclamation,	 parenthesis,	 dash	

(?!()—)
E. Fermata is an expressive embellishment.

•	 It	is	used	to	extend	tension	or	sit	on	a	resolution.
•	 Application	 is	 calculated	 to	 produce	 a	 larger	 effect	 than	

unmarked rests.
•	 It	is	an	expression	of	surprise	or	astonishment,	a	feeling	whereby	the	

movements	appear	to	come	to	a	brief	standstill	(most	often	a	metri-
cal	beat	is	added,	diminishing	surprise).

•	 It	frequently	immediately	precedes	a	return	or	change	of	theme.
•	 Its	length	and	breadth	is	determined	by	the	affekt.

F.	 Accelerando
•	 Intended	to	heighten	the	drama	in	a	noticeable	way
•	 In	pieces	whose	character	is	vehemence,	anger,	wrath,	and	fury,	one	

can play the most forceful passages with a somewhat more hastened 
(accelerando)	motion

•	 Used	when	individual	ideas	are	repeated	more	intensely
•	 Used	when	gentle	feelings	are	interrupted	by	a	lively	passage
•	 Used	unexpectedly,	to	arouse	a	more	passionate	affekt

G. Ritardando	(used	more	frequently	than	accelerando)
•	 Meant	to	heighten	the	drama	in	a	noticeable	way
•	 Used	 in	 extraordinarily	 tender,	 longing,	 melancholy	 passages	 to	

bring emotions to a peak
•	 Used	when	approaching	certain	fermatas
•	 Found	in	passages	toward	the	end	of	a	composition
•	 Used	with	written	out	ornamentation	and	transitions	in	small	notes
•	 Used	in	transitions	approaching	important	sections
•	 Oftentimes	linked	to	espressivo, con espressione

H. Sectional Tempo Change
•	 When	a	section,	mood,	or	mode	changes,	slight	tempo	variants	are	

possible.



INFLUENCES APPLIED

A.	 Listen	 to	 early	 recordings	 to	 develop	 context	 and	 a	 feel	 for	 possible	
expressive liberties.

B. As with all application of eighteenth-century performing practices to 
modern playing determine
•	 Structure
•	 Affekt
•	 What	tool to use
•	 Where	it	may	be used
•	 To	what extent

C.	 Begin	with	strict	adherence	to	the	norms	of	the	day.	The	necessity	to	
make	adjustments	will	become	clear	when	listening	with	a	discerning	
ear.

D.	 When	 using	 volume	 to	 execute	 accents	 (sf,	 >,	 fz,	 etc.)	 on	 a	 modern	
piano,	 listen	carefully	 so	as	not	 to	overpower,	 creating	an	effect	 the	
composer	did	not	at	all	intend.	Much	listening	and	adjusting	in	terms	
of both volume and timing is needed in performing stylistic accents on 
the modern piano.

E.	 Challenge	yourself	to	see	how	many	different	ways	the	accentuation	
may be executed.
•	 A “biting”	fortepiano accent
•	 Carefully	placed timing
•	 Agogic accents
•	 Rhetorical	answers
•	 Harmonic	structure

F.	 Research	expression	marks	to	clearly	understand	the	composer’s	inten-
tions for each specific work at that particular period in his life.

G. Good taste and finesse is the rule of thumb. When contemplating use 
of any expressive tools, the derivations should be few, minimal, and 
almost imperceptible.


