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Essay Nr. 160:  A few Comments on German Performance Practice
He gave it life when it had none.
Johann Daube, on J. S. Bach’s improvisation
 in place of the notated music.

There are some interesting comments in 17th century German literature which suggest that the dynamics which appear on paper as contrasting, were in fact blended together through crescendo and diminuendo.  Benedict Lechler, writing c. 1640, says such markings “stand, not for a series of abrupt steps, but for gradual diminuendos or crescendos.”  W. M. Mylius, in 1686, makes a crescendo and diminuendo where only piano is given.

Yet with both piano and forte it is to be noted that one does not go so suddenly from piano to forte, but one should gradually strengthen the voice and again let it decrease so that at the beginning piano is heard, forte at the middle, and once again piano as one comes to the close.
 

On the other hand, we have quite a different, and even more subjective, concept of dynamics by Georg Muffat, in the Foreword to his collection of concerti, Auserlesene Instrumental-Music (1701).

At the direction piano or p all are ordinarily to play at once so softly and tenderly that one barely hears them, at the direction forte or f with so full a tone, from the first note so marked, that the listeners are left, as it were, astounded at such vehemence.
 

“Astounded” seems a strong expectation of the listener, but Muffat mentions this again with respect to tempo.

In directing the measure or beat, one should for the most part follow the Italians, who are accustomed to proceed much more slowly than we do at the directions Adagio, Grave, Largo, etc., so slowly sometime that one can scarcely wait for them, but, at the directions Allegro, Vivace, Presto, Piu  presto, and Prestissimo much more rapidly and in a more lively manner.  For by exactly observing this opposition or rivalry of the slow and the fast, the loud and the soft, the fullness of the [ripieno] and the delicacy of the [concertino], the ear is ravished by a singular astonishment, as is the eye by the opposition of light and shade.

Later he implies this sense of tempo continues to the very end, reminding us that the cadential ritard was probably rare before the Classic Period.

It is earnestly requested that the listeners be maintained in continuous attention from beginning to end, until, at a given moment, all end the concerto together, forcibly and, as it were, unexpectedly.
 

Perhaps the least familiar aspect to most readers, with regard to Baroque performance practice, is improvisation.  But it seems very clear that performers were expected to finish the composition through improvisation (called ornamentation by modern theorists) or by the addition of ornaments (not the same thing as ornamentation!) can be documented throughout the Baroque.  Early in the 17th century, for example, Heinrich Schutz, in the preface to his Resurrection History (1623), recommends that the long sustained chords in the organ part should be performed with “decorative and appropriate runs or passages.”
   Again, in his Cantiones sacrae, Op. 4, of 1625, he writes,  

You organists, however, who wish to satisfy more sensitive ears I request not to spare the pains to fill in all [!] the voices.  If in customary manner you accompany only according to the basso continuo, I would consider this wrong and unmusical [vanum et inconcinnum].
 

By “wrong and unmusical” Schutz really meant that the composition had been left in such a manner that the details must be added by the performer.
   This is surely what Heinichen meant as well, when he wrote of an aria,

In this aria there is no embellishing of notes [on paper], but in a complete performance [elaboration] it may be so embellished with good taste, brilliance, and accompaniment that it necessarily will encounter complete success in public.
 

It is our opinion, in this regard, that all instances where “Alberti bass” figures are found invite improvisation.  

Regarding a different kind of improvisation, Georg Muffat mentions the adding of ornaments in 1696, in writing of performance in the French ballet style of Lully.

One must use with discernment certain ornaments making the pieces much more beautiful and agreeable, lighting them up, as it were, with sparkling precious stones.
 

We also have testimonials to the public improvisation of a number of Baroque musicians.  Bach, in particular, is frequently mentioned in this regard.  Marpurg, writing in 1752, recalls,

In the minds of all those who had the good fortune to hear him, there still hovers the memory of his astonishing facility in invention and improvisation....
 

Contemporaries recalled many fascinating demonstrations of Bach’s ability to improvise, such as when a famous French organist suddenly left town rather than compete in public with Bach in improvisation.

Marchand, who had hitherto defied all organists, had to acknowledge the undoubted superiority of his antagonist on this occasion.  For when Bach made bold to invite him to engage in friendly competition with him on the organ, and for this purpose gave him a theme which he jotted down with pencil on a scrap of paper, to be made the subject of improvisations, asking Marchand for a theme in return, Marchand, so far from putting in his appearance at the scene of battle, thought it better to leave Dresden by special coach.
 

And of course another famous occasion was Bach’s improvisation before Frederick the Great, which resulted in the composition we know as “The Musical Offering.”
 

Contemporary musicians seemed most impressed in hearing Bach’s improvisation while realizing a thorough bass.  His son, K. P. E. Bach, recalled,

He accompanied trios on more than one occasion on the spur of the moment and, being in a good humor and knowing that the composer would not take it amiss, and on the basis of a sparsely figured continuo part just set before him, converted them into complete quartets, astounding the composer of the trios.
 

A similar description of Bach’s improvisation was recorded by Johann Daube.

By his exceedingly adroit accompaniment he gave it life when it had none.  He knew how to imitate it so cleverly, with either the right hand or the left, and how to introduce an unexpected counter-theme against it, so that the listener would have sworn that everything had been conscientiously written out.  At the same time, the regular accompaniment was very little curtailed.  In general his accompanying was always like a concertante part most conscientiously worked out and added as a companion to the upper voice so that at the appropriate time the upper voice would shine.  This right was even given at times to the bass, without slighting the upper voice.  Suffice it to say that anyone who missed hearing him missed a great deal.
 

And while Bach was still alive, Lorenz Mizler wrote,

Whoever wishes truly to observe what delicacy in thorough bass and very good accompanying mean need only take the trouble to hear our Kapellmeister Bach here, who accompanies every thorough bass to a solo so that one thinks it is a piece of concerted music and as if the melody he plays in the right hand were written beforehand.  I can give a living testimony of this since I have heard it myself.
 

There were on occasional listeners who were so appreciative of Bach’s musicianship.  On at least one occasion, his superiors in the church resolved to reprove him,

for having hitherto made many curious variationes in the chorale, and mingled many strange tones in it, and for the fact that the Congregation has been confused by it.
 

In an atmosphere where literally all performers improvised on the basis of the music before them, one must imagine that such distinguished composers as Bach would have become discouraged at hearing lesser musicians transforming their music.  Bach, in particular, towards the end of his life began to write out “all the notes.”   This was the beginning of the end of the tradition of the player contributing to the text of the composition, although it would take until the middle of the 19th century for this kind of improvisation to finally die out.
 

This new practice brought the complaint from players that the composer was doing their job, that the music had become so cluttered that one could no longer see the important notes of the melody, etc.  In 1737, Johann Scheibe anonymously wrote a “Letter from an able Musikant Abroad” which attacked the new practice.

Every ornament, every little grace, and everything that one thinks of as belonging to the method of playing, he expresses completely in notes; and this not only takes away from his pieces the beauty of harmony but completely covers the melody throughout.  All the voices must work with each other and be of equal difficulty, and none of them can be recognized as the principal voice.  In short, he is in music what Mr. von Lohenstein was in poetry.  Turgidity has led them both from the natural to the artificial, and from the lofty to the somber; and in both one admires the onerous labor and uncommon effort -- which, however, are vainly employed, since they conflict with Nature.
 

Since this was obviously directed at Bach, a lengthy series of publications began debating this point.  The first to come to the defense of Bach was written by Johann Birnbaum the following year.

The Honorable Court Composer is neither the first nor the only man to write thus.  From among a mass of composers whom I could cite in this respect, I will mention only Grigny and Du Mage, who in their Livres d’orgue have used this very method.  If the latter, I can find no reason why it should deserve the name of fault.  On the contrary, I consider it, for reasons which cannot be disregarded, as a necessary measure of prudence on the part of the composer.  To begin with, it is certain that what is called the “manner” of singing or playing is almost everywhere valued and considered desirable.  It is also indisputable that this manner can please the ear only if it is applied in the right places but must on the contrary uncommonly offend the ear and spoil the principal melody of the performer employs it at the wrong spot.  Now experience teaches further that usually its application is left to the free whim of singers and instrumentalists.  If all such men were sufficiently instructed in that which is truly beautiful in the manner; if they always knew how to employ it where it might serve as a true ornament and particular emphasis of the main melody; in that case it would be superfluous for the composer to write down in notes once more what they already knew.  But only the fewest have a sufficient knowledge, and the rest, by an inappropriate application of the manner, spoil the principal melody and indeed often introduce such passages as might easily be attributed, by those who do not know the true state of affairs, to an error of the composer.  Therefore every composer, including the Hon. Court Composer, is entitled to set the wanderers back on the right path by prescribing a correct method according to his intentions, and thus to watch over the preservation of his own honor.
 

We must not omit one contemporary, Johann Gesner, has left a description of Bach conducting in 1738.  In this, which must have been a rehearsal, he appears to have been as florid as his counterpoint.

If you could see him...singing with one voice and playing his own parts, but watching over everything and bringing back to the rhythm and the beat, out of thirty or even forty musicians, the one with a nod, another by tapping with his foot, the third with a warning finger, giving the right note to one from the top of his voice, to another from the bottom, and to a third from the middle of it -- all alone, in the midst of the greatest din made by all the participants, and, although he is executing the most difficult parts himself, noticing at once whenever and wherever a mistake occurs, holding everyone together, taking precautions everywhere, and repairing any unsteadiness, full of rhythm in every part of his body....
 

There is a comment about the public which is worthy of quotation.  Gesualdo once complained that a noble to whom he had given some madrigals kept them closely guarded for himself, preventing any opportunity for a wider public to get to know them.  Samuel Scheidt (1587 - 1654) curiously makes the opposite point in a letter to Duke August of Brunswick.

Since I do not desire to have these symphonies appear in print, whereby they would become common, I have made bold to dedicate them, together with some spiritual madrigals, to Your Lordship for your ducal chapel....
 

We have seen above the appreciation by some of Bach’s improvisation with a thorough bass.  One who held a different view was Heinichen, who reminds the keyboard accompanist that his job is “to second the voice and not to stifle or disfigure it.”  He finds there are accompanists who add so much improvisation in showing their “clever vanity” that they hurt the performance.  

We mention this here because of a subsequent comment which offers an enlightening view of the developing attitudes toward real concerts.  He suggests that the art is more important than the individual.

Whoever plays in a concert must play for the honor and perfection of the performance and not for his own particular honor.  It is no longer a concert when each plays only for himself.
 
Finally, with the developing 17th century official civic music, and the growing middle-class participation in music, music was clearly leaving the protected environments of court and Church.  We imagine some serious composers must have worried about the future of the art.  We think perhaps this is reflected in a poem about a civic music guild that Johann Scheibe wrote in 1739 when apparently worrying that music was changing from art to entertainment.
Your absurd guild which loves only laziness,

Which denominates as masters those who are yet unskilled,

Which in fact wants much written; yet never thinks,

Which dispatches musical foolishness into the world day and night,

Which so frightfully tortures and torments the sensitive ear,

Which almost rejects music’s cause out of tastelessness,

Must throw down pen and paper, reflect,

and examine yourself....
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