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Essay Nr. 65:  Thoughts on Tempi
Just as there is a difference between grammar and speech, so there is an infinitely greater one between musical theory and the art of fine playing.

Couperin, 1668 - 1733

During the countless centuries of music history before notation, tempo must have been a subject of concern only with regard to dance music.  All other solo performance would no doubt have always consisted of performance dictated by feeling.  One can imagine that feeling also determined dance tempi until such time as there were known and repeatable dances which would have tended toward a narrow range of recognizable tempi.

We have no way of knowing much about tempo with respect to the medieval two- and three-part scores, that is in the sense of individual performances.  But, given the Church’s role in turning music into a branch of mathematics, it would seem reasonable to guess that the notation did not anticipate internal tempo changes, such as rubato, no matter how much “feeling” the clerical singers were attempting to add to the music.  In fact we may suppose it was their frustration in trying to be musical in a rigid mathematical system which led to the extensive improvisation in church music.
This aspect of tempo must have become even more problematic in Renaissance church music, as it became notated for four, five and more parts.  Certainly with proportions, in which the music rapidly became, through diminution, faster (smaller note values), the very mathematical complexity must have made tempo as we use the term irrelevant after the beginning.  In some extant examples there quickly accumulate so many ligatures that it seems impossible to believe anyone could have actually sung the music.  Some consider these to be mere “educational examples” of the mathematics in question and not intended to be sung.  But some music of this kind was sung and it was a real concern for working church music directors like Praetorius.  He feared the conductor might end up beating so fast that,

we make the spectators laugh and offend the listeners with incessant hand and arm movements and give the crowd an opportunity for raillery and mockery.
 

We suspect, therefore, that because of the notation itself, together with the Church background of making music be an expression of mathematics, rather than of emotion, that for most of the Renaissance performers probably no longer thought of tempo as an expression of feeling.
  But by the 16th century a change was in the atmosphere and it came from Italy.  Certainly we can see the desire to write with stronger feelings in the music of di Rore and Gesualdo.  But the Italians were also beginning to break down the regimentation of tempi, at least this seems clear in Praetorius’ Syntagma Musicum (1619), which he wrote as a kind of introductory treatise for the purpose of introducing the Italian style to Germany.  

When discussing various signatures at the beginning of compositions, Praetorius finds there is no longer agreement among the Italians.  He suggests that the slower common time signature is used in madrigals and the faster alle-breve sign is used in motets.
   However, he has noticed that in all the compositions of Gabrieli, he uses only the alle-breve sign.  In the works of Viadana, he finds the alle-breve sign in compositions with text and the common time sign in instrumental works.  His own opinion, agreeing with what he has found in the works of Lassus and Marenzio, was that,

the common time sign should be used for those motets and other sacred compositions which have many black notes, in order to show that the beat is to be taken more slowly....  Anyone, however, may reflect upon such matters himself and decide, on the basis of text and music, where the beat has to be slow and where fast.

His last sentence is revolutionary, for we can see that the question of tempo has now passed from the composer to the performer.

In concerti, where madrigal and motets styles are found, it is necessary to change tempo.  Here, instead of using the common time and alle-breve signs, Praetorius suggests it might be better to employ the new practice of using Italian words, such as adagio, presto, etc.
 

Praetorius clearly reflects
 a level of rubato never mentioned in earlier treatises.  For this practice he makes two general rules, first that a performance must not be hurried and second that all note values must be observed.  Then he adds a comment that demonstrates how dramatic the revolution in the approach to tempo was.  The conductor can now decide for himself changes in tempo with are entirely unnotated in the score.

But to use, by turns, now a slower, now a faster beat, in accordance with the text, lends dignity and grace to a performance and makes it admirable....  Some do not want such mixture of [tempi] in any one composition.  But I cannot accept their opinion, especially since it makes motets and concerti particularly delightful, when after some slow and expressive measures at the beginning several quick phrases follow, succeeded in turn by slow and stately ones, which again change off with faster ones.

The purpose of this he says is to avoid monotony and he adds the same advice relative to dynamics.

Besides, it adds much charm to harmony and melody, if the dynamic level in the vocal and instrumental parts is varied now and then. 

When Praetorius returns to the subject of dynamics, mentioning that the Italians are beginning to use forte, piano, etc., to mark changes within a concerto.  It is interesting that, once again, he suggests that the conductor is free to alter both dynamics and tempo.

I rather like this practice.  There are some who believe that this is not very appropriate, especially in churches.  I feel, however, that such variety [in dynamics] and change [in tempo] are not only agreeable and proper, if applied with moderation and designed to express the feelings of the music, and affect the ear and the spirit of the listener much more and give the concerto a unique quality and grace.  Often the composition itself, as well as the text and the meaning of the words, requires that one [change] at times -- but not too frequently or excessively -- beating now fast, now slowly, also that one lets the choir by turns sing quietly and softly, and loudly and briskly.  To be sure, in churches there will be more need of restraint in such changes than at banquets.
 

Finally, it is particularly interesting here, that Praetorius gives one Latin term, lento gradu, which he says was understood to mean that the voice was both softer and slower.
This apparent new freedom among the Italians is confirmed by the many similar Baroque recommendations to the performer to feel free to vary the tempo.  The whole story of the Baroque, music history texts notwithstanding, was a fervent attempt to return emotions to music, after fifteen centuries of their being discouraged by the Church.  And so the very nature of these recommendations reflect a regimentation in the concept of tempo, which the Baroque composers seemed eager to destroy.  The very practice Praetorius discusses above, relative to the freedom now for the performer to make his own decision on tempo, had been mentioned four years earlier, in 1615, by Frescobaldi,

These pieces should not be played to a strict beat any more than modern madrigals which, though difficult, are made easier by taking the beat now slower, now faster, and by even pausing altogether in accordance with the expression and meaning of the text.

We wish to emphasize that the reason for this new freedom in tempo was to aid in the expression of emotion.  One feels this clearly in Monteverdi, as well as his concern about the old style of rigid tempi, when he pleads that his song must be “sung to the time of the heart’s feeling, and not to that of the hand.”
    And we find exactly the same plea by Giovanni Bonachelli in 1642,
In accordance with the feeling one must guide the beat, sensing it now fast, now slow, according to the occasion, now liveliness, and now languor, as indeed anyone will easily know immediately who possesses the fine manner of singing.

By 1676, the great English critic, Thomas Mace, seems to suggest that this new freedom now also included decisions on the tempo of larger formal sections of the music.  If, he says, the music falls into sections, these may be played,

According as they best please your own fancy, some very briskly, and courageously, and some agan gently, lovingly, tenderly and smoothly.

He then continues with the same recommendation to the performer we have seen above.

Beginners must learn strict time; but when we come to be masters, so that we can command all manner of time, at our own pleasures, we then take liberty…to break time; sometimes faster and sometimes slower, as we perceive the nature of the thing requires.

This new Baroque style of leaving to the performer, not the composer, the decisions regarding tempi in performance is the explanation for what might otherwise seem to the modern reader a rather extraordinary incident involving Haydn in London.  Haydn brought new symphonies with him for his second trip to London and when he went to the first rehearsal and, as conductor, sought to give the tempo for a manuscript work never before seen by the orchestra, he was immediately over-ruled by the “Leader” (the concertmeister) who considered it his job to set the tempo.  There must have developed some conflict for it carried over into a debate in the local newspapers.  One who defended Haydn’s right to set the tempo of his own music was the famous Charles Burney,
There is a censure leveled at him…for marking the measure to his own new composition: but as even the old compositions had never been performed under his direction, in this country, till the last winter, it was surely allowable for him to indicate to the orchestra the exact time in which he intended the several movements to be played, without offending the leader or subalterns of the excellent band which he had to conduct.

During the 19th century we again find famous composers arguing for freedom in tempo, as we see, for example, in a letter by von Weber to the music director, Praeger, in Leipzig.

The beat must not be like a tyrannical hammer, impeding or urging on, but must be to the music what the pulse-beat is to the life of man.

There is no slow tempo in which passages do not occur that demand a quicker motion, so as to obviate the impression of dragging.

Conversely there is no presto that does not need a quiet delivery by many places, so as not to throw away the chance of expressiveness by hurrying….

Neither the quickening nor the slowing of the tempo should ever give the impression of the spasmodic or the violent.  The changes, to have a musical-poetic significance, must come in an orderly way in periods and phrases, conditioned by the varying warmth of the expression.

And Richard Wagner complained that the “conductor-guild” of his time dictated that there should be no tempo modification in the music of Beethoven, a view he attributed to the “incapacity and general unfitness of our conductors themselves.”
  This attitude is still very strong in Europe, where it is presently heard in the advice that with regard to the master composers one should play only “what they wrote.”
Finally, after Brahms conducted his own Fourth Symphony with the famous Meiningen Orchestra he wrote Joseph Joachim complaining, of things not notated in the score, “In these concerts I couldn’t make enough slowings and accelerations.”
  And anyone who has heard the extant recording of Mahler playing at the piano a transcription of his own Fifth Symphony will have been astonished to hear tempi, and tempo alteration so radical as to be virtually unrecognizable in the score.
After reading all these similar comments by really great musicians, we hope the reader who is a musician will pause to contemplate on the degree which the 20th century has taken something away from him and given it back to the composer.  Or have we performers just lost sight of something?

The most serious consequence of the Church’s decision to make music a branch of mathematics, as a part of its campaign against the emotions, was the creation of the modern notational system by church mathematicians.  Adhering to the Church dogma, they created a notational system without a single symbol which has anything to do with emotion or feeling.  Having to notate music with such an incomplete system forced composers to seek other, less effective, means of communicating with performers, such as the language at the beginning of the score.  Couperin makes these same points in the preface to his L’Art de Toucher.
Not having devised signs or characters for communicating our specific ideas, we try to remedy this by indicating at the beginning of our pieces, by some such word as Tenderly, Quickly, etc., as far as possible the idea we want to convey.

The most familiar form of this practice to musicians is, of course, what Praetorius calls in 1619, “the new practice of using Italian words, such as adagio, presto, etc.”  To musicians today these Italian words convey tempo, but originally they were intended to reflect character, not speed.
  It will be quite surprising for the reader to see how Johann Mattheson (1681 – 1764) defined some of these familiar terms,
An Adagio indicates distress; a Lamento lamentation; a Lento relief; an Andante hope; an Affetuoso love; an Allegro comfort; a Presto eagerness....
 

Whatever the original intent of these words were, their meaning had already become lost, according to Leopold Mozart, by 1756.
  The importance of this truth can be seen clearly in his son’s music.  Wolfgang Mozart, in his beautiful and ethereal “Ave verum corpus,” has written music in common time which is performed by virtually everyone today at a tempo of quarter-note = 144, yet Mozart calls this Adagio!  Leaving aside his comment to his sister that in his life he had never written a really slow movement, this example clearly demonstrates that whatever “adagio” meant to Mozart, it meant something other than a reference to tempo.
Things were made a bit more confusing during the Baroque by the French vocabulary used in place of the Italian terms.  In particular, the word, “Movement,” by which, according to Mattheson, the French meant “what the Italians commonly indicate only with some adjectives such as: affettuoso, con discrezione, con spirito.”
   

In other words, Movement meant the emotional quality and did not refer to speed or tempo.  It is in this sense that when we speak of the “First Movement,” or “Second Movement,” in a Mozart symphony, for example, we are reflecting the original intent which was “first emotion” and “second emotion.”  There may have been more correspondence of such terms with tempo than we might think today.  We have known Europeans who say “First tempo” and “Second tempo” when referring to the two principal sections of the sonata form in Classical symphonies.

With this in mind we can understand the title of a book quoted by Mattheson,  Les mouvements differents sont le pur espirit de la Musique.
   Mattheson himself says movement is a “spiritual thing,” not a physical thing, and depends not on “precepts and prohibitions,” but “feeling and emotion.’  To find the correct movement, the performer must ‘probe and feel his own soul” as well as “feel the various impulses which the piece is supposed to express.”
   The ability to correctly find the movement, Mattheson observes, is a knowledge which “transcends all words” and “is the highest perfection of music, and it can be attained only through considerable experience and great gifts.”

By refusing to use the Italian terms, the French apparently created some confusion among their own ranks.  Couperin, for instance, explains,

I find we confuse Measure or Time with what is called Cadence or Movement.  Measure defines the number and quality of the beats; and Cadence is literally the intelligence and the soul which must be added to it.
 

We find this same concern expressed in Jean Rousseau’s viole treatise of 1687.

There are people who imagine that imparting the movement is to follow and keep time; but these are very different matters, for it is possible to keep time without entering into the movement, since time depends on the music, but the movement depends on genius and fine taste.

Sebastien de Brossard, in an early dictionary of music (1703), considered time from a different perspective with regard to the recitative.  Writing of rubato in Largo tempo, he observes,

In Italian recitatives we often do not make the beats very equal, because this is a kind of declamation where the Actor ought to follow the movement of the passion which inspires him or which he wants to express, rather than that of an equal and regulated measure.
 

With the hope to bring order to the general confusion regarding the designation of tempi there were a number of private inventors, caught up in the enthusiasm of the Industrial Revolution at the beginning of the 19th century, who worked toward creating a mechanical device for standardizing tempo.  The winner of this race was the quack-inventor, acquaintance of Beethoven and emigrant to America, Johann Maelzel.
  Maelzel’s Metronome held promise for some, but for authentic musicians it only represented another rigid form of tyranny contradictory to musical feeling.  Beethoven, for example, who made the instrument known, wrote on a score following the indication, “100 according to Maelzel,”
But this must be held applicable to only the first measures, for feeling also has its tempo and this cannot entirely be expressed in this figure.

Beethoven may have changed his mind entirely, for Franz Liszt claimed that when asked about the metronome, Beethoven replied, “Better none.”
  Here is a sampling of later views,
Berlioz,

I do not mean to say that it is necessary to imitate the mathematical regularity of the metronome, which would give the music thus executed an icy frigidity; I even doubt whether it would be possible to maintain this rigid uniformity for more than a few bars.

Brahms, regarding his Requiem,

I think…that the metronome is of no value….  The so-called “elastic” tempo is moreover not a new invention.

Verdi, a note in his Te Deum,

This entire piece ought to be performed in one tempo as indicated by the metronome.  This notwithstanding, it will be appropriate to broaden or accelerate in certain spots for reasons of expression and nuance….

Wagner, regarding Tannhauser,

As to the “tempi” of the whole work in general, I can only say that if conductor and singers are to depend for their time on the metronomical marks alone, the spirit of the work must stand indeed in sorry case….

Bruno Walter,

The metronome marking is good only for the first few bars….

Erich Leinsdorf,

I do not consult the little clock.

Well, the metronome is a horrible concept, a return to rigid formalism and the tyranny of rules.  It is also unnecessary, for all the information on tempo is already provided by the composer – in the music itself.  Thus, Franz Liszt wrote to a correspondent,
A metronomical performance is certainly tiresome and nonsensical; time and rhythm must be adapted to and identified with the melody, the harmony, the accent and the poetry….

And, when one considers the general limitation of our notational system, perhaps Mendelssohn said it best when he admits ignoring the notation completely,

I think the movement might be taken too slow, which I found to be the case at the first rehearsal, until I no longer paid any attention to the notes or the heading, but adhered to the sense alone.
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