ARTICULATION IN GUITAR MUSIC

By LEX EISENHARDT

FROM many controversial publications in several
guitar magazines it appears that the appreciation of the
19th century repertoire for the guitar is rather diverse.
Often we come acrgss articles or interviews in which
this music is strongly defended while in others it gets a
very. negative approach. No one expects Dussek to
sound like Mozart or Weber to sound like Beethoven,
yet it is often said that Giuliani and Sor cannot be
compared to their illustrious contemporaries, as if such
comparisons prove their worthlessness. Yet these
composers seem to be worth listéning to, and their
music worth performing.

In my opinion the discussion is obscured by the lack
of really convincing stylish executions from which the
quality of these compositions can be judged. Such
performances should pay attention to the actual content
of the music, though for a majority of the works this is
not the romantic aspect. A guitarist who, in spite of
that, tries to play it like romantic music only shows it up
as being thin and uninteresting. A performer who, on
the contrary, takes into consideration the characteristics
belonging to the style of the era could obtain a result
that places this repertoire in a different light. A
historically correct interpretation should not depend on
the use of old instruments or copies of old instruments:
a modern ‘wrong’ instrument can do justice to this
music, too. To realise such an execution, however, the
player should have knowledge of the elements that
compound a certain style, and the ability to transpose
this knowledge to his own instrument and his own
playing. Too often it seems as if our music comes from
another planet with its own musical history. There are
great differences in the way of phrasing and the
rhythmical performance, but it is determined most
perhaps by the way guitarists do or, rather, don't,
articulate. One could say that the guitarist speaks a
universal language with a very peculiar accent.

[ want to emphasise something many people found
out long before [did: that to play what is written is an
impossibility. Musical notation only ever gave the
necessary information, especially up to the period of the
later romantics. To achieve a good performance the
player had to have a good basic understanding of
musical conventions — rather like a jazz performer
would have, today. The notes were never of equal
length or intensity when played; on the contrary, the
aim was to obtain all kinds of subtle shades.

In many publications from the second half of the 18th
century concerning the ‘true art” of playing the flute,
violin or harpsichord. there is a description of a
performance practice which can be characterised as
very transparent and open. This taste held a strong
influence into the first decades of the 19th century, the
time in which the guitar flourished. One determining
factor in this practice is the so-called ‘non-legato’. Many
of the sources speak of the development of an
instrumental technique for separating the notes, so that
they didn’t run into each other. Non-legato (or
articulation in general) always has both a musical and a
technical side. String players obtain this effect by the
‘spiccato’ technique. detaching the notes by bouncing
the bow on the strings in a short, separate movement
for cach note. A flautist obtains a similar result by

producing different sounds in his articulation, like the
well-known “tu-ru-tu-ru” (Hotteterre) or ‘did-dle did-dle
di’ (Quantz). Against this general background of non-
legato playing, in several places notes were slurred
intentionally to increase the expressive range. Thus.a
way of playing evolved which could well be compared
to rhetoric in language.

There is not only one way of playing staccato. In fact,
there is an endless number of possible nuances between'
staccatissimo and (almost) legato. In some cases it
would be better to speak of “untying’ the notes.
Character as well as tempo are the main factors which
determine the matter.

[n summary, we can say that slow pieces (adagios,
etc.), cantabile lines and sections with longer notes in
general require a more legato approach while faster and
more lively pieces yield more to staccato.

Towards the end of the 18th century it became
customary to add many articulation marks in the scores.
(For evidence of this, compare a Bach partita for
harpsichord with a Mozart piano sonata, in original
form). It is possible that this was done for an increased
need to ‘fix’ all the elements of the composition. This
fixation of the articulation was also important because it
always had a certain ambiguity. Moreover, the deviation
of unwritten rules like displaced accents and unusual
slurs, which were felt to be exciting, became part of the
composition.

In the transition to another era the non-legato
approach disappeared eventually. According to a
certain opinion in musical sociology the French
revolution from 1789 onwards brought ‘egalité’ in the
social sense, and the newly founded Conservatoire
brought ‘egalité’ in music. At the turn of the century, as
we can see in several methods and other books for the
pianoforte another opinion is gaining ground:

Muzio Clementi (1802): Wenn der Komponist das
legato und staccato dem Gefiihle des Spielers iiberlisst,
so ist die beste Regel, hauptsichlich und am mehresten
legato zu spielen, und das staccato fiir besondere Fiille
aufzusparen, um gewisse Passagen herauszuheben und
thnen mehr Leben und Energie einzudriicken. Wo aber
héhere Schianheiten diese Spielart erfordern, da muss das
gebundene Spiel natiirlich weichen."



Carl Czerny (about 1842) describes the lessons he had
vith Beethoven in the first decade of the century. In his
Jiew articulation was directly connected with the
mstruments:

er..machte mich vorziiglich auf das Legato
wifmerksam, das er selber in einer so uniibertrefflichen
\rt in seiner Macht hatte, und das zu jener Zeit alle
indern Pianisten auf dem Fortepiano fiir unausfurbar
hielten, indem damals (noch von Mozarts Zeit) das
sehackte un kurz abgestossene Spiel Mode war. Auch
hiat mir in spiteren Jahren Beethoven erzihlt, dass er
Vozart mehrimals spielen gehért und dass dieser, da zu
weiner Zeit die Erfindung der Fortepiano noch in ihrer
Nindheit war, sich auf den damals mehr gebriuchlichen
Flitgeln ein Spiel angewdohnt hatte, welches keineswegs
tiir die Fortepiano passte.

[t seems Beethoven was far ahead of his time; for
most players a change like this takes quite some time to

scttle. Finally, this development leads to a statement by

Czerny in 1842:

Das gewdhnliche Legato wird durch Bindungen
ungezeigt, muss aber auch iiberall angewendet werden,
wo der Autor gar nichts andeutete. Denn in der Musik ist
las Legato die Regel, und alle iibrigen Vortrags-Arten
aur die Ausnahmen.

In Beethoven’s music there are still very many
irticulation marks. It is likely, though, that in his legato
playing he did not aim to connect all notes in the same
way.

Is the early 19th century guitar music Mozartian or
Beethovenian in the way it is to be articulated? The
content and the style of the works have to be decisive in
this matter. The guitar music and the guitar technique of
the late 18th and early 19th centuries still bear the
rudiments of well-articulated playing. If we compare the
zuitar technique to that of other instruments, such as
he harpsichord, flute or violin, there are similar
sroblems. If we want to play any form of staccato the
10te has to be stopped consciously. In this respect it has
-0 be considered that individually touching the notes
hat lie on one string causes a (often hardly perceptible)
on-legato. Since the romantic era, the notes must link
ogether as much as possible. Over the last century-we
ave endeavoured to transform this non-legato into
cgato. It is likely that in the past some composers used
‘his technical non-legato intentionally.

To obtain a real legato, there are only a few technical
solutions. Making connections between the notes in the
baroque period was done by the left-hand slurring
technique as well as by producing the notes on two
different strings successively. These two ways of legato
playing were often seen as equivalent and inter-
changeable, especially in the literature for the baroque
lute and the baroque guitar. This "two-string’ legato
might still have been present in the music of Mauro
Giuliani and others. Properly executed it should be
prevented from being over-legato, which means that the
first note has to end as soon as the second has come to
sound. In our modern fingerings. tone colour — no open
strings! — is a primary goal. But in choosing positions on
the fingerboard of the guitar other than the original
fingerings there will be an entirely different articulation
as a result.

[n my investigations [ would have preferred to use the
theoretical works of our composers. but because these
contain few clear statements on the subject, I will
mainly base my case on that of which we have plenty:
the scores. I looked for some analogous passages in
music for other instruments and also for arrangements
or transcriptions, expecting these to produce valuable
information:
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Ex. Ib From the Livre d'or

An interesting comparison can be made between a
part of the first movement of the twelfth piano sonata
by Ludwig van Beethoven and a transcription Napoléon
Coste made of this in his Livre d'Or (Op. 52). The
difference in articulation is striking. Beethoven’s score
is full of slurs and dots, whereas with Coste there is just
one slur in the last bar. On the one hand the conclusion
can be drawn that the guitarist (or, more precisely,
Coste) was much less preoccupied with articulation than
the pianist (Beethoven). On the other hand, for the
sake of completeness, it needs to be mentioned that this
transcription dates from a period (1880) in which the
interest in old- fashioned articulation had greatly
diminished. At that time the attention was turned much
more to things like individualistic rubato:
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