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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

With the advent of recording technology in the early twentieth century, the music 

industry was completely transformed. For the first time in history, a musical performance—once 

so fleeting and ephemeral—could be preserved, re-played, reproduced, and distributed. This 

opened up huge avenues of accessibility for audiences, and gave us the ability to capture a snippet 

of time—that unstopping, evasive current that we have always wished to control—in the same 

way photography had done with images just a little less than a century earlier, circa 1826. 

Treatise after treatise has been written about how music should be performed, since the days of 

Monteverdi—but with the development of recording technology in the twentieth century, a new 

door was opened. Now, instead of merely reading about performing styles in the form of the 

written word—a terribly imperfect medium, as I have experienced time and time again while 

writing this essay, for how can one accurately capture in prose the nuances of timing, rubato, and 

color?—twentieth-century listeners were and are able to, for the first time in history, receive this 

information “straight from the horse’s mouth,” or straight from the performer’s fingers, as it 

were.  

Much has already been written about this incredible window into the past that is the 

extant archive of recordings and piano rolls from the first half of the twentieth century. Fantastic 

and thorough scholarship on these early recordings, and on common performance choices typical 

to those early decades, has been done by scholars such as Neal Peres da Costa and Timothy Day, 

and this study is deeply indebted to their work. Not much has been done, however, to place these 

early recordings within the larger context of the twentieth century, and to compare them side-by-

side with other recordings and interpretations of successive generations of pianists. That is what I 

wish to do in this essay, for each recording is a snapshot not just of the performer, but of the 

culture, values, and ethics surrounding classical music performance at his or her time, and the 
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comparison of these snapshots through time is invaluable for learning about the evolution of 

classical music performance, and for exploring the highly nuanced issues of authorial intent, 

performance practice, and our responsibility as performers, and how beliefs and attitudes about 

these have changed since the age of the Romantics.  

I have sifted through this treasure chest of “snapshot” recordings and selected a few gems 

to be looked at in closer detail, each representing a roughly equidistant point on a line that spans 

the last hundred years. Beyond providing a rough sketch of the evolution of performance trends 

and conventions across the century, I wish to also contextualize them by also exploring some of 

the cultural and technological factors that uniquely impacted each era of classical music 

performance, in order to create a picture of how performance trends and styles have evolved as a 

result of constantly shifting priorities, attitudes, beliefs, and values in performers and composers. 

It is my hope that this will also offer us a deeper understanding about our own culture, legacy, 

and beliefs as musicians.   

I selected Chopin’s Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, as my constant in this study. As 

a piece, it is concise, dramatic, and full of character, demanding much from the performer in 

terms of both technical facility and emotive capability. It has long been one of the Romantic 

warhorses of concert repertoire, and recordings spanning the century are easily accessible. Even 

in the early days of acoustic recordings, when ruthless time constraints made many performers 

choose to record short pieces over sonatas, many recordings were made of at least the “Funeral 

March” third movement of the sonata.  

In choosing performers to “represent” each time period into which I have divided the 

twentieth century for the purpose of this study, I realize that it is impossible and unfair to expect a 

few individuals to be an accurate representation of a huge and diverse musical field. However, I 

have taken care to select pianists of international renown and “household names” of their time, 

consulting resources such as Marguerite Broadbent’s Great Pianists of the Golden Age, Abram 

Chasins’s Speaking of Pianists, and Neal Peres da Costa’s Off the Record.  
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I must also acknowledge that, as is true for every artist, these pianists all have their own 

distinct personalities, strengths, and priorities that come through in a recording, even if it is 

through the crackly fog of a century-old vinyl record. This, of course, creates for distinct and 

dramatic variations between the renderings of different pianists of the same time period. 

However, individualized traits aside, we can still see patterns and commonalities that typify most 

performances of a certain era. To use a sartorial analogy: the way a person dresses and presents 

themselves reflects both their own individual personality, as well as trends and standards within 

the larger society and times in which they live.  

 

Goals and applications  

 As a younger student studying piano performance, often my main sources of input when 

studying a piece were from the “primary source” of the score, the guidance and feedback of my 

teacher, and the occasional consultation of a few recordings of the same piece done by artists of 

my generation or one or two generations previous. When I was first exposed to a recording from 

the first half of the twentieth century, I remember feeling shocked at the inaccuracies, 

idiosyncrasies, and exaggerations I heard, and what I felt were laissez-faire approaches to certain 

aspects of the score. I wish I knew then what I know now, and had been able to evaluate what I 

heard with the understanding of the newness of recording technology, the reasoning behind 

certain interpretive choices, and how different the attitudes and values of composers and 

performers have been throughout the history of classical music.  

 With that understanding, I would have been able to have a more holistic appreciation and 

understanding of the performances of these masters of bygone eras. We who study and love piano 

performance have such a rich legacy of great performers and are part of a massively developed, 

ever-shifting performance culture and tradition. In our academic classes, we study music history, 

which helps us understand the lives and societies and cultures of the composers we love; music 

theory, to help us analyze and develop an even greater appreciation for the musical pieces we 
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hold dear; technique and interpretation and performance strategies, to help us execute on stage. 

But the history of performance itself has somehow been seen as less important, and relegated to 

the study of performance practice, which is even further simplified by many performers to 

encompass mostly articulation choices in Baroque music, and answering the question of “which 

note should start the trill?” But I believe that only by studying, analyzing, and understanding the 

interpretive choices of those performers who have gone before us, and by seeing our own choices 

in the context of an ever-evolving performance tradition, can we develop our own assured, 

informed understanding about why we make the performance choices we do, and what the 

reasons for our own interpretive ethics are. In musical academia, wherein there is a pursuit of 

“correctness,” integrity, and logic, music students can become myopic in how they approach a 

score. But by opening our ears (and minds) to the “unconventional” choices of great musicians of 

bygone eras, we can gain a broader perspective about the possibilities available to us, and make 

more intelligent and informed choices in our interpretations.  

 

On editions and annotations 

 I have consulted several versions of the Chopin Second Sonata score for the purposes of 

this study: the manuscript made by copyist Adolf Gutmann (circa 1840), the first edition 

published by Breitkopf und Härtel (1840), the Schirmer edition edited by Carl Mikuli (1895), the 

edition commonly known as the Paderewski edition, edited by Ludwik Bronarski, Ignacy Jan 

Paderewski, and Józef Turczyński (1950), the Henle edition edited by Ewald Zimmermann 

(originally published 1976), and the recent National Edition edited by Jan Ekier (2015). Most of 

the musical examples in this essay are from the Schirmer edition.  

 To illustrate the interpretations and realizations of this sonata made by various performers 

throughout the century, I have used musical examples with my own annotations in red to 

represent the performers’ choices that are not indicated in the score. Regarding music that Chopin 

marked with repeat signs (for example, the central D-flat major section of the “Funeral March” 
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third movement), the reader may assume that, unless I specifically discuss variations (or lack of 

repeat) in a player’s performance, the performer remained relatively consistent with their 

interpretive choices in both first and second iterations. 
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Chapter 2: THE GOLDEN AGE 

The “Golden Age” of pianism is an elusive label, often placed roughly over that era of 

solo virtuosi that began with Liszt and ended with his pupils and his contemporaries’ pupils—

names such as Paderewski and Hofmann. It is through a film of nostalgia that we view this age, 

when Liszt and Chopin and Brahms were considered “new music,” when many of the recordings 

from this era were made by performers born before Liszt had passed away, when some of these 

performers had even studied with the masters themselves.  

While we have no recordings of the great masters themselves playing, save for a scratchy, 

fuzzy recording of Brahms playing one of his Hungarian Dances—a recording unfortunately so 

obscured by noise so as to render it barely usable—we do have dozens of piano rolls and 

recordings from the first few decades of the twentieth century, and even Liszt students playing 

Liszt’s pieces. And yet, as modern-day listeners, steeped in the modern milieu of classical music, 

we struggle with shock and surprise when suddenly dunked into the sound world of early 

twentieth century recordings. How could the laureled and pedestaled pianists of yore play with 

those mistakes, those mis-readings of the score, that extravagant rubato and those cavalierly 

rolled chords? The answer lies in a vastly different performance culture, one that has changed 

dramatically over the last hundred years. In this chapter, we will take a closer look at two 

examples: a piano roll of Josef Hofmann, made in 1913, and a recording of Sergei Rachmaninoff, 

made circa 1930.  

 

The advent of recording technology, and its repercussions 

But first, a reminder of how groundbreaking the development of recording technology 

was, and how it deeply and profoundly affected performers. For the first time in the history of 

musical performance, musicians could hold up a mirror to their own playing, and experience their 
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performance from a more objective listener’s perspective. The repeatability of recordings has led 

many musicians to prioritize accuracy, stability, balance, and well-roundedness over spontaneity 

and more improvised or risky interpretive choices. Modern artists, for whom recording is part and 

parcel of their career, are very cognizant of this: Alfred Brendel has said that he avoids 

“exaggeration” when recording, in order to create a product that “will bear frequent hearing,” and 

Christopher Hogwood has remarked that the “wild risks,” “fantastic cadenzas,” and other choices 

which may leave an audience breathless and cause them to leap to their feet applauding in a live 

concert, “nearly always pall on repeated hearings.”1 

The ability to edit a recording, too, drove up the demand for technical perfection. 

Sophisticated editing and splicing techniques have made it the norm for most artists nowadays to 

publish recordings in which all noticeable blemishes have been erased, an auditory parallel to the 

airbrushed, highly produced photos and videos we see around us every day. However, while we 

associate these audio editing techniques with more recent times, the truth is that the ability to edit 

wrong notes has been available to artists for a very long time, and was especially easy for pianists 

creating rolls for the “player piano” systems, which we will discuss in more detail soon. 

Paderewski, for example, is said to have noted on a Duo-Art master roll, “I do not play this 

evenly. Can you make it even for me?”2 

While this level of editing was not quite as possible for the early stages of acoustic 

recordings, still, the permanence of the recording and the ability to do multiple takes until one 

was more or less satisfactory inevitably drove musicians to prioritize note accuracy more than 

before, and has gradually caused audiences to expect from live performances the same kind of 

technical perfection that they heard in recordings. The development of the recording industry has 

 

1 Timothy Day, A Century of Recorded Music: Listening to Musical History (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2002), 158.  

2 Ibid., 28.  
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had an indisputable influence on the evolution of classical music performing culture to what it is 

today.  

 

The piano roll 

Thomas Edison’s legendary recording of himself reciting the nursery rhyme “Mary Had a 

Little Lamb” was made in 1878—the first recording ever made on his phonograph—but it would 

be a long time before recording technology could advance to make a satisfactory recording of a 

musical work. Even then, the piano roll remained the preferred method for the recording and 

dissemination of a pianist’s performance. “How much more successful a Pachmann roll is than a 

Pachmann gramophone record!” a reviewer in The Musical Times commented on the playing of 

Vladimir de Pachmann (1848-1933).3  

For the first two decades of the twentieth century, the piano roll was the superior option 

for pianists. For one, piano rolls did not have the severe time restrictions that a gramophone 

record represented, at about four to five minutes per side for a 12-inch 78 rpm record.4 Many 

recordings were made in which pieces were given brutal cuts in order to fit within those time 

limitations. Busoni recalled his first recording experience in 1919, when “they wanted the Faust 

waltz (which lasts a good ten minutes) but it was only to take four minutes! That meant quickly 

cutting, patching and improvising, so that there should still be some sense left in it.”5 

Secondly, as already mentioned, the artist could work closely with a piano roll editor to 

tidy up his recordings. It was simple for a piano roll editor to remove wrong notes and mistakes, 

and this type of “blemish removal” editing was no doubt just as common then as it is today with 

modern recording and sound editing technology. Cortot, for example, was perhaps the most 

 

3 Neal Peres da Costa, Off the Record: Performing Practices in Romantic Piano Playing (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 26.  

4 Robert Philip, Performing Music in the Age of Recording (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2004), 35.  

5 Ibid., 30.  
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infamous in his generation for playing buckets of wrong notes6, but roll editing has left us with a 

fine archive of very clean piano rolls by him. Dynamics, pedaling, and evenness were also all 

within the editor’s control, and pianists often had the chance to work closely with the editor on 

the postproduction process. Benno Moiseiwitch recalls going to several postrecording sessions for 

each of the rolls he made for Ampico. He was able to “request all sorts of changes: ‘I want more 

crescendo or there’s one e note sticking out which shouldn’t.’”7 Only after the pianist was 

satisfied and had given his final approval was the roll sent off for reproduction and distribution.  

 

 

Figure 2.1. Percy Grainger and W. Creary Woods editing a Duo-Art Music Roll, c. 1915.8 

 

6 Marguerite Broadbent, Great Pianists of the Golden Age (Wilmslow: North West Player Piano 
Association, 1996), 164.  

7 Peres da Costa, 28.  
8 From The Pianola Institute, http://www.pianola.org/reproducing/reproducing_duo-art.cfm. 
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 Modern pianists are incredibly fortunate to have this wealth of piano rolls from the early 

twentieth century, before the gramophone had developed enough to become the go-to for 

recording technology. There are a few important things to remember about rolls, however, and 

why some scholars distrust them. One is this ease of editing, as mentioned above. Another factor 

to keep in mind is that when we listen to roll recordings, we are listening to relatively recent 

recordings of rolls being played back on reproducing pianos (often called player pianos). 

Playback speed is not part of the roll’s data, so the tempo is up to the judgment of whoever is 

operating the reproducing piano. Therefore, the same roll might sound very different depending 

on which reproducing piano is being used, what sort of hall or room the instrument is in, and what 

speed was chosen for playback.  

 

On the development of tempo modification 

Before we delve into the two recordings to be examined more deeply in this chapter—

those of Josef Hofmann and Sergei Rachmaninoff—it may be helpful to contextualize some of 

the radical tempo modification that we hear in especially Hofmann’s recording. We are 

accustomed to accepting extreme fluctuations of tempo in recordings from around the turn of the 

twentieth century, but this freedom of tempo and pulse was perhaps a more recent development 

than we might think, thanks to none other than Richard Wagner, that pacesetter of classical music 

in the late nineteenth century.  

Wagner was, of course, one of the chief thinkers and writers of the late Romantic era, and 

his philosophies towards music have undeniably shaped the culture of classical music in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Some of his writings will be discussed in the next chapter, 

but one thing that did not carry over into the twentieth century was his belief that tempo 

modification was necessary to fully capture the spirit and character of each section. He was 

skewered for this by twentieth-century musical thinkers like Stravinsky (see the excerpts from 

Stravinsky’s lectures in Chapter 3), and indeed, even some of his contemporaries expressed their 
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distaste for how he believed he was expressing the spirit and the message of a work. Henry 

Chorley (1808-1872) complained that Wagner’s rendition of a Beethoven symphony was “full 

of…ill measured rallentandos,”9 and there was certainly no love lost on Wagner when The 

Sunday Times reviewed a June 1855 concert under his baton:  

As to his power of directing an orchestra, we have no scruple in declaring him, 
according to our experience, the worst conductor to whom the Philharmonic 
baton has yet been entrusted….To “read” music differently to the rest of the 
world may, doubtless, in some quarters be taken for an evidence of genius; and, 
indeed, if such a peculiarity be really spontaneous and unpremeditated, there can 
be no question of its reference to, at least, keen, manly, and independent thought. 
Unfortunately, Herr Wagner’s peculiarities of reading are too systematic to be 
admitted into this category. Like all matters of mechanical aggregation, his mode 
of reading—in so far as it is his own—can be submitted to analysis, and, so 
tested, very obviously discloses four processes of universal application. Firstly, 
he takes all quick movements faster than anybody else; secondly, he takes all 
slow movements slower than anybody else; thirdly, he prefaces the entry of an 
important point, or the return of a theme—especially in a slow movement—by an 
exaggerated ritardando; and, fourthly, he reduces the speed of an allegro—say in 
an overture or the first movement of a symphony—fully one third, immediately 
on the entrance of its cantabile phrases.10 
 

It would be one thing if Wagner had been conducting his own works, but the program 

referenced in this review consisted of Spohr, Weber, Hummel, Haydn, Mendelssohn, Meyerbeer, 

and Beethoven’s Fourth Symphony!  

 

9 Brown, 394.  
10 “Philharmonic Society,” The Sunday Times, July 1, 1855, 3. Many secondary sources 

erroneously list this date as June 17, 1855, and the author as English organist Henry Thomas Smart, which I 
have not been able to substantiate. 
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Figure 2.2. The concert program (conducted by Richard Wagner) reviewed in London’s 
The Sunday Times, July 1, 1855.11  

 

This kind of backlash against Wagner’s interpretation indicates that his choice of radical 

tempo modification was, in fact, not exactly an accurate representation of rubato styles and other 

expressive conventions of the Romantic era; i.e., it was not something that audiences of the mid-

nineteenth century (in London, at least) were accustomed to hearing, but rather something more 

of his own invention.  

Still, Wagner was an unmistakable bellwether of the late nineteenth century, and his 

influence, through his music and his writings, has left an indelible mark on classical music. 

Despite these unfavorable reviews in London, his conducting style began to be imitated 

throughout Germany. He was undoubtedly one of the chief figures responsible for a new 

virtuosity in orchestral conducting, and an accompanying increase of adulation for the role and 

personality of the chef d’orchestre. In an 1897 exchange in which 84-year-old Verdi asked his 

contemporary, pianist-composer Heinrich Ehrlich, about the “new school of German conductors,” 

Ehrlich responded that these young conductors were:  

 

11 Image accessed via Gale Primary Sources – The Sunday Times (https://www.gale.com/primary-
sources). 
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…orchestral virtuosi, highly gifted, with a thorough musical education; the 
instrument they play is the orchestra and they have developed its technique to an 
extent hitherto unknown and impose their individual interpretations on a great 
variety of works. They are the precise opposite of the conductors of former 
generations, whose overriding concern was to play everything accurately and 
scrupulously in time. This endeavor led with rare exception to mechanical 
routine. Operas and symphonies were performed correctly; the most popular 
singers were allowed to take liberties with the tempi, but the conductor resisted 
their temptations. Today the opposite applies. The young conductors, who all 
follow Richard Wagner’s example and teachings, do not hesitate to change the 
tempo of an aria or any piece of music, according to how they see 
fit….They…are able to throw into bold relief, in the most masterly fashion, 
beautiful and interesting moments that until then have gone unnoticed, and thus 
obtain remarkable effects…yet during their performances of orchestral works the 
audience will often attend more to the orchestra’s virtuosity and the conductor’s 
individuality than the sequence of the ideas in the work itself.12 
 

From this we can see that the trend in German conducting at the turn of the twentieth 

century was a newly radical freedom with tempi that had not been seen before. And it was 

happening in Italy as well, according to Verdi’s response to Ehrlich: “What you were just telling 

me about German conductors and their arbitrary treatment of tempi—that is beginning to spread 

rapidly in Italy too; it is almost comic to observe how many of our young conductors endeavor to 

change the tempo every ten bars or introduce completely new nuances into every insignificant 

aria or concert piece.”13  

We are fortunate to also have historical recordings from the beginning of the twentieth 

century that document for us these tempo changes—for example, the Berliner Philharmoniker’s 

November 1913 recording of Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5 in C minor, with renowned 

Hungarian conductor Arthur Nikisch (1855-1922) at the helm.14 The opening tempo is already 

 

12 Heinrich Ehrlich, ‘Beim 84jährigen Verdi’, Deutsche Revue (Stuttgart), 22/2 (1897), 325 ff., 
quoted in Marcello Conati, Interviews and Encounters with Verdi (London: V. Gollancz, 1984), 294-5.  

13 Ibid.  
14 Arthur Nikisch, conductor, Symphony No. 5 in C Minor, Op. 67: I. Allegro con brio, by Ludwig 

van Beethoven, recorded November 1913, with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, track 1 on Beethoven 
2020 Edition – Historical Recordings, Deutsche Grammophon 00028948376667, compact disc. Also 
available on YouTube, courtesy of Universal Music Group: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UQMvLuRFAF8.  



14 

 

noticeably slower than most modern performances, and Nikisch dwells on the opening fermatas, 

drawing them out almost one-and-a-half times longer than they are commonly heard nowadays in 

most modern performances. But the real tempo modification comes with the horn call that ushers 

us into the E-flat major second theme—Nikisch conducts this noticeably slower than the first 

theme (almost twenty clicks slower), and moves forward a little bit as the violins enter, but still 

keeps this theme noticeably slower than the first theme’s tempo.  

 

Example 2.1. Beethoven Symphony No. 5 in C minor, Op. 67, transition into second theme, 
annotated with Nikisch’s tempos.  

 

While these drastic tempo changes give to us twenty-first century listeners a feeling of 

exaggerated freedom, even “looseness,” it is important to remember that Nikisch’s ability to 

execute these changes and control such a large group is a display of virtuosity as a conductor, and 
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showcases—as Ehrlich wrote—his ability to “impose [his] individual interpretation” on a work 

(emphasis mine).15 

Hans von Bülow (1830-1894), another German conductor and Wagner’s contemporary, 

even dared in his edition of Beethoven’s “Appassionata” to encourage performers to accelerate in 

certain passages—for example, the stringendo ad lib. in m. 117 of the first movement, stating that 

“the hastening of the Tempo together with an increase of force…in this passage…may very well 

be admitted, as justifying aesthetically the effect of a ‘stormy’ climax” 16:  

 

Example 2.2. Beethoven Sonata in F minor, Op. 57, first movement, mm. 117–119, and the 
accompanying editor’s note.17 

 

 In the hair-raising coda of the third movement (measure 325 to the end), von Bülow 

makes another editor’s note: “If one can hasten the tempo from here to the end, it will agree well 

with the character of the continued pressure on to the close.”18  

 Brahms, a friend of von Bülow’s, also sanctioned tempo modifications as an important 

way to elucidate a piece of music to an unfamiliar audience. When the violinist and conductor 

 

15 Ehrlich, 294-5.  
16 Ludwig van Beethoven, Sonata No. 23 in F minor, Op. 57, ed. Hans von Bülow (Boston: Oliver 

Ditson & Co., 1876).  
17 Ibid.  
18 Ibid.   
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Joachim was preparing to conduct Brahms’s Fourth Symphony in Berlin in 1886, he wrote to 

Brahms asking about tempos. Brahms sent back a score with his own annotations, replying:  

I have marked a few tempo modifications in the score with a pencil. They may be 
useful, even necessary, for the first performance….Such exaggerations are only 
necessary where a composition is unfamiliar to an orchestra or a soloist. In such a 
case I often cannot do enough pushing or slowing down to produce even 
approximately the passionate or serene effect I want. Once a work has become 
part of flesh and blood, then in my opinion nothing of that sort is justifiable any 
more.19 
 

The other traits heretofore discussed—rolled chords, asynchronous playing/dislocation, 

and rhythmic alteration—are well-documented performance traits from past eras, but tempo 

modifications and nuances of rubato and timing are much more difficult to measure and describe 

objectively. Further muddying the waters is the fact that we cannot interpret nineteenth-century 

composers’ and performers’ writings literally, through the lens of our perspective, for what 

sounds “wrong” to us may well have been normal for them.  

The difference of our perspective from those in generations past may be perceived by 

comparing the writings of French composer and pianist Raoul Pugno (1852-1914) with his own 

playing. In his 1910 pedagogical book Les leçons écrites de Raoul Pugno (translated into English 

the next year as The Lessons of Raoul Pugno), he wrote emphatically on how to perform the 

Chopin Nocturne Op. 15, No. 2: “I repeat, and shall repeat again and again: Keep the two hands 

well together. To hear the C sharps and F sharps of each bar in the left hand preceding the note in 

the right hand is a thing to make the hair stand on end, and it is wholly anti-musical.”20 This 

sounds like an unequivocal exhortation to play the two hands synchronously—and yet Pugno’s 

 

19 Philip, 12.  
20 Raoul Pugno, The Lessons of Raoul Pugno, trans. Ethel Colburn Mayne (London: Boosey, 

1911), 66, quoted in Peres da Costa, 80.  
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1905 Welte roll of the very same piece is rife with dislocations.21 While one could argue that 

perhaps Pugno’s views changed between 1905, when the roll was made, and 1910, when he wrote 

his book, it is far more likely that our interpretation of “well together” is much further along on 

the spectrum that Pugno’s was—and this is merely a result of our times and culture.  

 It is impossible to know exactly how much of the credit of influence for tempo 

modification is due to Wagner, and how much to generally accepted rubato practices. But from 

the above-quoted exchange between Verdi and Ehrlich, we might deduce that pianists who used 

more “drastic” tempo modification—such as Teresa Carreño (1853-1917), Vladimir de Pachmann 

(1848-1933), and Ignacy Jan Paderewski (1860-1941)—may have been more heavily influenced 

by Wagner’s school of thought, at least in this arena, than they were by the playing of pianistic 

greats such as Liszt and Chopin. Indeed, the rolls and recordings of playing by some of Liszt’s 

actual pupils, such as Arthur Friedheim (1859-1932, purportedly one of Liszt’s favorite students) 

and José Vianna da Motta (1868-1948) seem to show (relatively) more restraint regarding tempo 

changes when compared to some of their contemporaries.  

These Wagnerian extremes of tempo changes were relatively short-lived, however, for 

the composers and musicians of the twentieth century began to scorn this capriciousness of 

tempo, favoring instead balance, precision, and classicism. We can already hear these changes 

when comparing Hofmann and Rachmaninoff’s recordings, for although Rachmaninoff’s 

rallentandos and rubatos may seem extreme to the modern listener, the relative steadiness of his 

tempo compared to Hofmann’s reveals an era already moving more and more towards precision, 

balance, and stability.  

 

21 Raoul Pugno, “Chopin Nocturne Op. 15 No. 2 played by Raoul Pugno in a 1905 Welte 
Recording,” posted by Bartolomochristofari, May 18, 2020, YouTube video, 3:33, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pY_Jj9Fb7Ws. The playback of the roll is at a relatively slow tempo, 
but we must remind ourselves that these tempos were not fixed on the piano rolls (although they may have 
come with tempo suggestions), but rather were variable at the discretion of each individual player piano’s 
operator.  
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Josef Hofmann 

 Josef Hofmann (1876-1957) was launched into the spotlight at a tender age, giving his 

debut recital near Warsaw at the age of 5. He was lauded as a child prodigy—practically the 

second coming of Mozart—and was soon enough undergoing an extremely rigorous touring 

schedule which ended only when the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children 

drew attention to his case. His family relented and withdrew him from concert tours—but only 

after a wealthy donor, Alfred Corning Clark, gave them fifty thousand dollars to retire Hofmann 

from concertizing until the age of eighteen.22 After withdrawing from the concert stage, Hofmann 

continued studying piano with his father, and then later Moritz Moszkowski. When he was 16, 

Josef began piano studies with Anton Rubinstein before returning to the concertizing life.23 His 

heyday roughly spanned the years 1905-1940, during which time he made about 100 piano rolls. 

About 60 of those were for the Aeolian Duo-Art system, but he also recorded for Welte and 

Hupfeld, and two of his Hupfeld rolls “were adapted and issued by Ampico.”24 He was not shy in 

his praise of Duo-Art, at least in advertising materials; marketing lines for the company quote him 

as saying, “My Duo-Art rolls correctly reproduce my phrasing, accent, pedaling, and are endowed 

with my personality. They are my actual interpretation, with all that implies. One thing is certain; 

in the reproduction of my playing, the Duo-Art is so far superior to any other instrument of its 

kind there can be no real basis for comparison.”25 A gleaming sponsored review, if there ever was 

one!  

 

22 Harold C. Schonberg, The Great Pianists (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1963), 362. 
23 Broadbent, 147.  
24 Ibid., 152.  
25 Ibid., 153.  
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 It is in the form of one of these rolls that we have Hofmann’s take on the Chopin Second 

Sonata, made for the Duo-Art company and released in 1920.26 This rendition is dramatic, 

intense, with a liberal, rhapsodic use of rubato and rolled chords, at moments taking staggering 

liberties with the score that are eccentric and shocking, yet also fascinating in their creativity and 

intention.  

Upon listening through this recording, one hears several stylistic treatments which are 

practically never heard in recordings of today, or are at least heard with much more subtlety. 

These fall into several categories, which will be discussed in turn below: timing (including 

gratuitous rubatos and ritardandos) and tempo changes, rhythmic alteration (double dotting or 

triplet assimilation), asynchronous playing (dislocation, rolling of chords, et cetera), and outright 

re-organization/re-composition (repeating passages that were not marked to be repeated, or 

deliberately omitting notes).  

 

Timing 

In the Chopin second sonata, Hofmann tends to insert large swaths of ritardando to 

articulate important structural moments, such as the recapitulation in the first movement (of the 

second theme), or taking time to highlight what he feels are important moments in a phrase. One 

of the first most noticeable instances in his recording is in mm. 20–21, in which Hofmann 

actually goes against the marked crescendo and plays these two bars with a ritardando and a 

diminuendo to usher in the reiteration of the first movement’s primary theme, which he plays at a 

tame mezzoforte dynamic (see Example 2.4 below):  

 

 

26 Charles Davis Smith, Duo-Art Piano Music: A Complete Classified Catalog of Music Recorded 
for the Duo-Art Reproducing Piano (New York: The Aeolian Company, 1987), 53.  
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Example 2.3. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 23–26, as 
printed in the 1895 Schirmer edition (edited by Mikuli)  

 

Example 2.4. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 23–26, with 
Hofmann’s interpretive choices annotated in red 

 

Interestingly, on the repeat of the exposition, Hofmann retains the diminuendo and 

mezzoforte but makes much less of a ritardando, only barely slowing down at the end of m. 24., 

perhaps realizing that rearticulating this important structural juncture the second time around is 

not so crucial as the first. He makes several other deliberate tempo variations during the repeat 

that were not present during the first iteration, such as shaping the opening B-flat minor chords of 

the Doppio movimento with a marked accelerando and ritardando (see Example 2.5) and moving 

more freely and flowingly through the second theme in D-flat major.  
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Example 2.5. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 1-10 

 

Another interesting moment where Hofmann manipulates tempo is at the very end of the 

first movement, in the last two lines. Hofmann makes no noticeable stretto in m. 230, and in fact 

stretches out the left-hand triplet in m. 234 to effectively ease into a completely new, slower 

tempo, which he maintains steadily for the final measures of the movement.  

 

Example 2.6. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 229–241, as 
realized by Hofmann  
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A moment of remarkable tempo difference occurs in the sonata’s third movement, when 

Hofmann slows down significantly to highlight the phrase in mm. 43–46, creating a breathtaking 

time-stopping effect, and returning to his original tempo only at measure 47 (marked Tempo I in 

Example 2.7 below).  

 

Example 2.7. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 41–50, as 
realized by Hofmann 

 

Rhythmic alteration 

While not as often as one might expect, Hofmann does alter rhythms in the form of 

double-dotting, or of playing two even eighth notes as a dotted eighth and sixteenth for expressive 

purposes. This dotting often coincides with an expressive ritardando or rubato, in which the extra-

shortened note that follows the dotted one serves as an impulse to “re-take” the tempo in the next 

phrase.  
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Example 2.8. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 61-62. As 
printed (top) and as realized by Hofmann with extra dotting (bottom). 

 

Example 2.9. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 70–76, as 
realized by Hofmann with double-dotting directly preceding a structural climax. 

 

Another place in which the performance traditions of the past manifest themselves is in 

mm. 125-127, in which Hofmann modifies the notated eighth notes in the right hand to line up 

with the triplets in the left hand—a common late-nineteenth-century performance practice that 

scholars have dubbed “triplet assimilation.” Besides creating these triplets in the right hand where 
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they are not indicated, Hofmann also, starting in m. 126, does away with the eighth rest entirely 

so that the hands are playing completely homorhythmically.   

 

 

Example 2.10. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 125–127, 
as notated (top) and as realized by Hofmann (bottom).  

 

Hofmann does the same thing at the analogous passage just a few bars later, in mm. 133–

135, but interestingly, Hofmann does not do the same kind of triplet assimilation later on in the 

development when the same figuration appears in the fortissimo harmonic sequence (see Example 

2.11)—perhaps recognizing that this is a more important musical moment (rather than a more 

transitory passage as mm. 125–127 and mm. 133–136 are), and that the right-hand eighth-note 

rhythms should be distinguished clearly from the left-hand triplets.  
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Example 2.11. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 136–141, 
where Hofmann does not assimilate the right-hand duple eighth-note rhythms to the left-

hand triplet rhythms.  

 

Rolled chords  

The liberty that pianists in the past took in choosing which chords to roll is apparent from 

the first few measures, in which Hofmann rolls the first right-hand chord:  

 

Example 2.12. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 1–2, as 
realized by Hofmann.   

 

But while Hofmann does roll and break chords quite freely, particularly in more expressive 

sections, he does save it for more calculated moments for the purpose of increasing expressivity 

or to create difference on the reiteration of a theme. For example, in the first movement’s D-flat 
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major second theme, Hofmann only rolls one chord outside of the chords that Chopin originally 

designated to be rolled. But when this second theme returns in the movement’s recapitulation, 

nearly every chord is rolled in Hofmann’s piano roll (see Example 2.13 below—and note also the 

altered rhythms in m. 174, the addition of chord tones in m. 178, and the very deliberate B-natural 

ornament in m. 184):  

 

Example 2.13. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 173–184, 
as realized by Hofmann.  

 

Asynchronous playing 

Besides the rolled chord, another form of asynchronous playing which may be heard in 

Hofmann’s recording features prominently in the “Funeral March” third movement, in which 

Hofmann slightly displaces the middle voice of the theme (played by the right-hand thumb—see 

the circled notes in Example 2.14) in order to bring out the darkly melancholy F, G-flat, F, G-flat 

that tolls ominously throughout the piece. He does this particularly when the texture is sparser 

and the melody is being played by single notes, choosing to play the middle voice more in sync 

when the other hands when the right hand is more chordal, such as in m. 5).  
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Example 2.14. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 1–5 

 

Re-composition 

Perhaps the most shocking to our ears, however, are the larger structural liberties 

Hofmann takes with the printed score, in a way that goes beyond the addition of chord tones and 

ornaments like the ones in Example 2.13 above. In the second movement, for example, he repeats 

mm. 37–80, as if partially recreating a Classical-era scherzo-trio form in which the sections bear 

repeat signs. This is not a question of edition, as the Breitkopf und Härtel first edition from circa 

1840 contains nothing suggesting a repeat, and I could find no recordings of Hofmann’s 

contemporaries that make this same choice. One can speculate that perhaps Hofmann was reading 

from the manuscript, in which the last rest in m. 80 might be seen to resemble a hastily dashed-off 

repeat sign:  

 

Example 2.15. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 77–80 
(engraver’s copy, c. 1840) 
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As if to make up for the time taken for this additional repeat, however, Hofmann chooses 

to omit the repeat for the movement’s central section in D-flat major.  

An even more egregious choice happens in the “Funeral March” third movement. The 

reader may have noticed in Example 2.7 that the bass D-flats have been replaced by eighth rests. 

Hofmann purposely omits all the bass D-flats in that central D-flat major section, adding them 

back in only during the repeat of the B section (mm. 39–54). The absence of those D-flats leaves 

the listener feeling suspended in mid-air, listening to that glimmering melody that, untethered to a 

grounding tonic bass note, seems even more ethereal. The loss of that bass note adds a lonely 

twist of melancholy to a passage that easily becomes too innocent, too stable, and when Hofmann 

adds the D-flat back in only upon the repeat of mm. 39–54, there is a sense of visceral relief that 

had been missing. In this very deliberate and personal interpretive choice, Hofmann adds another 

layer of meaning and emotion that is intriguing, effective—and a little bit sacrilegious, by modern 

standards of responsibility to the score.  

 

Contextualization  

In their book Great Pianists of the Golden Age, Marguerite and Terry Broadbent call 

Hofmann a “transitional pianist, linking old and new styles.”27 His links to the past may be heard 

in some not-so-subtle rubatos that are considered eccentric and exaggerated to modern ears, but 

the timing of his melodies are, in fact, much less manipulated than those of the generation prior. 

When we compare, for example, Hofmann’s recording of the Chopin Nocturne in D-flat Major, 

Op. 27, no. 2, with the same piece recorded by Vladimir de Pachmann (1848-1933) and Theodor 

Leschetizky (1830-1915), we realize that Hofmann’s very free and plastic sense of timing is 

actually rather tame when compared to the playing of Pachmann and Leschetizky, in whose 

recordings it seems as if practically every right hand note is dislocated (that is, played earlier or 

 

27 Broadbent, 148.  
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later) from the left hand note directly below it. In his time, the Broadbents note, Hofmann “was 

regarded as classically accurate, taking fewer liberties in phrasing and tempo than did most other 

established pianists of his era.”28  

But when listening to Leschetizky’s rendition, with its highly free right hand and more or 

less steady left hand (although it is stylized, with a slight pause after each bass note), one can see 

how it is not such a far cry from descriptions of Chopin and Liszt’s playing. Carl Mikuli, in his 

account of Chopin’s rubato, describes a right hand that is free, flexible, and highly declamatory: 

“While the singing hand, either irresolutely lingering or as in passionate speech eagerly 

anticipating with a certain implicit vehemence, freed the truth of the musical expression from all 

rhythmical fetters, the other, the accompanying hand, continued to play strictly in time.”29 In an 

1848 review of one of Chopin’s recitals in England, music critic Henry F. Chorley wrote: “He 

makes a free use of tempo rubato, leaning about within his bars more than any player we 

recollect, but still subject to a presiding sentiment of measure, such as presently habituates the ear 

to the liberties taken. In music not his own we happen to know he can be as staid as a metronome; 

while his Mazurkas, etc. lost half that wildness if played without a certain freedom and licence—

impossible to imitate.”30 Liszt’s rubato was seemingly even more declamatory than Chopin’s. 

Carl Lachmund, one of Liszt’s students, wrote that Liszt’s rubato was “quite different from the 

Chopin hastening and tarrying rubato…more like a momentary halting of the time, by a slight 

pause here or there on some significant note, and when done rightly brings out the phrasing in a 

way that is declamatory and remarkably convincing.”31 And in speaking of his Weber edition, 

Liszt commented, “A metronomical performance is certainly tiresome and nonsensical; time and 

 

28 Ibid.  
29 Jeanne Holland, “Chopin’s Teaching and His Students” (PhD diss., University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1973), 53.  
30 Ibid., 54.  
31 Kenneth Hamilton, After the Golden Age: Romantic Pianism and Modern Performance (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 242-3.  
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rhythm must be adapted to and identified with the melody, the harmony, the accent and the 

poetry….But how to indicate all this? I shudder at the thought of it.”32 

This brings us to the topic of rhythm and its adaptation and manipulation. Just as we now 

know that Baroque composers and performers expected that many dotted figures would be 

double-dotted, so Romantic composers and performers also expected for a stylistic flexibility in 

rhythmic execution depending on what the music was expressing. Lachmund wrote, “In quiet 

music the sixteenth-note should be played a little slower, and in lively time a bit later and faster 

than the exact value.”33 This manipulation and stylization of rhythm is distant to us nowadays, for 

we live in an era that favors precision of rhythm, but this practice explains the rhythmic flexibility 

displayed by Hofmann and so many of his contemporaries—the dotting and double-dotting, and 

the almost triplet-like execution of certain duple rhythms.  

Dislocation (the striking of a right-hand melody note slightly before or after the left-hand 

bass note) and rolling chords was also common practice for Hofmann and his predecessors. They 

are somewhat related, as both involve separating notes that appear to be marked synchronous on 

the page (although the habit of regularly rolling unmarked chords has more documentation and 

history, having been standard practice in the Baroque era). Dislocation also seems to be an 

essential part of the free and elastic right hand depicted by descriptions of Chopin’s tempo rubato. 

In fact, in the aforementioned Leschetizky recording of the Chopin Nocturne in D-flat Major, Op. 

27, no. 2, nearly every right-hand note is dislocated. Malwine Brée, a pupil of Leschetizky, wrote 

in Die Grundlage der Methode Leschetizky (The Groundwork of the Leschetizky Method), 

“Neither should bass note and melody-note always be taken precisely together, but the melody-

note may be struck an instant after the bass, which gives it more relief and a softer effect. 

However, this can be done only at the beginning of a phrase, and usually only on important notes 

 

32 Ibid.  
33 Ibid., 245.  
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and strong beats. (It is better for the hands to coincide precisely on weak beats.) The melody-note 

must follow so swiftly as to make the pause hardly noticeable for the uninitiated.”34 The English 

pianist Frank Merrick, who studied under Leschetizky around 1905, wrote that at the beginning of 

the century, dislocation was used to increase expression, but later evolved to be regarded as 

oversentimental.35 Busoni had already begun to drop this convention at the turn of the century, 

according to his friend and student Egon Petri (1881-1962), who said, “Busoni was the only 

pianist in Berlin around 1900 who studiously expunged from his pianism the gratuitous arpeggio 

and bass anticipation of melody.”36 If we again compare Hofmann’s recording of the Chopin 

Nocturne in D-flat to Leschetizky’s, we can hear that Hofmann already uses dislocation sparingly 

when compared to Leschetizky. In fact, in 1909, Hofmann once even likened dislocation to 

“limping” and calling it “the worst habit” of pianists.37  

Rolling chords has a longer history—as previously mentioned, it is one of the notable 

features of stylistic execution of Baroque harpsichord music. This tradition continued on through 

the Classical and Romantic eras: the great Romantic pianist Thalberg “considered the 

arpeggiation of chords, when accompanying a melody, to be a matter of course,” writing in his 

treatise L’Art du chant appliqué au piano: “The chords that support a melody on the highest note 

should always be arpeggiated, but very tight, almost together [presque plaqué] and the melody 

note should be given more weight than the other notes of the chord.”38 And Brahms, when he 

premiered his first piano concerto (D minor) in 1865, was taken to task by a critic for the 

“incessant spreading of chords in the slower tempos.”39  

 

34 Peres da Costa, 52-53.  
35 Ibid., 53. 
36 Ibid., 90.  
37 Ibid., 95.  
38 Clive Brown, Classical and Romantic Performing Practice 1750-1900 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 612.  
39 Ibid., 613.  
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This practice is also well-documented in Liszt’s playing. Claudio Arrau recalls of his 

teacher Martin Krause, a student of Liszt: “He would speak of Liszt’s way of breaking chords, 

and of trilling. He taught us several ways of breaking chords: to start slowly, and then accelerate 

toward the highest note; or to make a crescendo to the highest note; or to make a diminuendo; or 

to do it freely, with rubato. But always so that broken chords would have a meaning coming from 

what went before.”40  

This method of executing chords was so prevalent that it drew some complaints from 

Czerny, who wrote in 1839: “Most players accustom themselves so much to Arpeggio chords, 

that they at last become quite unable to strike full chords or even double notes firmly and at once; 

though this latter way is the general rule, while the former constitutes the exception….In the 

modern style, all passages in many parts are now invariably played in arpeggio; and so greatly is 

this the case, that many pianists have almost forgotten how to strike chords firmly.”41 But it is 

clear that he still valued the expressive power of the arpeggiated chord, for it was he who 

famously (or infamously) indicated, in his Op. 500 chapter on the proper performance of 

Beethoven’s music, that the opening chord of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 4 in G Major, Op. 

58, should be rolled—an indication that a few modern players have drawn fire for following.  

 

Example 2.16. Beethoven Piano Concerto No. 4 in G Major, Op. 58, mm. 1–5. From Carl 
Czerny’s Pianoforte-Schule, Op. 500.42  

 

40 Hamilton, 253.  
41 Brown, 612.  
42 Carl Czerny, On the Proper Performance of all Beethoven’s Works for the Piano, edited by Paul 

Badura-Skoda (Wien: Universal Edition, 1970), 109.  
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As the first few decades of the early twentieth century progressed, performance 

conventions began to trend towards precision and neatness. Philip writes, “By the 1940s playing 

chords together was generally regarded as a necessary part of modern neatness, and any lapse 

from it was thought sloppy.”43 Gieseking, in 1930, called dislocation “a grievous offence against 

all musical feeling,” advocating that “both hands must strike the keys precisely at the same 

moment.”44  

While considered conservative for his time, Hofmann was certainly no stranger to 

deliberately adding notes and his own personal flair to his performances. Although the score and 

the composer’s intentions had not yet achieved the sacrosanct status that it holds now, Hofmann 

and his predecessors were already much more respectful of the composer’s intentions than, for 

example, young Liszt. Later in his life, Liszt would bemoan his treatment of “the works of 

Beethoven, Weber, and Hummel…[with] no scruples against changing their tempos and 

intentions; I even went so far as insolently to add to them a host of passages and cadenzas.”45 

Perhaps due to the influence of this Liszt who had turned from his old ways, and of Wagner, who 

promoted the concept of Werktreue by stating that the performer should be able to “reproduce 

perfectly the composer’s thoughts…completely suppressing any invention of his own,”46 by 

Hofmann’s time, the primacy of the score was a concept much more firmly fixed in the minds of 

musicians and audiences. However, there was still some leeway available. Some performers were 

still improvising transitory passages between pieces on their programs—pianist Amy Fay, in 

1872, wrote, “I compose little preludes to all my pieces now, and modulate from one into the 

other.”47 Hofmann himself contributes to this tradition—in the fascinating recording of his 1937 

 

43 Philip, 202.  
44 Peres da Costa, 96.  
45 Valerie Woodring Goertzen, “By Way of Introduction: Preluding by 18th- and Early 19th-

Century Pianists,” The Journal of Musicology 14, no. 3 (Summer 1996): 335.  
46 Žarko Cvejić, The Virtuoso as Subject: The Reception of Instrumental Virtuosity, c. 1815-c. 

1850 (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2016), 110.  
47 Goertzen, 332.  
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Golden Jubilee recital, he extemporizes a modulation to a warm G major chord to bridge the gap 

between his opening piece (the Chopin “Minute” Waltz in D-flat major, op. 64, no. 1), and his 

second piece, the Chopin Ballade No. 1 in G minor (op. 23). And, in fact, in a 1938 recital in 

Casimir Hall, Hofmann does an astonishing thing with this rendition of the Chopin “Minute” 

Waltz, adding a right-hand alto line that harmonizes with Chopin’s original melody in thirds and 

sixths in a mind-bogglingly virtuosic display that hearkens back to the feats of Liszt in his glory 

days. All of his recordings offer a peek into an age where the role of the performer was freer, and 

the rules of engagement with the score were more fluid.  

 

Sergei Rachmaninoff 

While Rachmaninoff did create some piano rolls, we are fortunate to have many actual 

sound recordings of his playing, due to advancement in recording technology circa 1925, when 

the adoption of electrical microphones and electronical amplifiers enabled studios greatly 

enhanced the range of sound that could be captured. “Recording for the gramophone enables the 

artist to satisfy himself,” acknowledged Rachmaninoff, and he was of the opinion that recordings 

“increased [his] prestige as an artist.”48 But still, in a concession that most pianists would find 

warmly relatable, Rachmaninoff admitted that recording made him quite uncomfortable: “When 

the test records are made, I know that I can hear them played back at me, and then everything is 

all right. But when the stage is set for the final recording, and I realise that this will remain for 

good, I get nervous and my hands get tense.”49 This anxiety must have been much more keen in 

the era before any type of sound recording editing was possible, and further heightened by the 

strict time limitations imposed by 78rpm records (only about 4-5 minutes per side), a restriction 

that, as we know, caused many performers to do some surgical cutting and pasting of a musical 

 

48 Xiao-Li Ding, “Rachmaninoff Plays Rachmaninoff” (DMA diss., Boston University, 1991), 47.  
49 Philip, 43.  
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work, or to take faster tempos than they would have in concert. This is perhaps the reason 

Rachmaninoff omits all repeats in his recording of the Chopin sonata: for purely pragmatic 

purposes, not as an eccentric aesthetic choice à la Hofmann.  

Rachmaninoff performed the Chopin second sonata in concert in New York on February 

15, 1930, and then recorded the work for the Victor Company in sessions on February 18 and 19. 

The recording was completed in very few takes (three or less), and Rachmaninoff’s evaluation of 

the recording in a letter to Alfred Swan reveals a tremendous satisfaction, rare in this dour-faced 

man who could be relentlessly self-critical: “I think it is the best of all I have ever made.”50 

And it is a gem indeed. There is a strong rhythmic drive—most evident in the unrelenting 

tempo at which Rachmaninoff dashes off those daredevil leaps in the scherzo—that give way to 

moments of lush, unapologetically romantic rubatos and ritardandos. There are fewer eyebrow-

raising moments than in Hofmann’s piano roll, making Rachmaninoff’s recording more 

“standard,” but it is still infused with the spirit of Romantic pianism, even if more subtly than in 

Hofmann’s rendition. While less frequent in their appearance, there are still many tempo changes, 

rhythmic alterations, and rolled chords, as well as a very free approach to rubato. While 

Rachmaninoff remains more conservative than Hofmann in preserving the notes on the written 

page, he has a much freer—even contrarian—relationship to the dynamics on the printed page 

than would be permissible today, as shown by his unforgettably dramatic approach to the 

“Funeral March” movement, which will be discussed shortly.  

 

Tempo changes 

In general, Rachmaninoff keeps his tempi steadier than Hofmann, besides those moments 

of romantic, rhapsodic ritardando that are a distinctive characteristic of Rachmaninoff’s playing 

 

50 Tanya Gabrielian, “Rachmaninoff and the Flexibility of the Score: Issues Regarding 
Performance Practice” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2018), 69.  



36 

 

in general. He is fairly strict rhythmically throughout the first theme area, but—like Hofmann—

makes a large ritardando and diminuendo in measure 24, the first noticeable fluctuation in timing 

in his rendition:  

 

Example 2.17. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 23–26, as 
realized by Rachmaninoff.  

One of the biggest tempo manipulations done by Rachmaninoff in his rendition occurs in 

the exposition’s transition to the second theme, in which he stretches and slows down time by 

moving suddenly to half speed in the measures directly preceding the second theme:  

 

Example 2.18. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 35–46, as 
realized by Rachmaninoff.  

  

As for rubato and ritardando, Rachmaninoff is generous with these elements when he 

does choose to use them—an all-or-nothing approach. One particularly striking moment is in the 

central section of the scherzo, that elegant little intermezzo in D-flat major, threaded through with 
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a winding, contrapuntal left-hand melody that combines both Chopin’s love for the contemporary 

cantabile of bel canto opera and for the time-honored heritage of Bach (see Example 2.19). In 

these two lines, Rachmaninoff plays with a spirit so improvisatory and free that one might believe 

he is drawing the music out of thin air for the first time. His left hand wanders, lingers, rushes 

forward in passionate declamation to a degree that would be considered shockingly overindulgent 

today—but yet, in the hands of Rachmaninoff, seems so magical and heartfelt.  

 

Example 2.19. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 145–
161.  

  

Rhythmic alteration 

Rachmaninoff alters rhythms less often than one would think; there are very few 

instances of actual double-dotting, even in the “Funeral March” third movement. Instead, he 

saves rhythmic alteration for moments of heightened expression, and tends to lean on the first 

note in a group and shorten the remaining notes. On the larger scale, this is a distinctive trait of 

his phrasing as well—he possesses a certain tendency to “begin a phrase with an impulse and 

decrease in dynamic until the end of the phrase,”51 a characteristic which others have also noted. 

 

51 Ibid., 74.  
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This distinctly Rachmaninoffian phrasing will be discussed further when we turn our focus to 

dynamics. On the smaller rhythmic scale, Rachmaninoff’s first major rhythmic alteration occurs 

in mm. 97–100, in the grand, climactic ending of the exposition, when he lengthens the first note 

and compresses the last two of the second triplet group in each measure, creating a rhythmic 

group more similar to the one depicted in red below (Example 2.20):  

 

Example 2.20. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 94–104, as 
realized by Rachmaninoff. 

Rachmaninoff does this also for expressive effect in the return of the second theme in the 

recapitulation:  

 

Example 2.21. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, m. 174, as 
printed (left) and as realized by Rachmaninoff (right) 

 

Rolled chords 

Rachmaninoff, like Hofmann, also includes rolled chords where there are none indicated, 

but far less often than Hofmann, and only in places where a more expressive or improvisatory 
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mood is appropriate—for example, in the first movement’s second theme or in the chordal right 

hand of the scherzo’s central D-flat major section (see Example 2.19 above), in which several of 

the right-hand chords are quickly rolled to provide an improvisatory accompaniment to the 

declamatory left hand melody.  

 

Dynamics 

Perhaps the most interesting part of Rachmaninoff’s rendition is the way he treats 

dynamics in the Chopin sonata, sometimes willfully ignoring what is printed in the score. As 

already pointed out in Example 2.17, the first time Rachmaninoff goes against what is printed is 

in mm. 23–26, where he plays with ritardando and diminuendo to the half cadence at the end of 

m. 24 (instead of crescendo as printed), and then starts at mezzo-piano in m. 25, rather than forte 

as indicated by Chopin.  

This tendency prevails throughout the sonata: to make a decrescendo to the high point of 

certain phrases where, in fact, a crescendo is marked, and to play soft things loud or vice versa. 

Another moment in which this happens is in a transitional passage before the recapitulation—

Rachmaninoff flips crescendos into decrescendos, and fortissimo into piano. See the comparison 

below (Example 2.22) of what is printed, versus what Rachmaninoff actually plays (red 

annotations):  
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Example 2.22. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 156–162, 
as printed (top) and as realized by Rachmaninoff (bottom) 

 

A similar thing happens in the upward-leaping passages of the scherzo, in which 

Rachmaninoff also makes a big decrescendo to the top of the line:  
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Example 2.23. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 6–12, as 
realized by Rachmaninoff. 

 

Of course, any discussion on dynamics in Rachmaninoff’s recording of the Chopin sonata 

would be terribly incomplete without mention of his rendition of the funeral march, in which he 

all but does away with Chopin’s dynamics in favor of his own. Enough has been written and said 

about it already so as to render yet another blow-by-blow description here redundant, but in 

summary, Rachmaninoff creates one long, single swell and fade of dynamic that stretches across 

the B-flat minor sections in a way that is iconic, unforgettable, insolent, and altogether 

entrancing.  

The first section of the “Funeral March” starts piano and, ignoring all diminuendo and 

piano markings, crescendos to a thunderous fortissimo by its final B-flat minor chord. In a very 

unusual choice, the left-hand A-flat octave that links the first section to the central one is played 

extremely softly, almost as if Rachmaninoff wanted only the barely perceptible vibration of an A-

flat in the air.  

 

Example 2.24. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 29–30, as 
realized by Rachmaninoff. 



42 

 

 

This A-flat vibration melts into a tenderly played D-flat major middle section, which ebbs 

and flows with typical Rachmaninoff expression, and a few time-stopping ritardando moments. 

Then, without warning, even before the last D-flat major cadence has the chance to dissipate, 

Rachmaninoff lurches back into the funeral march theme, in a harsh fortissimo instead of the 

marked dynamic of piano. As the movement marches towards its end, listeners quickly realize 

that Rachmaninoff is tracing a dynamic trajectory that exactly mirrors that of the funeral march’s 

first appearance: brushing aside any fortes, fortissimos, or crescendos, Rachmaninoff takes his 

listener through one long decrescendo, as if we are listening to the funeral procession slink slowly 

into a misty distance, made even murkier by Rachmaninoff’s choice to play the left-hand B-flat 

minor chords in the final two measures an octave lower than written, with pedal held down 

throughout to maintain the copper-bell ring of that lowest black key on the piano.  

 

Example 2.25. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 83–84, as 
realized by Rachmaninoff.  

 

Re-composition 

Changes in dynamics aside, Rachmaninoff also makes a few other adjustments to the 

score (although none perhaps quite so drastic as Hofmann excising the left-hand D-flats in the 

central section of the funeral march). One magical little moment of re-composition happens in the 

D-flat major trio of the second movement, which Rachmaninoff plays only once, without repeat. 
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At the end of the lyrical left-hand phrase that takes us back to the chorale theme, Rachmaninoff 

sneaks in a little touch of his own by lowering the B-flat to B-double-flat, creating a new chord 

that is so very Rachmaninoffian with its glint of ∫VI color:  

 

Example 2.26. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 157–61, 
as realized by Rachmaninoff.  

 

Another change to the letter of the score happens in the fourth movement. Rachmaninoff 

plays this movement very fast, almost prestissimo, which, combined with a heavy pedal, creates 

for a blurred, misty sound. At the very end, Rachmaninoff repeats m. 72 twice—perhaps as a way 

to create a longer diminuendo and ritardando to ease into the fragmentary last few measures—

evoking the imagery of machinery grinding slowly to a halt. With the speed and blurred sonorities 

at which he plays, one barely recognizes that there are extra measures upon first listen.  

 

Example 2.27. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, fourth movement, mm. 72–73, 
with Rachmaninoff’s extra measures in red.  
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Contextualization 

So how are we to understand these choices, particularly these more egregious examples 

of re-composition? How are we to justify the delight and beauty we feel when we hear 

Rachmaninoff’s interpretation, when it sometimes goes so blatantly against what Chopin 

prescribes in his score?  

Topics such as rolled chords and rhythmic alteration have been covered already in the 

discussion of Hofmann’s playing, so let us now tackle the question of dynamics—why 

Rachmaninoff chose so often to “go against” what Chopin had written. It helps to understand 

firstly that as a performer/interpreter, Rachmaninoff’s primary goal seems to have been to show 

the larger structure of a piece. In 1915, Marietta Shaginyan, an Armenian writer and friend of 

Rachmaninoff’s, described witnessing Rachmaninoff’s frustrated remarks about himself post-

concert:  

“Didn’t you notice that I missed the point? Don’t you understand—I let the point 
slip!” On a later occasion, he explained that each piece he plays is shaped around 
its culminating point: the whole mass of sounds must be so measured, the depth 
and power of each sound must be given with such purity and gradation that this 
peak point is achieved with an appearance of the greatest naturalness, though 
actually its accomplishment is the highest art….The composition itself 
determines this culmination; the point may come at its end or in the middle; it 
may be loud or soft, yet the musician must always be able to approach it with 
sure calculation, for if it slips by, the work goes soft and fuzzy, and cannot 
convey to the listener what must be conveyed.52  
 

Audiences also recognized that Rachmaninoff, more than anything else, desired to show 

the structure of a piece or movement, designing everything around a dramatic high point and 

wordlessly discarding dynamic or phrase details that might get in the way of that. After 

Rachmaninoff played a concert in Carnegie Hall in December 1918, music critic James Huneker 

commented, “The oldsters were reminded of von Bülow. The same cold white light of analysis, 

the incisive touch, the strongly marked rhythms, the intellectual grasp of the musical ideas, and 

 

52 Gabrielian, 19.  
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the sense of the relative importance in phrase-groupings proclaimed that Rachmaninoff is a 

cerebral, not an emotional artist. Not Woodrow Wilson himself could have held the academic 

balance so dispassionately. Nevertheless,”—and here he briefly acknowledges Rachmaninoff’s 

interpretive liberties in the Beethoven Sonata in D major, Op. 10 no. 3—“there were some 

disquieting details in the reading to conservative Beethoven students. The principal one hinged on 

the question of tempo. The first movement is a Presto. It was taken at a prestissimo, plus a 

prestissimo.” But still, clarity reigned supreme: “Not a blurred outline was there, yet the speed 

detracted from the essential weightiness of Beethoven’s proclamation….Both the Mozart and the 

Beethoven were as clear as a dry-point etching.”53 Philip Hale wrote in the Boston Herald after 

Rachmaninoff’s December 7, 1921 concert, that Rachmaninoff’s playing was “distinguished by 

its clarity. His dissection of a composition is not, however, pedagogic. He is far from being a dry 

analyst, but he delights in exposing the structure of a work in an eloquent manner. In this he has 

no rival.”54  

But one might argue that the way Rachmaninoff shapes that one long dynamic arc in the 

“Funeral March” third movement is not exactly conveying the structure so much as it is 

manufacturing one. It is a satisfying structure—massively comprehensible—but how can we 

justify the foregoing of Chopin’s dynamics for the purpose of articulating this structure? 

Rachmaninoff’s unique perspective as a composer-performer at least gives us a better 

understanding of why he chose to perform others’ works with some creative and structural 

manipulations. Hofmann, too, was a composer, having published many works under the pen name 

Michel Dvorsky, but he had started his musical career as a showman, first and foremost—a pint-

sized prodigy dazzling audiences with precocious virtuosity. The spontaneity of his creativity was 

his strong suit; he purportedly told Rachmaninoff, “I dare say that I do not plan how to build a 

 

53 James Gibbons Huneker, “Rachmaninoff Raises the Roof,” The New York Times, December 22, 
1918, https://www.nytimes.com/1918/12/22/archives/music-rachmaninoff-raises-the-roof.html.  

54 Max Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings (New York: Continuum, 2005), 237.  
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composition and occasionally it happens to sound well.”55 Rachmaninoff, however, had been 

trying to carve out a place for himself as a composer since his teenaged studies at the Moscow 

Conservatory, and had fully embraced the life of a touring performer only because of the 

freedoms (political and financial) that this role afforded him and his family. And as a composer, 

Rachmaninoff was quite accepting of the various ways others might interpret his works. In an 

interview before a concert in Havana in 1940, Rachmaninoff was asked whether or not he was 

bothered by the way others performed his compositions, to which he replied, “To be quite honest, 

no…It is interesting to see how some other pianist will give a piece you have written yourself an 

entirely different musical color.”56 This perspective most likely translated itself into the artistic 

license he gave himself as a performer of other composers’ works.  

And as a composer, Rachmaninoff did recognize that in order to create, one must make 

certain departures. In his interview with James Cooke, first published in 1913, he said:  

While we must respect the traditions of the past…we must, nevertheless, not be 
bound down by convention. Iconoclasm is the law of artistic progress. All great 
composers and performers have built upon the ruins of conventions that they 
themselves have destroyed. It is infinitely better to create than to imitate. Before 
we can create, however, it is well to make ourselves familiar with the best that 
has preceded us. This applies not only to composition, but to pianoforte playing 
as well.57  
 

Lastly, despite all of Rachmaninoff’s talk of iconoclasm, he was still living in a time 

when the performance culture allowed him to make these choices. It is interesting to note that, for 

all the freedoms and liberties that we perceive his playing to have now, all the stretched-out 

ritardando and rubato that might be called sentimental today, he was regarded by many music 

critics of his time as cerebral, incisive, intellectual—all words directly from the review by 

 

55 Schonberg, 367.  
56 V. Spence in Havana PM, January 8, 1941, quoted in Gabrielian, “Rachmaninoff and the 

Flexibility of the Score,” 23.  
57 James Francis Cooke, Great Pianists on Piano Playing: Study Talks with Foremost Virtuosos 

(New York: AMS Press, 1976), 215.  
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Huneker, who took issue only with Rachmaninoff’s choice of tempo in Beethoven. The relative 

conservatism displayed in Rachmaninoff’s rendition, versus that of Hofmann’s released only ten 

years prior, reveals a quickly evolving ethic of performing and interpreting that was shedding the 

more improvisatory, “romantic” performance traditions of generations past, in favor of something 

that was more precise, more literal.  

Along with this evolution comes a renewed grappling of what it means to be a 

performer/interpreter, and what this role entails. In the same aforementioned book of interviews 

published by James Cooke in 1913, one of Rachmaninoff’s contemporaries, Polish pianist 

Zygmunt Stojowski (1870-1946), describes the importance of the interpreter in comments that toe 

the line of Beethoven worship while justifying the need for “subjective” interpretation by the 

individual performer:  

Of all composers, Beethoven was perhaps the one to employ the most perfect 
means of expression. His works represent a completeness, a poise and a masterly 
finish which will serve as a model for all time to come. It must also be noted that 
few composers have employed more accurate marks of expression—such as time 
marks, dynamic marks, etc. In all these things Beethoven was obliged to adhere 
to the conventions adopted by others for this purpose of attempting to make the 
composer’s meaning clearer to other minds. These conventions, like all 
conventions, are partly insufficient to convey the full idea of the composer, and 
partly arbitrary, in that they do not give the interpreter adequate latitude to 
introduce his own ideas in expression. The student should seek to break the veil 
of conventions provided by notation and seek a clearer insight into the 
composer’s individuality as expressed in his compositions. From this point of 
view the so-called subjective interpretation seems the only legitimate one.58  
 

The composer and the performer have been an elaborate dance since the beginning of 

notated music. But each era has dealt with this dance differently, and, as it sometimes seems, 

none more differently than the twentieth century. Let us move on to see how the next generation 

dealt with this question.  

 

 

58 Cooke, 279-80.  
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Chapter 3: THE INTERNATIONAL VIRTUOSOS 

A strange thing may be observed when one listens to recordings from the mid-twentieth 

century, and that is that these recordings, in their style, pacing, and approach to the score, seem to 

more closely resemble the recordings of today—circa 2020—more than they do the recordings of 

their predecessors just one generation before, circa 1920. How do we explain this apparent 

slowing of time, this ossification of a playing style?  

Before delving into specific recordings from this time period, it is useful to first examine 

the many changes that had been and were continuing to take place throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century—changes in technology, thought, and career trajectories that were rapidly 

shifting the fabric and culture of the classical music field.  

 

Neoclassicism  

One of these cultural shifts came under the banner of Neoclassicism, with Stravinsky as 

its primary spokesperson. Just as the Romantics pushed back against the values of their Age of 

Enlightenment predecessors—pursuing the ineffable, the sublime, the metaphysical, the spiritual, 

the fragmentary as higher goals than the rhetorical, the empirical, the reasonable, the balanced 

musical forms and expression favored by the Classical era—so was the Neoclassical movement a 

reaction against the hyper-emotionality of the Romantics. The Neoclassical movement valued 

“coolness and neutrality and functionalism and an absence of frills and profundity,”1 with a new 

spirit of detachment and precision that saw no value in the melodrama and freedom of the 

Romantics. Stravinsky said this in no uncertain terms in his Harvard University lectures, 

originally given in the years 1939 and 1940. “Wagner’s work,” said Stravinsky, “corresponds to a 

 

1 Day, 161.  
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tendency that is not, properly speaking, a disorder, but one which tries to compensate for a lack of 

order. The principle of the endless melody perfectly illustrates this tendency. It is the perpetual 

becoming of a music that never had any reason for starting, any more than it has any reason for 

ending. Endless melody thus appears as an insult to the dignity and to the very function of melody 

which, as we have said, is the musical intonation of a cadenced phrase.”2  

Stravinsky makes a further appeal for the need for order, precision, limits, in a tone that 

holds an almost Biblical gravity:  

The more art is controlled, limited, worked over, the more it is free. As for 
myself, I experience a sort of terror when, at the moment of setting to work and 
finding myself before the infinitude of possibilities that present themselves, I 
have the feeling that everything is permissible to me. If everything is permissible 
to me, the best and the worst; if nothing offers me any resistance, then any effort 
is inconceivable, and I cannot use anything as a basis, and consequently every 
undertaking becomes futile…. 

My freedom will be so much the greater and even more meaningful the 
more narrowly I limit my field of action and the more I surround myself with 
obstacles. Whatever diminishes constraint, diminishes strength. The more 
constraints one imposes, the more one frees one’s self of the chains that shackle 
the spirit.”3  
 

Stravinsky is talking of composition here, and detachment, restraint, and order is easy to 

see in his Neoclassical works (e.g. the Symphony in C) and in the Neoclassical works of his 

contemporaries such as Paul Hindemith. But in his last lecture of this collection, Stravinsky 

broaches the topic of performance, and of execution versus interpretation, and applies this 

musical ethic to the performers. He does acknowledge:  

…no matter how scrupulously a piece of music may be notated, no matter how 
carefully it may be insured against every possible ambiguity through the 
indications of tempo, shading, phrasing, accentuation, and so on, it always 
contains hidden elements that defy definition, because verbal dialectic is 
powerless to define musical dialectic in its totality. The realization of these 
elements is thus a matter of experience and intuition, in a word, of the talent of 
the person who is called upon to present the music.4  

 

2 Igor Stravinsky, Poetics of Music: In the Form of Six Lessons (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1947), 62.  

3 Ibid., 63-5.  
4 Ibid., 123.  
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This admission about the necessity for a tasteful interpreter sounds almost begrudging in 

light of the statement just a few sentences later that “the composer runs a perilous risk every time 

his music is played, since the competent presentation of his work each time depends on the 

unforeseeable and imponderable factors that go to make up the virtues of fidelity and sympathy, 

without which the work will be unrecognizable on one occasion, inert on another, and in any case 

betrayed.”5  

While feelings of betrayal might seem to us an overreaction to the “misinterpretation” of 

a musical work, Stravinsky’s choice of language reveals a fervency for the correct execution of 

the composer’s wishes—a fervency that, ironically, considering Stravinsky’s distaste for 

Romantic values, seems to be a direct outgrowth of the Romantics’ attitudes about the 

sovereignty of the composer. What are some examples of this betrayal? Stravinsky goes on to 

say:  

The sin against the spirit of the work always begins with a sin against its letter 
and leads to the endless follies which an ever-flourishing literature in the worst 
taste does its best to sanction. Thus it follows that a crescendo, as we all know, is 
always accompanied by a speeding up of movement, while a slowing down never 
fails to accompany a diminuendo. The superfluous is refined upon; a piano, piano 
pianissimo is delicately sought after; great pride is taken in perfecting useless 
nuances—a concern that usually goes hand in hand with inaccurate rhythm…6  
 

“Faithful transmission” is the goal here—“for only through the performer is the listener 

brought in contact with the musical work. In order that the public may know what a work is like 

and what its value is, the public must first be assured of the merit of the person who presents the 

work to it and of the conformity of that presentation to the composer’s will.”7  

 

5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid., 124.  
7 Ibid., 132-3, emphasis mine.  
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 As mentioned above, Stravinsky’s comments in his lecture about the necessity of faithful 

transmission on the part of the performer/executant/interpreter were part of an ethic of 

performance that had been developing since the late nineteenth century and, ironically, had 

Wagner as one of its strongest advocates, that very composer whom Neoclassical composers and 

writers were lambasting. Think back to the tone of Stravinsky’s opinions on performers, and 

compare it with this piece of writing by Wagner:  

  It is supremely important, indeed vital, that the notes which are sounded should 
correspond exactly with your mental image of the composition when you wrote 
them down. In other words, you demand that your thoughts should be faithfully 
and conscientiously conveyed to the senses without the slightest distortion. It 
follows from this that the supreme merit of the executive artist, the virtuoso, is 
his ability to reproduce perfectly the composer’s thoughts, and that this ability is 
only possessed by the artist who really and truly assimilates his intentions, 
completely suppressing any invention of his own. No doubt the composer’s 
intentions can only be correctly elucidated in a performance which he himself 
directs. Next best would be the performer who also possesses a creative gift and 
who accordingly values fidelity to intention and yet knows how to handle the 
music with a certain affectionate freedom. With these two one could class the 
executive artist not endowed with creative power but with the ability to absorb 
the work of another and treat it as though it were his own. He must have the 
modesty to suppress his personal characteristics, whatever they may be, so 
completely that neither his merits nor demerits are noticed. For what matters is 
that we should hear the work itself, ideally reproduced, and that our attention to it 
should in no wise be distracted by the special qualities of the performer.8 

 

 Though Stravinsky’s and Wagner’s statements were made about a century apart—

Wagner penned this essay as a young man in Paris in 1841, and Stravinsky gave his lecture on 

performance at Harvard in 1940—notice how similar the spirit of thought in them remains. 

Wagner’s mandates that the composer’s thoughts should be “faithfully and conscientiously 

conveyed,” that the performer should “[value] fidelity to intention” and, despite some 

“affectionate freedom,” ensure that the audiences hear “the work itself, ideally reproduced”—

these ring shockingly similar to Stravinsky’s sentiments that the “competent presentation” of a 

 

8 Richard Wagner, “The Virtuoso and the Artist,” in Wagner Writes from Paris: Stories, Essays, 
and Articles by the Young Composer, trans. Robert L. Jacobs and Geoffrey Skelton (New York: J. Day, 
1973), 53-54. 
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composer’s work is vitally dependent upon “the virtues of fidelity and sympathy” in the 

performer,9 and that the performer, in presenting a work to the public, should “[conform]…to the 

composer’s will.”10  

The concept that a musical work has a true meaning, and that it is the responsibility of the 

performer to uncover and faithfully transmit that meaning, is otherwise known as Werktreue, and 

was strongly championed by the late Romantics, further bolstered by the demigod-like status that 

the Romantics had bestowed upon Beethoven, as if he were a divinely inspired prophet and his 

writings were holy texts. It is somewhat of an irony, therefore, that early-twentieth-century 

musicians and scholars continued to spread the gospel of Werktreue—yet summarily rejected the 

ways in which Wagner lived out and executed his ideas as a conductor, with mercurial changes of 

tempo and overwrought drama.  

Inevitably, the culture of performance and interpretation in the 1930s and 1940s were 

being pulled towards the current of trends in thought of contemporary composers like Stravinsky. 

Even Schoenberg, himself not exactly the poster boy for Romantic expressivity, lamented the loss 

of freedom and flexibility in performance of past works, bitterly ascribing the blame to America: 

“Today’s manner of performing classical music of the so-called ‘romantic’ type, suppressing all 

emotional qualities and all unnotated changes of tempo and expression…came to Europe by way 

of America, where no old culture regulated presentation, but where a certain frigidity of feeling 

reduced all musical expression. Thus almost everywhere in Europe music is played in a stiff, 

inflexible metre—not in a tempo, i.e., according to a yardstick of freely measured quantities.”11  

 

 

 

9 Stravinsky, 123.  
10 Ibid., 133.  
11 Arnold Schoenberg, “Today’s Manner of Performing Classical Music,” in Style and Idea: 

Selected Writings of Arnold Schoenberg, ed. Leonard Stein (New York: St. Martins Press, 1975), 320.  
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The international piano competition 

Another new development in the culture of classical music that must be acknowledged is 

the rise of the international piano competition, which was virtually nonexistent before the 

twentieth century. Perhaps the first noteworthy international piano competition was the Anton 

Rubinstein International Competition, which was inaugurated in 1890 as a dual competition in 

both composition and piano. It was only after World War I that the international competition 

scene began to really blossom, with two large competitions, the Naumburg Foundation and the 

Warsaw Chopin Competition, being formed within a year of each other (1926 and 1927, 

respectively).12 In reflecting on his reasons for creating the Chopin Competition, the founder 

Jerzy Żurawlew (himself a Polish pianist) commented on the new attitudes of twentieth-century 

youth, pragmatic and competitive, and how he wished to target them:  

An idea of organizing Chopin piano competitions occurred to me in 1925. At that 
time, not so distant from the end of World War I, young people were fascinated 
by sport. Their outlook and attitude to life were extremely matter-of-fact and 
realistic. I often heard, then, that Chopin’s is too romantic, dangerously over-
sentimental. It was even hinted that, for that reason, it was inadvisable to include 
his works in the teaching programmes of schools of music. I was deeply pained 
by all these manifestations of gross misunderstanding of Chopin’s music. 

Brought up in the tradition of Chopin’s cult, educated by a famous 
Chopin specialist, Professor Aleksander Michalowski, I could not tolerate the 
situation and was determined to do everything in my power to change it. 
Observing the sport craze of the young generation I hit upon the obvious 
solution: competition. The advantages for young pianists were evident: financial 
awards and a good opening for a career. Not less evident was the subsequent 
popularization of Chopin’s music: the young would have to play Chopin’s, to 
play it well… The future was to show how fully was this opportunity 
appreciated.  

The realization of this project, as in the case with all new ideas, was not 
easy. Great financial difficulties, unwillingness on part of the authorities to 
sponsor the project, finally social distrust made the situation seem hopeless for a 
time. When the President of Poland became a patron of the enterprise, however, 
all difficulties were overcome and the first competition was finally organized in 
1927. 

Notwithstanding the expanded and thus more difficult competition 
programme, the young play Chopin’s ever better – and so the primary aim is 
achieved. Popularization of this music succeeded far beyond what was first 

 

12 Eileen T. Cline, “Piano Competitions: An Analysis of Their Structure, Value, and Educational 
Implications,” (DME diss., Indiana University, 1985), 207.  
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hoped for: Chopin’s works are played all over the world, and the competitions 
[sic] participants take it to such far away countries as China, Japan, India, 
Mexico, Argentina, Brasil, Ceylon, Chile, Cuba, Peru, Venezuela. It is played by 
talented and dedicated artists fully prepared for appreciative presentation of the 
great music of a Polish genius.13 
 

According to American journalist Michael Johnson, there were five international piano 

competitions in existence by 1945,14 and the words of French-American pianist Dr. Maurice 

Dumesnil in 1948 suggest that the competition format was additionally burgeoning everywhere in 

local/national form: “The multiplication of piano contests, held everywhere, is the second musical 

epidemic assuming major proportions. It started mildly several years ago, increased from a 

drizzle to a shower, and now it is turning into a veritable deluge.”15 By 1990, there were 114 

international piano competitions, and by 2009, when Johnson’s article was published, there were 

about 750 according to the Alink-Argerich Foundation.16 These figures show a staggering growth, 

and an ever-increasing emphasis on competitions in the culture of classical music performance. 

Despite many musicians’ publicly expressed disdain for the arbitrary, mercenary nature of 

competitions, they have come to be viewed as necessary evils at worst, but powerful catalysts for 

stardom at best, “the vital ingredient needed to dramatize and accelerate musical achievement”17 

—which explains why the competition circuit is a gauntlet that hundreds of pianists choose to run 

every year.  

And international competitions are just not an artistic or financial affair—they have been 

a sociopolitical one, as well. Just as the President of Poland recognized the potential of the 

Chopin Competition to contribute to a cultural legacy and Polish eminence on the international 

 

13 Jan Prosnak, The Frederic Chopin International Piano Competitions, Warsaw, 1927-1970 
(Warsaw: Frederic Chopin Society, 1970), 7-8.  

14 Michael Johnson, “The Dark Side of Piano Competitions,” New York Times, August 7, 2009, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/08/opinion/08iht-edjohnson.html.  

15 Maurice Dumesnil, “The Teacher’s Round Table,” Etude 66, no. 12 (December 1948): 734, 
Digital Commons @ Gardner-Webb University, https://digitalcommons.gardner-webb.edu/etude/67/.  

16 Johnson.  
17 Abram Chasins, Speaking of Pianists (New York: Da Capo Press, 1981), vi.  
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scene, so have other countries also vied for the national pride and cultural status that international 

piano competitions offer to the home countries of their winners. When the 23-year-old Texan Van 

Cliburn took home the gold medal at the first ever International Tchaikovsky Piano Competition 

in 1958, during the middle of the Cold War, he quickly became a darling of the American public, 

“heralded by U.S. Presidents, world leaders, the international press, and a vast, adoring public as 

one of the most persuasive ambassadors of American culture,”18 a role especially important in a 

time so fraught with diplomatic tension. It was this victory by Van Cliburn that truly removed any 

disdain or suspicion of the piano competition, in Abram Chasins’s opinion: “Formerly, whoever 

dared to enter a competition branded himself a student, not an artist….Then, the drama of the 

Tchaikovsky Competition spread like a brush fire, enveloping everyone—the musical and 

unmusical alike. The next year witnessed the glamorizing of the Leventritt Competition, 

presenting the finalists of America’s leading contest as soloists with the orchestra in Carnegie 

Hall.”19 

The circumstances around the second Tchaikovsky Competition, in 1962, illustrate just 

how seriously the outcome of this competition was regarded by a country’s leadership, at least 

from the Soviet Union. Ashkenazy recalled in an interview the pressure of being asked by the 

Soviet Minister of Culture to compete:  

“Because the first competition went to an American, they had to be absolutely 
sure the next one would be won by a Soviet, so they asked all our most 
prominent young pianists to participate. They asked me. I couldn’t disagree, but I 
didn’t need it – I had already won the Queen Elisabeth Competition in Brussels 
(in 1956). Why would I go into an unpredictable situation? And really, the 
Tchaikovsky concerto was not my piece….I went to the Minister for Culture and 
told her I didn’t know what to do, because certain passages of Tchaikovsky 1 
(you weren’t allowed to do the Second Concerto) I might not play well. She 
couldn’t understand it because she wasn’t a musician! What an idiot I was…she 
would never have understood! I couldn’t insult the Minister for Culture so I said 
I’d try. Anyway, I was in first place after the first two rounds (so I learned 
afterwards), but in the third round I played the obligatory piece quite well and the 
Tchaikovsky I played alright, not as effortlessly as someone like John Ogdon 

 

18 “Van Cliburn,” The Cliburn, accessed September 13, 2020, https://cliburn.org/van-cliburn/.  
19 Chasins, 305-306.  
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could play – a genius pianist with big hands – but somehow they managed to 
have me share the first prize with him and I was delighted.” He pauses. “I’m sure 
the Party was very happy.”20 
 

 

Figure 3.1. Vladimir Ashkenazy performing at the laureates’ concert of the 1962 
International Tchaikovsky Competition.21 

 

An international standard 

 It may be speculated that the ever-increasing capabilities of recording technology, the 

dissemination of recordings, and the mushrooming international competition circuit were working 

hand in hand to create a more internationally standardized way of playing. The trend of classical 

music performance had already been moving towards more precision and objectivity, thanks to 

the Neoclassicists, and now having to please an international jury in competition was a new 

objective, one unique to the twentieth century. Countless pianists have (somewhat bitterly) 

expressed the sentiment that “in order to win an international competition, the pianist need not be 

 

20 Mark Pullinger, “Witnessing History: Ashkenazy on Shostakovich, Rachmaninov and the 
Tchaikovsky Competition Win,” Bachtrack, September 13, 2017, https://bachtrack.com/interview-
vladimir-ashkenazy-shostakovich-rachmaninov-russia-september-2017.  

21 Naiki9, “II Int’l Tchaik: Vladimir Ashkenazy,” YouTube Video, 7:47, July 24, 2007, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k9eMRuDIR5E.   
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the best; he should just offend the fewest”22—meaning that competitors have, for the last half 

century at least, been particularly careful to temper highly individual interpretive choices, daring 

rubatos, and anything that might be perceived as carelessness with the score. (It is a well-

acknowledged irony that the playing of Hofmann, Rachmaninoff, or Horowitz might not even 

pass the screening round for these competitions!) How much the strictures imposed by these 

competitions contributed, independent of other factors, to the “standardized” sound we are now 

familiar with today is difficult to measure definitively. Perhaps competitions simply fanned the 

flames of what was already developing in the world of classical music performance.  

 

Emil Gilels 

Soviet-born Emil Gilels (1916-1985) was a clear child prodigy, debuting at age 13 with a 

program of Beethoven, Scarlatti, Schumann, Mendelssohn, and Chopin and Liszt etudes. His first 

competition win was at the 1933 First All-Union Competition of Performers. Shortly thereafter, 

he made international headlines, winning second prize at the International Vienna Music 

Academy Competition in 1936 and then first prize at the first Queen Elisabeth Competition in 

1938 (then called the Ysaye Competition).23 He became successful internationally as well, 

arriving in the United States in 1955 for a concert tour and becoming the “first leading Soviet 

artist to come to U.S. for concert work since 1921,” as a New York Times subheading declared, 

and “the first cultural dividend of the Russo-American diplomatic rapprochement.”24 After his 

concerto debut just a few weeks later, he was praised for being “a most aristocratic pianist,” 

playing with “a chaste lyricism that made one aware how relatively vulgar lesser artists can 

 

22 Samantha London, “International Piano Competitions: Their Lure, Their Lore (An 
Introduction)” (MA thesis, University of Southern California, 2013), 10.  

23 Mark Zilberquit, Russia’s Great Modern Pianists (Neptune: Paganiniana Publications, 1983), 
217.  

24 Murray Schumach, “Russian Pianist Here for Tour,” The New York Times, October 1, 1955, 
https://nyti.ms/35BnRiP.  
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be….And always his secure, beautifully controlled technique was used to enunciate his distinctive 

concepts….The pianist has heart and feeling in addition to technical mastery and an intelligence 

that draws fresh and valid ideas from the music he interprets.”25 

Gilels recorded the Chopin second sonata for EMI in 1955. He does exhibit a very free 

approach to rubato when compared to performers of the twenty-first century, but overall his 

performance is noticeably steadier and more rhythmic than those of Hofmann and Rachmaninoff, 

beyond a few radical tempo changes in moments of extreme contrast. For most of the piece, he is 

a good deal more “obedient” in terms of dynamics—although it must be noted that in the funeral 

march third movement, he does take a page from Rachmaninoff’s book in inserting some large-

scale crescendos and decrescendos, although in a very different way than Rachmaninoff did. 

Rolled chords and rhythmic alterations are few and far between, although they do occasionally 

rear their heads as ghostly last vestiges of a musical heritage and performance tradition that was 

already quickly slipping away.  

 

Tempo changes 

Much like Rachmaninoff, Gilels keeps the first theme group of the exposition very 

rhythmically steady, save for a slight rallentando (and perhaps a barely noticeable diminuendo) in 

measure 24, before the first theme group is reiterated with full B-flat minor chords in the right 

hand:  

 

25  
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Example 3.1. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 23–26, as 
realized by Gilels. Note that he maintains a dynamic of about mezzoforte, omitting the forte 

marking printed in measure 25.  

 

This is a toned-down version of what we saw in Hofmann and Rachmaninoff’s 

renditions, both of whom inserted a very clear ritardando and diminuendo in m. 24. It is very 

interesting to note that Hofmann’s ritardando and diminuendo lasted the full two bars of mm. 23–

24 (Example 2.4), while Rachmaninoff’s was mostly relegated to m. 24 (Example 2.17), and 

Gilels here plays a more reserved rallentando rather than a real ritardando. By comparing these 

three recordings, we seem to be observing a shrinking of effect in these few bars, trending to a 

more and more direct, literal execution.  

Besides this, the first real manipulation of tempo in Gilels’ rendition happens within the 

second theme group. He eases into the second theme group with a massive ritardando in mm. 39–

40, then starts the second theme group very slowly, at about ∞ = 145, before pushing and pulling 

the tempo in mm. 49–53 with an accelerando and then a ritardando that goes till the end of the 

phrase: 
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Example 3.2. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 35–58, as 
realized by Gilels. 

 

Then, to get back to (closer to) the original tempo of the Doppio movimento, Gilels pairs 

a subtle accelerando with the crescendo starting m. 65, reaching approximately  ∞ = 215 before 

setting off the arrival of this phrase at E-flat minor in m. 73 with a poco rallentando:  
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Example 3.3. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 67–76, as 
realized by Gilels. 

 

The use of different tempos for different modes of expression (e.g. taking a slower tempo 

for more expressive music) is also evident at the beginning of the development, where Gilels 

utilizes a massive ritardando to contrast the expressive G major utterance in mm. 108–110 with 

the agitated fragments in the bass register that begin the development, slowing down and 

lingering so much that the tempo at the end of the system is only about a third of the tempo at the 

beginning of the system:  



62 

 

 

Example 3.4. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 105–110, as 
realized by Gilels. 

 

However, besides a few other moments (notably the B-flat major second theme group in 

the recapitulation, and the re-transition leading up to it, to which Gilels applies a liberal 

ritardando), these are the only major tempo manipulations heard throughout the piece. 

Rachmaninoff’s rendition was steady compared to Hofmann’s, but Gilels’s is even more steady, 

controlled, and rhythmic overall.  

 

Dynamics 

As mentioned previously, Gilels is much more “obedient” with dynamics than Hofmann 

or Rachmaninoff. There are a few similarities in his approach, however, such as the taming of 

extremes in mm. 17–25 (see Example 3.5 below): he doesn’t play at a real forte in measures 17 

and 19, nor does he really go down to a real piano dynamic in measures 18 or 20, instead keeping 

these phrases at about mezzoforte in order to emphasize the phrasal structure and emphasis with a 

real forte in m. 21. For the reiteration of the first theme at m. 25, he returns to a conservative 

mezzoforte.  



63 

 

 

Example 3.5. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 15–26, as 
realized by Gilels. 

 

This emphasis on using dynamics to structure phrasing may also be seen in the climactic 

fortissimo chords that end both the exposition and the movement as a whole. Unlike Hofmann 

and Rachmaninoff, who play these measures at a fairly even dynamic, Gilels backs down quickly 

to a mezzopiano in order to create direction and show dramatic dynamic growth throughout the 

phrase:  
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Example 3.6. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 94–104, as 
realized by Gilels. 

 

Another place in which Gilels uses an intentional larger-scale crescendo in order to create 

direction across a passage is in the funeral march movement, when the main theme in B-flat 

minor returns after the ethereal D-flat major central section. He does observe the measure-specific 

diminuendo markings in mm. 61 and 62, for example, but the overall trajectory is crescendo in 

both hands, but with particularly thunderous bass chords, creating a much more powerful buildup 

to the crashing fortissimo D-flat major chords in m. 69.  

 

Example 3.7. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 55–72, as 
realized by Gilels. 
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Example 3.7, continued.  

 

Rolled chords and dislocation 

Compared to Hofmann and Rachmaninoff, Gilels is practically miserly when it comes to 

the rolling of chords where not notated. There are a few instances, however, and one of them 

appears in the last measure of the example above (Example 3.7), in which Gilels foregoes rolling 

the first right hand chord of the measure and instead rolls the F major chord two beats later—

perhaps to avoid having rolled chords in too quick a succession. The only other noteworthy 

instance where a rolled chord appears is in m. 77, where Gilels rolls the first chord of this 

measure, perhaps in response to the sweeping rhapsodic effect of this entire phrase.  

 

Example 3.8. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 77–80, as 
realized by Gilels. 
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Gilels also rolls a left-hand chord in m. 112 of the second movement—the subdued, piu lento 

chordal section of the scherzo—in a moment so fleeting that it is barely noticeable.  

On the whole, Gilels’ realization is much more “together” than Hofmann’s and 

Rachmaninoff’s, in the most literal sense: greater care is taken to play chords together. The only 

movement in which Gilels is a bit freer with this is in the subdued, piu lento chordal theme of the 

scherzo (from which Error! Reference source not found. is excerpted), during which melody 

notes occasionally—although rarely—come slightly later than their accompanying chords, in an 

expressive rubato convention that is also occasionally heard in the playing of modern concert 

pianists. The most “daring” dislocation is a clearly intentional separation of the hands at the very 

last chord before the Lento tag that closes the second movement:  

 

Example 3.9. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 269–277, 
as realized by Gilels. The red line shows how the last right-hand chord of m. 272 falls after 

the last left-hand chord.  

 

Rhythmic alterations 

Like rolled chords and dislocation, rhythmic alterations are all but gone in Gilels’ 

rendering, with nary a double-dot in sight. The only noteworthy rhythmic alteration is in m. 135, 

where Gilels, taking a page from Hofmann’s book, utilizes triplet assimilation:  
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Example 3.10. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 132–135, 
as realized by Gilels. 

 

Contextualization 

If we recall the cultural milieu of classical music described at the beginning of this 

chapter—that stew of Neoclassicism, a burgeoning recording industry, and the sudden meteoric 

rise of international competitions—it is easy to see how Gilels’ playing, when compared to that of 

Hofmann and Rachmaninoff, is a clear representative of the seismic shifts that had been occurring 

in classical musicians’ attitudes towards performance. Despite the fact that every era of classical 

music performance has its own trends and conventions, and performances follow those trends, 

there was a distinct shift in thinking in the twentieth century. Notation of past centuries had come 

with dozens of unspoken assumptions, with composers trusting performers to interpret the 

notation according to their knowledge of performance convention and sense of style and good 

taste (which, of course, many seemed to lack, on account of the dozens of treatises that have been 

written through the ages on the proper execution of various musical instructions). Brown credits 

this to nineteenth-century reverence for the Classical masters (most of all Beethoven) which 

“encouraged an unhistorical reverence for the literal meaning of their notation; the role of the 

performer was correspondingly circumscribed. Later nineteenth-century composers responded to 

this by greater precision and prescriptiveness in their scores.”26 Hofmann and Rachmaninoff were 

 

26 Brown, 631.  
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at the end of this era where performers were allowed to engage with the score in this freer way. 

Gilels, with his more “obedient” approach—the steadier rhythms, the more literal execution of 

rhythms, chords, and dynamics—exemplifies this new twentieth-century approach to notation and 

interpretation. His steadier, carefully controlled tempos would probably have pleased Stravinsky, 

who, as we saw at the beginning of this chapter, railed against some performers’ habits of 

speeding up with every crescendo and slowing down with every diminuendo.27  

  

Martha Argerich  

Martha Argerich was born in 1941 in Argentina and began playing the piano at the age of 

three. In 1955, when she was a young teenager, her family moved to Europe, where she began 

studying with Friedrich Gulda and later Maria Curcio (the last student of Artur Schnabel). Her 

road to fame also came from the international competition circuit: at age sixteen, Argerich won 

the Geneva International Music Competition and then the Ferrucio Busoni International 

Competition in quick succession, and then, at age 23, won the 1965 International Chopin Piano 

Competition. After her U.S. debut in the New York Philharmonic Hall in 1966, critic Allen 

Hughes wrote: “How Miss Argerich acquired so complete a mastery of the Romantic musical 

style it is impossible to say. Nevertheless, she has it completely—tone quality that makes 

Philharmonic Hall sound like an acoustical marvel, technique that makes the playing of 

Schumann’s intricacies seem like the easiest thing in the world and interpretative instincts that 

make the ebb and flow of the music seem altogether natural and spontaneous.”28  

Martha Argerich recorded the Chopin second sonata in 1975 for Deutsche Grammophon, 

and her rendition here bears many striking resemblances to Gilels’. Of course, in typical Argerich 

fashion, it is very fluid and facile, and Argerich takes a lighter or softer tack in places where 

 

27 Stravinsky, 124.  
28 Allen Hughes, “Martha Argerich, Pianist, 24, Makes Impressive U.S. Debut,” The New York 

Times, January 17, 1966.  
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others (such as Gilels) may have had a heavier tone. But, like Gilels and to an even greater 

degree, her tempos are relatively steady within sections—save for a few rhapsodic moments 

where she pushes and pulls the tempos with great elasticity—and her dynamics are almost all true 

to the score. Rolled chords are also virtually nonexistent where not marked (except for a few 

larger chords in the second theme of the first movement), and rhythmic alterations are fairly 

nuanced. She takes no risks with interpretation—but, interestingly, makes the same choice as 

Gilels, Rachmaninoff, and many more before her in the third movement by creating an overall 

crescendo over the first few systems of the recapitulation of the funeral march theme. This 

interpretive choice is an example of how one specific interpretation, with no apparent supporting 

markings by Chopin, has risen to prominence and cultural iconicity.  

 

Tempo changes 

In general, Argerich’s tempos are very steady within sections, especially compared to 

Gilels’ massive ritardandos and occasional accelerandos. In the first movement, the whole first 

theme area is quite steady. Her mm. 23–26 illustrate an interesting continuation in the overall 

trend we observed when examining this same area in the playing of Hofmann, Rachmaninoff, and 

Gilels. While Gilels made a small rallentando—a much more conservative move compared to 

Hofmann and Rachmaninoff, who both made huge decrescendos and ritardandos—Argerich here 

preserves the crescendo (although it is a small one) and slows down only briefly with a quick 

ritenuto, one that seems almost exclusively localized to the space between the last two right hand 

dyads:  



70 

 

 

Example 3.11. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 23–25, as 
realized by Argerich. Note the red line showing that this ritenuto affects mostly the space 

between the last two right-hand dyads in m. 24. 

 

It is only when we reach the second theme area in D-flat major (m. 41) that we hear more 

tempo manipulation, with a great deal of push and pull, demonstrating Hughes’ comment about 

Argerich’s ability to manipulate the ebb and flow of the music in a natural way. Gilels, as you 

may recall, made a massive ritardando in the chords of measure 39 in order to ease into the 

second theme area, which he played a great deal slower than the first theme area (see Example 

3.2). Argerich also slows down for this second theme, as probably influenced by the sostenuto 

marking, but the contrasts are not as extreme as Gilels; whereas he went from ∞ = 195 to ∞ = 145 

in the second theme area, Argerich goes from ∞ = 225 to just ∞ = 195. She eases into this new 

tempo with just a slight ritardando over the course of m. 40, and then moves the tempo forward 

slightly again as soon as she plays that first D-flat major chord of the second theme. She is very 

free with timing in this part of the movement—as you can see in mm. 49-56, she—just like 

Gilels—creates an arc over this phrase with both dynamic and timing, accelerating slightly to the 

highest note and then gradually slowing down to taper off the end of the phrase.  
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Example 3.12. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 35–58, as 
realized by Argerich. 

 

Except for this liberal application of localized push and pull in passages that we would 

consider more free, expressive, and lyrical, Argerich’s tempo and timing is much more consistent 

than Gilels’. While she still uses unnotated ritardandos and accelerandos to move the music and 

to express ideas, she does so in more subdued measures than Gilels, avoiding any extremes of 

tempo changes.  

There is one instance in the first movement where Argerich does use a large-scale 

accelerando to build up to the climax of the development, that thundering, thickly-textured storm 
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of notes that juxtaposes the fragmented, agitato motive of the first theme in the right hand against 

the dotted-rhythm, descending-sixth motive of the piece’s Grave first measure in the left hand. 

Argerich starts the development quite slowly, at about § = 84, then starts the next phrase at § = 

110. The next phrase then starts at § = 94, with an exaggerated ritardando at its end. Then 

Argerich accelerates over the next phrase into § = 120, which is much closer to her original tempo 

for the Doppio movimento, and she maintains this tempo, more or less, for the remainder of the 

piece.  

 

Example 3.13. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 105–135, 
as realized by Argerich. (I have used triangular fermatas in the third system to indicate 

very short fermatas.)  
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Example 3.13, continued. 

  

We also see this structured terracing of tempos in the funeral march movement, in which the 

opening A section (the first iteration of the funeral march) fluctuates between ∞ = 56-62, then 

slows down to ∞ ≈ 46 for the central D-flat major section, and then bumps back up to ∞ ≈ 56 for 

the return of the funeral march.  

 

Dynamics, and on the question of edition 

On the whole, Argerich’s dynamics are remarkably true to the score, at least to those 

markings in the Schirmer/Mikuli edition. There are only two, perhaps three, deviations that stand 

out: (1) her choice to play forte, rather than piano, at the beginning of the phrase in m. 129 of the 

first movement (see the sixth system in Example 3.13 above); (2) the almost negligible 
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observation that a couple of passages marked piano in the first funeral march section of the third 

movement are played so softly as to be pianissimo; and (3) the way that the return of the funeral 

march after the central D-flat major section also exhibits a large-scale crescendo that governs its 

first half.  

We will focus on items (1) and (3). This is where things get a bit murky regarding 

edition. As will be discussed further in the next chapter, multiple different scholarly editions were 

beginning to proliferate in the latter half of the twentieth century.29 By the time Argerich made 

this recording in 1975, there would have been several different editions available to her: not just 

the Breitkopf und Härtel first edition (1840) and the Schirmer/Mikuli (first published 1879), but 

also the Polish Complete Edition (edited by Paderewski, Bronarski, and Turcziński and 

commonly referred to colloquially as “the Paderewski edition,” first published in 1949), the 

Wiener Urtext edition (1973), and the Henle Urtext edition (1956), among others.  

Without knowing what edition Argerich was using when she learned this sonata, it is hard 

to know whether she made these deviations as a conscious choice against what was written (or 

not written) in the score, or whether she was following instructions from a different edition. For 

example, the Paderewski edition has no piano marking in m. 129 of the first movement:  

 

29 A very helpful overview of the most popular editions may be found in Thomas Higgins, “Whose 
Chopin?”, 19th-Century Music 5, no. 1 (Summer 1981): 67-75.  
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Example 3.14. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 125–132, 
from the Frederyk Chopin Complete Works (“Paderewski”) edition.30  

 

And there is also a crescendo marked in the score at the return of the funeral march in the 

third movement:  

 

Example 3.15. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 55–59, 
from the Frederyk Chopin Complete Works (“Paderewski”) edition.31 

 

30 Note that the measure numbers printed at the beginning of each system are slightly different 
here because of how the editors handled the repeat earlier on in the piece: the first ending and second 
ending are labeled m. 104 and m. 105, respectively, whereas most other editions count both the first ending 
and second ending as m. 104.  

31 Again, the difference in measure number printed at the beginning of the system is due to this 
edition’s use of different numbers to label differing first and second endings of repeated passages. For the 
sake of consistency, I have chosen to refer to this passage using the measure numbers that you would find 
in most other editions, including Schirmer, Henle, and Ekier.  
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The 2010 Ekier edition also has this crescendo, but the Breitkopf und Härtel, 

Schirmer/Mikuli, and Henle Urtext have no dynamic marking in this line. Could Argerich (and 

even Gilels) have been observing a printed crescendo from the 1949 Paderewski edition? 

However, a closer examination of some other recordings that predate this edition show that 

performers were already commonly inserting a crescendo in this passage. Pianists that did this 

pre-1949 include Vladimir de Pachmann (1912 recording),32 Leopold Godowsky (recorded 

sometime between September 1926 and June 1930),33 and Ignaz Friedman (recorded sometime 

between December 1923 and December 1936).34 Some pianists stretch the crescendo out over 

multiple phrases, while others start a diminuendo fairly early, but the presence of this crescendo 

in multiple pre-Paderewski-edition recordings hint to the idea that shaping the return of the 

funeral march with a larger-scale crescendo and decrescendo had become somewhat of a cultural 

norm, an unnotated performance convention for this section of the piece that a pianist of the time 

could only know from hearing one’s peers do it (or from being told by a teacher to do so).  

This crescendo aside, I have chosen to stay with the Schirmer edition when analyzing 

Argerich’s recording because she plays the left-hand chords near the ending of the scherzo as ties, 

which is another distinctive way that editions have differed. Schirmer and the 2010 Ekier edition 

show ties here; Paderewski and Henle show three separate chords in each measure:  

 

32 Vladimir de Pachmann, “Chopin Funeral March Sonata No 2 Op 35 Pachmann Rec 1912,” 
posted by Beckmesser2, November 21, 2011, YouTube video, 4:59, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jpidn_V1kRA.   

33 Leopold Godowsky, pianist, “Frédéric Chopin, Piano Sonata No. 2 in B flat minor, Op. 35 – III. 
Marche funebre: Lento,” recorded 1926-30, track 28 of disc 2 on Leopold Godowsky, 456 805-2 Philips, 
1999, compact disc.  

34 Ignaz Friedman, pianist, “Chopin, Piano Sonata No. 2 in B flat minor, Op. 35 – March funebre. 
Lento,” recorded 1923-36, track 22 of disc 1 on Ignaz Friedman, Phillips Classics 456 784-2, 1999, 
compact disc.  
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Example 3.16. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 273–
277, from the (a) Schirmer edition and the (b) Frederyk Chopin Complete Works 

(“Paderewski”) edition. 

 

Rhythmic alteration  

 While Argerich is more conservative than Gilels with her tempo changes, she seems to be 

a bit more liberal with rhythmic alteration. The first notable instance comes in the second theme 

area of the first movement, where Argerich lengthens the first beat of a measure and condenses 

the second beat into the space of an eighth note:  

 

Example 3.17. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 61–62, as 
realized by Argerich. 
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More so than actual dotting or precise rhythmic alteration, however, Argerich tends to 

makes some expressive rhythmic nuances that tread an ambiguous line between expressive rubato 

and a wholesale rhythmic alteration. One example is when Argerich creates a stylized quasi-

dotting in the pyrotechnic, contrary-motion chords that unfold into the climactic repeated-chord 

endings of both the exposition and the recapitulation. After repeated playback, it becomes 

apparent that there is no actual dotting happening here; rather, she merely accelerates through and 

shortens the last note in m. 92, treating it as a short, propelling upbeat to the octave in the next 

measure. The same effect occurs in the analogous passage in the recapitulation.  

 

Example 3.18. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 90–93. 
Argerich shortens the circled beat to approximately an eighth note, rather than a quarter 

note as printed, creating an effect of “snapping to” the first beat of the next measure.  

 

A similar ambiguity occurs in mm. 133–135, in which Argerich—in a very 

Rachmaninoffian approach—leans a little longer on the first beat of every measure, making it 

sound almost like triplet assimilation at the beginning of each measure:  
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Example 3.19. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 132–135, 
as realized by Argerich. Note the use of the triangular fermata to indicate when a note is 

held slightly longer than its notated value.  

 

Rolled chords and dislocation 

Argerich does not roll any chords where not notated, save for two chords in the first 

movement’s recapitulation of the second theme. There are several moments of slight dislocation, 

however, in the central D-flat major section of the funeral march third movement, adding a touch 

of old-world beauty. The use of dislocation is most pronounced in the repeat of mm. 39–54 of 

this movement, seemingly a deliberate choice by Argerich to make expressive difference the 

second time around:  

 

Example 3.20. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 36–54, as 
realized by Argerich. 
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Example 3.20, continued. 

 

All in all, Argerich’s work is clean, transparent, and takes few liberties with the score—

but features an extremely flexible rubato and nuanced rhythms that are a glimpse back to early-

twentieth-century performance traditions.  

 

Conclusion 

Performances from this era show a dramatic split from those just a generation ago. Gilels 

and Argerich’s playing, while still having some Romantic freedom, do exhibit a tightening of the 

reins for tempo, rubato, and dynamics, and an overall movement towards precision, cleanliness, 

and a somewhat more restrained approach when compared to those of Hofmann and 

Rachmaninoff. And as previously mentioned, interpretations like Gilels’, in 1955, seem to be 

closer to modern-day interpretations than those of the pianists just 20 years before, in 1935, 

indicating an ossifying musical standard undoubtedly due, at least in part, to the widespread 

dissemination and availability of recordings. Let us now move into the next generation and 

examine how these trends have continued to develop and evolve in our era.  

 



 

81 

Chapter 4: THE LATE TWENTIETH CENTURY (AND BEYOND) 

The late twentieth and twenty-first centuries present many unique challenges and 

opportunities that pianists of previous generations did not have. Our culture is profoundly 

interwoven with the digital threads of the Internet, creating an unprecedented accessibility to 

recordings, performances, lectures, and master classes. The competition circuit is booming—as of 

October 14, 2020, the World Federation of International Music Competitions boasts 122 

international competitions on its roster1—and the “spectacle” of the music competition has 

become more and more inflated, with many competitions livestreaming their rounds online, in 

addition to selling in-person tickets, as well as posting on streaming sites like YouTube where 

billions of listeners around the globe can play and re-play a performance. And before the COVID-

19 pandemic of 2020 disrupted their (and everyone else’s) plans, the International Chopin 

Competition was planning to be the first classical music event to livestream their competition 

using advanced virtual reality (VR) technology, enabling anyone with access to VR goggles to 

“experience performances from the pianist’s perspective on the stage of the National 

Philharmonic Hall in Warsaw.”2  

Thus, if the widespread accessibility of recordings in the mid-twentieth century caused 

performers to trend towards a more homogeneous standard and to avoid any kind of mannerism 

in their performance, the twenty-first century has heightened that to a degree that would have 

seemed impossible just fifty years ago. Recordings and performances from all over the world are 

available for instant download and streaming—and not just performances from a select few great 

 

1 “Welcome,” World Federation of International Music Competitions, accessed October 14, 2020, 
https://wfimc-fmcim.org/.  

2 “The International Chopin Competition Announces Live Streaming of 18th Edition of the Event 
to the United States and Beyond,” Classical Post, November 15, 2019, 
https://classicalpost.com/read/2019/11/13/the-international-chopin-competition-announces-live-streaming-
of-18th-edition-of-the-event-to-the-united-states-and-beyondnbsp.  
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concert pianists; anyone with a camera and an Internet connection can broadcast their 

performances to the world. No longer is it just professional music critics that have a platform for 

their opinions; now, go to any YouTube video of a classical performance and the comment 

section will be littered with (largely anonymous) reactions such as: “One of the best performances 

I’ve ever heard”; “That’s exactly how I’d play the beginning”; “Overpedaled”; and “The playing 

is not clear at all. Way too dirty and rough.”3 It has never been easier for millions of people to 

find, play, and re-play a recording, and this certainly drives up the stakes and the desire to create 

flawless recordings.  

Editing technology has also blossomed to an unbelievable level, with the best recording 

engineers having the ability to stitch together snippets from dozens of takes—a sort of aural quilt-

making—to produce a product that is not only technically pristine but also highlights a 

performer’s best nuances across takes, all while remaining musically coherent throughout. (Of 

course, editing wizardry is certainly not new: since the 1950s, people have been editing re-

recorded snippets into concert recordings as a form of damage control—Horowitz being one 

prime example, with some of his live concert recordings later cleaned up with do-overs in the 

recording studio.4) Some might balk at this micromanagement of the recording process, but UK-

based record producer Andrew Keener makes a thought-provoking analogy between cinema and 

theater:  

As a pianist friend of mine says, nobody berates Meryl Streep for wanting to do 
twenty takes of a single twenty-second shot. Each time she will bring another 
nuance, another eyebrow-raise, another eyelid-flash to a different part of the take. 
Not every musician works like that, but I think the analogy can work very well in 
recording. There’s the obvious point that the second time you listen to a 
recording it’s exactly the same performance as the first time you heard 
it….Nowadays in film, in television, in all sorts of ‘entertainment’ (for want of a 
less ghastly word), the clarity offered by technology encourages us—sometimes 
over-encourages us—to expect a certain repeatability, a certain polish on the 
finished article, and we acknowledge that the performance of music may come 

 

3 Comments from gullivior, “Emil Gilels plays Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B flat minor Op. 35,”  
YouTube Video, 23:04, September 8, 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PnwL6J4MnGY.  

4 Philip, 49.  
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over very differently with that repetition at home, and without the benefit of the 
eyes to see the musicians working away, and without the benefit of the occasion.5 
 

Not every producer has the same approach to editing a recording—others might prefer to 

take a more hands-off role in the pursuit of something ostensibly more authentic. But Keener’s 

point rings true that in our highly processed, inescapably digital culture of media consumption, 

the classical music recording—now so disembodied from the live performance and even from the 

performer itself—is a different product of its own that requires its own process and editing, on par 

with the creation of a film.  

The ubiquity of this incredibly detailed level of sound editing, and the incredibly high 

quality of recording that this enables, has in turn driven up the standards for performance in 

general, especially for live performance, as many have noted: “a level of accuracy and clarity that 

did not exist a hundred years ago is now taken for granted worldwide,”6 in Philip’s words. The 

first priority of a performer in the days before recording technology would likely have been to 

win over an audience that might only ever have this one chance to hear a particular piece—hence, 

Brahms’s hearty recommendation, mentioned in Chapter 2, for tempo modifications and 

exaggerations when performing a new work. Now, however, there are endless opportunities for 

oneself to scrutinize one’s own playing, not to mention for others to listen to a recording over and 

over, often while examining the printed score at the same time—an activity which I myself have 

done with many a recording for this essay. Thus, it has become a signifier of artistic integrity to 

have a performance/recording that is not only free from errors, but that also displays an 

appropriate reverence and adherence to the text.  

The inevitable result is the strengthening of the “international standard” perpetuated by 

recording dissemination and by international competitions. English classical pianist Sir Clifford 

 

5 Ibid., 54.  
6 Ibid., 233.  
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Curzon lamented his finding that “records are becoming a copy of a copy of a copy….It’s 

unfortunately varying less and less, because everybody hears everybody all the time.”7 If an artist 

wishes to succeed in the international market, he must tread the line of having a distinct artistic 

voice, while still remaining somewhat aligned with the ethics, trends, dicta, and traditions (both 

spoken and unspoken) of the current classical music culture. Lean too far into personal 

interpretation, and you get an Ivo Pogorelich, a pianist often assailed by critics with lines like 

“His incoherent and interpretively perverse playing defies description….Here is an immense 

talent gone tragically astray.”8 Sway to the extreme of textual fidelity, and you might get labeled 

cold, cerebral, and unemotional (although you would be in good company, considering that these 

words were also used to describe Rachmaninoff).  

All this to say: the world is interconnected like never before. People are listening like 

never before. And in the field of classical music—which has, over the course of the last century, 

generally become more removed, more elite, more conservative and museum-like in its 

protectiveness of the classical canon—the standards of evaluation seem higher than ever before.  

On the point of conservatism, it seems important to mention that the Urtext edition has 

only recently become an important player in classical music culture. Brown notes this 

phenomenon with more than a hint of scorn:  

The publication of durchgesehene kritische Gesamtausgaben (revised critical 
complete editions) in the second half of the nineteenth century sowed the seeds 
of a tendency which has achieved its full flowering in the second half of the 
twentieth century. Despite the countercurrents of heavily edited ‘classics’ from 
Ferdinand David and Hugo Riemann in the nineteenth century to Carl Flesch, 
Arthur Schnabel, and many others in the twentieth century, the cult of the urtext 
has grown slowly but steadily until many modern musicians, including advocates 
of period performance, have invested these editions with a mysterious, almost 
sacrosanct quality, as if the more literally the notes, phrasings, dynamics, and so 
on, which constitute the composer’s latest ascertainable version of the work, are 

 

7 Ibid., 245.  
8 Anthony Tommasini, “After a Decade Away, an Elusive Figure Returns,” The New York Times, 

October 28, 2006, https://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/28/arts/music/28pogo.html.  
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rendered, the closer the performance will be to the ideal imagined by the 
composer.9  
 

Urtext editions are extremely valuable, to be sure, and are the careful results of 

painstaking research—autographs compared with manuscripts compared with various early 

editions—to which we as classical performers are greatly indebted. Flip to the back of any Urtext 

score and you will find copious notes (in multiple languages) on spurious markings, questionable 

pitches, or all the existing variants of a particular passage. But the rise of the Urtext edition, along 

with the early music/period instrument movement that began to mushroom forth in the 1960s, 

created another foothold on the classical music culture’s overall journey away from subjectivity 

and “distortion,” and towards a purist ideal that conveying the composer’s intention accurately 

should be a performer’s main objective.10  

But creating an Urtext edition is not so cut-and-dry as we would like to think. Just as 

there are many different translations of Biblical texts, so there are many Urtext editions where the 

editors have taken diverging paths on various issues. Further complicating the mix for Chopin is 

that so many variants exist in the early editions, due to his business practice of having his works 

published simultaneously at three different publishing houses in France, England, and Germany 

(an enormous effort of coordination that was a source of much frustration and anxiety for 

Chopin). David Rowland reminds us why there is so much confusion with Chopin editions:  

Briefly, there were many stages of composition with Chopin, who continued to 
revise works up to, and after, publication. He arranged for simultaneous 
publication of his works in France, Germany and England, a situation that led to 
discrepancies in early sources. So for any composition there may be sketches, 
autographs, copies made by copyists for certain publishers, proof copies and 
more than one first edition. In addition, Chopin was in the habit of making 
annotations to copies belonging to his pupils, so that the text continued to 
develop after publication.  

There are numerous editions of Chopin’s nocturnes, of which only a few 
can be mentioned here. Some of those that have been widely used in the past 
contain extensive interventions by their respective editors so that it is impossible 

 

9 Brown, 4.  
10 Philip, 137.  
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to discover which performance directions were made by the composer. Among 
these are Klindworth’s (Augener) and Fielden’s (Associated Board) editions. 
Other editions deviate from the early sources because they include details passed 
on to pupils by Chopin during lessons. Mikuli’s edition (Schirmer) is based on 
the editor’s lessons with the composer while Ganche’s edition relies on the 
markings made by Chopin on music belonging to another pupil, Jane Stirling.  

Modern ‘scholarly’ editions take different approaches to the variety of 
source material. The Polish ‘Paderewski’ edition is based on early sources, but 
the choice of the main source for each work has been criticised. Theopold’s 
edition (Henle) uses the earlier sources more convincingly, but largely disregards 
Chopin’s later amendments. Ekier, on the other hand, is so concerned to include 
as much information as possible about the various ‘authentic’ versions that both 
of his editions print Op. 9, No. 2 twice. In each case, the first version of the work 
is based on the earliest sources whereas the second version contains information 
from the scores of a number of Chopin’s pupils.11 
 

And nowadays, there is also the interesting issue of competition-sanctioned editions, and 

how that certainly elevates one edition over the others in terms of prestige and further contributes 

to the standardization of what we hear in these competitions as well as on the mainstream concert 

stage. The rules of the International Chopin Competition state, “While it is permitted to use the 

texts contained in any available edition of Chopin’s works, contestants are recommended to use 

the Urtext in The National Edition of the Works of Fryderyk Chopin edited by Prof. Jan Ekier.”12 

All in all, the question of edition is a particularly complex one to consider, and one that 

must be considered if textual fidelity is to be examined. Just as an example, one place in which 

the change of preferred edition over time has affected performers’ general approach to the score 

occurs on the first page of the first movement, in mm. 23–24. As the figures below will show, the 

question of “to crescendo or not to crescendo?” is a difficult one. The Gutmann copyist’s 

manuscript does not appear to show any dynamic marking, and neither does the 1840 Breitkopf 

und Härtel first edition. However, the 1895 Schirmer edition (edited and fingered by Mikuli) 

shows a clear crescendo through mm. 23–24, to the forte in m. 25 (the 2015 Ekier edition, while 

 

11 David Rowland, Early Keyboard Instruments: A Practical Guide (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 109-110.  

12 “Competition rules,” The 18th Fryderyk Chopin International Piano Competition, accessed 
October 23, 2020, https://chopin2020.pl/en/competition/rules.  
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not shown in the example below, is virtually the same as Paderewski in these measures). Henle, 

on the other hand (perhaps adhering to its German roots?), omits the crescendo, but does include 

an editor’s note in the comments at the back of the score that the French first edition (Paris: E. 

Troupenas, plate no. M 891) has a “cresc. at beginning of M 23.”13 

 

Example 4.1. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 23–26, as 
printed in various editions.  

 

 

13 Frédéric Chopin, Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35 (München: G. Henle Verlag, 2004), 33.  
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While this is a relatively trivial affair in the grand scheme of things, the presence or 

absence of a crescendo dramatically changes the direction and Affect of these four bars. The 

rising and falling prevalence of various editions, along with an increase over the last half of the 

twentieth century in work, research, and development of scholarly editions, has inevitably 

affected the general trends of performance and interpretation. In just the handful of recordings 

studied for this essay, the different eras show great differences in how performers choose to 

interpret this passage. Hofmann and Rachmaninoff both utilize a pronounced diminuendo and 

ritardando in mm. 23–24 (which is arguably the most instinctive reaction when given no other 

dynamic marking in those bars, as these two bars are approaching a half cadence harmonically, 

and stepping down melodically). This seems to be the common treatment of these two bars in the 

playing of many of their peers, as well—pianists such as Fannie Bloomfield Zeisler (1863-1927), 

Alfred Cortot (1877-1962), and Percy Grainger (1882-1961) all play with a very intentional (and 

extreme, by today’s standards) ritardando, along with varying degrees of diminuendo. 

(Interestingly, Leopold Godowsky [1870-1938] goes against the grain here, playing with a very 

determined crescendo.) In the mid-twentieth century, Gilels also plays with a diminuendo and 

ritardando—but his contemporary, Arturo Michelangeli (1920-1995), plays a proper crescendo. 

As the twentieth century progresses (and, it may be surmised, as scholarly editions such as the 

Paderewski and the Ekier begin to come to prominence as respected, authoritative sources), 

crescendo becomes the norm in these two measures—but with different players choosing 

different ways to mitigate any potential roughness, heaviness, or density of texture caused by this 

crescendo to the more thickly textured iteration of m. 25 onward. In his 1973 Columbia 

recording, André Watts plays mm. 23–24 with crescendo, but adds ritardando to emphasize the 

structural ending of this phrase; Kissin does the same. Other pianists choose to make a clear 

crescendo but then back down in volume from the forte in m. 25, to give themselves room to 

grow: Vladimir Ashkenazy (b. 1937) and Yuja Wang (b. 1987) are two such players, and Watts 

chooses this route in his second, later recording of the Chopin sonata in 1991.  
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Of course, these are just two measures in a piece that is more than 20 minutes in length—

but when comparing these recordings over the course of the century, the contrasting trends are 

striking, and just one example of many in how the modern phenomenon of the scholarly 

edition/Urtext has shaped and changed a culture’s sonic perceptions of what a piece is, or what it 

ought to be, in a way that is very different from general perceptions a century earlier.  

 

André Watts  

 Like many of the other pianists featured in this study, André Watts (b. 1946) also came to 

fame at a very young age, coming to national attention as a sixteen-year-old with his striking 

performance of the Liszt Concerto No. 1 in E-flat major at a televised Young People’s Concert on 

January 12, 1963, with Leonard Bernstein conducting the New York Philharmonic. Two weeks 

later, when Glenn Gould, who was scheduled to be soloist with the New York Philharmonic, fell 

ill, Bernstein invited Watts as a last-minute substitute. Ross Parmenter’s review for The New York 

Times relayed:  

After the opening display of power, there came a ravishing modulation to poetic 
lyricism. The young man made the ensuing gentle passages sing exquisitely. 
When the music grew fast, he displayed still another facet of his gifts, for he 
made the music dance along with infectious playfulness and rhythmic life. And 
his playing, perfectly disciplined though it was, seemed wonderfully 
spontaneous. No wonder a cheer went up at the end of the concerto.…The 
Copland work [“Connotations for Orchestra”], thought [sic] still jagged and 
dissonant, made a far more favorable impression than it did at its premier on 
Sept. 23, the night Philharmonic Hall opened. The composer was present to 
acknowledge the applause. However, it was young Mr. Watts who was the chief 
excitement of the evening.14  

 

 Unlike Gilels, Watts did not go the route of the international competition—instead, he 

quickly became a touring concert pianist with a schedule booked years in advance. During these 

 

14 Ross Parmenter, “Youth Substitutes for Glenn Gould at Philharmonic,” The New York Times, 
February 2, 1963, 
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1963/02/02/89517111.html?pageNumber=4.  
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years, he studied with Leon Fleisher at the Peabody Conservatory, inheriting a rich musical 

heritage: Fleisher had studied with Artur Schnabel (1882-1951), often considered an early 

proponent of textual fidelity,15 who in turn was a student of Theodor Leschetizky (1830-1915)—

whose roll recordings, as already discussed in Chapter 1, show a flexibility in timing that would 

be considered “extreme” nowadays. In an interview with Robert M. Jacobson for his 1974 book 

Reverberations: Interviews with the World’s Leading Musicians, Watts recalled Fleisher’s 

openness as a pedagogue, as well as his take on textual fidelity:  

The biggest tribute to him [Fleisher]—and the most beautiful thing—is that when 
I first came to him, he told me what the position of a teacher is. He told me to 
bring him a piece of music and, with it, several possibilities and ideas for the 
music. “The ideal way,” he said, “is that you have your own ideas and then I give 
you mine. Then you can see them all in front of you and finally evolve your own 
way and your own manner in the end.”  

…I have no hang-up about the concern between textual fidelity and 
personal emotion. I don’t really understand it….I look at a piece and if I am 
unhappy about the markings indicated, the instinct can question and you can 
check definitely if these are the composer’s own markings or the editor’s. But, if 
you can’t play it his way with conviction, then don’t play the piece at all.16 

 

 Watts recorded the Chopin Sonata No. 2 for Columbia Masterworks when he was in his 

mid-twenties, and it was released in 1973. He recorded it yet again for Angel Records (a label 

under EMI Classics) in 1991 as part of an album released in 1992 called simply The Chopin 

Recital. It is this second, later recording that we will be examining here—a powerful, conviction-

filled account that is very measured and controlled with rubato and tempo, and in most respects 

remarkably true to the score in dynamics and rhythms. But in the funeral march’s recapitulation, 

Watts also follows in the tradition of those before him by overriding the printed dynamics in 

favor of a larger crescendo/decrescendo scheme. (As a side note, a comparison of Watts’s two 

recordings, made about two decades apart, further shows interesting differences, due certainly not 

 

15 Philip, 137.  
16 Robert M. Jacobson, Reverberations: Interviews with the World’s Leading Musicians (New 

York: W. Morrow, 1974), 287-90.  
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just to his own development and maturity as an artist but also to changes in the world of classical 

music, and we will touch on this briefly in the last chapter.)  

 

Timing and rubato 

Watts uses rubato sparingly (especially when compared to his earlier 1973 recording), 

reserving it mostly for the ends of a few phrases and for a select few important expressive 

moments. The first significant tempo fluctuations happen at the beginning of the development, 

where Watts (like those before him) treats the contrasting lyrical chordal utterance with a slower 

tempo than the agitato motivic fragment (see Example 4.2 below), although his use of ritardando 

and accelerando is extremely reserved compared to, say, Argerich’s push and pull.  

 

Example 4.2. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 105–128, as 
realized by Watts. 
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Example 4.2, continued. 

 

These are perhaps the only significant tempo fluctuations in the first movement, however; 

on the whole, Watts keeps the tempo remarkably steady. Even in the lyrical G-flat major and D-

flat major central sections of the scherzo/trio, Watts uses very little rubato. The lyrical D-flat 

major section is typically one where pianists have more freedom, but Watts keeps it steadier and 

simpler, a very different take from his earlier 1973 recording in which he manipulates the timing 

with greater detail and tends to linger on each quarter note in the left hand. In this 1991 recording, 

he does that only a couple of times, opting instead for a smoother flow.  
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Example 4.3. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 145–161, 
as realized by Watts. Note the triangular fermatas in m. 146 and m. 152 indicating brief 

pauses. 

 

The same is true of the central D-flat major section in the funeral march movement. 

Watts plays it delicately and simply, without much rubato or ritardando: a stoic sotto voce grief 

rather than a dreamy escape from the heaviness of the funeral march. The only ritardando used is 

in m. 46, right before the return of this little binary form’s A section:  

 

Example 4.4. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 46–50, as 
realized by Watts. 

 

Dynamics 

Watts adheres closely to printed dynamics, going all-in even on certain dynamic 

markings that tend to be toned down in others’ renditions—for example, the crescendo in mm. 23 
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and 24 of the first movement, which many players tend to make little of and to mitigate its effects 

with a slight ritardando. 

 

Example 4.5. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 21–24 
(Paderewski edition).  

 

There are only two places where we hear Watts going against what is printed in the score. 

The first is in the upward-leaping chord inversions in the scherzo, where Watts—like 

Rachmaninoff—chooses to make a decrescendo instead of the notated crescendo.  

 

Example 4.6. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 28–33, 
as realized by Watts.  

 

The second time is in the recapitulation of the funeral march, where Watts also ignores 

local crescendo/decrescendo markings in favor of a longer-scale dynamic hairpin across the span 

of the whole page:  
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Example 4.7. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 60–84, as 
realized by Watts.  
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Dislocation and rolled chords 

Watts rarely uses expressive dislocation; throughout his performance of the piece, 

dislocation appears only in the slow expressive melodies in the second and third movement (see 

Example 4.3 and Example 4.4 above). Rolled chords are also reserved for more expressive and 

gentle moments, and there are only a few chords that are rolled where not notated, in the second 

theme area of the first movement’s recapitulation. In fact, Watts even “un-rolls” a few chords, 

playing them fully together even when rolls are indicated. Perhaps this is in keeping with his 

habit of using rolled chords as an expression of lyricism—note that in Example 4.7 above, he 

keeps the rolled chord in the right hand in m. 80, where it falls at the end of a decrescendo, but for 

the equivalent chord in m. 72, where the dynamic is forte, he bypasses the indication to roll, 

instead choosing to play that large chord completely together.  

 

Other alterations  

 There are very few other alterations to the printed score; overall, Watts’s approach is 

balanced and thoughtful, with a weightiness and clarity of intention. He does, like many others, 

slip in one irresistible instance of tripletizing in the first movement’s second theme:  

 

Example 4.8. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 62–63, as 
realized by Watts.  

 

 And he closes off the piece with a bang, as if snapping shut the back cover of a book, by 

taking the final bass octave of the last movement down an octave, in a super-subito fortissimo:  
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Example 4.9. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, fourth movement, mm. 71–75, as 
realized by Watts. 

 

Contextualization 

 Watts’s statements from his 1974 interview with Jacobson, as well as the controlled and 

clear manner of his playing with very few departures from the score, reflect a fully developed 

ethic of the performer’s responsibility to the composer’s intentions as revealed in the printed 

score. A comparison of his performance to that of Gilels and of Argerich shows in Watts’s 

playing an even more principled stance, in which liberties of timing and rubato are measured even 

more carefully, and chords and rhythms are played with precision and fidelity.  

 It is a wholly interesting exercise to compare Watts’s first recording of this sonata—made 

in 1973—with this 1991 recording. I have already touched on some of the differences; but 

overall, the 1973 recording—while having nowhere as extreme tempo changes as, say, Gilels—

uses much more rubato and, in a few expressive sections, has a much more improvisatory feel 

than this 1991 recording. Certainly, these changes could be due to a maturing of the artist and his 

convictions regarding the interpretation of a piece, but I believe they also reflect a responsiveness 

to changing trends and mores in the field of classical music performance.  
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Yuja Wang 

 Yuja Wang (b. 1987), like Watts, jumpstarted her career by stepping into the shoes of 

other great pianists. She substituted for Radu Lupu on short notice in 2005 at age 16, and then in 

2007 for Martha Argerich. Jeremy Eichler’s review of this concert for The Boston Globe reads:  

She tackled Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto with impressive virtuosity and 
poise. Her playing overall was musical without being mannered, her phrasing 
lithe, and her articulation exceptionally clean across the acres of rapid 
passagework. She found some unusual colors in the first-movement cadenza and 
one can imagine her interpretative voice growing more distinctive with time. Her 
sound was large enough to be heard above the orchestra without appearing 
strident. In fact, her temperament seemed rather Apollonian for this very 
Dionysian work, but she had no trouble drawing in the audience, which was on 
its feet cheering immediately after the final chord.17 
 

Like Watts, Wang’s career grew organically, not springboarded by the winning of any 

international competition. In fact, her teacher at Curtis, Gary Graffman, purposely kept her (and 

his other prize pupil, Lang Lang) from doing competitions, because “they didn’t need to.”18 Wang 

recorded the Chopin second sonata as the first piece on her 2009 debut album with Deutsche 

Grammophon. The album was met with great critical success, including a nomination for a 

Grammy Award in 2010 in the category of Best Instrumental Soloist(s) Performance (Without 

Orchestra). On the whole, her rendition of the Chopin sonata is passionate, romantic, and 

powerful; she dashes off technical feats with ferocity and velocity. Dynamics, accents, and 

pedaling are all true to the score, but in terms of timing and rubato she displays—like Argerich—

glimpses of an old-world freedom in melodic placement/timing and rhythmic execution in more 

lyrical sections. She makes her own thunderous mark on the third movement by playing the left 

hand an octave lower than written at the return of the funeral march theme, and making—like 

 

17 Jeremy Eichler, “At 20, stepping in for a piano star,” The Boston Globe, March 9, 2007.  
18 Gary Graffman, “‘I didn’t allow Lang Lang or Yuja Wang to compete.’ – Gary Graffman,” 

posted by Living the Classical Life, May 8, 2018, YouTube video, 27:31, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vWf4rNcxfkI&t.  
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many others before her—a long crescendo to fortissimo within the first few systems of that 

return.  

 

Dynamics  

Wang’s dynamics adhere to the score perhaps more than any other performer whose work 

we have discussed in detail thus far. (In comparing her performance with various editions, her 

execution is most similar to the indications in the 1976 Henle edition, so that was my point of 

reference when analyzing her playing.) The contrasts between pianos and fortes are put into sharp 

relief. This close adherence to the score is made even more clear in the scherzo, in which Wang 

does make a real crescendo in the leaping inversions of mm. 28–32 (and its analogous passages):  

 

Example 4.10. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 28–32.   

 

The only noticeable subversion of the score in terms of dynamics also appears in the 

scherzo, in just two places near the end of each G-flat major section, where Wang plays a 

decrescendo instead of the marked crescendo:  
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Example 4.11. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 141–44 
(top) and mm. 273–276 (bottom). 

 

And like so many others before her, upon the recap of the funeral march in the third 

movement, Wang does shape the first few systems of this return with a larger-scale crescendo—

although she makes it a slight crescendo, a little less blatant than many of her forebears, with the 

largest thrust up to fortissimo occurring just in the few measures that precede the grand dotted D-

flat major chords of m. 69:  

 

Example 4.12. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 67–69, as 
realized by Wang.  
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She also subverts the fortissimo in m. 76 to create a gentle dying away of dynamic to the 

finish:  

 

Example 4.13. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 73–76, as 
realized by Wang. 

 

Tempo and timing  

Wang exhibits a push-and-pull freedom that is similar to Argerich’s, albeit a bit more 

restrained. She ushers in the Doppio movimento by creating a hairpin effect in both dynamic and 

in speed, creating an agitato, engine-roaring effect that we have not seen in our examples since 

Hofmann (see Example 2.5):  

 

Example 4.14. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 1–10, as 
realized by Wang.  
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The rest of the first theme area remains fairly steady until we approach the second theme 

area, where Wang takes us into the new sostenuto tempo gradually:  

 

Example 4.15. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 35–46, as 
realized by Wang.  

 

This whole secondary theme area is very rhapsodic and free, with a major flexibility of 

pushing and pulling that is most evident in the final long, rapturous phrase that takes us to the 

coda of the exposition:  
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Example 4.16. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 70–80, as 
realized by Wang.  

 

And at the beginning of the first movement’s development, Wang does, like many others, 

take a slower tempo to contrast the languid chordal utterance with the jittery motivic fragment in 

the bass:  



104 

 

 

Example 4.17. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 105–120, 
as realized by Wang.  

 

Approximate metronome markings above each motivic group in Example 4.17 reveal how the 

two contrasting groups in this passage are treated with their own distinct tempos.  

In the scherzo second movement, Wang’s tempo is quite steady throughout, especially in 

the pyrotechnic outer sections. In the central D-flat major “trio,” she does display a greater 

flexibility of tempo, but overall this middle section is quite a bit more steadier than in the mid-

century recordings of Gilels and Argerich. Ritardandos are much more localized, and reserved for 

just a couple of places. She remains reserved during the first time through, and then gives herself 

freedom to stretch things a little bit more broadly during the repeat.  
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Example 4.18. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, second movement, mm. 145–
161, as realized by Wang the first time through (before the repeat).  

 

Dislocation and rolled chords 

As seen in Example 4.18 above, a liberal application of dislocation is one of the 

expressive devices that Wang uses readily in lyrical passages. Its presence is often barely 

perceptible, with the right hand being placed just hair later than the left hand—a highly tamed 

descendant of the widely staggered, seemingly untethered melodies of turn-of-the-twentieth 

century players—but its use as a method of heightening expression and lyricism seems to have 

persisted, while others (for example, the free use of rolled chords and very declamatory, rushing-

and-dragging playing) have gone extinct. Like Argerich, Wang reserves these moments of 

dislocation for highly lyrical passages—the trio of the second movement, the central D-flat major 

section of the funeral march third movement, and only occasionally (very rarely) in lyrical 

passages of the first movement.  

Like many others in our era, Wang does not roll chords where they are not notated, 

except for when the chord is exceptionally large, as well as a few chords in the second theme area 
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of the first movement’s recapitulation, where she rolls most of the B-flat major chords that begin 

each new phrase.  

 

Rhythmic alteration 

Wang also uses rhythmic alteration almost exclusively for lyrical/expressive passages: 

like Rachmaninoff, she occasionally “tripletizes” groups of two notes that should be equal, 

choosing instead to lean on the first note and shorten the second. One example appears in the 

Doppio movimento’s second theme group:  

 

Example 4.19. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, first movement, mm. 45–46, as 
realized by Wang.  

 

Triplet assimilation is also present in the development: in the cross-rhythm passage of 

mm. 125–128, Wang leans on the first note of each measure, creating a quasi-triplet-assimilation 

effect in the same manner as Argerich did (see Example 3.19).  

 

The funeral march 

As previously mentioned, the most dramatic (and daring) transformation of the score that 

Wang makes is the octave lowering of the chords in the third movement’s return of the funeral 

march theme, a move that—as we will see—drew some fire from critics accusing her of 
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“distort[ing]” the score.19 Like many others before her, she also makes a gradual overall 

crescendo over these measures leading up to the triumphant dotted D-flat major chords, and then, 

later, a gradual tapering of volume towards the end.  

She also uses octave lowering at the very beginning of the Doppio movimento in the first 

movement, starting the left hand off with an earthshaking bang (see Example 4.14). (As a side 

note, Michelangeli does the same thing in his renditions of this Chopin sonata, but plays that 

lowered left-hand octave much more softly, for a dark, otherworldly rumbling effect.) But the 

lowering of three whole systems of the left hand in the funeral march is a bold move that carries 

on in the vein of those like Rachmaninoff, Friedman, and Godowksy, all of whom found different 

places within the funeral march’s return to lower the left hand by an octave, thus placing their 

own distinctive mark on a section that—at least, in the era of early twentieth-century pianists—

had become somewhat of a cultural playground for pianists to demonstrate their individuality.  

 

Example 4.20. Chopin Sonata No. 2 in B-flat Minor, Op. 35, third movement, mm. 55–72, as 
realized by Wang.  

 

19 Tim Parry, “Yuja Wang: Sonatas & Etudes,” Classical-Music.com, accessed November 12, 
2020, https://www.classical-music.com/reviews/instrumental/yuja-wang-sonatas-etudes/. 
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Example 4.20, continued.  

 

Contextualization 

While Wang seems at times very free with her timing and rubato, a comparison of her 

approach and of, say, Rachmaninoff’s, shows just how much has changed in less than 80 years. 

Listen to Wang’s treatment of the second movement’s D-flat major trio, and then listen to 

Rachmaninoff’s, and the differences are striking. There seem to be certain places, in this piece 

and others, that pianists from across the eras have considered to be moments where extremes of 

rubato are more permissible, and this trio is one of them. But while Rachmaninoff plays this 

section almost as if completely improvised, with the flexible rushing and pulling back of a 

dramatic soliloquy, Wang is much more reserved than even Argerich and Gilels, saving her 

ritardandos for very localized moments at the ends of phrases and a few choice mid-phrase points, 

rather than treating rhythmic freedom as a defining color that saturates the whole section.  

The same is true for Wang’s other liberties with timing or tempo: there is definitely some 

push and pull and elasticity of tempo in a manner strikingly similar to Argerich’s, but it is—as 

previously mentioned—a more restrained and subdued version of that elasticity, as one can tell by 

comparing her first few systems of the first movement’s development (Example 4.17) with 
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Argerich’s (Example 3.13): where Argerich uses molto ritardando, Wang uses poco. At the same 

time, seeing how distinct Wang’s tempo changes are in this section also shatter the stereotype that 

modern pianists are obsessed with rhythmic precision and exactness of tempo. Yes, relatively 

speaking to our predecessors, we are, but an objective examination reveals that there is still a 

wealth of temporal freedom and nuance present in modern playing that goes unacknowledged. 

(Perhaps partly because it is presented in modern pedagogy using somewhat euphemistic terms; 

instead of saying “Play this more slowly,” we might say, “Stretch a little here,” or instead of 

saying, “Make an accelerando,” we might say, “Press forward a little”—but this is a different 

conversation.)  

By contrast, there are other elements in Wang’s playing—the dislocation, the rhythmic 

alteration, and the lowered octaves—that take us back to an earlier time, even to the grainy days 

of early electrical recording. In terms of dislocation, Wang’s use of it is also similar to 

Argerich’s, but she uses it in greater measure than Argerich does. The triplet-leaning rhythmic 

alterations (see Example 4.19) are highly reminiscent of early twentieth-century rhythmic 

alterations. And most evocative of the “Golden Age” of pianism are those lowered bass octaves in 

the funeral march’s return, a choice that was quite common in recordings of the funeral march 

from the early twentieth century, but is a potentially controversial one for modern pianists.  

What are we to make of all these qualities? Some of them, such as the carefully measured 

dynamics and tempered rubatos, seem to affirm the hypothesis that we are moving ever towards 

pianistic executions that adhere more strictly to the score, and that a precision and consistency of 

tempo and pulse has become increasingly important as the twentieth century has progressed. 

Others, like the romantic freedom of the right-hand melody in places like the second movement’s 

D-flat major trio, and the lowered left-hand octaves of the funeral march, raise the question of 

whether or not the pendulum is swinging back, to some of the performance conventions that 

reigned supreme in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries but were later discarded and 

decried as sentimental or even sacrilegious.  
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If we were given free rein to speculate, we might try to ascribe Wang’s more 

unconventional choices to certain aspects of her background and personality. Interviews with 

Wang seem to reveal that her personal approach to learning and performing a piece leans 

emotional and intuitive, rather than cerebral or intellectual. When she talks about learning or 

performing a piece, her responses reveal an approach that relies heavily on instinct, emotion, and 

an intimate, evolving relationship with a work. When learning the Hammerklavier, she recalls, “I 

made myself listen to other late Beethoven pieces all the time—the Große Fugue and the other 

late string quartets, the Missa Solemnis and the Diabelli Variations. Are those the first things I 

want to hear when I wake up? No. But that energy and strength in the music is what you need to 

tap into if you play the Hammerklavier.”20 In an interview with Steinway, when questioned 

whether or not she approaches each composer “with the same priorities,” she responded:  

I think I go through the same procedure, which is really reading the score very 
carefully, especially Brahms….There are some pieces I feel I just learn by 
osmosis. And there are some, like late Brahms, that take such a long time. I know 
the notes, I can play the notes, but it feels like there’s a long, unconscious process 
that takes years—to digest and become that music so I can understand it. And 
when I understand it, I feel comfortable. I feel like I’m speaking the language. 
And that happens slower. And I think that’s part of the reason why I’m holding 
off on playing Beethoven or Mozart.21 
 

And—again, purely speculative—perhaps some of this interpretive freedom is due to 

Wang’s early training in China, a country that was an outsider to the field of Western classical 

music until relatively recently. (As scholar Mina Yang notes, it was not until a little while after 

the 1949 Cultural Revolution that China’s classical music boom began; for the first half of the 

twentieth century classical music held a contentious role in China, representing both Chinese 

growth as a modernizing, Westernizing nation, as well as bourgeois/elitist connotations that were 

 

20 Stephen Wigler, “Thinking Big: Yuja Wang,” Rhinegold Publishing, March 17, 2017, accessed 
November 13, 2020, https://www.rhinegold.co.uk/international_piano/thinking-big/.  

21 Ben Finane, “I Have that Blood,” Listen: Life with Music & Culture, accessed November 13, 
2020, https://www.steinway.com/news/features/i-have-that-blood-yuja-wang.  
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irreconcilable with the populist themes of the Communist Party agenda.22) Because of how 

recently China adopted classical music and classical music culture, it (and other Asian countries) 

does not yet have the same centuries-long history of an ever-evolving, ever-increasing reverence 

to the score and to the composer’s intentions, at least not to the extent that some Western 

countries (such as Germany, Italy, Russia, and the United States) have.  

It is also important to note that Wang herself did not travel the competition circuit in 

order to kickstart her career, which perhaps allowed her from an early age to feel more at liberty 

to take a very personal approach to the score. When listening to other young career pianists’ 

renditions of the Chopin Second Sonata at recent competitions—Seong-jin Cho at the 2015 

International Chopin Competition, or Eric Lu at the 2018 Leeds International Piano Competition, 

for example—there are certainly moments of rubato and of slight expressive dislocation, but far 

milder than Wang’s. And, of course, you would be hard-pressed to find a competition pianist with 

the audacity to lower those bass octaves in the funeral march in front of an international panel of 

judges.  

Critical reception of Wang’s Chopin Sonata recording did not give her a free pass for 

these more unconventional choices, either. While her playing was met in reviews with admiration 

of her pianistic capabilities and acknowledgement of her sensitivity, there was also a skepticism 

about some of her musical choices. Jed Distler, writing for Classics Today, questioned, “What is 

the reference tempo for the rubatos in the Chopin first-movement/second-subject?” and observed, 

“The pianist’s large hands grasp the Scherzo’s outer sections with full-bodied assurance (what 

decisive, accurate leaps!), yet the Trio’s affected de-synchronized melody/accompaniment 

alignment and slightly meandering pulse come off like a modern pianist trying to be a romantic 

pianist, and not quite cutting the mustard. However, the Funeral March’s dominant tolling left-

 

22 Mina Yang, “East Meets West in the Concert Hall: Asians and Classical Music in the Century of 
Imperialism, Post-Colonialism, and Multiculturalism,” Asian Music 38, no. 1 (Winter-Spring, 2007): 7.  
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hand chords and delicate lyrical shaping justify Wang’s basic slow tempo.”23 These left-hand 

chords don’t get a pass from BBC Music Magazine’s Tim Parry, however, who writes: “She gives 

a powerful account of Chopin’s Second Sonata, sailing through its notorious difficulties. But 

there is no need to distort the music to underline her personal vision, as she does by lowering the 

bass octaves at the funeral march’s recapitulation.”24  

These writers’ descriptions of Wang’s choices as “affected” and “distort[ed]” are 

emblematic of our modern classical music culture’s discomfort with any upsets in a delicate 

balance of subservience to the text and individuality of performance. But the influence of these 

reviews goes far beyond being a mere reminder of classical music’s inherent conservatism. In the 

profession of classical music performance, critics are some of the most powerful gatekeepers. 

Younger musicians that lack the early success, connections, and opportunities that Wang has had 

may see this critical disdain, and from it understand that they themselves cannot risk “playing 

outside the box” until they have established their concert careers.  

But Wang continues to succeed as a sought-after concert artist, and continues to dip her 

toes in the water of concepts outside of convention and tradition. Several videos of her 2017 tour 

with the Tchaikovsky Piano Concerto No. 1 show her rolling and breaking the concerto’s iconic 

opening chords, even though a 2012 performance shows her perfectly capable of playing those 

chords together as written (i.e., the rolling of the chords is not due to an issue of hand size). 

Despite any negative reactions we may have to her personal “distortions,” Wang’s audacity and 

willingness to push the boundaries of today’s convention are a breath of fresh air as well as an 

homage to old spirits, and provoke us as modern pianists to reinspect our own relationships with 

and perceptions of the score.  

 

 

23 Jed Distler, “Sonatas and Etudes,” ClassicsToday.com, accessed November 12, 2020, 
https://www.classicstoday.com/review/review-14824/.  

24 Parry.   
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Chapter 5: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

It is my hope that by journeying through the snippets of these six recordings examined 

here in this essay, the reader might come to have a clearer, more detailed picture of how the 

performer-interpreter’s approach has evolved over the last hundred years. I feel very keenly the 

limits of writing and annotating to explain nuances of rhythm, melody, and timing that are so 

much more effectively and vividly grasped through listening—but perhaps by making these 

things explicit in visual and written form, it is easier to reflect thoughtfully on and clarify what 

might be otherwise a more vague, amorphous impression of each era’s differences.  

It is not lost on me that examining just a handful of recordings from the past century is 

wholly insufficient to paint a clear picture of each generation’s distinct performance values and 

tendencies. And each performer has their own individuality—differences in training, personality, 

nationality, age. As I have already mentioned, Watts’s recording of the Chopin sonata in 1991 has 

a great many differences from his recording in 1973. Some of those may have to do with changes 

in performance traditions, but some are also undoubtedly due to natural changes in thought due to 

age and accumulation of experience.  

It is my fear that in dissecting the vastly differing approaches and attitudes performers 

throughout the century have had towards the same piece, I will be seen as wanting to give 

performers a wholesale, no-holds-barred license to do whatever they want with their 

interpretation of a piece of classical music. On the contrary; rather, I think it is important to 

understand that our contemporary mores about the performance of classical music are due not just 

to “what Liszt would have wanted,” but also—and to a much greater degree—the massive 

amount of factors that have shaped our current set of codes, styles, conventions, and de facto law: 

the writings of influential figures like Wagner and Stravinsky; the explosion of recording 

technology and ease of dissemination; the success and fame of certain performers or 
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performances that eclipsed others; the influence of the international competition; the development 

of scholarly editions; the rise of movements like historically informed performance; and, of 

course, that loaded concept of tradition.  

For it is surely tradition, and not any marking of Chopin’s, that encourages players to 

consistently shape the recapitulation of the funeral march material at the end of the third 

movement with a larger-scale crescendo/decrescendo (and whether this is due to Rachmaninoff’s 

legacy or not is an unanswerable question). It is tradition that makes pianists consistently treat the 

D-flat major central section of the scherzo movement as a place where great rhythmic freedom 

and rubato is permissible, to a greater extent than in other parts of the sonata. In other pieces, too, 

tradition has made its mark, hallowing the opening of the Beethoven G major concerto so that we 

wait with bated breath for that pure, perfectly blocked G major chord at the opening—despite the 

fact that it seems fairly likely from Czerny’s annotation that Beethoven would have rolled this 

chord (see Example 2.16). It is tradition that makes pianists with small hands wish that they could 

play the opening chords of Rachmaninoff’s second piano concerto perfectly together, despite the 

fact that Rachmaninoff himself freely breaks these chords in his own recording. There are certain 

ways of playing things that have been so etched into our cultural consciousness, that to go against 

them feels unsatisfying at best, iconoclastic at worst.  

Does that mean we should resist and subvert these conventions and traditions once we 

realize they were not what the composer intended? Certainly not! I wish to argue that these 

conventions and traditions that have established themselves in our cultural ear do have a valid 

place in our practice, even if they are not exactly what Beethoven or Chopin envisioned when 

they were writing or performing these pieces. For classical music—despite all that has been 

written, and rightfully so, about its conservative state, its “museum” culture, and its ossification 

of the canon—does not exist suspended in time, like a painting carefully retouched by a 

conservator in order to preserve its original eighteenth-century gloss and color. The performance 

of classical music is a living, breathing, evolving product, a product of today’s people and culture 
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and values. While the metaphor is certainly not perfect, one is reminded of the assertions made by 

literary critics about the intentional fallacy: “The poem is not the critic’s own and not the author’s 

(it is detached from the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his power to intend about 

it or control it). The poem belongs to the public. It is embodied in language, the peculiar 

possession of the public, and it is about the human being, an object of public knowledge.”1 While 

it is true that a poem does not come laden with performance instructions like a Chopin score, 

these critics make a point that a poem’s meaning, significance, interpretation is relative, and can 

change depending on what experiences, culture, memories, et cetera, a reader brings to the table.  

Therefore, I wish to argue that—at the risk of using verbiage too close to that of 

revolutionary slogans—this music is now for us, and it belongs to us. Certain pieces, or moments 

in pieces, have taken on different meanings, associations, symbolism, significance, even cultural 

iconicity, that their composers could never have intended or imagined. How could Beethoven 

have predicted the reverence with which we regard his last three sonatas now, or the arguments 

about how to play those tied, repeated notes in the last movement of Op. 110 (as simple tied 

notes, or with a quasi-“Bebung” effect that imitates a clavichord’s vibrato)? How we interpret 

these pieces is a product not only of our study of a work itself, but also of our culture and the 

legacy of performers that have gone before us, and we should acknowledge and honor that fact.  

As performers, our role is much more complex than to simply recreate a composer’s 

recipe, with a dash of our own personality for seasoning. When we perform, we perform not only 

the composer’s intentions, but also our own, and—perhaps most overlooked—also that of our 

cultural milieu. We are mouthpieces not just for the composer, but for the culture and legacy of 

the classical music tradition.  

 

1 W.K. Wimsatt Jr. and M.C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy,” The Sewanee Review 54, no. 3 
(July-September 1946): 470.  
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Jeffrey Mark, a music journalist and early-twentieth-century collector of Cumbrian-

dialect folk songs in his home region of northern England, put it well when he stated in a 1929 

essay for Music & Letters, “Through him [the performer] the culture speaks.”2 Of course, he was 

describing the English folk music tradition, not the world of Western classical music, but many of 

his observations about folk music ring true for classical music as well:  

The popular impression that folk music is wild, unpremeditated and naïve is 
something a good deal less than a half truth. Each body of folk music that I have 
looked into has proved to be an intense cultivation, usually within very narrow 
limits, and is built up on forms and clichés that are almost invariable….But each 
categorical cultivation in folksong has its own still more rigid roles and 
regulations which the performer is aware of intuitively and not intellectually.3  
 

This also describes the cultivation of classical music well—except that we are probably 

much more intellectually conscious of our roles and restraints. Mark’s point here is that any 

improvisation and “freedom” available to a performer of folk music is actually only operational 

within a much more narrowly defined set of rules and conventions than we might expect; that the 

performer is “almost entirely in the hands of the generations of folk singers who have passed their 

songs on to him.”4  

While we might find wisdom in the parallel between folk music and Western classical 

music, and the spoken and unspoken rules that govern the performance of both, Mark admittedly 

goes on to take a more pessimistic tack, remarking that the performer is “definitely…in a grip of a 

remorseless and comparatively inelastic tradition which gives him little or no scope for personal 

expression.”5 But here is where performers of Western classical music might be able to offer 

some insight. For I believe most of us would argue that, despite the many perceived strictures 

upon us, and the many expectations of our responsibility as performers and interpreters, the study 

 

2 Jeffrey Mark, “The Fundamental Qualities of Folk Music,” Music & Letters 10, no. 3 (July 
1929): 288.  

3 Ibid., 290.  
4 Ibid., 288.  
5 Ibid., 287.  
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and performance of classical music within these bounds can still be immensely satisfying and 

personally cathartic—and requires a good deal of one’s own expressive intuition as well.  

For as musicians living in a paradigm still profoundly shaped by the Romantics’ 

idealization of music—and especially of absolute music and instrumental music—as a serious, 

high, and sacred art, it is far too easy for performers to be viewed as mere vessels, judged for how 

rigorously they respect the holy text of the score and, therefore, the will of the composer. 

Timothy Day notes, “Listening to music became increasingly through the last century akin to a 

religious exercise, the opportunity for a mystical experience, a matter of intense concentration 

and attention both to the structure, to the unfolding of the music’s argument, and to the inner 

meanings of the sounds themselves. Listening required a mental attitude and a physical posture of 

reverence in order to make possible glimpses of other worlds.”6 The eleventh edition of the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica (published 1910-11) notes under the entry for “applause”:  

The institution of the claque, people hired by performers to applaud them, has 
largely discredited the custom, and indiscriminate applause has been felt as an 
intolerable interruption to serious performances. The reverential spirit which 
abolished applause in church has tended to spread to the theatre and the concert-
room, largely under the influence of the quasi-religious atmosphere of the 
Wagner performance at Baireuth [sic]. In Germany (e.g. the court theatres at 
Berlin) applause during the performance and ‘calling before the curtain’ have 
been officially forbidden, but even in Germany this is felt to be in advance of 
public opinion.7  
 

Paintings from the nineteenth century also show a shift in focus, turning the spotlight 

away from the performers and onto the listeners and their emotional and spiritual experience. One 

such painting by Belgian artist Fernand Khnopff (1858-1921), titled En écoutant du Schumann 

(“Listening to Schumann,” 1883) is a beautiful example of this. This still, poignant scene depicts 

a female listener in the center of the frame, facing away from the pianist in the painting (whose 

existence is revealed only by a single arm and hand at the instrument in the far left background). 

 

6 Day, 205.  
7 Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th ed. (1910), s.v. “applause.”  
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This listener’s head is bowed, her face obscured by one hand to emphasize the privacy and 

solitude of her experience, her other hand clutching the skirt of her dress in deep emotion.  

 

Figure 5.1. En écoutant du Schumann, by Fernand Khnopff, 1883.  

 

Recordings have likely exacerbated this current towards this “disembodiment” of music. 

While the listener in this painting was still physically present with the performer, we are now 

afforded the true privilege of being able to listen to recordings in literal solitude, allowing us to 

taste “the music itself,” divorced from messy corporeal realities. And indeed, the removal of 

physical and visual distractions enables for much greater clarity and truth in our hearing; the way 

our eyes tell lies to our ears has been proven by multiple experiments, most notably the 1976 

experiment by psychologists Harry McGurk and John MacDonald, in which they showed 

participants videos of a woman saying various consonants, but replaced the audio with a tape 

recording of a woman’s voice saying different consonants. Without the video, the subjects were 
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able to readily identify which consonants were being spoken, but they were consistently mistaken 

when shown the video paired with the incongruent audio. Research has shown that the same is 

true in the field of music: participants in a study watching and listening to videos of a marimba 

player striking his instrument consistently rated notes paired with long physical gestures as 

having longer durations than notes paired with short physical gestures, even though they were 

told to disregard visual information and even though in actuality, both notes were exactly the 

same length.8  

Therefore, there is some justification to those twentieth-century authors and thinkers who 

praised the medium of recording for freeing listeners from the fetters of visual stimuli. Adorno 

wrote in 1969 that the LP would be the saving grace of opera, “mak[ing] its entrance as deus ex 

machina. Shorn of phony hoopla, the LP simultaneously frees itself from the capriciousness of 

fake opera festivals. It allows for the optimal presentation of music….Objectification, that is, a 

concentration on music as the true object of opera, may be linked to a perception that is 

comparable to reading, to the immersion in a text.”9 And, of course, Glenn Gould famously 

declared, “The concert is dead,” favoring recordings as the purest way of partaking in music-

making and music-listening.10 

The “disembodied” quality of these recordings that have proliferated throughout the 

twentieth century has certainly contributed to an increasing demand for flawlessness. A few 

muddied leaps here and there are somehow more forgivable when we’re being dazzled by the 

visual of a performer’s hands zooming across the keyboard, but become more glaringly obvious 

 

8 Michael Schutz, “The Mind of the Listener: Acoustics, Perception, and the Musical Experience,” 
Percussive Notes 47 (November 2009): 24.  

9 Theodor W. Adorno, “Opera and the Long-Playing Record,” trans. Thomas Y. Levin, October 55 
(1990): 64.  

10 Edward Rothstein, “Glenn Gould Revisits a Bach Masterwork,” The New York Times, 
September 26, 1982, https://www.nytimes.com/1982/09/26/arts/glenn-gould-revisits-a-bach-
masterwork.html.  
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mistakes when divorced from the visual information that is part and parcel of experiencing a 

performance.  

While still on this topic, it is worthwhile to note that the pendulum has recently been 

swinging back towards visual forms. In the relatively new digital era, one can now consume 

classical music from the comfort of one’s home in video form, through platforms such as 

YouTube and Medici.tv. The classical artist music video is also a product of this age, providing 

us with carefully curated shots from multiple angles, including close-ups of the performer’s hands 

and face, as well as carefully chosen lighting and coloring that serve the overall narrative 

purpose. The way twenty-first century musicians utilize these visual forms to carve out their own 

brand and identity as artists, as well as how these forms are changing how we consume classical 

music, is a worthwhile topic for further study. 

In this essay, my purpose of producing a linear and visual lineup of select examples and 

recordings from throughout the past century has been to provide an easy way for readers to 

categorize and compare the differences heard in these recordings, and to therefore understand in a 

more organized way the general trajectories and trends in Chopin performance across the course 

of this century. But while annotations and descriptions do make certain ideas more explicit and 

easy to process, they can never live up to the experience of listening firsthand to Hofmann’s 

piano roll and experiencing the freedom of his rubato, his rolled chords, his use of dislocation to 

bring out certain voices. Or the jolt of surprise that comes from hearing Rachmaninoff crash in at 

fortissimo with the return of the funeral march theme after the central D-flat major section. And 

these are just a handful of samples from a huge pool of recordings, both old and new, that make 

for interesting and thought-provoking listening material. So it is my hope that the reader is 

encouraged to keep listening, and to do so thoughtfully, with the understanding that no 

performance is final or definitive, but is a product of one person who is, in turn, a product of a 

complex web of culture, background, education, and personal values that bumps up against our 

own culture, background, education, and personal values. 
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I also hope that this essay is a reminder of how important it is for us, both as performers 

and pedagogues, to recognize and acknowledge the confluence of factors that leads to our own 

playing. In the very academicized environment in which classical music now lives, it can be easy 

for students to slip into the misconception that a historically “correct” or “authentic” performance 

is the goal, when the fact of the matter is that playing on a modern instrument in a modern hall, 

having studied and memorized a piece from a scholarly edition, is already so far removed from 

the contexts of a piece’s original performance that we need to question what we actually mean by 

“authentic.” We should take care in our playing and teaching to make the distinction between 

“historically informed” and “historically accurate” (the latter often being a misnomer when 

applied to modern performances of music of the past). We should also examine our language 

when we talk about more subtle matters of interpretation, so that we make it clear what is 

“stylistic/unstylistic” versus “correct/incorrect.” In the same vein, I hope that the discussion of 

more recent recordings (like those of Watts and Wang) illuminates a few elements of oft-

unspoken performance practice that have remained present and “normal” in our own playing, 

such as dislocation, even while others, such as rolled chords, have fallen by the wayside.  

And acknowledgment of the presence of tradition, culture, and legacy in our playing adds 

a fascinating new layer to our study, one that is even more collaborative and dialogic than we 

usually think. When we perform Chopin’s second sonata, the voice that speaks is a blend not just 

of Chopin’s and our own, but also of our teachers, and of our cultural forebears, and even of our 

peers. As previously mentioned, that tendency that we have seen over and over to make a large-

scale crescendo and decrescendo in the return of the funeral march seems to come more from 

inherited tradition rather than the score. We can only speculate about where this comes from, but 

it represents a way of playing that can only be received through oral/aural transmission—and its 

progenitor is a mystery.  

In a poetic expression of the special kind of asynchronous collaboration that is inherent to 

any musical performance, Stojowski (that aforementioned contemporary of Rachmaninoff’s) 
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observed, “Music, of all arts, is the unfinished art. When a great painting is completed, time, and 

time only, will make the changes in its surface. When the great masterpieces left the brushes of 

Raphael, Rubens, Holbein, Correggio or Van Dyck they were finished works of art. When Bach, 

Beethoven, Chopin, and Brahms put their thoughts down upon paper they left a record in ink and 

paper which must be born again every time it is brought to the minds of men.”11 This rebirth, the 

re-breathing of life into a work, is exactly what Rachmaninoff meant when he said, “While, of 

course, the student must play the notes, and all of the notes, in the manner and in the time in 

which the composer intended that they should be played, his efforts should by no means stop with 

notes. Every individual note in a composition is important, but there is something quite as 

important as the notes, and that is the soul. After all, the vital spark is the soul. The soul is the 

source of that higher expression in music which cannot be represented in dynamic marks. The 

soul feels the need for the crescendos and diminuendos intuitively.”12  

The combination of this vital spark with a musical work is what has kept classical music 

alive, and what continues to keep it alive—this glowing alchemy in which one person’s thoughts, 

feelings, creativity, culture, and instructions are fused with those of another. It is my hope that 

reflecting on all the differences in the recordings of the past will spark our imaginations, and open 

our eyes and ears to a wider realm of possibilities for interpretation, and allow us to contextualize 

and appreciate even more deeply the perspectives and decisions revealed in these old recordings 

(grainy relics though they may be)—whether we agree with their choices or not. For as 

continuing practitioners of classical music, we are deeply connected and indebted to our forebears 

and our teachers and our teachers’ teachers, and to the magic of plastic, vinyl, and digital code 

that have fixed their spirits in time, and continue to transfix us today.  

 

 

11 Cooke, 281.  
12 Ibid., 219.  
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