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THE END OF CLASSICISM?  

AFTER ’HISTORICALLY INFORMED PERFORMANCE’ 

Assoc. Prof. Nicholas Matthew 

 
The business of playing on period instruments and recovering historical performance styles 
might seem to be an arcane practice, far from the concerns of everyday piano teaching – 
especially at the pre-college level. Moreover, it might also seem that the main actors in 
what was the historically informed performance movement were disproportionately focused 
on proscriptive matters of stylistic fidelity and exactness of textual interpretation – concerns 
that are not only stuffily academic in their worst manifestations, but also much too rarefied 
to influence how a nine-year-old might learn Schubert or a teenager grasp Mozart. This talk 
argues, on the contrary, that we can learn fundamental lessons from the historically 
informed performance movement – its fallacies as well as its successes – which might renew 
and reanimate how we approach teaching and learning the piano. For all its appearance of 
scholarly propriety, HIP helped to undermine what I will describe as the culture of 
classicism, which, I argue, has helped to deaden the performance and appreciation of 
western art music – an act of creative destruction that leaves us free to return to the 
foundational questions of our vocation: What are we teaching when we teach the piano? 
And why learn the piano at all? 
 
 
The piano has long been one of the more self-evident facts of Western art music (and a few 

other musical genres besides).  For most of us here, the piano – a particular sort of piano – 

has been an unquestioned given of our musical culture; the medium on which many of us 

learnt what music is; literally and figuratively part of the furniture in childhood living rooms 

and drawing rooms and front rooms and back rooms.  Later on, at colleges and universities, 

the piano would sit there, hunched in the corner of countless classrooms and lecture halls, 

as discreet yet entitled as a security guard – its right to be there, as one of the core 

technologies of musical knowledge, absolutely unassailable, its keyboard topography 

essential to our sense of how music works (for many of us, you simply have to hear the 

words consecutive 6/3 chords, or second inversion, or cadential 6/4, and you can feel the 

comfortable grip of the music in your hands). 

 

For those of us who graduated from our homes to music schools or the houses of fancier 

piano teachers, pianos soon became mostly black.  As we entered concert halls, the pianos 

became almost always black (and shiny).  Why?  Partly because this seemed to match the 

neutral, sober values of the increasingly austere recital culture of the late nineteenth 

century.  And the piano as most of us know it today is a Victorian object, whose basic recipe  
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congealed around 1880 and hasn’t changed much since.  A good deal of fashionable 

Victorian furniture was black, in any case.  The piano I will be playing on tomorrow is a few  

decades old, and is the sort of thing usually described as a replica: it’s a nice instrument by 

the master Australian builder  

 

Schaumloffel, which is indeed in most respects modeled on some late eighteenth-century 

(that is: pre-Victorian) pianos by the highly successful Viennese piano builder Anton Walter. 

Well, every so-called modern piano you see around you is a replica too, modeled in most 

respects on pianos from around 1880.  The piano is more or less standardized and 

unchanging now, and it has been that way for a while.  Sure, stick a couple of extra keys on 

the bottom, add a pedal or two that musicians rarely use – but it’s the same type of thing it 

has been since people wore top hats and frock coats and bustles, and most innovations 

visited upon it are usually regarded as curiosities or redundancies.  Indeed, there’s only one 

sort of replica that most music professionals end up performing on most frequently.  Think 

of the era of All-Steinway Schools – the educational endgame of Steinway’s aggressive 

pursuit of market monopoly since the Second World War. 

 

Because I love pianos, I love Steinways, of course.  Who wouldn’t?  But while we’re 

reflecting on how the piano became such a self-evident fact of Western art music, we might 

also consider how and when the Steinway became almost as self-evident as the piano itself.  

Back in the middle of the nineteenth century, the piano scene was a glamorous cacophony 

of Erards and Broadwoods and Chickerings and Schweighofers and Bösendorfers and what-

not.  When Franz Liszt toured, he played – sometimes happily, sometimes grumpily – on a 

remarkable range of instruments.  No sensitive soul he, panicked by the kind of diversity 

ruled out by the marketing concept of the Steinway school.  During his life, the old pirate 

formally endorsed more than 100 brands of piano.  Brahms ended his life owning a nice big 

Steinway – but it sat in a house alongside a decades-old Streicher that he still played 

regularly.  Even by 1927, at the inaugural International Chopin Competition in Warsaw, 

there were six pianos for the contestants to choose from, not one of them a Steinway.  In 

any European capital, it might have been expected that a Frenchman such as Cortot would 

have favored a Pleyel, a German such as Backhaus a Bechstein – though it turns out that 

both Debussy and Ravel were crazy about Bechsteins too, with their big soft hammers.  And 

it would have been unthinkable that any musician of taste and erudition would simply not  
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have cared much, would merely have expected to sit down at some one-size-fits-all  

instrument, supposedly optimal for any kind of music.  The transition into our Steinway-

dominated world came about partly as a consequence of the wars of the early twentieth  

century.  Where the nearly world-beating Bechsteins had once enjoyed a productive and 

protective relationship with a British royal family hardly less German than they were, 

trading with the enemy became off limits during the First World War.  Thus the Bechstein 

Hall in London became the Wigmore Hall.  Then the next war more or less obliterated 

Bechstein’s factories, while its close involvement in the Nazi war effort visited similar 

destruction on its reputation.  By the 1950s, Steinway was poised to dominate the modern 

piano market – helped by increasing global interconnectedness in media, education, and 

trade, an interconnectedness represented in the music world above all by the newly 

circulating fixities of the recording industry.   

  

But if the piano has become self-evident, especially the Steinway piano, it is perhaps our 

relationship to this instrument that has congealed.  Pianists these days, for example, are 

only responsible for the black-and-white business end of their instrument, and not for 

anything that goes on inside it [SLIDE].  The division of labor whereby we (pianists) have 

this conference while a bunch of guys called piano technicians (most of them now specially 

approved by the Steinway company) have another one goes back to the late nineteenth 

century as well. To be sure, the larger and more resonant a piano gets, the swampier its 

bass fundamental, and the harder it is to tune – moreover, a Steinway-variety action has 

more moving parts than, say, the late eighteenth-century Viennese action of a Walter or 

Stein.  Still, the guiding logic seems to be that while we do music (which emerges glorious 

and readymade from this ubiquitous yet mysterious black box), other people do the 

hardware.  It’s rare to meet a pianist these days who even wants to learn to tune a piano, 

and rarer still to meet one who can regulate or voice one.  Meanwhile, most conservatory 

pianists I meet, practicing hard and performing brilliantly at the digital interface of a 

Steinway, have barely any vocabulary to talk knowledgeably to a piano technician at all – 

don’t really know, and have usually not been taught with any precision, what a technician 

exactly does inside that black box.  In fact, as a measure of general pianistic know-how, I 

have for some years asked the piano students I meet, mostly in the US and the UK, to 

explain precisely how the shift pedal works.  I am always surprised by how many do not 

know that the change in voice is almost entirely a result of moving the action so as to strike  
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the string with the softer, un-impacted part of the hammer – and how many (even 

experienced performers, who can play handfuls of Chopin etudes and a mean Jeux d’eau)  

believe instead that the pedal works by striking fewer than three strings, as the so-called 

una corda pedal did back in the early nineteenth century.  This degree of ignorance about  

the mechanics (and thus, I would say, aesthetics) of one’s own instrument would be 

practically impossible among oboists or bassoonists, busily making their own reeds – that is, 

constructing with their own hands the interface between their body and their instrument. 

 

Steinway and the various guilds of piano technicians have an interest in protecting their 

hard-won knowledge, of course, and in stressing how tricky and arcane it all is.  Small 

mystifications, though, have long been an essential part of the piano’s identity.  The self-

evidence of the piano is built partly on obscuring its grotesquely material inner life.  In the 

course of the nineteenth century, the piano became the sound of neutral music in all its 

unadorned there-ness – a window through which we could gaze unobstructed upon the 

great works of Western art music, the place where you learned about all the abstract stuff 

from which music is supposedly made.  The mediation of the piano became ever more 

invisible, ever more inevitable, as its function and form became ever more standardized.  

Like doctors, technicians heal the piano’s body.  Pianists, meanwhile, do magical, ritualized 

things to the piano’s soul, to make the voice of music itself sound out.  Even though we all 

know that anything you can legitimately call a piano must have a mechanism called an 

escapement – the thing that allows the hammer to swing freely before it strikes the string 

(and the very thing that means that, once the key is depressed, you can do very little about 

what happens next), still we talk past this basic fact of physics, meaningfully and helpfully 

too, of the mysteries of deep and shallow touch, of the delicate shapes that must be 

wrought by our wrists and arms, as we sit at this shining black altar – or is it a coffin?, or is 

it a metaphysical drinks trolley?  – and act as a medium between heaven and earth, the 

dead and the living, or the individual and society.  In the mid nineteenth century, the 

rainforest-dwelling Kaluli people of Papua New Guinea (who have a uniquely musical 

cosmology) looked on curiously as pianos were arduously transported onto their land by 

music-loving colonizers, and, so it is said, came up with a telling pidgin to describe it: 

special-tree-got-big-teeth-hit-‘im-he-cry.  Like priests, or necromancers, or particularly 

spiritual drinks waiters, we coax a kind of life from this black box, as we talk to, resurrect, 

cajole those long-dead works.   
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Death and resurrection.  I’m being desperately over the top, I realize.  My aim, though – as 

I hope you can see – is to upset something of the self-evidence and inevitability and  

centrality of the piano, and especially the wonderful Steinway piano.  To remind us that the 

Steinway came to us via the many contingencies of musical experimentation, commerce,  

and war – that it came loping toward us, moreover, out of a vast safari park of Mason-and-

Hamelins and Wiecks and Simones and Erards and Grotrians that roamed around the halls 

and salons of the nineteenth century.  To be sure, many pianists still believe, or perhaps 

unthinkingly assume, that this story is an evolutionary one – about natural selection in the 

unsullied environment of pure music.  Certainly, the Steinway company would want us to 

think so: that the piano has not changed in a century or so because it finally attained its 

ultimate form – the moment after which replica after replica after replica could be born, 

unchanging and perfect.  It is common to look upon the history of keyboard instruments like 

some kind of distorted version of the nineteenth-century ascent of Man.  But the piano, of 

course, like any product of human culture is a case not of evolution but of intelligent design.  

And no matter how intelligently done, the design of pianos, one must remember, is always 

about the criteria of changing tastes and aesthetic ideals, environments such as the 

expanding size of performance spaces, and musical institutions, such as the orchestra or the 

recording studio, with which all musical instruments are necessarily in dialogue.  There is no 

single parameter or measure – such as loudness, compass, or sustaining power – that is 

worth pursuing as an end in itself.  For that reason, the piano also does not obey the 

speciously linear logic of the sort promoted by most consumer technologies, with their 

constant (some would say, enforced) pattern of new development and obsolescence – even 

though there is a tendency, from our perspective, to regard, say, Emanuel Bach’s concerto 

for harpsichord and piano as if it were something like a duet for quill and ballpoint pen, or 

(as the musicologist Emily Dolan once mischievously  proposed) landline and iPhone. 

 

So how do we interpret the fact that the basic genetic make-up of the piano more or less 

stopped changing around 1880 – and that, since this time, the piano environment has 

become ever less bio-diverse, increasingly dominated by the Steinway super-predator?  To 

start answering this question, as I hope I’ve already hinted, you have to start talking about 

much more than the shape and design of pianos: you have to start talking about what we 

want pianos for, what dreams pianos help us to realize, what cultures and subcultures 

pianos have supported and continue to support.  We live in an era when more people than  
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ever before would claim to have an awareness that the beliefs they hold, the social practices  

that they pursue, and even the hard facts that they endorse have not always been around, 

and are guaranteed not to last forever.  What does it mean, then, that so many musicians  

can still imagine that everybody playing on Steinways could be the endgame or apogee of 

all musical trajectories?  What does it mean that Vladimir Ashkenazy could once have  

professed, apparently with absolute certainty, that Mozart was “dreaming of the Steinway”?  

Well, part of the answer, I think – unsurprisingly – is that the congealment of the modern 

piano proceeded hand in hand with the congealment of the culture of Western art music 

more generally. You could do worse than call this congealment classicism – as in “classical 

music” or “classical style” or “classic rock” or “classic FM” or “classic works of art.” 

 

Now, classicism announces a particular sort of congealment – one predicated on the idea 

that the best days are past rather than yet to come.  Indeed, anything classical belongs to a 

past that was notionally perfect and exemplary – as in the “classical civilization” of ancient 

Greece and Rome, or the “classical period” of French drama.  It follows that the classical is a 

label applied retrospectively, which tends to tell us more about the people applying the label 

than the things being labeled.  It is impossible to be classical in one’s own time – though 

one can be neo-classical, anti-classical, or (tragically, perhaps) classicizing.  Classical music 

became thinkable in the early nineteenth century – a romantic appropriation of the growing 

cult of antient music [SLIDE] cultivated in eighteenth-century London more than anywhere 

else.  It was predicated on the commemoration and revival (and we ought to note these too 

words, connoting remembrance and reanimation) of dead musicians, more or less for the 

first time, such as Handel, J. S. Bach, and Palestrina.  By the 1820s and 1830s, one can 

make out the cluster of ideas that would ultimately inform the (retrospective) concepts of 

Viennese classicism and the classical period – though it would be the end of the nineteenth 

century before anybody used those familiar, vexed expressions.  Older and unchanging was 

now best.  Think of the change: to the extent that he thought about it much at all, a 

knowledgeable, worldly enlightenment gent such as Mozart’s Dad would have assumed that 

the best music was the most recent stuff.  Fast forward to Robert Schumann, and you have 

someone looking back on an unsurpassed period of classical perfection.   

 

In some respects, then, the entire culture of “classical music” is “historically informed” – 

that is, informed by particular understanding of history, and a supposed relation to history  
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in the present.  The bunch of recent-ish tendencies that have been called the early music 

movement and the period instrument movement and historically informed performance thus  

have a very long history indeed – a history as long as the idea of classical music itself.  The 

re-orchestrations of Handel oratorios that Baron van Swieten commissioned from Mozart in  

the late 1780s, the revival of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion by Mendelssohn in 1820s Berlin, 

the philological enthusiasms of Brahms, the austere neue Sachlichkeit of Hindemith, the  

lusty hey nonny-nonny-ing of the Deller consort, the giant Bach of Wanda Landowska’s 

twangy Pleyel harpsichords – this all happened long before people began playing Mozart on 

little brown pianos copied from examples in the Smithsonian Museum in the late 1960s, and 

before people began making and playing the violin with pre-Torte bows.  As any historian 

knows, history has a history, of course.  And locating the most recent iterations of the early 

music impulse in this history of histories is a quick and convenient way of making salient its 

fallacies and honest, useful beliefs.  Mendelssohn, Brahms, Hindemith, Harnoncourt – they 

all wanted to return to what they believed the music really was, were all profoundly 

concerned with what past musicians might have meant and might have wanted, were all 

bound by a deep ethical duty to the music they revived.  Yet all these versions of historically 

informed performance – with their historically tenuous and curiously local preoccupations, 

such as countertenors or an irrational aversion to vibrato – show us that a perfect return to 

the past, like a perfect forgery, is (it hardly needs saying) impossible.  Like the many faces 

(and hairstyles) of Mr. Darcy on our cinema and television screens, what seemed at the 

time a clear window onto Austen’s Regency Period was, within only a few years, befogged 

by the unmistakable preferences of the 60s, 70s, 80s, and beyond.  One gets a similar 

impression from looking at mid nineteenth-century editions of the Well-Tempered Clavier, 

with their long phrasing slurs and lavish dynamic markings: these were editions, remember, 

prepared with the utmost care, by musicians who were no mugs, and truly understood and 

cherished the music they thus presented to the world.  Nothing looks more nineteenth 

century. 

 

This is all a neat way of reminding ourselves (as if we needed it) of the mendacity of the 

word “authenticity,” which quite properly got many early music practitioners into hot water 

in the 1980s – though, to be sure, it was a word that record companies generally embraced 

with more enthusiasm and much less circumspection than the performers.  This is always a 

potential pitfall when doing any kind of history – especially the kind you enact (or re-enact):  

 



	

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2017                                                         Nicholas Mathew             
                                                                                                                                               Page 8 of 16 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
 

 

the belief that you can strip away the intervening years and get back to what Leopold Ranke 

famously called wie es eigentlich gewesen (how it really was).  But what was it, really?  And 

who was it for?  Should we be recreating the appropriate stumbles and flubs in your  

average eighteenth-century amateur’s rendition of a Haydn piano sonata?  Should we be 

figuring out what individual composers really intended – or else the various shared  

meanings of the styles and modes of written expression that they used, and that used 

them?  And what about audiences and their non-historical ears and minds?  Puzzling over  

whether we should be attempting to recreate what things sounded like or the effect these 

things might have had – what the late Peter Kivy once philosophized into sonic and sensible 

authenticity – have led to amusing experiments such as this one in a recent live recording of 

Haydn’s “Surprise” Symphony by Marc Minkowski and Les Musiciens du Louvre. 

 

Is this re-enactment?  Is this historical?  I’m not sure.  Still, we can be self-satisfied and 

rehearse all the well-known defensive arguments against those fervent and austere 

advocates of historically informed performance until the cows come home, and forget too 

easily that their values are in many respects wholly consistent with the Steinway-wielding 

traditional classical music culture that they might have seemed to oppose.  Talking in terms 

of what a composer intended?  Paying close attention to the texts composers produced?  

Seeking to inhabit, as immersively as possible, a musical style?  This sounds like every 

Steinway-mongering teacher I had at conservatory.  And, as for getting back to the original, 

the wie es eigentlich gewesen of music, there has no shortage of Ur-rhetoric in traditional 

classical music culture, as the fetish for so-called Urtext editions shows  – no matter that, 

painstakingly stitched together from every source directly from or close to the composer, an 

Urtext edition typically corresponds to no written version of a piece that existed during a 

composer’s lifetime, is ideologically incapable of expressing the possibility of multiple 

(maybe even infinite) valid versions (as is the case with pretty much everything Chopin 

composed), cannot, with any nuance, express the difference between proscriptive 

instructions and usual practices or habits (as in this absurd textual solution to the fact that 

we happen to have a copy of some embellishments that Mozart supplied in the slow 

movement of K332), and is slyly selective about what counts as essential to an Ur-version 

(pitches and rhythms) and what counts as inessential (fingerings!).   From this point of 

view, period-instrument performers simply doubled down on rhetoric that we know only too 

well: the worship of authors, who authenticate authoritative editions of authorized works – a  
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discourse that quickly seems … authoritarian.  And, to be sure, it is kind of ridiculous to 

think that pianists who make such a knowledgeable fuss over the merest dot and slur being 

out of place in an edition of a Beethoven piano sonata, will happily sit down at a Steinway to 

bang it out.  As the pianist Tom Beghin once trenchantly put it: “no Urtext without Ur- 

instrument!”  Although it is hard to say where this passion for the Ur- could stop.  It has 

informed his recent “virtual Haydn” project, in which the historical acoustics and  

performance spaces have also been carefully re-animated on his recordings.  The folks who 

have had to consume all this are, it hardly needs saying, not Ur-listeners.  But perhaps we  

are next.  Will audiences have to become like those unfortunate tourists stuck in the so-

called “groundling” at the reconstructed Globe Theatre on London’s South Bank [SLIDE], 

obediently and self-consciously heckling the actors and boo-ing Macbeth, like their image of 

good Elizabethan theater-goers?  

 

It goes without saying – or at least so it seems to me – that the Ur- is part of the problem 

here, not the solution.  Still, the wild fantasies of the latest iteration of historically informed 

performers were clarifying, I think, insofar as they put the musical establishment on the 

back foot.  If you are not interested in hearing what Leopold Mozart or Emanuel Bach or 

Quantz or Türk have to say about the musical styles and performance habits of their 

contemporaries, then who are you interested in?  If you want to be “true to the work” – as 

so many of us were taught to be – then why be so inattentive to the techniques and 

technologies with and through which works were actually composed? 

 

The answer to these questions usually amounts to a commitment to that mysterious 

disembodied thing called The Music Itself (TMI).  Which is to say: not all these silly historical 

mediators – the dads and sons of proper composers, who happened to write boring 

treatises, or mere journeymen witnesses to the real musical action (I mean, who the hell 

was Türk anyway?).  And not all these obsolete musical machines and blotted, inaccurate 

scores.  TMI.  It’s the bloody mess that many people object and objected to in historically 

informed performances.  I’m just trying to listen to Mozart or Haydn, for goodness sake, 

and here you are, getting in the way – distracting from the music with your clanging piano 

and excessive ornamentation and fussy way of doing slurs.  Stop interfering!  Like the 

Urtext edition, surely the musician’s job is to tune out the hiss and crackle of historical 

interference in order to present TMI in all its unsullied purity – not to lay on the interference  
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extra thick.  And this commonplace view, I think, alerts us to the other impulse of our 

culture of classicism – the other impulse alongside early-music historicism, that is: a 

fundamental distaste for the material world.  Music history, from this perspective, is about 

the unending march of spirit through history, not the embarrassing business of its bodily, 

mechanical manifestations, which always fall short anyway.  The ethic of Werktreue means  

truth to works not performances.  And as Jean-Paul Sartre once observed: the concert hall 

burns down, but Beethoven’s Seventh survives.  Historically informed performers have  

mistaken hardware for software, are promoting not true classicism, then, but mere 

antiquarian curiosity. 

 

Understanding this de-materializing strain of classicism sheds light on our opening 

discussion of the Steinway piano, I think.  Because, for many performers, the Steinway is 

not just an instrument among others – a piano roaming around with all the others in the 

safari park, as I was trying to present it earlier – but is gloriously invisible as a mediator of 

our musical knowledge.  Indeed, it comes implicated, as I was also trying to suggest earlier, 

with a system of beliefs no less occult than the sublime musical cosmologies of the Kaluli 

people of Papua New Guinea.  The Steinway is not a piano: it has become a ritual 

mechanism for accessing immaterial music, The Music Itself.  No wonder so many pianists 

avoid contemplating its grossly material viscera with any focus – that repressed province of 

worldly technicians.  Over there is something that sounds like an old fortepiano.  Over here 

is a Steinway that sounds – well, like the music.  At least since the Second World War, this 

classicist cosmology has come equipped with a powerful set of ethical injunctions and 

music-rhetorical signals.  Classical pianists now rarely improvise, and barely even know how 

to.  Classical pianists now rarely prelude freely before the pieces they perform (as was 

common until the early twentieth century – I have even found a recording of Backhaus 

doing it in 1950).  Classical pianists since the 1950s rarely embellish repeats or 

spontaneously add things to the music simply because they find them beautiful or because 

they think people might enjoy it.  (Everybody did that, until well into the twentieth century.)  

Indeed, since the 1950s, pianists have tended to regard a score as a set of orders rather 

than a compelling recipe for a performance, and have signaled their obedience by playing 

rhythms with a regularity that seems to express the temporal arithmetic of the metronome 

rather than the somatic cycles of the body.  We all know (and, I should make clear, love) 

that kind of playing.  It’s the sort of thing that makes Bach’s music (for example) sound not  
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like the many well-known dances and bodily gestures from which much of it is made, so 

much as an endless series of falling dominoes.  As Alfred Brendel once put it: “If I belong to 

a tradition it is a tradition that makes the masterpiece tell the performer what he should do 

and not the performer telling the piece what it should be like, or the composer what he  

ought to have composed.”  This is an ethic transmuted into an aesthetic – a rule about how 

one should behave transformed into a rule about what one should find attractive.  Or,  

better, it is an aesthetic that signals (as in the currently popular concept of virtue signaling) 

a sober set of ethical injunctions, including – I do as I am told. 

 

Brendel is one of the greatest musicians around, and no fool.  And his views are far from 

eccentric.  Indeed, I encounter them all the time, as I expect many of you do.  The idea 

that our objective is to attain a kind of heroic invisibility, and so the way to read a score 

should consist of carefully and eruditely following instructions reminds me of the 

unintentionally amusing “General Foreword” that Stockhausen unhelpfully provided at the 

start of some of his Klavierstücke to aid their interpretation: “depress the key for the 

duration indicated,” he writes.  Thanks a lot, Captain Obvious, we might say.  Except that, 

especially if you have ever played on a period piano, and taken tips from Emanuel Bach or 

Türk, you would know that this would represent a weird and historically local interpretative 

practice indeed: whether a pianist in the early nineteenth century “depressed key for 

duration indicated” would always have depended on the mood and tempo of the piece (most 

musical people will still play notes shorter in a Presto than an Andante, of course) or where 

a note occurs in the context of a gesture or slurred grouping; holding notes for the length 

they are (supposedly) written was even something of a special effect.  I guardedly say 

supposedly written because what we think a text literally says is always a function of how 

we read.  That is: to be a literalist you have to have a very clear sense of what the letter is 

telling you (as any biblical literalist will confirm). 

 

In any case, the literalist world view we commonly encounter in piano playing posits 

something like this – and, to be sure, it seems like common sense on the face of it: there is 

a way of playing the music itself that is law-abidingly straight and unadorned – but sadly 

boring.  So, to correct for the inevitable boredom, something called “musical interpretation” 

or simply “musicality” drops in to distort and deviate, in artful ways, our merely rigid 

obedience – but not too much!  To do so is to be “mannered,” or “over-romantic,” or “old- 
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fashioned,” or “over-the-top,” or “not respecting the score,” and all those other short-hands 

that classical music critics in the chin-stroking sections of newspapers unthinkingly use.  

These small nudges and deviations become the tiny residual signs of a pianist’s individual 

musical identity.  We learn to spot them and discuss them.  Everything else is pure music,  

The Music Itself – naked, unadorned, and as given and correct and self-evident as the 

sound of Bach played in strict time on a Steinway. 

 

Do I even need to point out that playing what is called “straight” and “without interference” 

is just as much an interference as any other performance style?  Or – to put it less 

trenchantly – is just as much a period performance style as any other?  Do I even need to  

point out that every performance expresses a contingent, historically specific perspective on 

the way the music goes and what a text says – and that this goes, as it were, all the way 

down.  Our spade does not turn against the unequivocal certainties of an Urtext edition, the 

literalism of the pure arithmetical rhythmic relations of a text, or some injunction from an 

important historical actor that could finally, definitively clear up our misconceptions.  But I 

think we are still struggling with the legacy of a change in performance habits and 

aesthetics sometime in the 1950s – with what you could just as well label postwar 

modernism, given its association with the musicians of Darmstadt – when Glenn Gould 

became the thinking man’s celebrity and forcefully promoted a wave of newly arrived 

modernist Russians such as Richter and Gilels, whom he praised for “bypass[ing] the whole 

question of the performing mechanism” in order to “help the listener to achieve a sense of 

involvement not with the performance per se but rather with the music itself.”  It is our old 

friend the music itself again (and its relative: hostility to the performing technology and the 

performing body) – this time in an iteration that I consider distinctively mid twentieth 

century.  Here is Gilels performing Beethoven’s Op. 26 in the 1970s, not at all interfering 

with the music itself – his invisibility and seriousness signaled by extreme slowness and 

rhythmic rigidity.  

 

I think we have here a kind of Emperor’s New Clothes situation, but in reverse.  This 

performance style, like the Steinway piano whose ubiquity it began to share in the second 

half of the twentieth century, has successfully presented itself as pure and naked.  But any 

child could point that it is beautifully dressed up to the nines.  And anyone who has studied 

musical texts closely, let alone historical performance practices, historical pianos, and so on,  
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could justifiably ask of Gilels’s gorgeous performance where the Andante tempo has got to, 

where we can feel the fast minuet or passepied that this theme evidently is, and where the 

slurs have gone (particularly the opening two-note one and the pair of slurs in the second 

bar that produce a slight syncopation on the second beat). 

 

I realize I’m getting into very dangerous territory here: standing up in front of piano lovers 

and appearing to get stuck into Gilels, of all people!  And, yes, I confess – absolve me! – 

that I don’t love the performance aesthetic he represents; it’s not my favorite.  But I  

promise you that I don’t think it is wrong.  Things can be ethically wrong – but I’m not at all 

sure that they can be aesthetically wrong.  And the point of what I’m trying to say isn’t that 

Gilels hasn’t, in my view, read the text properly.  His is clearly a more than viable way of  

approaching the music: people loved and continue to love it; it was highly successful on 

record and in concerts and in teaching institutions.  The point is merely this: it was just a 

performance aesthetic.  A performance aesthetic among many – just as the Steinway is a 

piano technology among many.  Now that I think (as the title of this talk suggests) that we 

can talk in the past tense about “historically informed performance” – now that Rattle has 

conducted the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment and Harnoncourt once recorded with a 

mix of modern strings and historical brass; now that most big cities have a baroque 

orchestra, every conservatory has a few old brown pianos lying around, and somebody to 

teach on them, and that Schiff and Brautigam and the Australian-raised pianist Kristian 

Bezuidenhout can switch between pianos with comfort and without blame.  Now that we are 

“after” the latest iteration of HIP, in other words, I think we can take stock of what it might 

have done for us.  And I would suggest that its most significant contribution has not been 

showing us the truth about the musical past (although it has uncovered some important 

truths, I think) but has been to show up the contingency and localism of almost all of our 

most deeply held musical beliefs – how Mozart goes, what Beethoven should sound like, 

what a piano is, how to read music.  Once you have played on a non-Steinway piano, the 

Steinway should never seem as definitive or self-evident again.  And, like Malcolm Bilson, 

I’m a big believer in Goethe’s dictum that you don’t understand your own language until you 

learn another one. 
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It is easy to forget, with all the historical, historicizing, historicist baggage, that period  

instruments are not, to use a current buzzword, old media – they are new media.  The 

Schaumloffel I am playing on tomorrow was built in 1987.  And like all new media – from 

the newspaper of the eighteenth century to email in the late twentieth century – it is 

temporarily disruptive, and for a brief time it makes visible the material conditions of our 

knowledge, before lapsing back into self-evidence and near invisibility.  A new media form, 

by comparison with others, can suddenly seem to present new, and obstructive, sets of 

freedoms and constraints.  But it is important to recognize, I think – in the face of our  

instinctively Steinway-culminating piano histories – that a five-octave Walter piano from 

1790 is not more constraining than a post-1880 piano; it simply comes with its own 

distinctive set of potentials and affordances, like any other medium.  In fact, I would prefer  

it if we stopped thinking of our music-making – whether it is the technologies we use to 

perform or the techniques we use to interpret texts – on the axis of constraint and freedom.  

Any improviser knows that you need some core parameters and tools to get you going – the  

limits that permit spontaneous, unpredictable outcomes.  Instead of “constraints,” why not 

talk about “enabling conditions”?  That is: the things and environments that, like the syntax 

and vocabularies of the languages we speak, give us the freedom to express ourselves in 

distinctive ways at all.  To this extent, historically informed performance – at least in the 

version I would like to endorse – is profoundly anti-classical.  It is against congealment.  

And it is happily, messily materialist – not squeamish about theatrically performing bodies 

or the innards of our technologies.  For this reason, it should not be in the necromancy 

business of re-amination or mere re-enactment, I think – for the simple reason that 

animation and enactment (excitedly living and doing) are always already there.  Denying 

the vital presence of performance is one of the distinctive features of postwar piano 

aesthetics – as speciously neutral as the shiny blackness of the Steinway.  The art of 

improvisation is sadly lost to so many classical pianists – who nonetheless do it (as I 

frequently discover talking to piano students in my classes) furtively in the practice  

room.  But, like improvisation, a historically aware performance should, I think, harness 

existing, well-worn musical techniques and technologies in order to bring about something 

surprising that has never been done before.  For me, it is about processes, not outcomes – 

the messy, material matter of performing and listening, not the untouchable unworldliness 

of the museum object or the disembodied fantasy of the inviolable Work.  You don’t re-

enact a language, after all – you speak it. 
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Besides, I have the feeling that, nowadays – and particularly among younger people – the 

austere congealment of traditional classicism is increasingly more estranging than even the 

wackiest historically inspired musical experimentation.  And it occurs to me, having had the 

privilege of being invited here to share my thoughts with you today, that this is all stuff that 

piano teachers – especially those who teach at the pre-college level – know only too well.  

In the teaching context, where we nurture the love of music and the quiet discipline of 

technique and understanding, music is almost always about processes, not outcomes – and 

we advocate for the importance of what we do, I hope, not merely through the cold-shower  

sobriety of Immortal Great Works or the aspirational greatest-hits rhetoric of the Musical 

Canon or the school-curriculum nutritionism of What You Should Know, and – please, God – 

not the authoritarian voice of authors.  Music, as we all know in our heart of hearts, is about  

relationships and the vast societies within societies that these relationships sustain and 

nourish – a tangled network of relationships, in fact, between past and present, old world 

and new, generations and families, between young students and old students (or  

“teachers,” as they are known), between people and the beloved objects that surround and 

sometimes seem to blur into them, between ideals and their always imperfect, always 

joyously failed realizations.  Classicism tells us that everything will be as we know it is – 

and, worse, that the best things in music have always already happened.  By contrast, the 

kind of music making that I adore embraces, in a well informed and loving way, 

contingency, spontaneity, and mess, and even a certain degree of amateurism in its original 

meaning of loving as opposed to merely knowing – cherishing noble failure over predictable 

perfection, and the possibility that, as in the processes of improvisation, the strangest, most 

moving, most beautiful, most inspiring things in music might still be around the corner.  

Thank you. 
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