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Abstract: 

 

This submission examines and compares different approaches to preparing and performing a 

specific programme of Western concert clarinet repertoire. Historic and modern sources 

concerning contrasting performance approaches are used to inform preparation, performance, 

and evaluation of multiple concerts of identical repertoire yet differing approach. The paper 

reflects on the implications of these approaches on the performer, clarinet technique, musical 

outcomes, and interactions with other parties. 

 

An introductory chapter provides insight into the background of the researcher, details the 

research process, and compares the project to existing literature. Following this introduction is 

an autoethnographic narrative which details the data-gathering stage of the project. This leads 

into a discussion of the implications of the project and recommendations for future research. 

The submission consists of this paper and the accompanying three audio-visual recordings. 

 

Those who will benefit most from this study include music teachers, students, and performers 

who hope to develop awareness of the range of interpretive options available when 

approaching repertoire of this kind. While clarinet repertoire formed the basis of the action 

research portion of the study the issues the project deals with, and its conclusions, have 

application for the wider musical community. 
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Foreword: 

The following account is intended to provide understanding and transparency to my 

background as an artist and the personal rationale for this project. 

 

In 2015 I was a student in an international summer school under a high-profile clarinet 

performer and teacher. In my first lesson with this teacher, playing the Allegro Amabile from 

Brahms’ Sonata for Clarinet and Piano No. 2 the master told me, “Your playing is very special, 

but too special. You are playing Smorti, not Brahms.”  

 

In the same trip I attended the International Clarinet Festival in Madrid and was struck by the 

variance in performances from different artists. It occurred to me that these artists’ concerts 

were different not simply because of their musical decisions and differing approaches of 

technique; deeper than this, there was great variance in why they were performing. Some 

would talk about their desire to create historically correct performances or to re-create the 

composer’s will as represented by the text. Some saw their role as communicating to their 

audience as engagingly as possible, delivering an accessible product. Some gave importance to 

their own voice; what they – as person and artist – wanted to express. 

 

I had recently completed a Master of Musical Performance, yet not until this summer school 

experience did I realise the impact these questions have on how I create music. I had not 

confronted the idea and implications of: Why I create music might not be why another creates 

music. Even the use of the word ‘create’ implied a value judgment which is not universally 

shared.  

 

I had always been encouraged by my tutors to use music to express what I felt, for the 

pleasure of my audience and my own edification. The way I would achieve this would be by 

aiming to convince and express myself through a given phrase or piece and rely on shared 

human experience to, hopefully, cause my audience to feel something in response. The above 

experience was a realisation for me that not only do other rationales exist, but that my 

rationale would in some contexts be contested.  
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I am not supposing there is a correct answer to the above issue, or that one’s own answer 

should be static. Musicians from different countries and schools approach music in varying 

ways, shifting through phases of their career.  The lack of a static answer does not detract from 

the imperative implications of the question.  

 

Whether consciously or otherwise, the answer to this question can govern every musical 

decision made; whether deciding what tone quality is desired, how to articulate a given 

phrase, or what tempi will be employed and how much these will vary. Technical or musical, 

every decision is made in reference to a set of values which are rarely made explicit or openly 

discussed, at least in my own experience. Furthermore, different approaches to this issue can 

frame interactions with other musicians, particularly when one party is in a position of 

authority, such as a teacher, examiner, or judge. 

 

An example of this is the experience of a music student receiving feedback from several 

teachers, examiners, adjudicators, or other musical authorities. To use the example of Brahms’ 

Sonata No. 2, I. Allegro Amabile, I have been told that I clearly do not understand the Sonata 

as my chosen tempo was too fast – that its placement at the end of Brahms’ life requires a 

slow tempo to be used. The very same tempo has also been criticised as being far too slow by 

another teacher, as clearly Allegro Amabile is marked. I have been taught by various sources 

that the different sections must keep a constant tempo, and by others that the tempo should 

change to reflect the contrasting characters. I have been taught that vibrato must be used, 

must not be used, and is optional. I have been taught that measure ten must speed up, slow 

down, and remain in tempo; that the Tranquillo should be slower, the same tempo, and that 

the tempo change is in fact four bars beforehand. It has been said to me that leaps should be 

smooth and effortless, and that leaps should show effort and struggle. 

 

I write this not to bemoan or criticise the demonstrated differences of execution; I delight in 

the huge variation that can be found in recordings, performances, and teachings of the Sonata. 

However, these differences are not merely variations of aesthetic opinion, and neither are 

they presented as such. In each case, the details of these prescriptions are part of a larger idea 

of what it means to play the Sonata. I have been instructed to efface myself and to serve 
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Brahms’ intentions (often to defend a prescription of dubious historical validity). I have been 

given freedom to express myself. I have also been told that this is simply ‘how the work goes’. 

 

This project is the formal documentation of a personal journey to explore the wealth of 

variance in possible answers as to why I perform, how this affects the technical and musical 

decisions I make on a momentary basis, both in preparation for a concert and in the 

performance and how these different approaches may affect interactions with those around 

me.  

 

Though not widely discussed in the pedagogical contexts I have experienced, these issues have 

been considered widely in the published literature. In his book, Beyond the Score, Cook 

identifies many of the prevailing assumptions underlying much contemporary performance 

and pedagogical practices as modernist. He writes: 

 

This book is not intended as an attack on modernist performance, but it does show how 

modernist assumptions have boxed in both performance and thinking about performance, and 

it illustrates some of the fundamentally different performance options that have been 

accordingly ruled out. The key point does not have to do with playing this way or that way. It is 

that music affords an apparently unlimited variety of interpretive options, and we could be 

much more adventurous in our exploration of them if our thinking about performance was 

more flexible. (2013, p.3) 

 

It is my hope that the documentation of this endeavour will not only add to the wealth of 

knowledge concerning clarinet performance practice, but also meaningfully demonstrate the 

validity of the interpretive options Cook refers to, provoking other performers and music 

students to actively engage with these questions for themselves.  

 

Method:  

My research question is: How can different technical and musical approaches be used to 

achieve qualitatively different outcomes through preparation and performance of a recital of 

standard clarinet repertoire? 
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Several issues will need to be considered to answer this question: 

• What potentially valid and justifiable approaches are available? 
• What arguments underlie these different approaches? 
• How do the musical outcomes of these different approaches differ? 
• What musical decisions are made in the preparation and performance stages of a 

clarinet performance? 
• How do different musical approaches affect the performer and interactions with other 

music participants? 
 

This paper will introduce the contrasting philosophies surrounding the performance of 

Western art music, both historic and current. This will lead into a narrative of a reflective, 

autoethnographic, iterative action research inquiry. A series of three concerts of identical 

repertoire was performed over the course of eighteen months. Each concert reflected a 

declared approach or value-set, as derived from the academic literature.  Journals entries 

detailing the process of research, preparation, and execution of each concert will be referred 

to, and the final video recordings will also be made available for comparison.  

 

The form of the project follows Heron’s 1996 Co-operative inquiry: Research into the human 

condition. Here Heron outlines the four main steps of co-operative inquiry: an establishment of 

the context, and the ideas to be tested; workshopping the variables in a closed environment; 

actioning the ideas in the real world; and reflecting and reporting on the process and 

outcomes. The academic theory sets up the first element, and the artistic practice 

demonstrates the other three.  

 

The artistic research method I have chosen is firmly grounded in the concept of Action 

Research as described by Cain (2012): 

 

In order to improve their practice, action researchers in music will plan and carry out 

interventions … and evaluate the consequences of these interventions, interrogating data in 

order to ground their evaluations in evidence. They reflect on each stage in order to generate 

new plans, thus starting the cycle again. (p. 213) 
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In this case, consequences consist of both the artistic outputs and the impact of the 

interventions on myself as artist, including interactions with those around me. The pieces to be 

examined were selected to reflect a range of formats and periods within the Western concert 

clarinet canon: Weber’s Clarinet Concerto No. 1 in F minor, Op. 73; Brahms’ Sonata for Clarinet 

and Piano No. 2 in Eb major, Op. 120; and Stravinsky’s Three Pieces for Solo Clarinet. 

Repertoire was kept consistent to enable a more transparent contrast to the approaches being 

examined, without influence from different styles appropriate to different periods or 

composers.  

 

The first concert was designed to reflect my beliefs as an artist before the project and occurred 

before any interventions were undertaken. This was to enable my artistic tendencies to be 

analysed and to enable comparisons with the later experiments. The rationale for the next two 

concerts will be discussed in depth below, as they are the product of a desire to explore and 

execute styles and approaches previously foreign to me. All concerts were performed on site 

at the Queensland Conservatorium to an audience primarily consisting of Conservatorium 

students and faculty.  

 

The project takes inspiration from the Iterative Cyclic Web model as outlined by Smith & Dean 

(2009): 

 

Very important in the model … is the concept of iteration, which is fundamental to both 

creative and research processes. To iterate a process is to repeat it several times (though 

probably with some variation) before proceeding, setting up a cycle: start – end – start. The 

creator must choose between the alternative results created by the iteration, focusing on some 

and leaving others behind (temporarily or permanently). In a research phase, this can be 

viewed as a selection based on empirical data or an analytical/theoretical fit; in a practice 

phase the choice might be aesthetic, technical or ideological… (p.19) 

 

The premise for this project is based on the hypothesis that not only do valid alternative 

results exist, but the creation of, and aesthetic/ideological selection between alternative 

results is a more coherent process when based on a thorough understanding of the context in 

which decisions are being made.  
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Review of Relevant Literature: 

 

The questions being examined in this project are not new. Performers, academics, composers, 

and conductors have for hundreds of years contested competing ideas of what the desired 

outcome of performing music written by another should be. Questions that touch the topic 

include: When is meaning created, at the moment of composition, of performance, or both? 

Does a performer have a duty to themselves, the composer, to some concept of the work 

itself, or some combination of these? Does a performer have the agency to disobey the 

composer’s instructions in the score? Is the performer to execute or to interpret, and if the 

latter, what does this mean practically? 

 

Recently, academics have discussed and summarised the issue in different ways. Modern 

conductors have spoken on the issue, and several modern performers have also presented 

their own views on the topic. This paper will now consider a selection of these accounts, to 

both understand the different points of view, and understand the different ways people 

explain and define these differences of view. 

 

Lydia Goehr has written extensively on the Romantic concept of the meaning of music residing 

in the idea of the musical work. In her book The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works (1992) 

she outlines the historical roots of the work-concept, and discusses how it affects questions of 

musical timing, expression, and meaning. She contrasts what she calls an analytical approach 

to the work concept, one which seeks to define musical works as existing autonomously, with 

a historical approach which, she argues, makes more effort to understand musical works in 

relation to their context. Her 1989 article Being true to the work further explores how the 

work-concept has regulated musical practice, and concludes, “to be true to music is not 

necessarily the same thing as being true to the musical work” (Goehr, 1992).  

 

Taruskin’s argument in his book Text and Act (1995) contrasts the concept of music being 

defined by the text manuscript with a definition based in the act of performance. Taruskin 

deals specifically with the relationship between Neoclassical Modernism and the academic 

performance practice ideal and outlines how these ideas can, and have, dictated the behaviour 



12 
 

of musicians. He argues that the topic of authenticity and the Early Music movement up to that 

time created an approach to performance which reflected a particular time and taste, however 

objects to claims that it is historically, intellectually, or morally more valuable than competing 

ideals.  

 

Taruskin rejects claims that removing music from its human context makes the work more 

valuable, and instead asserts that one potential goal of music is “pleasing or moving an 

audience in the here and now” (Taruskin, 1995, p.23). He argues strongly against the idea that 

performers today owe allegiance to dead composers and even more against the idea that a 

literalist application of a text should dictate what performers may and may not do. Taruskin 

also makes a distinction between the text and the idea of a work, arguing that the latter 

includes the traditions surrounding performance of the work. He then outlines how these 

traditions can make the idea of a “work” much more liberal than the strict prescriptions of 

textualist ideals.  

 

In his 1998 New York Times Review, Early Music, Truly Old Fashioned at Last, published in The 

Danger of Music and other Anti-Utopian Essays, Taruskin provided a practical demonstration of 

the issue. After again being scornful of the value of a performer’s self-effacement and pointing 

out that throughout history often it has been that the more variation from the score the 

better, he gives us an example of a recording which defies “authoritarian modernism”. Andrew 

Manze’s recording of baroque violin repertoire is applauded for its departures from the score, 

and a return to the “outlandish” spirit of the time of composition. This includes the use of 

“weird” timbres and articulations, disruption of the written music for cadenza, and the 

addition of notes and effects. Taruskin concludes by praising Manze for re-merging abstract 

composition and real-time performance.  

 

In his 1998 book Musicking Small details two contrasting ideals. He is critical of what he calls a 

“score-based” approach to music and musicology. This concept is rooted in the idea of music 

primarily existing as works, in that it values the object created by the music making process – 

the score – over the action of, or response to music. Small points out that arguments in the 

defence of this approach often involve morality and prescriptive imperatives. This approach 

has four notable implications which he challenges: Musical performance plays no part in the 
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creative process; the communication of music is one way, from the composer to the audience, 

potentially through a performer; no performance can be better than the work which it is 

representing; a musical work is autonomous.  

 

Small advocates for a more experience-based understanding of the process of music-making, 

or musicking. This approach sees music as primarily an action or experience with a variety of 

inputs. Rather than being a limiting authority, the work is a tool to be used. The role of the 

audience is valued, as is the performer’s act of creation. The composer is but another player in 

a complex web of interaction. Music is understood by and its value derived from, how it relates 

to the context of its performance.  

 

In his 2013 book Beyond the Score Cook discusses themes of tension between the 

conceptualisation of music as text and that of performance. Terminology including 

structuralist, modernist, reproduction, literalist, and textualist are used to describe an 

approach advocated by men such as Hoffman, Hanslick, Richter, Schoenberg, and Shenker. 

Such approaches advocate the self-effacement of the performer and reinforce the performer’s 

primary duty to either the composer or the work itself. 

 

Cook contrasts this with a performance-based approach advocated by writers such as Bekker, 

Godlovitch, Martin, and Goehr, which is described by words such as rhetorical and liberal. 

Cook then discusses the implications of these two approaches, and their effect on language, 

culture, and musical decision-making – what technical and musical features are allowed and 

not allowed. Cook likens the difference to that between the approach of literary and dramatic 

studies to dramatic texts. While each considers the same content, each does so with different 

assumptions, using different methods, to reach different ends.  

 

One convincing statement on this topic is Daniel Leech-Wilkinson’s Classical Music as Enforced 

Utopia (2016). In it Leech-Wilkinson criticises attitudes that the most important goal of a 

musical performance is execution of the composer’s will, and instead proposes a view that 

recognises the performer as an agent of artistic creativity. He demonstrates that styles of 

performance claiming to be historic are often not grounded in evidence and are rather self-
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perpetuating ideas which can lead to a policing of Western art music performance enforced by 

various musical authorities. He discusses how this can create two fears among performers: one 

of not being perfect, and the other of not conforming to a certain conservative performance 

style and discusses the impacts of these on the individual and the industry. 

 

In The Maestro Myth (1991) Lebrecht describes the birth of the professional conductor and 

contrasts the clash of ideologies between two men who were pivotally influential. 

Mendelssohn advocated for the execution of the written text, would “glide through” 

performances, and was both admired and criticised for his constant elegance and inflexible 

tempi. Wagner was scornful of this approach preferring “hyper-Romanticism” and a more 

liberal, more explicit extrapolation of ideas (Lebrecht, 1991). Holden outlines the most notable 

and influential features of Wagner’s approach as the related ideas of tempo manipulation and 

melos – the character of a musical moment defining decisions of time and execution. Wagner 

was also happy to rescore, or rewrite, works of other composers which he would conduct. 

 

These arguments continued throughout the nineteenth century. Hans von Bülow was criticised 

for his tempi, rubato, and inconsistency of pauses. Bülow himself was heavily influenced by 

Wagner, both in tempo and thoughts of textual fidelity (LeBrecht, 1991). Holden summarises, 

“[Weingartner] complained that people talked of ‘Bülow’s Carmen’, rather than Bizet’s. Bülow 

had given rise to a cult of conducting personality; Weingartner campaigned for precedence to 

be restored to composers. Their dispute rages on, in different guises, to the present day” 

(Holden, 2005).  

 

One such guise revealed itself in international conductor Alexander Shelley’s 2016 interview 

with Ottawa Citizen editor Andrew Potter, titled Is Classical Music Really Dead? Shelley 

outlines his view of his own role in the creative process, “I don’t actually try and interpret, I try 

and understand… I’m not a creative artist I’m an interpretative artist” (Shelley, 2016).  

 

Potter asks Shelley on his opinion of Robert Spano’s comments in a 2006 New Yorker 

interview, particularly surrounding Spano’s assertion, “I think of composers as setting up 

possibilities, not creating objects. There’s no such thing as Beethoven’s Seventh. It’s only a 
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hypothesis” (Davidson, 2006). In the interview Shelley expressed his disagreement with 

Spano’s comments, reiterating that he saw his job as a musician to as closely as possible 

recreate the work as the composer intended.  

 

Modern performers also engage with these questions, although employing a different 

language. Swedish clarinettist Martin Frӧst is known as one of Europe’s foremost clarinettists, 

with a host of awards to his name. Beyond being clarinet virtuoso, Frӧst challenges the 

traditional boundaries associated with being a performer and crosses into the realm of 

conductor, actor, dancer, and master of ceremonies, through projects such as Dollhouse and 

Genesis. As a creator of musical content, he talks about the importance of giving the performer 

individual responsibility and encourages artists to move away from a “fear of getting it right” 

(Loomis, 2014).  

 

In his 2013 interview at Verbier Festival Frӧst discusses the importance of finding your own 

voice as a clarinettist (Burgess, 2013). He goes into more detail during his 2017 interview with 

Radio New Zealand Concert, Frӧst shines with NZSO.  

You need to really ask yourself what you want to do with the music that you love. And that’s 

the sort of person that I am… Everything is about the here and now… [when asked to discuss a 

possible trend of performers breaking codes of performance] It looks like we are breaking 

codes, we are doing things that are close to us. If that is changing anything, that’s fine… We 

don’t have old ears, we have new ears. We can’t know how these people two hundred years 

ago did things, and it doesn’t sound like a good idea anyway. Whatever you do as a musician, 

you have an impact on the music history (Radich, 2017). 

 

Illustrious Italian clarinettist Alessandro Carbonare has enjoyed considerable success 

worldwide. Known for his sweet, focussed sound, he is widely involved as a teacher, soloist, 

chamber and orchestral musician. Having personally worked under Carbonare he has 

advocated an approach rooted in respect for the score and the composer’s desires. In his 

interview with Vandoren, Carbonare describes his craftsman-like approach and desire to find 

the correct sound required by different composers and pieces (Vandoren TV, no date).  
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The examples above are a summary of different musical values and approaches from different 

contexts within the Western art music tradition. While there are obvious variations between 

the accounts, there are also several similarities. Firstly, there is significant disagreement 

amongst music participants about the relationship, both actual and ideal, between composer, 

performer, the text, and the work. Disagreements centre around the relevance of parties and 

the direction and authority of communication. These disagreements are not binary, but 

concern value associated with whose interests are prime and how conflict should be decided if 

it is shown, or seen, that interests clash. This is further complicated when the composer is no 

longer alive, with three related but distinguishable possible authorities being the text itself, the 

work-concept, and the “composer’s intent”.  

 

At the heart of this topic is the contention concerning to what extent meaning exists in the 

score, which a performance may imitate well or poorly deviate from, or the extent to which 

meaning can be created through the act of performance, during which a score may be used in 

a variety of degrees of literalness.  

 

Secondly, while groups of people may share values, there are observable contrasting 

ideologies between participants within a shared historical or geographical location. While one 

can observe tendencies and periods or locales where one approach was more popular than 

another, counterexamples of successful musicians exist – otherwise the criticisms which 

abound would be baseless. Further, there is an observable gap of communication between 

musicians of different ideologies. Advocates of a score-based approach to music making are 

accused of being dull and uncreative, whereas advocates of a performance-based approach 

are accused of defilement and self-indulgence.   

 

Furthermore, differences of ideology have an observed correlation with differences of musical 

content produced. Cook and Taruskin have compelling arguments linking particular musical 

features and decisions with these questions of ideology. While the particulars of this require 

an exploration that will be detailed later in this paper, one consistent and obvious difference 

between execution of the ideologies are conceptions of time, and how this affects base tempo, 

large tempo variations, small tempo variations (rubato), pauses, and other manifestations 

(Cook, 2013).  
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Project Design: 

 

The key point of this research project is to both use this understanding of context to inform my 

own practice and use my practice and experience to explore the implications of the topic. The 

project was designed to create a space where I can transparently examine and challenge why I 

create music and how I make required decisions of execution. The first recital was held in May 

2016. The second and third recitals were held when I was confident I could convincingly 

execute the approach being considered and took place in April of 2017 and September 2017.  

 

A personal rationale was to understand the conflicting feedback and advice I have received. 

After the masterclass detailed at the start of this paper, I was devastated and shocked. I had 

never confronted this difference of belief so sharply. Hearing from one of my musical idols that 

my personal musical input was something that I should work to hide behind the facts of how a 

piece should go was devastating to all that I valued about music and myself as a musician. This 

was further confused by feedback from several fellow students from around the world, who 

encouraged me that their own teacher would have no issue with my approach.  

 

This project began with a desire to better understand the differences between musicians. It is 

an attempt to understand the unspoken rules that govern how a piece “goes” at a given place 

or time. I had a hypothesis that a lack understanding of and a means to communicate 

differences of approach can lead to valid musical approaches – and more importantly the 

individuals who adhere to them – being marginalised in various contexts.  

 

This account will be through the eyes of a postgraduate music student. Inherent to this are 

limitations associated with my level of technique and execution. This is also a strength of the 

project for several reasons:  

 

• The postgraduate level will often be the time that a music student leaves the school 
and culture of their undergraduate years and is challenged with differences of 
approach.  

• Masters study provides the time required to undertake interventions altering my 
technique and musical approach as required by the project, as will be detailed below.  
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• The volume of other musicians I am in contact with in the institution and the wider 
profession, including undergraduates, my postgraduate colleagues, faculty members, 
examiners, adjudicators, and contacts within the professional scene, give valuable 
insights into how these concepts and interventions interact with a wide range of music 
participants with their own musical approaches. 

 

The variety of feedback has been a constant source of encouragement to me. The same 

experimental performance has in several cases yielded both extreme praise and critique from 

varying sources. I have had intensely personal conversations with undergraduate students who 

have shared their own feelings of invalidation and marginalisation by certain musical 

authorities. I had one encounter with a professional orchestral musician who described how 

their professional experience required them to continuously disregard their own knowledge, 

beliefs, and passions, in favour of a contrasting set of values. These interactions support my 

initial hypothesis and suggest a need for further research into how these different musical 

approaches and their participants interact in tertiary and professional contexts.  

 

My concern for the wellbeing of musical participants encountering these issues is not only 

based on my own experience but supported by recent academics. The late pianist Charles 

Rosen wrote, “When the conservatory imposes a respectably correct performance with the 

rigor of authority, it not only encroaches on the indispensable liberty of the students, but 

hinders their artistic development” (Rosen, 2002, p.100). More recently, Daniel Leech-

Wilkinson states: 

 

But norms are nonetheless oppressive, doubly so when based on false history; and as the 

student learns to behave within them (accepting ‘heavy community censorship’, Hill, 2012: 89) 

they are also aware of gradually increasing fear: fear of making a mistake, fear of playing out of 

style, fear of non-conforming, of being judged unsuitable for work, of being judged 

‘unmusical’ … With fear comes stress, anxiety, and performance-related illness, a plague now 

for which the ideology may well be substantially responsible (Ginsborg et al., 2012). (Leech-

Wilkinson, 2016, p.330). 

 

This project is not seeking to invalidate any particular musical approach. The action research 

experiments are intended to yield information on what these different musical styles might 
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look and sound like, especially in terms of clarinet performance. The autoethnographic 

elements give examples of individuals with different musical approaches interacting in varied 

musical contexts, including examples of Leech-Wilkinson’s ‘community censorship’.  

 

Concert One:  

 

My goal is to take a snapshot of where I am now, in terms of technical ability and musical 

approach (Journal entry, June 2016). 

 

Whilst I was amid researching the above academic literature and beginning my search to 

understand the difference of approaches within musical performance, I was preparing for the 

first recital of this project. The aim of this concert was to yield understanding of my own 

personal approach to music-making before undertaking interventions, so that this could be 

understood in context of the philosophies and ideas discussed above and used as a point of 

comparison for future experimental concerts. 

 

Although the intention was a performance free of intervention, the fact that I had already 

begun to explore a variety of approaches in an academic sense is a difficult influence to 

measure. As outlined by my journal entry, “The recognition of other musical approaches has 

blown open new sections in my mind, sections which currently are an exciting source of 

confusion… I am now questioning what a ‘good’ performance means” (Journal entry, June 

2016).  

 

Written before this concert, the following entry reflects both my bias as an artist and the 

beginning of me questioning my artistic approach: 

 

If I make Weber turn in his grave, but I make my audience weep in sorrow and laugh in delight, 

have I not been successful? If I constrain my passion and beliefs surrounding Stravinsky, and 

take exactly his tempo, aiming to create an acceptable performance within its rich tradition 

history, was I successful? (Journal entry, May 2016) 
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I later learned this approach to music making is contrary to the ideas of men such a Dupré 

when he said “The interpreter must never allow his own personality to intrude. As soon as it 

penetrates, the work has been betrayed (Cook, 2013, p.15)” yet, is confirmed by Taruskin 

when he says: 

 

A performer cannot please or move the ancient dead and owes them no such effort. There is 

no way that we can harm Bach or Mozart any more, nor any way that we can earn their 

gratitude. Our obligations are to the living. Still less can a performer please or move an 

inanimate object or an abstract idea. We owe them even less obligation. (Taurskin, 1995, pg. 

24) 

 

On the eve of the concert, I wrote the following about my goals: 

I am considering whether gestures will be understood, whether the way sections are being put 

together lends itself to a followable narrative in the case of Weber, an emotional journey in the 

case of Brahms. I am less sure how to, with words, articulate what I am trying to do with the 

Stravinsky. It seems more haphazard, the presentation and embrace of one character, 

juxtaposed against the next. (Journal entry, June 2016) 

 

My attitude at the time of the first concert was that the significant meaning of music is created 

in the act of performance, and its value derived from how it relates to its participants, instead 

of a textualist approach, with the sole meaning residing in the work itself. As demonstrated, 

this approach is both well supported and contested.  

 

Concert One: Analysis: 

The performance itself reflects these beliefs and values I held. The Brahms recording 

demonstrates considerable flexibility of timing, with variance found both on a larger scale 

between sections, and on a smaller scale with particular phrases, at times particular notes, 

being significantly faster or slower (e.g. in the first movement, bar 10, bar 55). Pitch and colour 

are used as expressive devices although not always successfully and this leads to occasional 

issues of intonation and unintended harshness of tone. The style is decidedly lyrical, often 
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conversational. The marked phrasing is often abandoned in favour of other phrasings, for 

example the final written D of bar 102 being separated from its stemming and joined instead 

to the return of the theme.  

 

Movement two continues with these features. Pitch, colour, and timing variations are all used 

as expressive tools in ways that are not strictly prescribed by the score (see bars 66-80). The 

Sostenuto section is considerably slower than the beginning. The final movement is the most 

conservative with timing variations, with the more constant pulse making the music feel more 

dancelike. However, the grazioso variation again demonstrates the liberty of particular notes 

being emphasised with time.  

 

The Stravinsky performance also demonstrate approaches which could be described as 

creative or indulgent. The first movement’s tempo is slower than marked, although this varies. 

Breath marks are used as opportunities for expression, with their lengths varying significantly. 

Despite the marking, the dynamic is not always piano, and the mood not always a strict 

tranquillo, although arguably overall this has been achieved.  

 

Movement two is taken slightly faster than marked at the beginning with a generally 

consistent speed, although the middle section is significantly slower and much more flexible 

than the notation suggests. Like the first movement, pauses are used variably for effect. The 

final section returns to the speed of the opening, this time with more flexibility (second last 

line). The third movement starts at around 160bpm as marked, however accelerates and most 

of the movement is spent around or above 170bpm. Pitch is used varied for expressive effect 

(bar 7), and articulations are varied, not necessarily consistent with what is marked. The final 

grace note is notably long. 

 

The Weber performance immediately demonstrates the same willingness to deliberately 

manipulate pitch, timing, and timbre beyond what is strictly prescribed by the text (bars 64-

73). The semiquavers of bars 122 and 123 are not even but instead push and pull through the 

run. Bars 129-142 demonstrate considerable variability of accent and timing. After more timing 

manipulation in the cadenza, the clarinet re-entry is at a much slower tempo. Tempo is 
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recovered several bars later, although this freedom is maintained until the end of the 

movement.  

 

Bars 7 and 8 of the second movement demonstrate a continuation of a willingness to alter the 

written phrasing. The movement in general is flexible with rhythm, with the poco piu 

animato’s semiquavers being very flexible. The section following is considerably slower, before 

returning to the original tempo to close.  

 

Of the whole concert, arguably the most freely interpreted is the Rondo. The opening four 

notes are taken out of tempo. The run at bars 13 and 14, while in tempo, is not even and has 

certain notes accentuated. The second-time bar demonstrates a significant variation of colour 

and bend of pitch on the second G. Bars 20-26 demonstrate huge variations of tempo, pitch, 

colour and articulation in a way that is not marked on the score. Bar 71 slows and comes to a 

halt before continuing. Bars 114-122 demonstrate added notes, and extreme flexibility of 

tempo. Bars 282-283 show a large unwritten ritenuto, with bar 287 showing more flexibility of 

timbre. The grace notes going into the D of bar 322 are not clean but variation of pitch gives an 

effect similar to that of a slide. 

 

Common themes throughout the recital include variability of timing, and variation of tone 

colour and pitch; in general, a tendency towards expression over consistency. At the time, I 

was of the belief that all of these were modern and personal indulgences and contrary to the 

will of the composers. Despite this I was satisfied that my goal to express my own thoughts 

and create an engaging experience for my listener was achieved. My decision to go against 

what I believed to be the composer’s intent was vindicated by stories of previous performers 

who had done the same.  
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Additional Example: Competition Experiences: 

 

While outside of the confines of this study’s experiments, the following competition 

engagements have been included to demonstrate interaction of the ideas core to this study in 

a situation outside of a controlled experimental recital.  

 

Between this recital and the next I had several performance engagements, many of which 

were in competition environments. This was not a new experience for me, however the 

knowledge I had gained of possible conflicting ideals affected the way I viewed the given 

feedback, as many of the judges’ comments demonstrated issues surrounding the 

communication of different musical approaches central to this project.  

 

During the announcement speech of a competition I was successful in, the juror explicitly 

communicated that they did not agree with many of the decisions I had made for the 

performance, particularly referencing the initial tempo and tempo variations that I employed. 

Nonetheless the judge announced that while these things were not according to their own 

taste, that they understood there were different acceptable approaches to those issues and 

deemed the performance convincing and worthy of the first place. 

 

This contrasts an experience I had receiving feedback from a judge following a performance of 

the Brahms Sonata for Clarinet and Piano no. 2, Opus 120, I. Allegro. According to this judge, 

the mood of the performance was wrong. It was too passionate, too forthright, the tempi 

wrong, and therefore did not reflect Brahms’ intentions. It was the Allegro Amabile of a young 

man and did not reflect the fact that Brahms was near the end of his life when he wrote the 

piece. This meant that the performance was fundamentally flawed. 

 

Each of these interactions illustrates the ideas of flexibility of performance options that Cook 

(2013) refers to. The first demonstrates a successful interaction of different performance 

mindsets, where a difference in desired outcome was able to be recognised and discussed and, 

importantly, the musical authority in question acknowledged that a different outcome to their 

own preference was possible and valid. The second interaction reflects the opposite of this, 
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where a musical authority deemed an approach invalid because it did not align with, firstly, 

their perception of how Brahms wanted the piece to go and, secondly, their philosophy that 

this perception should be the primary motivation driving performances of the work today.  

 

The judges mentioned above are both high-level performers and teachers. These stories have 

been included to discuss real-world interactions between the ideas of this paper, especially 

when one party is given a level of authority over another, as is the case in the relationship 

between competitor and judge. As demonstrated, the outcomes from this type of interaction 

can range from growth and appreciation of different approaches reflecting differences of 

philosophy to invalidation and marginalisation of competing ideals.  

 

Concert Two: Initial Preparation: 

 

My initial goal in this second concert was to perform these works in exactly the way I had been 

told the composers intended, based on the information I had acquired from years of working 

with different teachers across the world. This phenomenon of musical authorities propagating 

a conservative, literalist approach under the guise that it is loyal to the composer’s intent has 

been written about at length by various authors (Taruskin, 1995; Leech-Wilkinson, 2016). As a 

music student I had experienced the chastening to which these authors refer and until now 

had not challenged the source of these ideas. 

 

As I began exploring this approach, the lack of solid argument for the decisions I was making 

was a point of conflict within me. I held beliefs of how these pieces were ‘supposed’ to go 

based in years of tuition and working with particular artists – despite me not always executing 

these in my own performances. This was a set of ideas which had been presented to me as 

necessary for a ‘correct’ performance and, while I did not agree with them personally, for this 

concert I wanted to explore and understand this teaching in context of the modernist, neo-

classical approaches outlined by the authors listed above.  

 

This approach is characterised by several technical and conceptual markers. My own personal 

input to the pieces was not required. The goal of the performance was correct execution of the 
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work, primarily achieved through a strict textualist understanding of the piece. Service to the 

audience is understood to be best achieved by not disrupting expectations of how a piece 

“goes”. Opportunities to vary tempo beyond what is explicitly marked are very rare. Rhythmic 

interest is derived from consistency of tempo and literal execution of rhythm.  Musical lines 

are desired to be as smooth as possible, with smooth legato and matched articulations. Pitch is 

desired to be as consistent as possible and its manipulation is not a tool for expression.   

 

The prevalence of the approach I am discussing has academic precedent outside of my 

personal experience. The main themes bear close resemblance to the idea of textualist 

modernism as outlined by various experts (Leech-Wilkinson, 2016; Cook, 2013; Small, 1998; 

Taruskin, 1995; Goehr, 1992). Furthermore, the specific decisions guiding this concert are 

validated in light of the 2013 study The improvisatory approach to classical music performance 

(Dolan et al). In this, the authors distinguish between two approaches to performing music, 

one being “prepared” and the other “improvisatory”. The authors stress that the word 

improvisatory does not necessarily require the extemporisation of notes or changing the what 

of musical material but can also apply to an invention in how notated musical material is 

executed. Inherent to an “improvisatory” approach to established material is novelty and real-

time, within-performance decision-making; what they call a “prepared” approach values 

consistency and homogeneity. Technical markers of a prepared approach include more steady 

tempi, less rhythmic fluctuation, and less timbral variation. The overlap between Dolan’s 

prepared approach and the approach I was embracing for this second concert strengthens the 

argument for the prevalence of these ideas in modern performance practice.  

 

In August of 2016 I began my journey to successfully deliver a recital of the three pieces in 

question in this prepared/textualist, modernist style – a style foreign to the way I had 

performed in the past. My initial attempts to perform with this approach were fraught with 

difficulties. The importance given to matched over expressive articulation, smoothness of 

legato over outlining of contour, and evenness of rhythm especially in runs, required an 

examination of some aspects of my technique and illuminated areas in need of attention. 

Some of these changes were strict improvements of technique, while others were learning 

alternate methods of execution which better suited the desired stylistic outcome of the 

performance. 
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One such area concerned my tongue and articulation technique. In the past my articulation 

has been praised for its colour, expression and speed, although from different sources 

criticised for inconsistency. Until this point in my life I was employing a technique known to 

clarinettists as anchor tonguing. This was a technique that came naturally to me and when I 

was of a musical maturity to realise a difference, anchor tonguing was confirmed as a valid 

technique by several national and international level teachers.  

 

The difference between standard and anchor tonguing techniques is based on the orientation 

of the tongue and its relationship to the reed. In standard tonguing the tip of the tongue 

makes a minute movement to touch the tip of the reed with enough pressure to temporarily 

stop the sound to create articulation. With anchor tonguing, the tip of the tongue is instead 

“anchored” at the inside base of the bottom front teeth, and a part of the tongue about 2 cm 

down from the tip creates contact with a part of the reed just down from the tip. 

 

The validity of anchor tonguing is a contested topic among clarinettists I have encountered. 

What quickly became obvious to me was that anchor tonguing, while possessing a great deal 

of flexibility and ability to vary and express even in fast passages, was not the most effective 

technique to make the exact, same, consistent movements required of this concert’s 

approach. This was a humbling time for me as the fantastic articulated runs of the Weber 

Concerto No. 1, which I have performed many times with great drama, were relearned with a 

completely foreign tonguing technique. This process required a period of many weeks, 

spending hours a day slowly tonguing individual notes, breaking habits formed over years in 

favour of a different tongue movement.  

 

In another area of technique, the exacting requirements of rhythmically even and “clean” runs 

and leaps illuminated shortcomings in my finger technique. This concerned scalic passages 

which I could execute and had been playing for years, however always within the context of 

some timing variability in the name of expression. This variability and expression can be 

observed in the first concert’s recording, either a tiny lingering on a particular note, a 

gravitation towards a note of importance or a speeding-through for effect. Within this context 

my finger technique seemed adequate, a non-issue, however the process of playing these runs 
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within a strict rhythmic scheme revealed tiny imperfections that, without the presence of 

natural variability were noticeable and for myself, unacceptable (Journal entry, Sept 2016).  

 

This shortcoming led to an exploration of finger technique which I would not have otherwise 

undertaken, resulting in a realisation that my previous fingering technique involved a 

significant amount of change of shape of the fingers in the phalanges. Many hours in the 

practice room enabled me to correct this and resulted in my ability to maintain integrity of 

finger shape during finger movement, a change which has greatly increased my fingering speed 

and consistency. Unlike the changes I exacted to my articulation technique, which was 

choosing from two valid approaches which was more appropriate for the experiment, I see the 

change to my finger movement as a strict improvement of my technique. 

 

Concert Two: Musical approach: 

 

My attention was now focussed on capturing the idea of how these composers desired the 

pieces in question to be performed. Until this point I had not thoroughly read first hand 

sources of the composers. My perceptions of what the composer’s intentions were for these 

pieces had been formed over many years from interactions with teachers and judges like those 

discussed above: strict, literalist executions of the text, with consistency and form being valued 

over variation or personality. The expressive distortions that I regularly placed on my 

performances and heard in performances I loved were indulgences in my mind: 

misdemeanours which I relished but which would not be accepted by musical purists.   

 

This led to a period of several months where I prepared to perform in such a style. Alongside 

the technical changes as addressed above, I practised ensuring that tempi remained consistent 

between sections, that rhythms were executed precisely as marked, that articulations were 

matched rather than varied, phrases were smooth rather than nuanced, and tone colour was 

consistent. My mindset moved from that of creation of gesture and affect to focussing on strict 

execution of process. Tone variation was controlled by focus on a static lip position and tempo 

and timing variations were limited by focussing on a shorter rhythmic tactus (beat). Risk-

taking, novelty, and real-time decision making are not appropriate concepts in an approach 
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which does not value input of a performer beyond strict execution and were replaced by pre-

planned decisions and a real-time focus dedicated to consistency. This had the additional 

effect of making my different performances of a piece much more similar to each other.  

 

 

Concert Two: Emotional Impact: 

This intervention within my practice sessions impacted me in a way I did not expect. In the 

past my practice sessions consisted not only of technical work, but also personal introspection, 

constantly querying myself on how I felt a phrase should go, experimenting with how to use a 

phrase to exhibit and inspire a certain emotion and in general expressing my current mood and 

thoughts through the music I was exploring. During the months of this intervention however, 

this personal emotional outlet was removed and what remained were only questions of 

correct timing and tuning, along with decisions of how to ‘best’ execute the music in context of 

the rules I had set myself. Whereas previously a significant portion of my practice sessions was 

a form of personal expression, now my entire workload was concerned with what was correct 

and incorrect without interacting with anything I believed or felt.  

 

During this time, I found myself emotionally and mentally affected and began suffering from 

symptoms of mental illness in my day-to-day life as well as during practice. Feelings associated 

with anxiety and depression continued to develop before the day I broke down during a 

practice session and made a connection between these feelings and the intervention I was 

undertaking. Before this point it had not occurred to me the two might be related. This led to 

conversations with tutors and mental health professionals, and steps taken to find other 

avenues to use as emotional stabilisers during the duration of this project. While this 

significantly lessened the symptoms, these did not fully dissipate until after the concert itself. 

 

I began delivering performances in this style, firstly in university performance classes before 

faculty and peers, and later in public spaces. The adjustment required in mindset was radical, 

and throughout performances I would have to continually fight the urge to alter my planned 

performance into one more expressive and varied. My attention was occupied with continuous 
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subdivision of beats to ensure absolute evenness, and an attempt to keep my lips as still as 

possible to avoid undesired variations of tone colour.  

 

This resulted in performances with overwhelming differences from how I had performed just a 

few months before. The variation of feedback from these initial performances was truly 

shocking. From some sources I received extremely positive feedback, with one tutor 

commending the performance, praising that I was ‘finally’ playing in time, and applauding how 

improved my standard of performance was. For this tutor, the intervention should not be a 

mere experiment, but rather how I should perform from now on. The other type of feedback I 

received was confusion and disdain, for example one of my undergraduate colleagues: “Why 

are you playing like that? It’s not you anymore. Everything that made you expressive and 

interesting to listen to is gone”.  

 

It is difficult to explain the conflict I had when a performance which was an emotional struggle 

to deliver, after working to remove my personality from it, received such praise. Conversely, 

the same performance led to a discussion with a colleague of the intervention I was 

undertaking, its motivation, and how it was affecting my mental health. This student then 

confided in me that my experience, with its feelings of conflict, musical and personal 

repression, and effect on mental health mirrored their own experience as an undergraduate 

music student. They proceeded to discuss how, to them, music was a way to express 

themselves and create feeling within their audience and confided difficulties experienced in 

interactions with tertiary music tutors for whom this was not important and for whom validity 

was derived entirely from service to the composer, or a concept of how the work is supposed 

to go.  

 

Concert Two: Mental Confusion: 

 

I feel very lost in a world between historic performance, composer’s intentions, and the 

conventions of the clarinet community around me (Journal entry, April 2017) 

 



30 
 

Amidst these technique improvements and emotional interactions was my academic research 

outlining how the goals of literalist conceptions of time, evenness of tone and articulation and 

simplicity of phrase shape reflected the attitudes of the composers and the traditions of the 

time of composition. After all, this is what I had learned was correct from teachers over many 

years. 

 

I was unable to find convincing historic evidence to support this musical approach from historic 

or modern academic sources. Consistently these sources demonstrated agency of the 

performer and suggested a more flexible understanding of timings and tempi. Articulations, 

tone, and phrasing demonstrated in the recordings had significant contrasts to modern 

standards, a finding supported by other academics (Philip, 1992).  

 

[The literalist approach to Brahms Eb Sonata] is demonstrated in several modern recordings, 

and the tuition I have received from [several sources]… But it isn’t Brahms. And it isn’t me. So 

whose is it? (Journal entry, April 2017). 

 

These findings will be shown and discussed in more depth in a later chapter. It was at this 

point that I was confronted with the realisation that for years, what I had been shown as the 

correct, historically proven way to execute these works was not supported by historical 

sources. Years of criticism from outside sources for making inappropriate musical decisions 

were now conflicted with the suggestion that these indulgent misdemeanours of mine may 

have been accepted, encouraged, or even expected in an earlier era. This experience echoes 

the criticisms of policing of classical music performance by Leech-Wilkinson (2016) and 

Taruskin (1995).  

 

A question burned in my mind: “How had this happened?” How did one approach to music-

making reach a status of untouchability in the musical communities I had interacted with, 

claiming a basis of composer’s intent, yet so evidently divorced from the concept. I decided to 

perform the second concert in the style I had been working on for these months, to explore 

where this style had arisen from and to later execute a concert based on historical evidence as 

to the intent of these composers.  
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This phenomenon is referred to by Cook (2013) as he discusses one type of structuralist 

performance as adherence to an established performance tradition. This approach is 

exemplified by the words of Marcel Dupré: 

 

The interpreter must never allow his own personality to intrude. As soon as it penetrates, the 

work has been betrayed. By concealing himself sincerely before the character of the work in 

order to illuminate it, even more so before the personality of the composer, he serves the 

latter and confirms the authority of the work. (emphasis added) (Cook, 2013, p.15).  

 

This idea of service to the work as being supreme has strong parallels to the ideas of the 

regulatory work-concept as discussed by Goehr (1992). Central to this idea is the concept that 

the music takes on an authority of its own, and it is the performer’s task to reveal this without 

intrusion. Goehr discusses how this approach to performance of musical canon affects 

decisions regarding execution of the music. 

 

As a music student experiencing the effects of this regulatory work-concept, I was particularly 

attracted to these ideas as a way of explaining an invisible set of rules of what I was and was 

not “allowed” to do in these canonical works. On the surface, the work-concept seemed an 

explanation for the types of criticisms that I had heard for years, that certain musical decisions 

relating to tempo, timing, phrasing or expression were wrong – not for reasons of 

communication or expression of character or ideas, but because the work is simply not 

performed that way.  

 

What the regulative work-concept could not explain from my own experience was the scope of 

variety of what constitutes an accepted performance of a work in different contexts, 

depending on time and place. I had, for much of my performance career, felt constantly pulled 

between different schools of musical thought, represented by different musical authorities: 

teachers, institutions, recordings, judges and examiners. I sought to find an explanation for the 

cultural phenomenon whereby different musical authorities at different times would claim 
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intellectual and/or moral superiority for a particular musical approach which was observably 

not universally accepted. 

 

The idea of separating musical performances into those which are authentic to the work itself, 

and those which are not, seems dubious at best. Examining recordings of the Brahms Sonata 

for Clarinet and Piano, No. 2, Opus 120 I. Allegro Amabile by a large number of professional 

artists made apparent that an incredible variety of decisions of tempo, flexibility of timings, 

articulation, tone, use of vibrato, phrasing, and adherence to the score could be artistically and 

commercially viable. It seems absurd to argue a set of criteria which distinguishes appropriate 

performances from inappropriate among this list and if they are all appropriate, such that all 

these variations are acceptable, then the criteria for what makes a performance a faithful 

reproduction of the work is so flexible that it is not the invisible yet tangibly regulative force 

that has been discussed above. 

 

While authors have at length described how the idea of an acceptable performance of a work 

regulates performance of that work in a particular time or place (Cook, 2013; Small, 1998; 

Leech-Wilkinson, 2016; Taruskin, 1995), an ideal explanation will also describe how competing 

ideas of what is acceptable come about and are shared or changed. In his 1976 book The 

Selfish Gene Richard Dawkins proposes the idea of a meme as a replicator to describe cultural 

transmission and the evolution of ideas: 

 

We need a name for the new replicator, a noun that conveys the idea of a unit of cultural 

transmission, or a unit of imitation… Examples of memes are tunes, catch-phrases, clothes 

fashions, ways of making pots or of building arches… Memes propagate themselves in the 

meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via a process which, in the broad sense, can be called 

imitation. (Dawkins, 2006, p.192).  

 

The first example Dawkins gives of a meme is that of how a particular group of neighbouring 

songbirds off the coast of New Zealand would imitate the songs of their neighbours, but also 

how occasionally a variation or mistake of imitation would create a new invention, which itself 

would be shared and imitated. While further research should be conducted to examine if 

Dawkins’ meme concept is a useful descriptor of how work-concepts vary between time and 
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place, the meme concept has been useful to me in understanding the phenomenon of starkly 

varying, subjectively propagated musical ideas gaining dominance in different contexts. 

 

In light of Dawkins’ work, the literalist, conservative approach that I sought for this concert is 

affirmed as valuable, not as a reflection of historical values, but rather as an example of an 

evolved set of modern values which have influenced me through teachers, performers, and 

recordings during my career. Use of the word “evolved” does not suggest either an increase or 

decrease in quality or desirability, but rather highlights the notable change of musical values 

over time. This aligns closely with the concept of authenticity and its regulatory power, as 

described by Taruskin (1995).  

 

Concert Two: Analysis: 

 

Observable in the recording of the second performance is a great deal more consistency than 

in the first, with a significant reduction of variation in timing, pitch, timbre, and articulation. 

This begins with the Brahms first movement, which compared to the first recording, has far 

less rubato and less contrast of tempi between sections. The triplets of the second subject are 

noticeably more accurate in timing, with a simpler approach to tone.  

 

Instantly distinguishable from the video of the first performance is the lowered level of 

physical movement. This change was to aid in creating a steady tone as desired by this 

approach to these works, but also regardless of its effect on tone, a reduction in physical 

movement has often been a desired outcome for the same musical authorities which have in 

my experience advocated for the musical values exhibited here. 

 

The second movement of the Brahms continues to demonstrate a more metronomical 

approach to timings and longer phrases which value evenness over variation. Legato is 

smoother than the first performance, a mark of the fingering and embouchure changes which 

were made between the recitals. The third movement shows me struggling with the 

implications of having a steady lip – a measure I took to reduce variability of tone. By keeping 

my lip still, I removed a tool I otherwise rely on for intonation correction. This is most evident 
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in the fourth and fifth variations, which show me struggling to control pitch at extreme 

dynamic levels. This point can be illustrated by the Yehudi Menuhin clarinet guide, where Jack 

Brymer advocates the opposite of this approach – a flexible, variable tone colour and lip – 

partly to aid in intonation (Brymer, 1979).  

 

The first movement of the Stravinsky demonstrates a modern literalism via its steady tempo, 

evenness of tone, literal interpretation of sempre piano e tranquilo, and even treatment of 

breath marks. The second movement almost retains tempo throughout sections – the 

variation is minute compared to the first performance – and has far less rubato. The final 

movement also remains steady and prefers evenness of tone to varying pitch for expression, 

unlike the first performance.  

 

This Weber performance lies in stark contrast to the first with its consistency of speed and 

greatly reduced rubato. Tone is noticeably more consistent, with less use of variation in quality 

of sound or pitch. This is especially noticeable in the second movement’s poco piu animato 

which demonstrates metronomically even semiquavers, as opposed to the shaped 

semiquavers of the first performance. 

 

The process of this performance was an exercise in willpower, constantly suppressing desires 

to indulge, especially in terms of time manipulation. Phrases which I saw as having potential 

for great drama, expression, or emotional impact were, in the words of one faculty member 

“ploughed through with scant regard for what you naturally feel”. This is contrasted with 

feedback that the performance was entirely convincing and did not lack musical gesture or 

engagement. The performance and its recording polarised its audience between those who 

saw the recital as a successful execution of the works and those who were frustrated by a 

lower level of personal expression and musical freedom.  

 

My experience as performer in this project can be observed in a journal entry a week after the 

recital: 

The act of leaving behind this way of playing has been a great relief to me. I feel a choking 

darkness has lifted from around me. I feel more confident generally, and my colleagues and 
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faculty in the New Music Ensemble have marvelled at an increased freedom and authority in 

my improvisation. I feel happy again. (Journal entry, May 2017) 

 

Concert Three: 

 

Earlier it was mentioned that research into the history of these pieces revealed stark 

differences between the information I had received during a decade of musical studies and 

first-hand accounts of the composers, writings by the composers, and historical recordings. 

Having devoted a concert to the literalist, conservative style I had been told by various musical 

authorities is the ‘correct’ interpretation of these pieces, I now turned to historic sources.  

 

The reason for this turn to historic sources was not a desire to conclusively decide on a correct 

way of performing these works, but rather to understand differences to other styles of 

performance. Whether or not the composer’s intent should have any influence on how we 

perform these works today is an artistic decision, and one that is contested, as discussed 

earlier. In my effort to explore and compare valid performance options, I proposed that the 

final concert should concern itself with issues surrounding the composer’s intent. 

 

I encountered three main problems while researching this. The first concerns wrong 

information, and the bewilderment which arose from the constant reminders that much of 

what I had been taught as historic truth was not based on historic evidence. The second 

concerns missing information, described by Sherman in the book Performing Brahms: “Gaps in 

the evidence will keep us arguing, and the evidence we do have is less straightforward a 

matter than we might hope” (Sherman, 2003, p.1). A common example of this is when a 

composer or another party would comment on a performance, much of the applicability of 

those comments is obscured as the performance being referred to is no longer available. The 

final problem concerns contradictory information and is perhaps best demonstrated in 

writings around Igor Stravinsky’s Three Pieces for Clarinet Solo. In Miles Ishigaki’s dissertation A 

Study of Comparative Interpretations of the Three Pieces for Clarinet Solo by Igor Stravinsky, he 

writes: 
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Through his varied experiences, [Leon] Russianoff has heard many different ideas from fine 

musicians concerning the interpretation of Stravinsky’s Three Pieces. All of these musicians 

claimed two things: they had met or known Stravinsky personally; and they knew of the specific 

interpretation Stravinsky preferred for the Three Pieces. This later claim amuses Russianoff 

because each interpretation was very different. Either Stravinsky was terribly fickle, or these 

stories lacked validity. (Ishigaki, 1988, p.50).  

 

These issues make the task of constructing a performance which can claim to be ‘as the 

composer intended’ impossible. In his book Early Recordings and Musical Style Philip cautions 

against those who would make such a claim:  

 

The problem for anyone aiming at ‘authentic’ Elgar, or Bartok, or Rachmaninoff, is that the real 

thing is no longer available. Time, taste, habits, and every aspect of performance practice have 

moved on... The only authenticity available to us consists in creating performances which work 

now, not performances which supposedly worked for the composer. (Philip, 1992, p.240). 

 

Nonetheless it is of extreme interest to an investigation of interpretive options to explore what 

options existed in the past, even (or especially) if these options have since fallen out of musical 

fashion or acceptance. Finson wrote of pre-1900 performance practice, “The practice consists 

not so much of rigid requirements as of flexible strategies manipulated to express the view of a 

particular artist” (Finson, as found in Lawson, 1998, p.78). In this light, the third recital should 

be seen as the performer exploring the flexible strategies which various sources suggest were 

desired or expected at the time of composition of these works. 

 

Philip (1992) describes in detail the differences between “volatile, energetic, flexible, 

vigorously projected in broad outline but rhythmically informal in detail” early twentieth 

century performances and “modern performances [which] are, by comparison, accurate, 

orderly, restrained, deliberate, and even in emphasis.” He goes on to argue that written 

descriptions of nineteenth century performances give us ample reason to believe that the 

former has strong links to nineteenth century performance practice. He sums up the main 

difference as earlier performances demonstrating greater freedom of tempo, greater variation 

of rhythm, greater variation of colour and an attitude of expression to be valued over 
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perfection: “The precision and clarity of each note is less important than the shape and 

progress of the music as a whole” (Philip, 1992).  

 

Early clarinet recordings reinforce Philip’s points while offering examples of what these ideas 

might sound like in the clarinet repertoire. The Clarinet: Historical Recordings volumes I and II 

(1993 and 1994) exhibit a wide range of clarinettists from the early twentieth century. Themes 

Philip discusses – informality and looseness, greater rhythmic freedom, and greater variation 

of quality of sound – can be found throughout these volumes. Vibrato and nuanced variations 

of pitch for expression are demonstrated by some artists and avoided by others.  

 

Academic research suggests Brahms’ personal beliefs towards different interpretive options 

were more relaxed than my personal interactions would suggest. In Performing Brahms 

Sherman states, “Brahms was more concerned with a performer’s ability to convey musical 

content than with adherence to specific performance practices.” Sherman gives an example of 

this, “[Brahms] once praised a performance that ended his last ‘Serious Song’ dim. and p as the 

score indicates; yet he also praised a performance that ended it fff.” 

 

Lawson details Brahms’ love of the diverse tone colours and flexibility of expression which 

were possible on the clarinet. Brahms’ praise of these qualities in Muhfield’s playing is well 

documented, however he was scathing of those who, in his mind, lacked them: 

 

You have never heard such a clarinet player as they have there in Muhfield. He is absolutely the 

best I know. At all events this art has, for various reasons, deteriorated very much. The clarinet 

players in Vienna and many other places are fairly good in orchestra, but solo they give no-one 

real pleasure (Brahms, cited in Lawson, 1998, p.98). 

 

As to exactly why Brahms disparaged the orchestral clarinettists of the time we can only 

speculate. We know from different sources that Muhfield’s playing was not universally 

admired, rather his style was controversial (Lawson, 1998). He used a liberal and pronounced 

vibrato and was criticised for tone and expression that was heavy and overly dominant 
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(Lawson, 1998). Like the violinist Joachim, we know Brahms appreciated Muhfield’s 

exceptional artistry and musicianship (Sherman, 2003).  

 

Brahms advocated for very liberal treatment of rhythm and tempi. He was sceptical of putting 

metronome marks on his works, instead insisting that intelligent musicians would vary the 

tempo of a work between performances (Avins, 2003, p.21). It was common at the time for 

individual thematic subjects in Sonata form to have separate tempi from each other, with 

transitional passages being especially unstable (Lawson, 1998). Fanny Davies provides a first-

hand account of Brahms’ playing, describing it as free and expansive, with a high level of 

rubato, “< [crescendo] and > [decrescendo] signs were applied not only to tone but rhythm 

also. [Brahms] would linger, not on one note alone, but on one idea, as if unable to tear 

himself away from its beauty. He would prefer to lengthen a bar or phrase rather than spoil it 

by making up the time into a metronomic bar” (Davies as cited in Lawson, 1998, p.76). 

 

In describing his own project to perform Brahms historically, removed from modern 

performance practice, Finson writes: 

 

Moreover, use of short phrasing units, rubato, and tempo modification lent rhetorical variety to 

individual themes and heightened dramatic contrasts to whole movements which realized the 

expressive potential in Brahms’ music and revealed the presence of emotional qualities seldom 

heard in the rather mechanical performances we normally hear (Finson, quoted in Lawson, 

1998, p.78). 

 

Later in his career, Stravinsky wrote extensively on his neo-classical attitudes towards strict 

and literal execution of music in An Autobiography (1936) and Poetics of Music in the Form of 

Six Lessons (1947). The Three Pieces, however, come from an earlier era – finished in 

November of 1918 according to Vera Stravinsky and Robert Craft in Stravinsky: In Pictures and 

Documents (1978) despite the often given 1919 date. The same source writes that it was a 

time in Stravinsky’s life when he was experimenting with ragtime, polka, waltzes and tangos.  
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Ishigaki (1988) discusses the Three Pieces as part of a transitionary, experimental phase of 

Stravinsky’s career, linking the ‘Russian’ period characterised by the large ballets with his neo-

classical writings and later works. Ishigaki points out that several works by Stravinsky during 

this period – L’histoire du soldat, Berceuses du chat, Ragtime for Eleven Instruments – include 

jazz and classical elements, while also featuring the clarinet, an instrument whose technical 

and expressive capacity enables it to inhabit both worlds.  

 

Ishigaki goes on to say Stravinsky did confirm in conversation with Edward Evans that the 

Three Pieces had jazz roots, claiming they were inspired by Sidney Bechet’s Characteristic 

Blues. This is perplexing given Bechet did not tour Europe until 1919 and did not record the 

song until 1937. There are other discrepancies and contradictions in Stravinsky’s writings 

about jazz influences which obscure our ability to conclusively assert the extent of jazz 

influence in the Three Pieces (Ishigaki, 1988).  

 

The confusion which arises from the wide variation between first-hand accounts of how 

Stravinsky wanted these pieces has already been mentioned. One of the main points of 

contention is what level of freedom exists in tempo, rubato and pause duration. To add to this, 

conversations with writer, conductor, and confidant of Stravinsky, Robert Craft, reveal that, at 

least at one point, Stravinsky liked the third movement extremely fast (Ishigaki, 1988, p.93). 

How this relates to the composer’s strict instructions on the work itself that "metronome 

marks are to be strictly adhered to” we are left to speculate.  

 

Being the most separated by history, much of what we know concerning Weber is biographical 

information or requires missing performances for context. Nonetheless, Chen in his thesis 

Clarinet Music of Weber outlines what we know of the man: famous for his work as an opera 

composer, Weber’s heart-stirring melodies and originality of effects were part of a new era of 

dramatic musical composition. He joked with and pushed the existing rules of the artform and 

exploited the sound spectrum of developing instruments and new virtuosic possibilities (Chen, 

1999). 
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Weber’s friend, the clarinettist Baermann, was much celebrated for his combination of French 

fluency and technique, and German tone and expression (Chen, 1999). Beyond this, details of 

Baermann’s performance practice are difficult to ascertain. We do know that Weber thought 

very highly of Baermann’s technique, however when he was asked to comment on another 

clarinettist – that of Hermstedt – he advised Hermstedt to listen to singers to improve his 

interpretation (Chen, 1999). We could speculate that this implies Baermann’s own 

performance style overlapped with vocalists of the time. 

 

Chen describes how the relationship between the two men reveals some of Weber’s opinions 

on the relationship between composer and performer. The composition of Weber’s pieces 

written for Baermann was shared between Weber himself and the clarinettist (Weston, 1971). 

For example, of the famous Sylvana Variations, some of the variations were written by Weber 

and some by Baermann. Baermann rewrote the clarinet parts of some of Weber’s variations. 

Beyond this, Weber was content with performers rewriting notes if they cannot be performed 

without detriment to the expression (Warrack, 1976, p.317). These facts suggest that Weber 

was not overly insistent on strict adherence to his own score and allowed for or even expected 

the influence of the performer. 

 

One further insight we have into Weber’s expectations for his own works comes from his 

writing on tempo variation: 

 

The beat (the tempo) must not be a tyrannically restrictive or impulsive mill-hammer, but must 

be to the piece of music what the pulse is to the life of a man... There is no slow tempo in which 

there are not places needing a faster motion… There is no presto which does not equally 

demand more relaxed playing in certain places so as not to remove the means of expression 

through over-enthusiasm (Weber, cited in Warrack, 1976, p.317). 

 

This idea that tempo and rubato are flexible and guided by musical character is supported by 

Turk’s Klavierschule, a document first published in 1789 which forms suggestions of 

performance practice for piano players of the time (Turk cited in Chen, 1999).   
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These sources are less a prescription of how these works should be performed, but rather 

deliver an impression of the musical language common to the day. This musical language 

consistently seems more inclusive and open than the one I have been speaking in both 

previous recitals for this study. While I found no examples of things I do today that were 

frowned upon by these composers, there are several aspects of flexibility – primarily 

surrounding tone quality and tempo variation – that have since fallen out of favour. This 

experience supports the assertions of various authors (Leech-Wilkinson, 2016; Taruskin, 1995).  

 

Rubato, vibrato, dislocation. After a year of focus on lip and tempo stability in the name of an 

invisible but very present influence, I am now actively seeking variation in lip and tempo… In 

the name of ‘composer’s intent’. This seems backwards to me, as the tools I am currently 

embracing in the name of Brahms are elements I have been told in the past to avoid, also in the 

name of Brahms (Journal entry, July 2017). 

 

The incorporation of this flexibility into my practice and performance had significant 

implications on my technique, musical decision-making, and mental approach. The technical 

changes concerned altering my lip technique to be more flexible to allow space for vibrato and 

tone variation – the opposite of practicing lip stability in the name of evenness of tone for the 

last recital. Musical decision-making included a move away from the metronomical subdivision 

I had practiced for the last concert and towards one of tempo being driven by character, and 

rubato being encouraged.  Changes in mental approach involved a move away from perfection 

of notes and form and towards, “the shape and progress of the music as a whole” (Philip, 

1992). Finally, this approach required creative input, ideas, and engagement from me as 

performer and artist, a large departure from the ideals of service and self-effacement of the 

previous concert.  

 

Many of these concepts overlap again with the aforementioned paper by Dolan et al. (2013). In 

describing their definition of an improvisatory approach, the authors state that improvisatory 

performers “all have basic plans that are renegotiated in real time during performance, 

producing unique musical outcomes on every occasion” (Dolan et al., 2013). These “basic 

plans” seem to bear resemblance to this concert’s goal of “flexible strategies, manipulated to 

express the view of a particular artist” (Finson, as found in Lawson, 1998, p.78). Technical 

markers of the approaches also align, with Dolan et al. describing the results of an 
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improvisatory approach as demonstrating greater tempo and dynamic fluctuation and 

periodicity, greater timbre variation, less conventional gestures, a longer tactus (or a less strict 

beat), a decrease of attention to short term details and an increased role of intuition.  

 

The process of attaining vibrato and flexibility of tone production was initially a point of 

frustration. My first step was to approach clarinettists around me, inquiring of their own 

vibrato. However, for most, vibrato was not something they had considered in Western art 

clarinet music, and for those who did, or those who experimented with it in jazz contexts, they 

often did not know or know how to communicate how they created these effects. It seemed to 

me like the cultural tendency to avoid the technique had hindered clarity and insight into how 

to execute it. 

 

Further research led me to Jack Brymer’s book on clarinet history and technique (Brymer, 

1979). Philip (1992) comments that Brymer was unusual in his generation for his use of 

vibrato, which makes his chapter here a valuable resource on the topic. In it, Brymer advocates 

the expressive qualities and added flexibility of intonation available with the technique and 

suggests three ways of achieving this effect – through varying lip position and/or pressure, 

varying throat position, and variation of air pressure. These were all places I had been taught 

to keep as steady as possible in the past. The suggested technique was foreign to what I had 

been taught as correct clarinet technique for years, and the process of relearning my basic 

clarinet embouchure (technique of lips and tongue) was frustrating and humbling. 

 

The added tools of pitch and tone expression and permissibility of tempo and timing variations 

came with feelings of guilt and self-chastening as well as feelings of liberation and delight: 

 

Freedom and guilt. Lost in liberty. 

 

I have a complex about bar 8 of the Brahms. Every time I take time there I feel guilty, and hear 

the voice in that masterclass, a voice of disappointment, frustration, and insistence that it could 

not go like that. Despite the research I have done to understand this approach, there is still a 

remnant of feeling self-indulgent. 
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I am though, having a ball. The tools of pitch expression have added incredible possibilities. I 

still feel inept when using pitch for expression and have been talking to string players about 

different approaches to vibrato. I have been singing a lot of Brahms to look for guidance of 

what sounds and feels natural for rubato and timing variations (Journal entry, Sept 2017). 

 

 

I decided to present the concert itself in the form of a lecture-recital. The experience I had of 

being astounded by the level of artistic liberty demonstrated by early twentieth century 

recordings, historic writings, and modern academic sources was one I felt compelled to share 

with my audience. I wanted to make clear that the many aspects of this performance contrary 

to modern performance practice were not merely my own fancies, nor an arrogant 

prescription of how these pieces “should” go, but rather a reflection of the musical tools and 

language present at the time of composition, with my personal artistry filling in the 

considerable creative space which we cannot account for. This was communicated through 

brief summaries of relevant research, a page of quotes by the composers delivered as 

programme notes as shown in appendix one, and by playing a recording of Reginald Kell and 

the Busch Quartet performing the Brahms Clarinet Quintet, Opus 115, I. Allegro. This recording 

was chosen as it demonstrates many of the aspects supported by the rest of the research and 

has the added benefit that Adolf Busch studied at Cologne Conservatory under students of 

Brahms’ close friend Joseph Joachim (Lawson, 1998, p.79).  

 

Concert Three: Analysis: 

 

The effects of these ideas are immediately evident in the performance. The Brahms 

demonstrates a slower base tempo, hugely increased variation of tempo, increased elasticity in 

moments of rubato, a tight, pronounced vibrato, and greater variety of tone and articulation 

colour. The result is a performance which is more varied and less unified, consisting of strong 

and vividly contrasted characters. Phrases are more varied and nuanced than the other two 

recitals and demonstrate a conversational, almost vocal style, at the expense of smoothness 

and consistency of phrasing. The rhythmic freedom and improvisational style creates several 
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moments which can either be criticised as sloppy ensemble or described as a stylistic 

dislocation of parts evidenced in many older recordings (Philip, 1992).  

 

The Stravinsky performance continues to utilise tools of tone and timing variation to create 

vivid characters and a conversational style. While vibrato is not specifically utilised, there is a 

notable increase of tone and articulation variation from the second concert. Uneven pauses 

and flexible timing aid creation of an introspective mystery in the first movement. The second 

movement immediately demonstrates a willingness to push and pull to enhance, not a singular 

character of the movement, or even one to reflect the ABA form, but a character which shifts 

moment to moment. The third movement demonstrates the (contested) jazz influence of the 

work through variations of pitch, articulation, and emphasis. 

 

The Weber performance takes the concept of character-driven musical decisions to the 

extreme. Tempi of different sections demonstrate significant variation and are chosen to 

match the desired character of the moment rather than creating a unified experience. Rubato 

is used liberally to heighten drama, and prescribed rhythms are often more approximated than 

executed. These, and the related ideas of flexible tone colour, pitch, and vibrato, as well as an 

expanded and less consistent array of articulations result in a more conversational, vocal style 

which values nuance, bold characters, and an element of unpredictability. This creates a 

performance which scorns formality and literalness of execution in favour of personalised, 

expressive storytelling.  

 

This concert was by far the most enjoyable I have performed. The before-forbidden tools 

which I embraced created worlds of possibilities. The artistic agency to leave behind modern 

performance practice rules and explore the depth of characters possible in these pieces was an 

unparalleled delight. Post-recital I wrote, “I feel so energised and not at all drained. I feel 

relentlessly positive, and while I know things were wrong they do not weigh on me like they 

usually would. I feel ready to go again” (Journal entry, September 2017).  

 

I believe a major factor in my greatly increased enjoyment and confidence of this recital was 

the opportunity to explicitly outline the reasons for the decisions I was making. I knew that, 
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execution aside, the artistic decisions the concert was founded in, while not the only possible 

conclusions, were well defended. This completely removed the possibility for the type of 

criticism which I had for years received. Criticisms of over-indulgence, of incorrect tempi, of 

over-use of rubato, of too variable a tone (in truth, of departure from modern performance 

practice) I knew were not relevant after I had outlined exactly why I was embracing these 

features in this concert. I did not realise the impact that fear had had on my performance until 

it was absent and when the stress of being labelled as incorrect or unmusical was removed, I 

thrived. This experience supports the work of various authors on the constraining effect of 

modern performance practice (Taruskin, 1995; Cook, 2013; Leech-Wilkinson, 2016).   

 

The “wrong things” in execution consisted of some elements outside of my control, such as 

keyholes which were flooding, meaning several entries did not immediately speak. Others 

were no doubt due to my relative freshness to many of the techniques demonstrated – for 

example, performing with another artist when metronomical consistency is the goal is very 

different to aligning constantly changing tempi and flexibility of rhythm. On reflection of the 

recording, I immediately have thoughts on how to more convincingly execute variations of 

tone colour and vibrato, a sign that these techniques will take more time to master. 

 

Both in the moment and on reviewing the recording, these flaws did not affect me as much as 

they had previously. While reviewing the performance of the first concert a year earlier, I 

wrote “I am filled with incredible levels of shame and embarrassment at every flaw, pangs of 

guilt with every imperfection” (Journal entry, August 2016). However, leading up to this last 

performance I had found myself immersed in evidence which implies values of perfectionism 

were not always held (Philip, 1992; Leech-Wilkinson, 2016). On reviewing the final 

performance, while I was annoyed by mistakes, they did not invoke the same levels of shame, 

embarrassment, or guilt. This further supports the arguments of different academics on the 

possible harmful effects of a culture of conservative perfectionism (Leech-Wilkinson, 2016).  

 

An example of how cultural norms can shape how we listen is the audience’s reaction to the 

recording played before the recital – Reginald Kell and the Busch Quartet’s Brahms Clarinet 

Quintet first movement. Reactions were polarised between those who were clarinettists and 

those who were not: clarinettists in the room confided how they were challenged by the level 
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of timing variation and especially tone variation and vibrato demonstrated by the recording. 

For them it was obviously controversial. For other instrumentalists in the room it was not 

immediately clear why I was playing the recording – for them the level of timing variation was 

noticeable but not controversial, and the vibrato displayed by the clarinettist entirely natural 

and appropriate.  

 

Conclusion: 

This project began with a desire to explore and understand the differences between valid 

alternative approaches to these three core pieces of the clarinet repertoire. This started with a 

summary of historic and modern perspectives on the disagreements between types of 

musicians, and differences between approaches. Summarising several accomplished 

academics demonstrates that the fundamental difference between approaches is a question of 

agency, an issue of where and when meaning is created, and differences of opinion of the 

relationship between composer, score, and performer. It was then examined how these 

fundamental differences could affect both what decisions are left to the performer in 

preparation and performance and how these decisions are made.  

 

The project then turned to exploring how these different approaches are realised in context of 

a tertiary level musician. This involved understanding the implications different approaches 

have on clarinet technique and decisions of musical execution, resulting in recordings and 

discussions of three vividly contrasting performances of the same works. This process revealed 

inconsistencies within one approach and discussed how Richard Dawkins’ concept of a meme 

as a replicator of ideas and meaning might be used to explain how a conservative, textualist 

approach has gained dominance in many areas of musical interaction.  

 

Throughout these musical experiments I was using myself as a test subject, documenting how 

my initial approach and interventions taken affected both myself as an artist and interactions 

with those around me. Impacts on clarinet technique were discussed, along with various 

required adaptations. Mental health, both my own and that of those around me, was raised as 

a potential issue in relation to questions of agency, expression, and perfectionism. Positive 

interactions with musical authorities encouraging diversity were contrasted with interactions 

which led to marginalisation or invalidation of a less fashionable musical approach. 
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An important part of this project’s conclusion is found in the recordings themselves, as they 

are the evidence of the final performance output created after the documented research and 

various interventions. Further, the recordings and this paper join a body of literature by 

academics asserting that changing values of agency affects technical process, mindset, musical 

output and audience response (Dolan et al, 2013).  

 

This leads to the most pertinent finding of this study, which is the added value my ability as a 

performer gained from, firstly, interaction with a wide range of musical ideas – those natural 

and those previously foreign to me – and, secondly, an honest and provocative exploration 

into where the assumptions of these viewpoints derive. Such insights have significant potential 

for the development of pedagogy which develops students of widely ranging cultural, creative, 

and personal backgrounds.  

 

The second contribution of this study is the original link between contesting musical 

approaches and Dawkins’ notion of a meme. Understanding different musical styles as the 

result of years of mutation of different ideas as they respond to different cultural pressures 

explains how and why we have clashes of musical belief, how these vary in different times and 

places, and raises awareness of validity of approaches different to one’s own.  

 

Central to this project was the idea of overcoming technical and musical challenges posed by 

varying approaches to these three core pieces of clarinet repertoire. Despite the fact I had 

performed these pieces many times before, the new values and subsequent requirements of 

the second and third recitals led me to explore my technique and musical communication skills 

in a way that I otherwise would not have. This process has seen me increase facility in my 

fingers, explore another method of articulation, and train embouchure styles both steadier 

and more flexible. Further, the recitals required an exploration of a consistent, steady rhythmic 

scheme without variation, as well as experimenting with how far rhythmic freedom could be 

pushed before it lost coherence. The benefits of this study on my ability as a clarinettist and a 

musical communicator can be observed in the testimony of the three recordings.  
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Different interactions have suggested a policing by musical authorities (Leech-Wilkinson, 

2016), using premises of moral or ethical responsibility, or professional responsibility and 

advice on how to find employment as different ways music students have been guided 

towards a particular performance style. “This is how the piece goes” can become “if you want 

to win this audition, this is how the piece goes” or “if you want to score highly, this is how the 

piece goes”.  

 

Daniel Leech-Wilkinson has argued that the dominance of a conservative, literalist culture in 

Western art music can lead to mental health issues and stress as arising from different fears, of 

being called unmusical, and of being less-than-perfect (Leech-Wilkinson, 2016). This is 

supported by my documented experience. Furthermore, this project has suggested that, for 

myself, a change from musical practice and performance being a process which engages 

personality, individuality and emotional expression to one which spurns these for a predefined 

notion of what a piece should be can negatively impact the mental health of an individual. 

Informal interactions with a wide range of musicians suggest that this problem is not limited to 

me or my immediate professional circles. Further research should be undertaken to explore if 

this problem is more widespread.  

 

I foresee a criticism of this study being its autoethnographic nature, that the issues it deals 

with are viewed through the contextual and circumstantial lens of my own experience. I want 

to instead offer this as the largest strength and most significant contribution of this project. 

The issues discussed in this paper have been disputed for centuries. They also exist as a very 

real influence in individuals’ lives, an influence which, as demonstrated, has implications for 

mental health, professional relationships, identity, and artistic outputs. Understanding the link 

between these issues and their impact on individuals is imperative if we as a tertiary music 

community are serious about fostering an environment which protects “the right of all persons 

to freely experience and contribute to artistic expressions and creations, through individual or 

joint practice, to have access to and enjoy the arts, and to disseminate their expressions and 

creations” (United Nations statement on human rights and the right to culture and artistic 

freedom, 2013).  

 



49 
 

Am I an artist? Is there something within me that, in some tiny way, adds to what we call 

‘humanity’? I believe yes. Even if that is false, then if the worn, clichéd heart on my tattered 

sleeve is at all relatable for any other human, then that itself is the highest calling that I as a 

performer have, that any performer has – to grasp their humanity and splatter it on a canvas 

(Journal entry, April 2017).  
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APPENDIX ONE: THIRD CONCERT PROGRAMME NOTES: 

 

Johannes Brahms: Sonata for Clarinet and Piano Opus 120 no. 2 in Eb major 

Brahms: “Play it how you want; but make it beautiful.”  

Brahms: [when asked about marking tempi and tempi fluctuations] “they are superfluous 

indications. If you don’t feel it, etc...” The quote Brahms was referencing is widely thought to 

be Goethe’s Faust: 

Unless you feel it, vain will be your chase;  
Unless it pour from the very soul 

  And with powerful primeval joy  
Compel the hearts of all who hearken  
 

Brahms: “I advise you to steer clear of [metronome markings], for intelligent people will pay 

little attention to your painstaking labour and will not use it.” 

Brahms: “I can quite easily start you on a subscription for metronome markings. You pay me a 

tidy sum and each week I deliver to you different numbers; for with normal people, they 

cannot remain valid for more than a week!” 

Brahms: “I myself have never believed that my blood and a mechanical instrument go well 

together.” 

Igor Stravinsky: Three Pieces for Solo Clarinet 

Stravinsky: “I haven’t understood a bar of music in my life, but I have felt it.” 

Stravinsky: “I consider that music is, by its very nature, essentially powerless to express 

anything at all, whether a feeling, an attitude of mind, or psychological mood, a phenomenon 

of nature, etc … Expression has never been an inherent property of music. That is by no means 

the purpose of its existence.” 

Stravinsky: “The idea of execution implies the strict putting into effect of an explicit will that 

contains nothing beyond what it specifically commands. It is the conflict of these two 

principles – execution and interpretation – that is at the root of all the errors, all the sins, all 

the misunderstandings that interpose themselves between the musical work and the listener, 

and prevent a faithful transmission of its message.” 
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Carl Maria von Weber: Concerto for Clarinet and Orchestra no. 1 in F minor, Opus 73 

Weber: “The beat (the tempo) must not be a tyrannically restrictive or impulsive mill-hammer, 

but must be to the piece of music what the pulse is to the life of a man... There is no slow 

tempo in which there are not places needing a faster motion… There is no presto which does 

not equally demand more relaxed playing in certain places so as not to remove the means of 

expression through over-enthusiasm.” 

Carl Baermann: “Even if the tone possesses all those characteristics, [but] lacks inner life – the 

‘divine spark’ intrinsic to man as a guarantee of his destiny, ‘the soul’ – then all effort and 

striving is of no avail, for this frigid music cannot be touched by the fire of Prometheus.” 

Weber: “[Music is] to the arts and to mankind what love is to man. For it is actually love itself, 

the purest, most ethereal language of the emotions, containing all their changing colours in 

every variety of shading and in thousands of aspects; true only once, but to be understood 

simultaneously by thousands of differently constituted listeners.” 

Cook, N. (1990). Music, imagination, and culture. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Lawson, C. (1998). Brahms clarinet quintet. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Musgrave, M. et al. (2003). Performing Brahms. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Ringer, A. (ed.) (1990). The early romantic era. Hampshire: Macmillan Press.  
Stravinsky, I. (1947). Poetics of music in the form of six lessons. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press. 
Stravinsky, I. (1936). An autobiography. London: Simon and Schuster Inc.  
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