Exploding Method: A New Scholars Symposium

20th September 2007, Goldsmiths College

How does a historian deal with sound? A discussion paper
Jenny Nex, Curator of Musical Instruments, Royal College of Music & doctoral student, Sociology Department, Goldsmiths College

· Abstract

Hearing is one of our five main senses, along with sight, smell, touch and taste.  We use a combination of these senses in order to experience and understand the world around us.  For the historian, and the social historian in particular, an exploration of how people of previous generations experienced life though their senses can be fruitful, if challenging.  Sound is a difficult medium to research due to its temporal nature and the fact that it is only recently that the technology to capture sound has existed.  The sounds in which we are immersed are the result of a combination of nature and culture: birdsong, the weather, engine noise, the iPod.  This short paper explores some of the methods historians can use and some of the tools they can wield while attempting to gain an understanding of sound and, more specifically, organised sound: music.  While the sources at our disposal include written texts, both in terms of notation and commentary, recordings from the last century, musical instruments and visual representations of musical activities, we can never know exactly what it was like to experience the music of the past with the ears of contemporary listeners.  We must also be careful how we use these pieces of evidence to reconstruct sound worlds of earlier generations as each has their strengths and weaknesses.  However, we can use these tools to get as close as possible, while acknowledging that our interpretations and the resulting performances of music are as much located in the twenty-first century as in the period under investigation.

Please see accompanying Power Point file for the illustrations and audio examples referred to as ‘slide x’ in the text.  If you use ‘view slide show’, then the audio examples should work by clicking on the speaker icons.  If you are using the editing screen, then left-click on the icon and click on ‘play sound’.
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Sound is all around us. It is very hard to escape from it, and yet we are not always consciously aware of it.  Sound is a product of both nature and the culture or society in which we live.  Today in Britain, we live with the constant hum of motors, on the roads and in the air, in our homes and gardens.  There are also persistent sounds in nature, such as the splashing of a fast-moving stream or the wind in the trees, as well as more intermittent sounds including birdsong or the rumble of thunder.  At a more personal level, we each live with the sounds of our own bodies, our heartbeats and breathing.   Then, there is organised sound: music.  How we should define what music actually is has been and will continue to be debated by musicologists, musicians and composers.  John Cage has taken this question to its logical extreme with his 4’33”, where the performer sits silently at the piano and everyone listens to the ambient sounds.
  Perhaps the only productive way of deciding whether something is music or not is to examine the intentions of either the composer or the performer.  If the composer or musician intends something to be music, then it is music.  Other sounds, such as bird song, are therefore not actually music, even though they may be musical.
The biggest challenge faced by anyone exploring sound is its temporal nature – we can’t stop it and examine it in freeze-frame without loosing the flow and the structure which are so important for our reactions to it.  We can examine it on paper or in our imaginations, but this is still not the same as hearing a live performance. Until the invention of recording technology we couldn’t repeat exactly the same performance ad libitum, and there are those who would argue that even now the background noises, and even our own moods, change the experience of listening to that same recording.  Furthermore, we don’t really know how music sounded before the advent of recording techniques, although we do have evidence to help us suggest possible answers.
As we are based in the 21st century, it is inevitable that we approach studying the past with 21st-century eyes, ears and brains.  We can look at a painting from an earlier period, or examine a sculpture or a piece of furniture, but as well as enjoying the work for its aesthetic value alone, we should also ask ourselves what the object meant for the people who made it or first used it.  This is equally true for music.  It is not likely that works which were shocking or provocative when new, such as Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, will have the same effect on an audience today, but we don’t fully appreciate what Stravinsky was doing and the culture in which he worked unless we realise that there were riots at the first performance.  Context is crucial to our understanding of musical events.

But what did audiences actually hear?  The notes on the page are an indication, but any musician will know that they are far from being the full story.  Written music is like the sinopia to the fresco, the floor plan to the completed building, the recipe to the cake – they are each representative of what the finished product will be but need a significant amount of interpretation from a knowledgeable and skilled practitioner if the desired ends are to be achieved.  Musical notation is an approximation of the actual sound.  Rhythm, dynamics, even pitch are all shown to a degree, but all are open to interpretation.  We come to it with out 20th- and 21st-century education, desires, habitus, which are different from those of people in 17th-century Italy, 18th-century France and 19th-century Russia.  Therefore, the historian needs to explore as much evidence as they can find if they want to suggest what the sound worlds of previous generations could have been like.  Until recently, musicians and musicologists interested in music of the past would seek an ‘authentic performance’; now, we have ‘historically informed’ performances.  Perhaps this change in terminology says it all – today we acknowledge that we will never actually get there, and can never be completely ‘authentic’ (if we can ever know what that truly is) but that it is interesting and productive to explore the options and to strive to get as close as possible.  There are a range of sources available which can be used to uncover musical history, all of which have their strengths and weaknesses.  The three main types will now be briefly explored in turn.

· Musical notation

Many musical traditions are oral, passed on from generation to generation by ear, so there is rarely any written evidence of how it was performed by earlier generations.  This is true of types of folk music, jazz, and anything improvisatory.  There is probably something left in modern versions of tunes and songs, but each generation and each individual makes the music their own, so it is hard to tell how the music sounded even two generations before.  This is true of early western music as well.  Although the Greeks used a basic notation from c400BC, the system we use today can be shown to have developed from the 9th century.  Initially systems were representative, with short lines or neumes used to suggest the shape of the tune, mostly as an aide memoire for those who would need to have a significant number of pieces in their repertoire [see slide 2].  This developed via square notation, mensural notation and various other types [see slides 3 & 4] into the notation we use today where basic pitches, rhythms, dynamics and moods are visually represented by notes on the stave together with accompanying symbols and words.
  However, there is still a great deal of room for interpretation, particularly in pre-nineteenth century sources where less information is given since individuals would have known the style and therefore what was implied without it being specifically noted.  Inconsistencies in autograph manuscripts can also necessitate decision making by musicians or editors.  For example, in the opening section of Haydn’s string quartet Opus 64 number 1 [see slide 5], there are a number of inconsistencies in phrasing which the modern editor has chosen to make more uniform so that players do not have to make these decisions themselves.  Presumably the editor has looked at alternative sources (such as early printed editions) which the modern player would not have at their disposal and has therefore offered an informed interpretation of Haydn’s own manuscript.
Even using standard modern notation, the subtle nuances which make the music musical are impossible to notate in sufficient detail.  For example, there are 2 quavers in a crotchet [see slide 6].  For a note half way between the two in length there is a dotted quaver.  For a note half way between the dotted quaver and crotchet there is the double-dotted quaver.
  But how far can we take this?  It becomes impossible to read if the system is too complicated.  Also, we have no simple notation for the length of note between the quaver and the dotted quaver.
  Therefore, notation gives an approximation and it is up to the performer to decide on anything more subtle.  Some modern composers have explored more abstract forms of notation [see slide 7] but such systems need just as much interpretation as conventional notation, so we are still no closer to being able to reconstruct the composer’s intentions.
  Does this matter?  On one level perhaps not,
 but it is hard to see how we can understand how music has developed and changed within its variety of contexts if we can’t find a convincing way of interpreting notation.

· Recordings

Musicologists have begun to explore early recordings as sources of performance practice traditions from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
  Yet these too must be treated with care and a number of factors should be taken into account when using them as evidence.  Firstly, there are the conditions under which the recording was made: was it in a studio, concert hall or elsewhere and was it a ‘live’ performance or is it made up of numerous ‘takes’ edited together?  Particularly for earlier recordings, these conditions would have had an impact on how the performers were able to play.  Initially, crowded round a single microphone, perhaps with a modified ensemble in order to get a balanced sound with the recording equipment available, musicians may have been hampered in performing in the same manner they would have employed in a concert.  Some even had to learn new instruments to try to get a better result.  Stroh invented a special type of violin, replacing the traditional wooden body with a diaphragm and horn in order better to direct the sound to the microphone.
  Secondly, the recording equipment itself and how it picks up sound impacts on what we later hear, particularly at the upper and lower ends of the audible spectrum.  Thirdly, the original reproduction equipment could not only change what was heard but also damage the physical object on which the recording was stored, thus affecting later playing.  Fourthly, if we are now listening on modern equipment, someone has intervened and ‘digitally re-mastered’ the old recording onto and into a format we can now access.  Finally there is our own sound equipment, the cd player or iPod, through which we are hearing the music.
  What discipline would rely on evidence which has been through five processes, where what was actually done at each stage has not necessarily been stated, on which to build their arguments?

Having said that, sometimes an early recording can be invaluable where it has captured a sound to which we no longer have access, thus providing an aural glimpse through a frosted glass window.  For example, there is available a recording of Alessandro Moreschi, the last castrato to sing at the Vatican in Rome and the only one to have made recordings.  Since castration is no longer socially acceptable in the West, we are likely not to have any more of these voices in the Western musical tradition, but they were hugely popular in the 17th and 18th centuries and a great deal of important repertoire was written for them.  As well as the sound of the voice itself, this recording is an example of how singing has changed stylistically in the course of a century.  [Slide 7, click on speaker icon: Luigi Adelga, Domine Salvum Fac Pontificem Nostrum Leonem
]
· Musical instruments

It is tempting to think that a surviving old musical instrument will be able to give us a better idea of the sound worlds of earlier generations and how music was actually played.  Unfortunately here too there are bear pits into which the unwary musical traveller can fall.  Very few instruments remain in an original condition and in playing order.  Those that do survive in playing condition have necessarily been updated and altered as they have travelled through time and possibly also from place to place.  For example, on a harpsichord new strings would be needed to replace broken ones and the person making the replacements wouldn’t always replace like with like.  If a different sound was wanted, whole sets of strings could be replaced to fit the instrument to the latest taste.
  Structural damage may occur either by accidents befalling the instrument or by the tension of the strings simply pulling it apart.  Any repairs, particularly those undertaken by uninformed persons, would also have an impact on the sound.

As well as instruments which have remained in use and been updated, there are those which have been ‘restored’ having fallen out of use.  Here, more major interventions are often necessary and are dependent on the knowledge and intentions of the repairer and/or the owner.  As a result, the instrument becomes as much a product of the period of its repair as of the period of its origin.  Unfortunately, restoration processes also usually destroy evidence of how the instrument was beforehand and therefore deprive future generations of some evidence which could be important to later scholars.  On the other hand, making replicas does not destroy original evidence and can give an idea of how the original instrument once sounded.  Critics of this say that the copy is a product of the materials used as well as the hands of the modern maker, but that is true of restorations as well.  At least with replicas new ideas can be explored without damaging artefacts.  

Concert organisers can also have an impact on the resulting sound world.  It is not enough simply to have a harpsichord to make a performance ‘historically informed’ or ‘authentic’.  There are many different types of harpsichord, each from its own place and time.  The same is true for most other instrument types, to a greater or lesser extent.  For example, playing music by Haydn on a 1799 Broadwood piano made in London is very different from playing it on an 1821 Viennese instrument [see slide 9]
.  Therefore, the level to which the concert organiser or musician chooses to take their concept of informed performance has a major impact on the result.

As well as the problem of the instruments themselves, there is the challenge of learning to play them.  Often both the playing and building traditions have moved such a long way from the old to the modern instrument that playing on the older version is in essence learning to play a completely different instrument.  The challenge for modern players is to avoid simply applying their modern technique to the old instrument and instead to explore what the instrument itself tells them, with reference to written sources including technical treaties when they exist. There are some extremely useful examples, such as J J Quantz’s volume On Playing the Flute published in 1752
 and Leopold Mozart’s Treaties on the Fundamental Art of Violin Playing of 1756.

· Conclusions

With all these potential problems, can the historian ever be really sure that what they are doing creates a real, ‘authentic’ view of the sound worlds of earlier generations?  Probably not, but this is true for all activities undertaken by historians.  This is why new history books continue to be written – history is the interpretation of information from the past and musical historians must also interpret their evidence.  Each source used must be cross-examined, its strengths and weaknesses explored and a case built using triangulation and grounded techniques.  It is crucial that we stop destroying evidence by undertaking inappropriate restorations of instruments, even though we are tempted to hear how the might sound.  Museums should examine their policies with care and visitors need to be educated as to what museums are for – why do we expect to see a clock or a steam engine working, but tend not to want to eat our breakfast from a Roman bowl or our dinner from an 18th-century Meissen service?  We must enable the historians of the future to access no less evidence than we have at our disposal today.  Then, we may be able to get closer to the sound worlds we have lost and perhaps to discover new ones.

To close, I would like you to listen to three excerpts from the same piece played by three different ensembles to see what you think.  The piece is La Réjouissance from Handel’s Music for the Royal Fireworks.  It was written to celebrate the peace of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1749 and considerably more evidence survives about its early performances than exists for most other pieces.
  There are various different orchestrations, some undertaken by Handel, others not, and there were numerous different performances in which he was involved.  How do we decide what we should do now and which performance is ‘better’?
[Slide 10: click on each speaker icon in turn]
Firstly a strings only version played by a modern orchestra


Capella Istropolitan, Bohdan Warchal, 1988, Naxos 8.550109
Secondly a version on period instruments but with a relatively small ensemble


English Baroque soloists, John Eliot Gardiner, 1983, Philips 411 122-2
Finally, the complete movement using the original scoring for the first performance in Green Park, which was followed by the fireworks display: 9 trumpets, 9 horns, 24 oboes, 11 bassoons, 1 contrabassoon and 3 pairs of kettle drums as well as an unspecified number of side drums.

King’s Consort, Robert King, 1989, Hyperion CDA66350
� Cage composed 4’33” in 1952.  It grew from his interest in Indian, Japanese and Chinese cultures and is an exploration of intended and unintended sound.  Chance creates sounds more original than any composer can, as well as a totally unique experience.  See Stanley Sadie, ed (2001) The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd edition (London: Macmillan), v 4, 796–804.





� Vesna svyashchennaya, Le sacre du printemps, or The Rite of Spring was premiered in Paris in 1913.  It is a matter of some debate as to whether the riot was a reaction to the music, to the choreographer, the theatre manager or the hot weather.  In any case, the piece has developed a mythological status in musical circles, both for its musical imagery and rhythms and for its socio-political context.  See Stanley Sadie, ed (2001) The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd edition (London: Macmillan), v 24, 534–6.


� Examples of notation from Willi Apel (1953), The Notation of Polyphonic Music, 900–1600 (Cambridge, MA: The Mediaeval Academy of America).





� The dot adds half of the value of the note after which it sits. A dotted crotchet would therefore be a crotchet plus a quaver (half a crotchet), making a total of 1.5 crotchets or 3 quavers in length.  Thanks to Dr Chirs Nex for providing the notes.





� This could be notated as a quaver tied to a demi-semi quaver, which is not very easy to read.





� Examples of notation from John Cage (1969), Notations (West Glover, VT: Something Else Press Inc).





� Cage would probably say not – he deliberately made notation ambiguous so that performers were involved in a process of musical exploration or discovery.  While there would be some similarities between performances, each would be substantially different, depending on the performer’s interpretations.  Sadie (2001), v 4, 798.





� See, for example, Daniel Leech Wilkinson (2001), ‘Using recordings to study musical performance’, Aural History: Essays on Recorded Sound (London: The British Library National Sound Archive), 1–13.





� This instrument can be heard at � HYPERLINK "http://www.strohviolin-shop.com/film.html" ��www.strohviolin-shop.com/film.html�.





� See Jonathan Sterne (2003), The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham & London: Duke University Press).





� Musicology!





� Alessandro Moreschi, The Last Castrato: Complete Vatican Recordings (1902 & 1904), Pearl, OPAL CD 9823.





� For example, the harpsichord originally made by Alessandro Trasuntino in 1531 now in the Museum at the Royal College of Music originally had 2 sets of strings, one sounding at normal 8-foot pitch and the other an octave higher at 4-foot pitch.  Sometime in the instrument’s history, probably in the 17th century, the 4-ft strings were replaced with a second set of 8-ft strings, thus changing the sound of the instrument.  See � HYPERLINK "http://www.cph.rcm.ac.uk" ��www.cph.rcm.ac.uk�. 





� for audio examples see � HYPERLINK "http://www.cph.rcm.ac.uk/Catalogues/keyboard%20catalogue/Piano%20index.htm" ��http://www.cph.rcm.ac.uk/Catalogues/keyboard%20catalogue/Piano%20index.htm� and click on ‘audio example’ for each instrument.





� Johann Joachim Quantz (1752), Versuch einer anweisung die Flöte traversiere zu spielen, published as On Playing  the Flute , tr. Edward R Reilly (London: Faber & Faber, 1966).





� Leopold Mozart (1756), Versuch einer gründlichen Violinschule, published as A Treaties on the Fundamental Principles of Violin Playing, tr. Edith Knocker (Oxford: OUP, 1985).





� See, for example, the sleeve notes to the King’s Consort recording, Hyperion CDA66350.
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