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‘People often complain that music is too 

ambiguous, that what they should think when 

they hear it is so unclear, whereas everyone 

understands words. With me, it is exactly the 

opposite, and not only with regard to an entire 

speech but also with individual words. These, 

too, seem to me so ambiguous, so vague, so 

easily misunderstood in comparison to 

genuine music, which fills the soul with a 

thousand things better than words. The 

thoughts which are expressed to me by music 

that I love are not too indefinite to be put into 

words, but on the contrary, too definite.’ 

 

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy,  

Letter to Marc-André Souchay, 

October 15, 1842 
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INTO THE PROJECT 
 

The performer’s creative space 
 The music is behind the notes, not under them. As Arthur Nikisch once said, “You 

can play these notes as you would a typewriter; but where is the music? The music is behind 

the notes. The sense of the music is that when you open the score, the spirit of the music 

comes out the other side of the ledger, not from this side.” You have to open the music, so to 

speak, and see what‟s behind the notes because the notes are the same whether is the music of 

Bach or someone else. But behind the notes something different is told and that‟s what the 

interpreter must find out. […] It is important for the musician to learn as much about the 

composer as possible and to study the music he has written. […] Equally important is that the 

musician must immerse himself in the cultural period that produced the work he studies and 

plays. He should be acquainted with the painting, poetry, and music of the time – all music, 

not just piano repertoire. (Vladimir Horowitz)1 

 
 Sometimes, but not often, I deviate totally from the composer‟s marks because I‟m 

not convinced that a section comes through firmly or clearly enough, and I believe I‟m 

justified in doing so. (Vladimir Ashkenazy)2 

 
 In my view, the interpreter should function in three capacities: as curator of a 

museum, as executor of a will, and as obstetrician. The job of the curator is a „historical‟ one; 

he compares the text of the work with the original sources and familiarizes himself with the 

textual conventions and performing habits of the period. In doing so, he will discover that it is 

not enough to „observe the letter‟ […]. At this point the curator hands over to the executor, 

who realises that it is his own breath which revives the breath of the composer, and who is 

aware that emotions and ears, instruments and concert halls have changed since the 

composer‟s day. The executor must not only have the ability to project the music of the past 

into the present, but also a faculty for reopening the gates of the past, for making what was 

new in its time seem new once again. […] If fortune smiles, the „moral‟ function of the 

executor will be complemented by the „magical‟ function of the obstetrician. It is he who 

protects the performance from the cold touch of finality, who leads the music back to its 

origin: the work, so it seems, is brought to life by the hands of the player. The immediacy of 

such a feat renders pointless any discussion about the merits and demerits of tradition. From a 

carefully nurtured foundation springs spontaneity. (Alfred Brendel)3 

 

 These sentences bear witness to three possible approaches to 

practising and performing. They suggest three different answers to a 

fundamental question in the context of Western art music 

performance: what is the musical work a performer should play?  

 Nikisch‟s advice, as reported by Horowitz, suggests the most 

important aspect of a musical work is not the score but, rather, 

                                                 
1
 In Mach (1980: 115-116). 

2
 In Mach (1980: 23). 

3
 In Brendel (2001: 302-303). 
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something lying behind it. In order to see what is behind the notes, a 

performer must not only employ her imagination. She also has to 

study the life and works of the composer and immerse herself in the 

cultural period of which the composition she plays is a product. 

Knowledge of the context allows the performer to become closer to 

the composer‟s world and, consequently, to better understand the 

music behind the score. From this, it might be inferred that the 

performer‟s task is not simply to translate the score into sound but, 

rather, to understand and convey the ideas the composer wanted to 

express and which could only partially be represented through musical 

notation. 

 Ashkenazy‟s sentence expresses a different viewpoint. A 

musician forms an opinion about the composition she plays. If her 

ideas are contradicted by the composer‟s instructions at times, she can 

consider the possibility of ignoring those instructions. Such a view 

confers a greater creative responsibility to the performer. It seems to 

assume a performance is an artistic product in its own right, to a 

certain extent different from the composition as written by the 

composer. Since the performer is the creator of this particular work of 

art, departure from the score is possible if she is convinced it improves 

the value of her product.  

 Brendel‟s comparisons suggest a third approach to performing. 

Respect of the composer‟s text is mandatory; however the score needs 

to be understood. This is possible only if one knows the performance 

conventions it implies. Furthermore, the score is the repository of the 

composer‟s will. By playing it, a performer becomes the executor of 

that will. However, she cannot merely execute it but should transform 

it into something alive, able to speak to and be appreciated by the 

public of today. With these sentences, Brendel seems to give a crucial 

importance to the score: the function of the performer is to understand, 

execute and enliven it. Brendel does not explicitly refer to some 

abstract concept such as the composer‟s idea, understood as what the 

composer had in mind but could not reproduce by means of musical 

signs. The composition the composer has put on paper is what the 

performer has to play. 
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 In the actual practice, these three approaches are by no means 

mutually exclusive. To understand this, it suffices to think of the 

above-mentioned outstanding artists. In his essays, Brendel (2001) 

proves to know the cultural context of each composition he plays very 

well. Horowitz comes from a performance tradition in which the 

composer‟s instructions are not considered as literally as they are 

today. Ashkenazy specifies in the above sentence that although he 

deviates from the composer‟s markings, he does so „not often‟; 

consequently, when he does not deviate from the score, he would 

probably adopt an approach sharing at least some commonalities with 

those of his colleagues. 

 It is very difficult to imagine that one of the mentioned 

attitudes towards a musical work could be adopted exclusively: what a 

performer knows about the historical context of the work she plays is 

likely to somehow influence her interpretation and composers‟ marks 

are sometimes so ambiguous and unclear that one might be tempted to 

ignore them and establish one‟s own performance instructions. 

However, since the present dissertation aims at consistently dealing 

with musical works, a choice between these different attitudes has to 

be made. Such a choice is necessary in order to determine a research 

method. Indeed, if I considered the musical work as what the 

composer had in mind – i.e., the music behind the score which is the 

product of a human being and, more broadly, of an epoch – I would 

collect any information which could help me to come as close as 

possible to this abstract content. If, instead, what mattered was only 

the sounds I produced, then I would probably record and analyse 

them. Eventually, if the musical work was only what is written in the 

score, I would focus on the performer‟s instructions. Also, I could 

consider a musical work as, for example, the composer‟s musical idea 

partially conveyed through musical signs the realisation of which 

happens in performance. In this case, my method would include all 

three strategies just mentioned. Yet the fact that my choice will 

determine my research method does not justify why in this dissertation 

I need to take an exclusive ontological standing point.  
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 My need to determine what I consider as a musical work from 

the beginning depends on my research interest. Although my inquiry 

deals with musical works, they are not its focus; nor is its main 

concern the interpretation of a composition. Broadly stated, this 

research aims at exploring the way in which a performer, by drawing 

mainly on her musical practice, can consistently write about intangible 

sound parameters of a composition. The words „intangible sound 

parameters‟ evoke something broad and imprecise. Therefore, 

without, at least, a clear and exclusive definition of „composition‟, a 

consistent text about this subject would be a dream rather than a goal.  

 As a performer of Western art music, the sound parameters I 

am referring to are those of the compositions I play. In order to 

efficaciously carry out my investigation, I first need a definition of 

composition which clearly sets the boundaries between what the 

performer is and is not allowed to do in realising those sound 

parameters. 

 Out of the three approaches which simultaneously play an 

important role in the actual musical practice, two are not appropriate 

for the kind of research I intend to conduct. If one accepts that there is 

something behind the score, call it the music or the composer‟s idea, 

which matters more than the score itself, then an exploration focused 

on the many possible translations of a score into sound would appear 

out of context. It would be much more useful to understand this 

„something‟ behind the score and try to realise it.  

 My undertaking makes much more sense if one allows the 

performer the freedom to modify or ignore the composer‟s 

instructions. Indeed, since the performer has a huge creative 

responsibility, she needs to be aware of all the possibilities she has at 

her disposal. However, this approach is the weakest of the three. Many 

of the composer‟s instructions have to be followed, otherwise the 

composition would be no longer recognizable. Therefore, the fact that 

the performer ignores some of the score‟s indications does not tell us 

anything about her attitude towards the instructions she does follow.  

 The remaining view, exemplified by Brendel‟s scenario, offers 

the necessary balance. It recognizes the score as crucial. After all, is 
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not the score a more reliable document than some abstract idea the 

composer might have thought but could not express by means of 

musical signs? All score‟s instructions have to be understood and 

followed. Nevertheless, the score, by its nature, yields a certain 

freedom to the performer. It is in this free space granted to the 

performer where my investigation takes place. 

 As a performer, I sympathize with Brendel‟s ideas. Among the 

three views expounded above, it is the closest to my own beliefs. 

However, its formulation is not precise enough to be used as a basis 

for my research project. Indeed, it is hard to infer from such phrases as 

„it is his own breath which revives the breath of the composer‟ or „the 

work, so it seems, is brought to life by the hands of the player‟ what 

the boundaries are between what freedom is allowed to the performer 

and what  not.  

 Inspiring thoughts are frequent in performers‟ writings and 

talks. Precisely formulated ideas are however more likely to be found 

in texts by people professionally dealing with words rather than with 

notes. In the academic literature, a view close to my own beliefs as a 

performer is nicely verbalised by the art philosopher Stephen Davies. 

Those familiar with his writings are probably surprised by my 

reference to him. Indeed, he endorses the position that „the features 

crucial to a work of art‟s nature depend on its relation to its setting, 

especially to its art-historical location‟ (Davies 2001: 72). Therefore, 

one could be induced to imagine that a performer should deeply know 

all aspects fundamental to the work‟s identity if she aims at playing it 

correctly: for example, the composer‟s life and background, socio-

historical context and so on. However, Davies‟ concern in this regard 

is mainly ontological. When discussing this issue, he just aims to 

determine what makes a composition the one it is. He suggests: 

 
 If two composers independently indicate the same performed sound structure in 

different musico-historical contexts, they write different works. Where these composers 

belong to different times or cultures, then their musico-historical situations differ. If a mid-

twentieth century composer „indicated‟ a work that sounded when performed accurately just 

like one of J.S.Bach‟s Brandenburg Concertos, it would not be the same piece as Bach‟s 

because many of its artistic properties would differ from those of Bach‟s concertos. The 

modern work would be conservative and mannered in its use of an outdated style and in its 

reliance on ancient instruments, such as the harpsichord. It would be replete with quotations 
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of and reference to Baroque mannerisms and idioms. It would be expressively understated. It 

would be significant for all the possibilities and techniques – for instance, dodecaphonism, 

electronic synthesis, metric irregularities, melodic fragmentation – that it deliberately 

excludes. Bach‟s Brandenburgs have no such properties, of course. (Neither does the 

Postmodern „Brandenburg‟ of an early twenty-first-century artist, which is self-conscious and 

witty in its appropriation of a past style.) This is relevant to the identities of the works in 

question; characteristics of these sorts contribute significantly to a piece‟s being the one it is 

(74). 

 

 According to Davies, in order to rightly appreciate a 

composition, a listener has to know its musical historical context. The 

issue is somehow different if one aims at faithfully performing a 

musical work. This activity is a matter of following the composer‟s 

instructions and knowing the performance practice (for example, the 

instruments for which a composition was written) and the notational 

conventions of the composer‟s time. However, not all instructions are 

mandatory but only those which are, by convention, work 

determinative. It is important to emphasise that: 

 
  [w]hether an intention issues in an instruction that must be obeyed, as against a 

recommendation that might be ignored by the performer, is not a matter of the strength with 

which the composer wills that intention. It is, rather, a consequence of what the social practice 

allows the composer and performer to do (211-212). 

 

 By convention, work determinative instructions are those 

written down by the composer in the score. As musicians know, 

musical signs cannot exhaustively instruct the performer about the 

realisation of all sound aspects. Some of these are, as Davies writes, 

underdetermined by the notation. If pitch is a sound parameter which 

is generally fully determined by musical signs, sound intensity is 

underdetermined. For example, the only prescription the dynamic 

indication f provides beyond controversy is not to play as softly or as 

loudly as possible (since f is not ff). Beyond this, every performer 

knows that the ways of playing forte are infinite. The dynamic f is 

contingent upon the musical context in which it is found, the style of 

the composition, the kind of instrument for which it was written, and 

so on. Even though the range of possible realisations can sometimes 

seem quite narrow, infinite variation is still possible within this range.  

 The composer can complement her score by advice on how to 

play the work or, better, if she is also a (good) performer, further 
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clarifying what she has in mind by recording the piece. However, in 

Davies‟ view, these particular kinds of instructions are not mandatory. 

The reason for this is that „[m]usic remains a performance art that, as 

such, conventionally allows that, in establishing the piece‟s properties, 

the composer permits interpretative freedom to the performer‟ (211). 

Furthermore, if the goal of a performance would be to reproduce 

exactly what a composer has in mind, one seems to exclude the 

possibility of any performance. Indeed, in this case, as Davies writes, 

„[a]t best, a performance could only gesture towards the work by 

playing an approximation that is roughly and inadequately captured by 

its score‟ (210).  

 Davies‟ ideas offer a frame in which I can develop my artistic 

inquiry. Without excluding other approaches to the score,
4
 he defines 

what a performer has to do in order to faithfully instance a musical 

work: i.e., to follow the composer‟s instructions contained in the score 

and to know the performance practice and notational conventions of 

the composer‟s time. However, „[e]ven if all the composer‟s 

determinative indications are followed to the letter, many matters that 

must be settled in generating a performance are not covered by them, 

being left to the performer‟ (209). These matters that must be settled 

by her belong therefore to the field in which she is free to express her 

creativity, the field I call in the title of this dissertation the 

„performer‟s creative space‟. My research investigates that area of a 

musical work in which performers make choices. 

 

On performance choices 

 Before proceeding, I would like to make a digression in order 

to avoid any further possible misunderstanding. When performers 

make choices, they apply some criteria. Such criteria ought not 

necessarily to be the results of a profound and rigorous reflection on 

the musical work. Sometimes they can even be impossible to 

verbalise. For example, after trying out different possible realisations 

                                                 
4
 Indeed, it has to be noticed that Davies does not write that to listen to a composer‟s 

recording is useless but, rather, that what the composer proposes as a performance is 

not mandatory.  
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of a given passage, a pianist can opt for a particular one just because it 

sounds better. The simple fact that the performer perceives a particular 

realisation as „sounding better‟ already indicates the application of 

criteria, even if she is not always able to express them by means of 

words or, simply, does not feel the need to struggle to describe them.  

 Although criteria for making performance choices could be an 

interesting object of investigation, they are not considered in this 

research. My inquiry focuses on the sound aspects of a musical work 

which are necessarily underdetermined by the score. It aims to map 

the possibilities a performer has at her disposal relative to the 

realisation of those aspects. The criteria performers can apply in order 

to choose between the possibilities I map are not the concern of this 

dissertation. Nor is it my concern to discover the reasons which can 

induce a performer to consider certain realisations of underdetermined 

sound aspects as inappropriate to a given composition. 

 Sometimes, in the case studies I examine, I give examples of 

how my maps can work. In order to do so, I inevitably need to apply 

criteria to choose one path among the many I propose. In those cases, 

however, I avoid any judgement about the value of the criteria I 

employ and I do not explain the reasons behind them. As I explain in 

the following paragraphs, I act in this way since I do not think this 

dissertation be the appropriate place for such explanations. 

 During my learning process, I develop my own view of the 

compositions I play, ideas about them which reach far beyond the 

solutions to practical issues described in this dissertation. For 

example, I form an opinion about the emotional expressivity of the 

works, the character of each musical event, the meanings the pieces 

should convey, the atmosphere that could be created through a 

performance, and so on. These personal ideas could be expressed 

through words, forming what Levinson (1993) would call critical 

interpretation and Davies (2003) descriptive interpretation. Although 

my descriptive interpretations of the compositions I study inform my 

practice, to express them in the context of this dissertation would be 

problematic. In my text, I attempt to give an honest and rigorous 

account of my artistic practice: „honest‟ since I describe what can 
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really happen during my learning process; „rigorous‟ since, even 

though the content of this dissertation derives from my personal 

experience, what I write could be verified at the keyboard by anybody 

who plays the piano proficiently. To expound my descriptive 

interpretations of the composition I examine and to claim them as the 

basis of my performance choices would be equally honest, since it 

represents what I truly believe. However, it would not be rigorous, 

since my assertions could not be verified. As Levinson (1993) and 

Davies (2003) argue, there is no one-to-one relation between any 

verbalised interpretation of a musical work and the way in which it is 

played; Levinson and Davies call the latter performative 

interpretation. Indeed, „[d]ifferent performative interpretations might 

be equally consistent with and illustrative of a given descriptive 

interpretation of the work, and different descriptive interpretations 

might be compatible with and exemplify a single performative 

interpretation‟ (Davies 2003: 255). Since these two kinds of 

interpretation of a composition „are logically distinct sorts of things‟ 

(Levinson 1993: 36), I can never prove my verbally expressible ideas 

are at the basis of my performance choices. 

 This does not mean that my verbally expressible ideas about 

the compositions are bound to remain mute and „secret‟. There are 

other contexts in which their articulation would not only be suitable 

but might even be desirable: a piano lesson, for example. This 

particular context for knowledge dissemination has conventions 

different from those of an academic text. In a piano lesson, there is 

generally only one receiver at a time: the student. Furthermore, the 

information has to be selected according to the following, largely 

utilitarian, criterion: good advice is that which helps the student play 

better. In this context, to speak about any idea, musical or not, which 

can inspire or inform a performance is legitimate; such ideas feed the 

student‟s imagination whether or not they are rigorous and can be 

verified or contextualized. What matters, instead, is the power of the 

teacher‟s utterances to inspire the student and stimulate her own 

personal journey of further discovery through practice. 
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Mapping the infinite 

 In the above digression, I throw out words like „map‟ and 

„path‟. One might see a contradiction between the metaphoric 

meaning of these words and my previous defence of the performer‟s 

creative space. If the performer is free to express her imagination, 

does it make sense to map it?  

 Looking back at the origin of my research, I can affirm that the 

very infinity of choices a performer has at her disposal (which, after 

all, is what makes musical practice so exciting an activity) is my 

source of concern. To be more precise, such concerns especially 

regard recent music. It is true that also in earlier compositions a 

performer is free to decide about countless, though subtle, sound 

aspects. However, music written until the beginning of the twentieth 

century, which for a pianist as I am is almost synonymous with tonal 

music, has certain peculiarities that offer points of reference in 

imagining how many aspects underdetermined by the score can be 

realised. Tonal harmony is a goal-directed system; successions of 

chords produce tension and release which should be emphasised by a 

certain way of playing. The melodic material is organized in phrases 

whose contour suggests ideas about the sound to employ, slight 

variations in dynamics and tempo, and so on. These general points of 

reference are obviously absent in recent musical languages no longer 

governed by tonal principles and in contemporary compositions no 

longer organized by a more or less directly perceivable syntax. Before 

starting this research, I was overwhelmed by the innumerable different 

executions the score of a contemporary composition, even if 

meticulously notated, allowed. My interest was not to find criteria for 

limiting performance choices but, rather, to better define the 

possibilities. I would like to clarify this point by employing a 

metaphor. Imagine being in the middle of a huge, sprawling city. 

Suppose you have no map and nothing in the city is indicated; there 

are neither road signs, nor signboards before the buildings. 

Furthermore the city has neither public transportation nor taxis and the 

inhabitants speak a language you cannot understand; in other words, 

there is nothing you can consider as a point of reference. You have to 
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spend three hours in this city. You know there are many interesting 

sights to visit but you do not know where they are. You are only told 

that if every three minutes you change directions and walk in the new 

direction for at least one minute you can witness amazing sights; by 

following this indication many interesting routes are possible. Without 

any other information you will never find all which you are interested 

in. Before starting my research, I experienced a contemporary score in 

an analogous way. The only advice you receive in the city was almost 

like an indication in the score. A piano score, even if meticulously 

notated, can give precise indications only about pitch and rhythm. 

Other characteristics, like attack, articulation, sound quality and subtle 

differences in intensity and duration between the notes, are 

underdetermined by the score. These aspects are extremely important. 

They are part of the music, they confer to it a specific character and, 

furthermore, they are crucial in distinguishing a great performance 

from a simply good one; as Benson (2003) wrote, „it is precisely what 

is not to be found in the score that we often most value‟ (84-85). The 

amazing sightseeing experience was like a good performance of the 

composition; indeed, by following the same indication many different 

good performances are possible. The three hours at my disposal were 

my practice time (of course, out of metaphor I practice much more 

than three hours). The streets and buildings without names were all 

sound aspects underdetermined by the score. How could I choose 

between all the possibilities I had? As I wrote, I needed not so much 

criteria for excluding choices (for example, a GPS indicating the route 

to follow, within the metaphor) as criteria for better defining the 

possibilities allowed by the score (metaphorically, street names, road 

signs and anything that could help me to know which routes were 

possible in order to best spend the three hours). In other words, I did 

not want to limit my freedom but make my practising more efficient.  

 

For practice, on practice, through practice 

 The infinity of choices a performer has at her disposal when 

translating a contemporary score into sounds is the problem at the 

basis of my research. However, this issue alone is not sufficient in 
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justifying why I conduct such explicit research. A solution can be 

found in the intimate space of the practice room and the results do not 

necessarily need to be the subject of a dissertation. What justifies such 

a flow of words? One source of motivation has to do with my 

professional life. Besides my concert activity and my engagement in 

the research field, I hope to work as a piano teacher for the rest of my 

life. I am not only interested in resolving the problems I encounter 

during practising, but also in acquiring the verbal skills necessary for 

sharing my solutions with my students. Reflection and verbalisation 

are, therefore, two unavoidable activities for enriching what I can 

offer to the next generation of pianists.  

 It can be objected that, although students certainly need good 

advice, good advice does not need to be the product of academic 

research; in other words, the value of teacher‟s advice does not depend 

on the way it relates to a broader context, as it is the case for doctoral 

research results. Why, thus, situate my reflections and verbalisations 

in an academic framework?  

 Here a personal interest of mine comes into play. In musical 

studies there has always been an historical divide between those who 

play and those who write, i.e. between performers and musicologists. 

This divide has generally concerned the activities themselves much 

more than the people executing them. There have always been 

performer-musicologists and musicologist-performers but each 

practice has always had clear boundaries. Performers writing scholarly 

about music produce musicological texts even if, sometimes, from 

particular perspectives (I let aside performers freely writing about 

their own experiences since their texts do not belong to the academic 

field). In these last decades, artistic research has faced music 

practitioners with a new challenge: to produce scholarly texts about 

their own discipline. On the one hand, these writings have to meet 

academic standards. On the other hand, they should not be susceptible 

to be confused with texts of other fields. During my doctoral 

curriculum I have participated in many discussions on this topic and I 

have frequently heard questions like, „why could this research not be 

done by a musicologist (or by a philosopher)?‟ and „why could only 
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an artist be the author of this text?‟ To answer these questions is 

extremely hard because, as written above, there are musicologists and 

philosophers who are also artists. However, an answer has to be found 

since an artist needs to territorialize her field of inquiry: she has to 

demonstrate it is worth organising and funding research programs in 

the arts and her struggles and those of her fellow artists can produce 

something quite unique in the academic world. Therefore, which 

elements of a research project are crucial for identifying it as an 

artistic one? 

 Traditionally, the parts by which research is defined are the 

research problem, the research questions, the method and the results. 

Haseman (2006) rightly noticed that artist researchers „do not 

commence a research project with a sense of a „problem‟. Indeed they 

may be led by what is best described as „an enthusiasm of practice‟: 

something which is exciting, something which may be unruly‟ (3). 

Even if this is true and, as I will explain further on, the enthusiasm of 

practice did play a role in setting up my research, it cannot be denied 

that artist researchers do need to formulate precise research questions 

if they want their work be academically acknowledged. Research 

questions may make the difference between artistic and other kinds of 

research. If an artist undertakes a research project, it is likely to 

imagine her questions to be interesting first of all for her artistic 

activity. However, research questions alone prove such research may 

be interesting for an artist but cannot always prove such research 

could be conducted only by an artist. 

 For example, the research questions at the basis of this 

doctoral project are: „how is it possible to map the ways in which the 

underdetermined or undetermined aspects of a piano composition 

written after the Second World War can be realised?‟ and „what could 

such a map look like?‟ 

 These questions are certainly relevant for an artist. However, 

one does not need to be an artist in order to answer them. Indeed, it is 

possible to analyse recordings by means of appropriate computer 

programs and to translate into numeric data some important sound 

parameters. This data could easily be organised into graphs and tabs, 
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and these graphic representations could be presented as maps; even 

someone with no musical knowledge could carry out such research. 

Therefore, in my doctoral project the questions alone do not prove its 

artistic character.  

 From my point of view, what characterises (or at least should 

characterise) an artistic research project is the employed method. In 

the method of artistic research, practice plays an important role. After 

all, musical practice is the action which generally distinguishes a 

musician from a non-musician. This is the personal interest which 

induces me to conduct academic research: to demonstrate whether and 

how musical practice can work as a method. I employ the verb „to 

practise‟ in an acceptation familiar to performers of western art music: 

to do or imagine doing a set of interrelated activities on a musical 

instrument or with one‟s voice in order to learn to play or sing a 

composition. Each time I will use this verb I will not refer to any 

practising which does not result in a substantial improvement of the 

practitioner‟s way of playing. As it is easy to imagine, such efficient 

practice could not be possible without some kind of reflection. Do 

instrument teachers not often warn their pupils against mechanically 

practising a given passage? Are not most pianists aware of the 

necessity of concentrated and well-organised practice for making 

progress? Therefore, the verb „to practise‟ implies the musician‟s will 

to qualitatively improve her level and refers to a set of activities led by 

some kind of reflection. With this acceptation, practice can be 

considered as the most peculiar activity for a musician. Consequently, 

its use as a method should guarantee the artistic qualities of the 

research. 

 My research is mainly conducted through practising. My 

method consists of: playing, reflecting, verbalising, reflecting and 

playing (Ex.1).  

 An initial awareness of the issues each score presents is 

obtained by playing. A reflection produces an articulation of all 

possible solutions of the encountered problems. Further consideration 

of the articulated material is eventually tested by playing.  
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Example 1. Research method 

 

From practice 

 I do not apply my method to all piano works composed after 

1945. Besides the fact that such huge investigation would require a 

time much longer than the average life span, it is also not necessary 

for reaching the goal I am aiming at. Above, I make it clear that my 

artistic problem concerns the sonic realisation of certain aspects of 

musical works, namely those underdetermined by the composer‟s 

instructions. Since I conduct this investigation through practice, the 

realisation of certain aspects of musical works directly relates to the 

activity of learning to play a composition on the piano. John A. 

Sloboda (1985) notices:  

 
 [i]f a performer is able to perform a particular piece of music expertly, then we 

would be most surprised to discover this to be the only piece he could play. This is because 

we rightly assume that some of the skills displayed in the particular performance are general 

skills, learned through the performance of previous pieces of music, and applicable to future 

works (94). 

 

 If some general skills learned by practising pieces of music 

previously learned can be applicable to future works, then it must be 

that compositions share some general problems. Consequently, when 

a general problem has been understood and resolved then the solution 

should be applicable also to other works.  
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 The first step of my research is therefore to discern and define 

the general problems shared by many works relatively to the concern 

expounded above: i.e., the realisation of those aspects of a musical 

work underdetermined by the score. Then, I can examine each general 

issue in a case study and answer my research questions. If the general 

issues have been rightly individuated, i.e. if the issues examined are 

really general, my results can be applicable to many other 

compositions.  

 If what I have expounded until this point is clear, it would not 

be difficult to accept that the individuation of the general problems 

and the choice of the case studies happened simultaneously and that 

the method which led to them has been musical practice. Indeed, since 

the general issues which I am talking about concern the transformation 

of scores into sound, they can only be spotted by doing just that, in 

other words, by practising piano. The case studies I consider are 

therefore some of the compositions I was practising while 

individuating the issues: namely, sonatas for piano written after 1945.  

 The reason for the fact that the set of works I chose is for piano 

is self-evident. What remains is to explain why „sonatas‟ and why 

„written after 1945‟. The latter choice has to do with the artistic 

problem previously expounded. However, by reading my research 

questions and Sloboda‟s reference to general skills, an objection could 

be raised. Sound aspects underdetermined by the score are present in 

all piano music. Furthermore, considering the enormous amount of 

valuable piano works composed before 1945, it would be ingenuous to 

affirm that completely new skills are needed for playing music written 

after that date. Therefore, it should be possible to answer my research 

questions by focussing on, for example, nineteenth century repertoire. 

With some adjustments, my results would probably also be applicable 

to more or less contemporary compositions. However, in the context 

of this research, such a choice would not be consistent with Davies‟ 

definition of musical work, on which my inquiry is grounded. Indeed, 

a performer should not only follow the instructions of the composer 

written in the score but also all performance conventions the composer 

has taken for granted. In order to faithfully perform a romantic piano 
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composition in Davies‟ sense, one should play it on the instrument for 

which this was written, which was certainly not a modern grand piano, 

and be acquainted with all performance conventions of that time. 

Therefore, to answer my research questions by focussing on 

compositions of previous epoch would not make much sense. Firstly, I 

should be playing an instrument different from that which I do. Since I 

am conducting research in order to deepen my understanding and 

knowledge of my instrument, to learn to play another instrument 

would be quite absurd in this context. Secondly, to become acquainted 

with old performance practices is often the object of a doctoral thesis 

in itself. Therefore, such an undertaking would have completely 

overshadowed, if not made impossible, the deep investigation of the 

subtlest aspects of (contemporary) piano playing I intend to conduct. 

These concerns justify my choice of repertoire. The year 1945 is not a 

criterion for determining boundaries, but simply a point of reference 

for making clear in one word which epoch I am referring to. To be 

precise, I should rather say that I am focusing on compositions written 

for modern grand piano the performance conventions of which are 

generally known to professional performers. By choosing this 

repertoire, I am free to concentrate all my attention on investigating 

those aspects of a musical work underdetermined by the score. This 

explains also why, in the present dissertation, I do not refer to almost 

any musicological literature about the compositions I am examining. 

Indeed, since, following the view I endorse, the mandatory 

composer‟s instructions are only those written in the score and, for the 

compositions written after 1945, the performance practice and 

conventions they imply generally belong to the background of a 

contemporary performer, musicological texts would not convey any 

information necessary to the faithful rendition of the works I examine.  

 All that remains now is to justify why all my case studies are 

sonatas. I must admit that I could have chosen to focus on 

compositions called differently. An inquiry on etudes, preludes, 

klavierstücke or pieces with fanciful titles would probably have 

produced similar results. My choice has to do with my professional 

activity and also with that enthusiasm of practice Haseman (2006) 
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indicates as a research trigger to which I referred above. As a pianist, I 

continuously have not only to extend my repertoire but also to ideate 

new recital programs. Therefore, the choice of the new pieces to learn 

depends on the possibility they offer to be combined with each other 

and with compositions already in my repertoire so as to form an 

interesting and somewhat coherent concert program. During the 

period in which the idea for this research was taking shape, I was 

intrigued by the multiple meanings with which the word „sonata‟ has 

been employed by composers throughout the history: from Mozart to 

Bartok, from Scarlatti to Berio. The possibility of combining 

extremely diverse pieces with each other in a program the coherence 

of which was in some way guaranteed by the titles was stimulating, 

although, I admit, not extremely original. Some extra motivation came 

from having discovered more or less recent sonatas by Boulez, Carter 

and Berio, among others. The combination of professional 

circumstances, enthusiasm and interest in setting up artistic research is 

at the basis of the fact that all my case studies are sonatas: namely (in 

order of appearance in this dissertation), Carter‟s sonata, Schnittke‟s 

second sonata, Berio‟s sonata, Rautavaara‟s first sonata and Boulez‟s 

second sonata.  

 The reason why I have chosen these works among many others 

is rooted in some specific needs of my research. As written above, in 

order to answer my research questions, I need, first of all, to identify 

general issues concerning the translation of a score into sound. Then, 

through practice, finding possible solutions to these issues. 

Eventually, I have to present my discoveries in a clear way. It would 

be ingenuous to affirm that my solutions will entirely be the results of 

practising the sonatas which I propose as case studies. I had already 

found them before the idea of undertaking a doctoral research came to 

my mind. These solutions are part of my performer‟s knowledge, 

although I never found it necessary to verbalise them. The actual 

research activity consists therefore in becoming aware of this specific 

knowledge, finding the right words for verbalising it and using the 

verbalised material for answering relevant questions. The case studies 

I propose serve this kind of research. Their function is to exemplify; 
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they are a means to expound as clearly as possible the process through 

which the performer knowledge is verbalised and the way in which it 

can be used for answering research questions. In each case study I 

focus on one general issue concerning the realisation of aspects of a 

musical work underdetermined by the score. The case studies I have 

considered are sonatas or sonata movements in which one of the 

general issues is particularly evident. What make them relevant and 

worth considering in the context of my research is, therefore, not their 

being „sonatas‟ or „sonata movements‟, nor their intrinsic value 

(although, in my view, they deserve to be performed), but the 

evidence with which they present the issues I wish to examine. 

 In this research, I focus on four different issues by means of 

just as many case studies. In a fifth case study, I consider all the issues 

together. 

 The first case study is about harmonic aspects of musical 

works in performance. Pianists execute sounds simultaneously. The 

pitches to be performed are generally indicated by the score but 

musical signs can say very little about the relations of timbre, quality 

of attack and loudness of simultaneous sounds with each other. There 

are different means by which pianists can emphasise certain notes or 

mix sounds together: for example, by a particular employment of the 

pedal, a specific attack, the use of different kinds of stroke, and so on. 

Their alchemic abilities are responsible for the final shape of the 

harmony of a composition. The choices they have are virtually 

infinite. A sharper definition of the problem and the proposal of a way 

of mapping the possibilities at their disposal are exemplified through a 

discussion of some aspects of Elliott Carter‟s piano sonata. 

 Considering notes in succession, one can observe that a score 

gives little information about aspects like articulation, intensity, sound 

quality and attack. As I show by observing the third movement of 

Alfred Schnittke‟s second piano sonata, such aspects, although subtle, 

can have a considerable impact on the way a succession of notes 

sounds. 

 Performers perceive a musical work not only through their 

eyes, by reading a score, and their ears, by listening to the sounds they 
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produce, but also through their bodies, by feeling the movements they 

perform. This last and, after all, quite exclusive way of accessing a 

composition may be a source of inspiration as valuable as the others. 

It can, therefore, offer points of reference for realising those aspects of 

a musical work which are the objects of the present research. An 

example of its potential is given by reflecting on the bodily 

implications of the music material of Luciano Berio‟s piano sonata.  

 The final shape of the harmonic aspects of a composition and 

the way its succession of notes sounds depend not only on more or 

less subtle sonic attributes but also on the manner in which the music 

unfolds in time. The problem of how to organize sounds in time is 

crucial for a performer. However, it is also one of the most difficult to 

define. Terminology borrowed from another discipline and applied to 

some passages of the first movement of Rautavaara‟s first piano 

sonata provides points of reference in order to get one‟s bearings in 

this matter.  

 When practising a composition, I encounter all the issues 

brought up in the previous case studies. Therefore, all approaches I 

propose and, for the sake of clarity, separately discuss have to be 

applied simultaneously in the actual practice. I give an example of 

how this can happen and of the difficulties which can arise by 

considering excerpts from the second movement of Boulez‟s second 

piano sonata. 

 

 

 To summarize, the present research originates from an artistic 

problem: the difficulty I experience as a pianist of getting my bearings 

among the infinite possible sound translations a contemporary score, 

even if meticulously notated, allows. The field of the infinite possible 

realisations of it does not only have negative connotations. Indeed, it 

is not only a space in which performers could get lost but also a place 

in which they can freely express their creativity. Therefore, my aim is 

to resolve my artistic problem not by limiting the possibilities at my 

disposal but, rather, by finding a way of mapping them.  
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 This intention leads to the formulation of my research 

questions: „how is it possible to map the ways in which the 

underdetermined or undetermined aspects of a piano composition 

written after the Second World War can be realised?‟ and „what could 

such a map look like?‟ 

 My research method is musical practice. Obviously, I cannot 

conduct my research by randomly practising whatever score draws my 

attention. Furthermore, my results ought to be applicable to as many 

works as possible in order to be acknowledged as valuable. In piano 

playing, there are general issues which performers face in almost all 

compositions. The solution of some of them implies choices about the 

realisations of the aspects which are the focus of this inquiry. 

Therefore, I answer my research questions by considering five case 

studies in which these issues are particularly evident. As a pianist, I 

identify five general issues with the hope of not having left out 

anything. However, I cannot exclude the fact that another pianist 

could have described them differently or considered something which 

I missed. In any case, I do not think this would invalidate my results. 

The general issues of piano playing are just means to answer my 

research questions. 

 Through my case studies I propose four different approaches 

and four ways of mapping the possible realisations of those aspects of 

a musical work underdetermined by the score. In a fifth case study, I 

apply all my approaches together (as is the case in actual practice) in 

order to find a comprehensive answer to my research questions. 

 



 



 

VERTICALITY 
 

Simultaneous sounds 

 Since the piano is a polyphonic instrument, how sounds are 

performed simultaneously is a crucial issue. I invite the reader (even if 

she is not a pianist) to play the chord C-E-G three times on the piano, 

the first time emphasising the C, the second the E and the third the G. 

If she notices the different results she produces, she can easily imagine 

how large the amount of choices a performer has can be when dealing 

with more complex combinations.  

 Very often, a score gives only a few instructions about this 

important aspect. In tonal repertoire performance practice, it is 

generally accepted that the lowest voice and the notes of a chord 

which are part of a (thematic) melody have to be emphasised. 

However, a performer can choose how to do this and the exact balance 

between all the notes of a chord. In non-tonal music, where it is not 

always possible to establish a hierarchy between the notes of a chord, 

some composers (I think of Berg and Webern, for example) write a 

dynamic marking on almost each note. However, even in these cases, 

this particular aspect of music – i.e., how sounds are played 

simultaneously – remains underdetermined by the score. Indeed, as I 

explained in the introduction of this dissertation, the ways of 

respecting a given dynamic instruction are still infinite within a certain 

range. 

 In this chapter, I propose a way of mapping the choices a 

performer has at her disposal relative to the realisation of the 

harmonic aspects of a composition. I also detail the process which led 

me to it. As it will be clear in the forthcoming paragraphs, by 

practising Elliott Carter‟s piano sonata, I not only found a solution to 

my performance issue but I also defined and understood the issue 

itself much better. Furthermore, I learned to verbalise certain features 

of the composition in a manner quite different from the approaches 

instilled by my theoretical conservatoire training.  
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The discovering process 

 At the beginning of my learning process, the issue at the heart 

of this chapter could have been expressed through a very simple 

question: in Carter‟s piano sonata, when does one chord end and the 

next begin? Before proceeding, it is necessary to define precisely in 

which sense the word „chord‟ is employed in this text. Generally, the 

word „chord‟ indicates „a combination of two “according” or 

harmonious notes sounded together [emphasis mine]‟.
5
 However, I 

use this word as intended by Carter. In an interview with Jonathan 

Bernard, it is clear that Carter considers the word „chord‟ to include 

„the linear presentation of notes‟ in addition to any more obvious 

harmonic implications arising from vertical alignment (Bernard & 

Carter 1990: 203). In what follows, I will further extend this linear 

notion of „chord‟ in terms related to the experience of a performer. 

 In order to explore the question „when does one chord end and 

the next begin?‟, it is interesting to consider bars 144-145 (Ex.2).
6
 In 

this passage the tones are chordally ambiguous; they could be 

understood to form different chord combinations. On the excerpt of 

the score reproduced in Ex.2, I have marked triangles, squares and 

circles respectively below the first of various sequences of notes that 

might each be considered to form a discrete linear chord. Each row of 

similar signs corresponds, therefore, to a possible approach to note 

grouping. This is not exhaustive; other options would be worth taking 

into account were the aim to produce a full map of the harmonic 

potential. However, for my purposes, limiting the analysis to these 

three combinations is sufficient and clearer than a more exhaustive 

approach.  

 Choosing one chordal grouping rather than another from 

among these three options inevitably leads me to adapt the pedalling, 

                                                 
5
 „chord, n.2‟. Oxford English dictionary online. December 2011. Oxford University 

Press. Retrieved January, 8 2012, from http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/32296. 
6
 Such question could of course be examined also by considering previous passages 

of this sonata. However, these bars seem to me the most appropriate for clearly and 

succinctly exemplifying this issue. All other examples of this dissertation have been 

chosen following the same criterion. 
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the attack, the articulation and, consequently, leads to a particular 

resultant sound. The effect on the pedalling is evident. Since the 

sustaining pedal of the piano prolongs each tone, it is common 

practice to change it on the first of any succession of notes that is 

considered to imply a new chord. Consequently, each row of circles, 

squares and triangles can equally be understood as a pedal indication. 

Similarly, the attack – the manner of depressing the keys – varies 

according to the chosen reading. For instance, following the triangles 

results in holding the notes at the pedal changes very slightly longer; 

otherwise, their resonance is not caught by the pedal at this fast tempo 

(crotchet = 132) and, subsequently, the notes do not sound as part of 

the harmony.
7
 Finally in this realisation, the most appropriate 

articulation is inevitably an overall legato (also in the left hand), or 

else all tones would sound separated, even with the pedal. 

 

 
Example 2. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. First movement: Maestoso, b.144-145 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 These different interpretations of the harmonic plan therefore 

influence a range of performance parameters. 

 From the above, it would seem that once an approach to 

grouping notes into chords has been decided upon, the performance 

problem is resolved. If this were the only issue encountered in relation 

                                                 
7
 This is not a matter of tempo but of how long the key is held down. If the note is 

released too quickly, the damper silences the note before the pedal can work. 
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to the harmony, deciding how to play the piece would become quite 

an easy business. However, the more I practised this sonata, the more 

I realised that understanding when one chord ends and the next begins 

was actually just the most superficial aspect of a more complex 

matter. The process through which I acquired this awareness started 

from the moment I turned my attention to how I was balancing the 

different voices. For instance, in bars 14 to 17 (Ex.3), I noticed that I 

tended to give a prominent role to the bass, considering the most 

recurrent notes of each bar, or of each beat, as a chord and trying to 

focus my listening towards them. This approach shared commonalities 

with my practising of earlier compositions from the piano repertory.  

 

 
Example 3. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. First movement: Maestoso, b.14-17 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 I asked myself whether this was the only possible manner of 

balancing the tones of the passage. As might be expected, by trying 

alternatives I discovered many possible solutions. For example, when 

I changed the pedal at the beginning of bar 17, the first chord sounded 

„empty‟. However, by not releasing the pedal completely it was also 
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possible to merge the end of bar 16 elegantly into the beginning of bar 

17.
8
 

 This and many other similar passages in the movement made 

me question my traditional way of considering harmony. I gradually 

came to a different and, at least for me, more fruitful way of thinking, 

perceiving harmony as a sound field in continuous transformation 

rather than as a succession of chords, each with sharply defined 

boundaries. Of course, in any one passage some notes are more 

prominent than others, but every note influences the harmonic course 

of a musical work. This is especially true in the context of Carter‟s 

free-flowing piano writing, with its continuously evolving and 

transforming sound combinations. Considered this way, the harmony 

is constantly being shaped by the performer, when playing, in relation 

to the possibilities offered by the score. From this perspective, simply 

to know when a chord begins and ends is not especially helpful. 

Instead, the main issue becomes: „how can the harmony of this 

composition best be described from a performer‟s point of view?‟, 

„how is it determined by performance?‟ Or better: can something be 

said about the harmony which can function as a point of reference 

within the finite field of infinite performance choices? 

 In the forthcoming paragraphs, I employ the phrase „chord 

field‟. As above, „chord‟ is meant in Carter‟s sense (1990: 203): a 

group of interrelated notes played simultaneously and/or presented in 

succession.
9
 I add the word „field‟ in order to reduce the sense of clear 

harmonic definition that the word „chord‟ alone may suggest. For 

                                                 
8
 The sustaining pedal is not a simple binary switch. On a good concert piano, its 

movement corresponds to an opposite movement of the dampers. Therefore, the 

smaller the depression of the pedal, the less the dampers rise and the shorter the 

duration of the strings‟ resonance. When the pedal is not completely released during 

a pedal change, the tones resonate sufficiently to enrich but not fully to interfere 

with the harmonic resonance of those that follow.  
9
 Theorists of twentieth-century music generally prefer in such cases to use the more 

generic word „set‟ in order to avoid confusion with the more general understanding 

of a „chord‟ as a group of notes played simultaneously. However, Carter dismisses 

this distinction: „“set” is a word for tennis not for music‟ (Bernard & Carter 1990: 

203). 
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example, the sentence „in this bar there are two chords‟ makes sense 

and does not need further explanation. However, the proposition „in 

this bar the first chord evolves and gradually becomes the second‟ 

implies something more complex. Indeed, if a chord is evolving, then 

some of its sounds change. From the moment its sounds change, in a 

harmonic language in which ambiguities do not allow us to consider 

certain notes as secondary, the chord becomes a different one. 

Therefore, what is the sense in saying that a chord evolves and 

gradually becomes another chord? By adding the word „field‟, I intend 

to avoid this paradox. A chord field has its specific underlying colour. 

This is shaped by foregrounding certain notes when playing. At the 

same time, all other notes can be articulated so as to enrich and/or 

gradually and continuously transform the chord field‟s specific colour. 

At a given point of its evolution, a chord field can no longer be 

considered to retain its original identity, and a different group of notes 

starts to be identified as characteristic of a new chord field. We might 

compare this to a field of grass, in which one plants a tree. The field 

remains recognized as such despite the tree. However, after planting a 

certain number of trees, the field would more likely be defined as a 

wood. This forestation can be immediate, by planting hundreds of 

developed trees, or can take many years if the trees grow from 

seedlings and nature is allowed to take its course. Similarly, a chord 

field can be identifiable for a short period (even if mixed with other 

sounds) and can gradually fade into the next field or immediately be 

interrupted by it.  

 Armed with this definition, I shall now explain how I 

answered the new questions. While practising, I noticed that when I 

had to make decisions that would influence the subtleties of the 

harmonic resonance, I focused on the chord fields and particularly on 

the ways in which they could change form, the velocity with which 

this could happen, and what I call the loose or blended character of the 

fields. 

 To illustrate the first feature, i.e. the ways in which chord 

fields could change form, I shall take bar 84 as an example (Ex.4). 

This bar includes all twelve tones with the exception of F and B-flat. 
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The musical context makes it possible to play this bar with pedal, and 

to stress the harmonic rather than the contrapuntal qualities. As can be 

inferred from the above, individuating the chord fields has an effect on 

the pedalling. However, the reverse is also true. While practising, I 

noticed that to hold the pedal for the whole measure did not give a 

satisfying result (at least to my ears); all sounds were excessively 

blurred. Therefore, it was better to distinguish at least two chord fields 

in this bar, the second beginning from the triangle (the B in Ex.4).  

 This choice was initially arbitrary; it was a consequence of 

trying out this passage on the piano. Yet, by looking at the score, I 

could formulate a hypothesis to support the decision. The first four 

notes of the melody in the middle of the texture (starting from the E-

flat) are all flattened, in a context where the four flats of the key 

signature have otherwise been changed to naturals; the following four 

are all naturals, conforming more closely with the notes that 

accompany them. This implies a chromatic shift between notes four 

and five of the melody which gives a confused result if the first four 

notes are allowed to resonate through the final dotted minim of the 

bar. One might object that it is better to change the pedal one note 

after the „triangle‟, to avoid the F-sharp and B of the upper voices 

interfering with the tones that follow. I would counter this by arguing 

that to change the pedal at that point impoverishes the harmonic 

texture. However, with further practice I found that my idea - to 

distinctly change the pedal on the B - was not the best solution. 

Indeed, such pedalling cut off the previous tones roughly and 

disturbed the character of this passage. I found that I preferred to 

merge the boundaries of the chord fields slightly by a use of the pedal 

similar to that for bars 16-17 (see Ex.3), and by means of a particular 

approach to touch - for example, by employing the more fleshy part of 

the fingertip so as to obtain a less direct attack of the sound. Since, as 

a performer, I often have to choose whether to stress the boundaries of 

a chord field clearly or to merge them, this distinction can function as 

a point of reference for making performance choices relative to other 

parameters: for example, for determining the most appropriate 

pedalling action, approach to touch, and so on. 



30                                                                                                       VERTICALITY 

 

 
Example 4. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. First movement: Maestoso, b.84 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 The second aspect of the harmony which it is worthwhile to 

describe is the velocity with which chord fields follow one another. In 

many passages of this sonata, performance choices have a decisive 

influence on this parameter. As explained above, bars 144-145 (Ex.5) 

could be played in several ways.  

 

 
Example 5. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. First movement: Maestoso, b.144-145 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 For example, they could be considered as one chord field. 

However, it is also possible to vary the harmonic texture far more and 

to draw out certain subtler changes. In this case, the chord fields are 

short and follow one another much more closely; the boundaries of 

this second version are represented in Example 4 by means of broken 

lines. The two versions imply two different pedalling actions and 

approaches to touch. Indeed, if I change the pedal quickly, I have to 
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hold the first notes of each field slightly longer and stress them a little 

bit more, in order not to lose their resonance. 

 The final point of reference for making performance choices is 

perhaps the most obvious. Until now, I have explored how sequences 

of notes can be considered as chord fields. However, to emphasise the 

harmonic value of a musical passage is not always interesting or 

appropriate. Sometimes it is more fitting to stress its melodic 

characteristics, drawing out the counterpoint of lines. As I will explain 

below, the choice between melody and harmony depends on the shape 

one intends to give to the unfolding of the music. In Carter‟s piano 

sonata, many passages allow for alternative interpretations. For 

instance, in bars 134-137 (Ex.6), if I wanted to highlight the 

interweaving of lines I would play with very clear articulation and 

almost without pedal. Conversely, if I wanted to make the harmonic 

texture audible, I would employ a softer attack, keep my fingers more 

closely in contact with the keyboard, keep my wrists and hands very 

relaxed, and make much greater use of the pedal. I describe this latter 

harmonic result as „blended‟, and the former approach as „loose‟. 

 

 
Example 6. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. First movement: Maestoso, b.134-137 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 These three harmonic aspects of Carter‟s piano sonata – i.e. the 

ways in which chord fields could change form, the velocity with 

which this could happen and their loose or blended character – are not 
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intended as fixed categorizations. Indeed, it would be disingenuous to 

state, for example, that a performer can play with an approach that is 

either completely blended or completely loose. Instead, I am 

proposing these opposites as points of reference. One‟s playing of a 

given passage can tend towards the extreme position of either 

category, depending on the interplay between the musical context, the 

interpretation of the composer‟s instructions and the performer‟s 

tastes. To define my approach to playing a given passage as „blended‟ 

is not, for example, to suggest that I would play all blended passages 

in an identical way. The same can be said of all other categories. 

 In terms of my three approaches to articulating harmonic 

characteristics, many passages in the Carter piano sonata can quite 

appropriately be played in different ways. However, there are sections 

where the score does not allow such freedom. The first four bars of the 

second movement (Ex.7) are an example of this. The relatively slow 

tempo and the homophonic writing make it impossible to play this 

passage with a fast changing harmony and a loose texture. It would be 

possible to blur the boundaries of the chord fields, but this would be 

decidedly awkward in its contradiction of the chorale-like writing of 

these bars. 

 

 
Example 7. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. Second movement: Andante, b.1-4 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 Despite examples such as this, the majority of passages in this 

composition can be played in several ways, while fully respecting the 

instructions given in the score; I have examined some of this through 
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Examples 2-5. Acknowledging and mapping this potential variety can 

constitute a starting point for making large-scale performance choices. 

Indeed, in addition to reflecting how one prefers to shape the 

unfolding of the musical ideas at any given moment, the manner of 

playing passages where the score permits a variety of possibilities can 

be decided according to their relationship to those passages without 

such ambiguities. For instance, bars 36-38 (Ex.8) should be played 

loosely: the transparency of their polyphony is too evident to be 

overshadowed by the harmonic texture it could generate. The melody 

is an important element of the first movement and appears here for the 

first time. It is therefore justifiable for a performer to wish to make 

this passage sound as a surprise or as a striking focal point. She might 

achieve this by, for example, playing the first 35 measures in a 

blended way and with slowly changing chord fields. After this 

passage, they might then move from a loose harmonic texture to a 

blended one, shifting from fast-changing to slow-changing chord 

fields with increasingly unclear boundaries. In this way, within the 

section from the opening through to bar 83 (where a slower section 

begins) two different performance strategies would have been used, 

with bar 36 acting as a turning point between the two. 

 

 
Example 8. Elliott Carter, piano sonata. First movement: Maestoso, b.35-38 

© With kind permission THEODORE PRESSER COMPANY 

 

 

 In the above, I have verbalised part of my learning process. On 

approaching Carter‟s piano sonata for the first time, my impression 

was that its harmony lent itself to multiple readings, and that, to make 

an interpretation, I needed to form an understanding of the harmony 

and the distinction between one chord and the next. However, through 
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practice I realised that the issue I was attempting to resolve was not 

really terribly important for someone whose goal was to perform the 

composition. Indeed, I noticed that by varying the quality of the 

attack, the articulation and the pedalling in a coordinated way, I could 

obtain sound combinations the subtlety of which went somehow 

beyond that which could be revealed by a theoretical analysis of the 

harmony alone. From the first stages, then, the exercise of practising 

revealed its power not only to generate an unutterable kind of 

knowledge - a knowledge embedded in the performance - but also to 

influence ideas about the composition which could then be expressed 

verbally.  

 The first conclusion formulated was that, for a performer of 

this work, harmony is a sound field in continuous transformation, 

rather than a succession of chords. As a performer, I was not primarily 

interested in this idea for its own sake, but rather for the possibilities it 

offered for leading and easing the practice itself. By following this 

principle I found three ways of describing the harmony of Carter‟s 

piano sonata: the first was concerned with whether and how to merge 

the boundaries of each chord; the second addressed the velocity with 

which harmony changed; and the final approach helped determine 

whether to interpret passages harmonically or melodically. Each 

decision within these categories implies different ways of playing and 

of listening.  

 Through practice, I have therefore achieved one resolution of 

the problem set out at the beginning of this chapter: namely, how to 

define and map the performance options at my disposal within a finite 

range drawn from the virtually infinite possibilities available. In the 

process, I came to a definition of harmony from a performer‟s 

perspective. Furthermore, I defined three categories which can 

function as point of reference for a performer. They allow drawing a 

map of the composition relative to the realisation of its harmonic 

aspects.  

 Is harmony one of the „many matters‟ that must be settled in 

generating a performance to which Davies (2001: 209) refers? 

Probably not. The matters he has in mind seem rather to be aspects 
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like timbre, dynamics, timing, articulation and so on. These are also 

those intangible sound parameters the possible realisations of which 

my inquiry aims at describing. However, in this chapter, as in all the 

other case studies of my dissertation, I do not directly refer to them. I 

map, rather, the possible performance choices relative to one aspect of 

a musical work which entails the settling of many intangible sound 

parameters. The reason of proceeding in this way is that, in the actual 

practice, it does not make much sense to consider each sound 

parameter separately. The choice of how to realise them always 

depends on the musical context. No pianist would ever decide on the 

sound quality of a note, for example, without taking into account its 

place in the musical discourse. It is therefore better to focus on general 

aspects of a musical work. The purpose of the resulting maps is not 

only to ease the learning process but, I would say especially, to 

propose a consistent way of talking and writing about such intangible 

aspects of music. 

 



 



 

HORIZONTALITY 
 

Successions of sounds 

 In the previous chapter, I consider tones as played 

simultaneously or sounding simultaneously as part of a chord field. In 

this case study, I focus, instead, on tones as played in succession. 

Similarly to the performance choices relative to chord fields, those 

concerning successions of tones also entail the settling of sound 

parameters underdetermined by the score. 

 When performers talk about the way in which they play a 

succession of notes, they generally refer to the sound result they want 

to produce. Most of the time, they speak metaphorically about music, 

for example by using synaesthesias. A sound can be defined as clear, 

soft, warm, heavy, hard, beautiful, ugly, and so on (and this not only 

when referring to successions of notes). All these adjectives are 

already imprecise and indicative of a personal judgement when 

referring to quality of things which can be appreciated visually or by 

touch. They are certainly not more precise when employed to define 

sonic aspects. This way of speaking about music has successfully 

worked and still does among performers; however it can hardly be 

accepted in a scholarly context. Indeed, articles and dissertations like 

the present one generally require data to be presented in more rigorous 

a way. It is difficult to imagine an academic text in which the above-

mentioned adjectives are employed as main tools for sharing 

knowledge. Since this path cannot be followed, I propose another 

strategy: to define performance choices by describing the means by 

which the desired result is produced. By „means‟, I intend nothing but 

all bodily movements made on the instrument in order to play the 

composition.  

 

Movements as references 

 Consider, for example, the first four bars of the third 

movement of Schnittke‟s second piano sonata (Ex.9). I can perform 

them in several ways. The sound results I obtain could be defined as: a 

succession of non-legato tones, an expressive melody, an obsessive 
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hammering, and so on. Yet, since such descriptions are too imprecise 

to be employed in a consistent investigation of the musical aspects to 

which they relate, I must find another manner of referring to the sound 

result I aim to produce. As written above, a valuable possibility is to 

describe the means employed. Indeed, since there is somehow a link 

between the sound result one wishes to obtain and the sort of 

movement one has to perform to obtain it, a description of the latter is 

an effective way of referring to the former. For example, the notes of 

these bars are more likely to sound non-legato and brilliant if I play 

them by holding the arms and wrists still and by employing the 

articulation of the fingers (I call this way of playing „movement A‟). If 

I aimed at a more legato sonority and at a subtle differentiation of the 

intensity of each note, I would hold the fingers in contact with the 

keyboard and move the wrist in order to employ and control the 

natural weight of the body (movement B). If, instead, my intention 

was to give a stronger impulse to each note, I would press each key by 

means of a vertical movement of the forearm always holding the 

fingers in contact with the keyboard (movement C). All three 

possibilities are compatible with the indication „allegro moderato‟, 

though the first two options allow a faster tempo than the last one.  

 

 
Example 9. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.1-4 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 

 

 The third option, i.e. to press each key by means of a vertical 

movement of the forearm always holding the fingers in contact with 

1 2 

3 4 



HORIZONTALITY                                                                                                 39 

the keyboard, is the only one of these three which allows one to play 

bar 5 (Ex.10). I could otherwise perform this sequence of clusters by 

keeping the wrists still, aligning the hands with the forearms, and 

moving the forearms up and down (movement D), or by moving the 

hands up and down and holding the forearms still (movement E). To 

be precise, I could also play the first four bars by movements D and E. 

However, at the tempo at which this piece should be performed (even 

at its slowest), these movements are quite awkward and the sound 

result cannot be easily controlled.  

 

 
Example 10. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.5 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 

 

 These are five kinds of bodily movements by which I can play 

the composition I am examining. Their descriptions are ways of 

indirectly referring to sound aspects otherwise indescribable. 

 

 
Example 11. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.7 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 

 

5 

7 
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 Mostly, both hands have the same possibilities in the same 

passages; only in eleven measures the musical material does not allow 

one hand to perform some kinds of movements which are possible for 

the other one. For example, in bar 7 (Ex.11), while the left hand can 

play by means of all movements, the right hand can employ only 

movements C, D and E; it is indeed impossible for the right hand to 

perform a succession of repeated four-note chords by movement B 

and is extremely awkward to employ movement A. 

 Each kind of movement I have described does not necessarily 

correspond with only one sound result. Instead, it allows one to obtain 

certain kinds of sounds, making it hard or even impossible to produce 

other ones. For instance, by employing the articulation of the fingers 

(movement A), I am more likely to produce clear, brilliant and distinct 

sounds rather than an enveloping legato. To be precise, I could obtain 

a legato also by playing with a vertical movement of the fingers. 

However, this would require a lot of practice and give a result not 

completely satisfying. To obtain a convincing legato, I would rather 

prefer to hold the fingers in contact with the keyboard and move the 

wrist in order to shift the natural weight of the body from one key to 

another (movement B). Yet, this kind of movement alone does not 

guarantee the quality of the final result. Once having decided which 

kind of bodily movement to employ for playing a given passage, I 

need, through practice, to define each detail. The ways by which this 

happens are very difficult, if not impossible, to describe by means of 

words. The subtlest variations in sound quality, attack and articulation 

are the consequence of minute differences in the position of the hands 

and fingers, in the weight applied to the keyboard, in the point of 

contact of the fingertips, and so on. The same can be said about 

dynamics. Although it is true that some movements make it easier to 

play louder rather than softer (for example, movement D), the 

intensity with which sounds are played depends on actions of different 

muscles too complex to be efficiently described. It is therefore 

difficult to imagine that a performer could be aware of or even able to 

reflect on every slight detail of the movements she executes. My 

experience as a professional pianist leads me to think that, when 
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practising, the subtleties of the performed bodily movements are 

settled without focusing on them. The idea one bears in mind about 

how a composition should sound functions as a constant against which 

the sounds actually produced are compared. If the latter do not match 

the ideal sound image, one plays repeatedly and all necessary 

adjustments of the bodily movements happen automatically. In this 

stage of practice, the body and the instrument one is playing seem to 

disappear. This phenomenon is very similar to that described by 

Merleau-Ponty (1945/1963) apropos of the way an organist learns to 

play an instrument she has never touched before: „between the musical 

essence of the piece as it is shown in the score and the notes which 

actually sound round the organ, so direct a relation is established that 

the organist‟s body and his instrument are merely the medium of this 

relationship‟ (168). If one accepts this view, one could also imagine 

that when pianists practise the subtlest aspects of a given passage, they 

establish a direct relation between the score‟s indications and the 

sound result they produce by listening; if they wish to modify 

something in their playing, they stay focused on the sound result and 

their habits make it possible that something in their bodily movements 

changes without their being really aware of it (obviously, I am 

referring to high-level, experienced pianists). 

 For the above reason, while illustrating the movements which 

can be employed in order to play the first five bars of the third 

movement of Schnittke‟s second piano sonata, I did not give a detailed 

account of them, but rather described their most salient aspects. For 

example, I wrote that the first four bars can be played by holding arms 

and wrists still and by employing the articulation of the fingers, but I 

did not specify how high the fingers should be raised, how fast they 

should be dropped and whether all the notes should be played in the 

same way. These are details which can be settled only by repeating the 

passage over and over again. What I have described, however, is in 

any case a valuable point of reference for better determining the 

performance choices at my disposal. To employ a particular 

movement for playing a given sequence of notes makes it easier to 

obtain certain results and difficult, if not impossible, to achieve, for 
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example, other kinds of attack, colours or articulations. Therefore, if 

on the one hand, a specific bodily movement does not correspond to a 

precise sound outcome, on the other hand, it defines a range of 

possibilities one of which will be the actual sound result. Furthermore, 

contrarily to the final outcome, the movements to be employed can be 

easily described by means of words and what I write can, therefore, be 

verified by anyone who possesses the appropriate competences.
10

  

 

 
 

 
Example 12. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.1-3, 17-19 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 

 

 For any given passage, to be aware of all the kinds of 

movement which could be employed is only a starting point. In order 

to efficiently define performance choices further reflection and a 

closer examination of the musical work are needed. By practising the 

composition, I noticed passages which, although similar in some 

important musical aspects, presented different technical problems. A 

clear example of this is the passage from bar 17 to bar 19 in relation to 

the first three bars (Ex.12). All measures start with the same motif in 

the right hand immediately repeated in the left hand (mirrored in bars 

17 to 19). Melodically, these two passages have similar material; they 

can be considered as two sequences in which the same motif is 

repeated three times each on a higher tone. However, while in the first 

                                                 
10

 Some readers might be surprised that, although I discuss elements of piano 

technique, I do not make any reference to fingerings. The choice of a good fingering 

is of course extremely important when preparing for a performance. However, I 

consider it as a consequence of the choice of a certain movement. Since it is the kind 

of performed movement which primarily influences the sound result, I do not think 

that a reflection on fingering be useful for the purpose of the present inquiry. 

1 2 3 

 

17 18 
19 
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three bars and in bars 17 and 18 both hands play a succession of single 

notes, in bar 19 they must play a series of two-note chords. 

Consequently, the most appropriate movements I can employ differ 

from one passage to the other. I can play all measures except bar 19 

mainly by movements A, B or C (as I have written above, movements 

D and E are possible but awkward in the tempo of this composition). 

Movements D and E are uncomfortable also in bar 19 but, in this 

measure, I prefer them to movements A and B. Indeed, by holding the 

arms and wrists still and moving only the fingers up and down 

(movement A), I cannot easily have perfect control on all the notes of 

this passage; some would tend to be slightly longer than others 

(especially those played by the thumb and the forefinger). Moreover, 

movement B is impossible as such. Since the disposition of the notes 

does not allow for a perfect legato, I must prudently combine it with a 

vertical movement of the arm (movement D): „combine‟ because the 

wrist moves horizontally in movement B and vertically continuously 

forming one line with the forearm in movement D, „prudently‟ since 

movement B can easily lose its distinctive qualities when combined 

with movement D. Therefore, in these bars, due to the disposition of 

the notes, there are different kinds of movement which seem to be the 

most appropriate and give a better result more quickly (movements A, 

B and C for bars 1 to 3 and bars 17-18, and movements C, D and E for 

bar 19) and others which, although possible, require from me a certain 

effort in order to respect the musical text (movements D and E for 

bars 1 to 3 and 17-18, and movements A and B combined with D for 

bar 19). As a performer, I can choose. Although all movements are 

compatible with what is indicated in the score, my choice determines 

the shape I give to the musical unfolding. If, for instance, I chose to 

play each passage by performing the most comfortable movements, I 

would play two similar sequences in two different ways. In bars 1 to 3 

(which I would play by employing movement B), the melody would 

sound legato and each note would have a round attack. The same 

would happen in bars 17-18, but the sequence from bars 17 to 19 

would differ from that of the beginning since bar 19‟s tones (which I 
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would play by movement E) would be separated rather than legato and 

have a more brilliant and distinct attack.  

 At this point, it is important to stress that the difference I am 

writing about concerns aspects of the music not determined by the 

score. By a desk analysis of the composition, these passages would 

undoubtedly be described as different. Although in both cases the 

same motif is repeated three times, the pitches are different, the ways 

in which the left hand imitates the right hand are different and, above 

all, bar 19 presents four voices instead of two and, after the 

appearance of the motif, continues differently from the other 

measures. However, the differences which can be pointed out through 

an analysis of the score have another nature from those which I am 

focusing on. Indeed, while the former are in the score and, obviously, 

cannot be changed or erased, the latter depend on the way a pianist 

performs the composition. If, for instance, I played these passages in 

the way described above, I would confer a particular structural 

importance to bar 19. There, the motif would have for the first time 

another colour, another articulation, in a word, would sound 

differently from all the previous repetitions. In this case, I would 

consider the passage from bar 17 to 19 as a reappearance of bar 1 to 3 

with an important swerve at the end (bar 19). However, I could also 

make other performance choices. I could play bars 1 to 3 by still 

employing movement B, but bars 17 to 19 by using only movement C. 

In so doing, I would consider the whole passage from bar 17 to 19 as a 

repetition of bars 1 to 3 with a completely different character. 

Otherwise, I could make an effort in measure 19 and try to play both 

passages by employing only movement B. In this case, I would 

emphasise the similarities and mask the differences between them. 

Another way of stressing their commonalities would be to play bars 1, 

2, 17 and 18 with movement B and bars 3 and 19 with movement C. 

Several combinations are possible, each one influencing the musical 

unfolding.  

 Since similar passages recur in many places of this sonata 

movement, performance choices can be made on the basis of large-

scale considerations. For example, each passage of the composition in 
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which the main motif appears may be played by using different kinds 

of movements rather than just one (thus varying the sound results 

rather than not). The gestural variations can be distributed throughout 

the piece following certain criteria. Also the position of passages in 

which the main motif does not appear or which present other 

important musical material can be taken into account in order to 

choose the sort of movement to employ (read „the kind of sound to 

aim at‟). Consider, for instance, bar 5 (see Ex.10). It is completely 

different from the first four bars (see Ex.9). It is a succession of 

clusters and has nothing in common with the preceding measures; at 

least, nothing which is indicated in the score. However, by focusing 

on sound aspects which are part of the musical work but which cannot 

be notated, it is possible to find, or more exactly, to create unexpected 

relations. Imagine I played the first four bars by employing movement 

B and bar 5 by means of movement D. This would be a way of 

emphasising the contrast between four contrapuntal bars (bar 1 to 4) 

and a violent succession of clusters (bar 5). Nevertheless, I could also 

perform all the notes of these five bars by moving the hand up and 

down and holding the arm still (thus by movement E, even if, as I 

have written above, this is not the easiest option for the first four 

bars). In so doing, bar 5 would be integrated into the preceding 

passage; it would sound as a continuation of it. This last example 

illustrates how relations can be created between elements completely 

different on paper and proves the great freedom a pianist has in 

shaping the musical unfolding, even by faithfully following the 

indications of the score.  

 If I write down the movements that could be employed in each 

passage, I obtain a map of the piece relative to the possible 

realisations of sound parameters underdetermined by the score 

(Ex.13). As I have shown in the previous paragraphs, through this map 

I can easily make my performance choices and efficaciously verbalise 

them.  
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Example 13. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.1-19 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 
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Example 14. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.1-19 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 
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Example 15. Alfred Schnittke, piano sonata no.2. Third movement: Allegro moderato, b.1-19 

© With kind permission MUSIKVERLAG HANS SIKORSKI, Hamburg 
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 Before concluding, it is interesting to observe that since there 

is some relation between the movements I employ and the sound 

result, a verbalisation of my performance choices can be considered as 

a particular description of the shape of the composition.  

 Imagine I decided to perform the first 19 bars as in Ex.14, i.e. 

by playing all the measures more or less melodically related to the 

first four bars by employing movement B, and the remaining 6 by 

means of the contrasting movement E. In this case, the description of 

these bars would identify a main musical stream (characterised by the 

use of movement B) interrupted by „windows‟ of contrasting 

elements. Such performance choices would produce an account which 

would probably share commonalities with the one obtained through a 

desk analysis of these bars. Indeed, differences in the kind of 

employed movements coincide with differences in melodic and 

rhythmic elements, which can be easily found in the score. 

 I could also choose to employ the same movement in order to 

play contrasting elements (Ex.15). I could play bars 1 to 8 by using 

movement C. In this way, I would give a kind of attack, articulation 

and sound quality to the tones of bar 5, 7 and 8 similar to the more 

melodic bars 1 to 4 and 6. Further on, I could play bars 9 to 14 by 

employing movement B and bars 15 to 20 by means of movement C 

again. The account resulting from these performance choices would 

point out a structure in three groups of elements (bars 1 to 8, bars 9 to 

14 and bars 15 to 20), the third one beginning similarly to how the 

first one ends. What holds the elements of a group together are not 

melodic or another kind of relation readable in the score, but sound 

aspects with varying degrees of subtlety determined by my way of 

playing. 

 

 

 Everyday musicians‟ discussions about the issue considered in 

this chapter describe sound result by means of adjectives and 

metaphors. If, on the one hand, this kind of verbalisation is 

traditionally accepted among practitioners as a way of sharing 

thoughts, on the other hand, it can become a target for scorn if 
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employed in an academic context. Adjectives and metaphors related to 

sound cannot be verified, nor argued or supported and, therefore, 

cannot be the subject of a constructive discussion. The alternative I 

propose is to describe the means necessary to produce a particular 

sound result. These means are sequences of bodily movements which 

can be reproduced, and therefore verified, by anybody (assuming she 

possesses the necessary instrumental skills). By becoming aware of, 

defining and describing all the movements which can be employed in 

order to play a given passage, I can draw a map of the composition 

helpful in making performance choices. Each choice has an influence 

on the shape I give to the musical unfolding. By employing the same 

movement to play different musical elements, I can emphasise their 

similarities or show unexpected relations between them. The other 

way round, when performing similar passages by means of different 

movements, I shed light on diverse ways of playing analogous 

melodic and/or rhythmic elements. The relation between employed 

movement and resultant sound is not one-to-one. To choose a 

particular kind of bodily movement does not imply the obtention of a 

particular result. Once having decided the movement to employ, i.e. 

the best way of obtaining a particular sound result, I have to define all 

minute aspects in detail. The process by which this happens involves 

so many subtle actions, most of which are habits, that it is almost 

impossible to describe with words. However, a categorization of the 

sorts of movements which can be employed in order to play a given 

passage remains an efficient way of defining performance choices 

relative to sound aspects underdetermined by the score. Indeed, each 

kind of movement, even broadly considered, always has an influence 

on the sound result making it easy to produce certain sorts of 

articulations, attacks and timbres, and difficult, if not impossible, to 

generate other ones. 

 



 

CORPOREALITY 
 

Starting point 

 In the previous chapters, I have presented insights coming 

from a performer‟s perspective. Such a claim implies the assumption 

that performers can consider music differently from how non-

performers do. As the nouns indicate, performers of Western art music 

are those who perform a composition on a musical instrument or with 

the voice, while non-performers are those who do not. In other words, 

performers can access a musical work by reading its score, listening to 

it and playing it, while non-performers lack the last kind of approach. 

Therefore, if performers can consider a composition differently from 

non-performers, this probably derives from being able to play it. 

 All the issues I have examined up to this point may be 

encountered, in the form I have presented them, only by those who 

perform. They can be fully understood only by listening to and/or 

considering certain elements of the score as those constantly involved 

in the activity of translating it into sound do. Nevertheless, also those 

who are not able to play piano can have some comprehension of them. 

Indeed, the features I have investigated can be aurally and/or visually 

perceived by everybody.  

 In this chapter, I go deeper into the aspects which define the 

uniqueness of the performer‟s perspective and which are therefore 

much less accessible to non-performers. I start from the assumption 

that the movements I execute on the piano so as to play a composition 

are part of the composition itself. As I showed in the chapter entitled 

„horizontality‟, since the same sequence of notes can be faithfully 

translated into sounds by means of different kinds of movements, the 

latter can be considered as underdetermined by the score. Taking 

Luciano Berio‟s piano sonata as a case study, I propose a way of 

mapping these movements. Although this map and that discussed in 

the chapter „horizontality‟ share some commonalities, they are 

fundamentally different. In the previous case study, the bodily 

movements were described in order to consistently refer to intangible 

sound aspects underdetermined by the score, but not the movements 
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themselves. In this one, the bodily movements themselves are 

considered as integral parts of a musical work. Sometimes they are 

determined by the score, sometimes not completely. In both cases, 

some of them can be considered by the performer as a source of 

meaning and lead her to the discovery of her creative space. 

 The notion that bodily movements are not just means to an end 

but an integral part of a composition is upheld by Suzanne G. Cusick 

(1998). A composition is something performers do and is known by 

them as a „set of actions to be coordinated in a particular way‟ (47). 

Moreover, „the work includes the performer‟s mobilizing of 

previously studied skills so as to embody, to make real, to make 

sounding, a set of relationships that are only partly relationships 

among sounds [emphasis mine]‟ (48). She gives Bach‟s chorale 

prelude on Aus tiefer Not BWV 686 as an example. One passage of 

the composition, not particularly important from a harmonic or 

contrapuntal viewpoint, is physically very challenging for the organist. 

Cusick suggests that this physical struggle can be considered as a form 

of text painting which corresponds to the notes of the choral played in 

that moment. From this perspective, bodily movements appear as 

important aspects of the work, at least from a performer‟s standpoint. 

 American pianist Charles Rosen (1995/1998) would probably 

share Cusick‟s position. In his description of Chopin‟s etudes, he 

maintains that, in many of them, the most technically difficult passage 

coincides with the point in which the composition reaches its climax. 

„In the etudes of Chopin,‟ he writes, „the moment of greatest 

emotional tension is generally the one that stretches the hand most 

painfully, so that the muscular sensation becomes – even without the 

sound – a mimesis of passion‟ (383). Since nobody else can perceive 

this pain, the appreciation of this meaning is a prerogative of the 

subject who in actuality plays the musical work. Implicitly, the bodily 

movements are here considered as aspects of the work, as an 

important source of signification.  

 Recently, this view has also been taken as a basis for 

musicological research. An example of understanding gained from a 

performer‟s multisensory perspective is Elisabeth Le Guin‟s (2006) 
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essay on some of Boccherini‟s works for cello. Her book Boccherini’s 

body is based on the conviction „that certain qualities in Boccherini‟s 

music […] [are] best explained, or even solely explicable, through the 

invisible embodied experiences of playing it‟ (5). She analyses several 

compositions by also taking into account kinaesthetic aspects usually 

disregarded by established musicologists. She describes scores, 

sounds, her own bodily sensations while playing and the visual impact 

her way of performing can have on the public. All these perceptual 

elements are considered as source of meaning. Le Guin‟s 

interpretation of this meaning is grounded on a historical study of 

Boccherini‟s time. Such an approach is the consequence of her 

opinion that „[…] the sensation itself is not describable in any 

objective way. We can only resort to analogies, images, associations, 

all of them historically and culturally bound. In the end what a bodily 

sensation is, as an experience, can only be approached through what it 

means within the culture that introduced that body to itself in the first 

place‟ (6). The meaning Le Guin finds by interrelating her twenty-

first-century performer‟s approach with ideas of Boccherini‟s time, 

allows her to write on music in an original way. 

 

Feelings 

 In this case study, I assume that the bodily movements 

employed in order to play Luciano Berio‟s piano sonata are part of the 

work, underdetermined by its score. I show how some of them stand 

out among the others, i.e. are more susceptible to be considered by the 

performer as a source of meaning. It is important to stress that the 

movements I refer to are not by themselves meaningful. Rather, they 

have some characteristics which, in their particular context, may be 

striking to a performer. By executing them, a pianist would experience 

feelings the awareness of which could inspire performance choices. It 

can also happen that interpretative choices grounded on other 

elements of the composition induce the performer to choose 

movements which evoke feelings in the performer well-matched with 

her choices.  
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 In Luciano Berio‟s piano sonata, musically important elements 

do not necessarily coincide with bodily movements with particular 

characteristics. Consider, for example, the first note of the sonata, b-

flat4 (Ex.16). This pitch is repeated throughout almost the whole 

work. Undoubtedly, from a compositional viewpoint this note is 

important and can be considered as a middle point around which all 

the other material is arranged. However, from a bodily point of view, 

the b-flat has not such a prominence. The reason is that, except at the 

very beginning, this b-flat is more often than not overwhelmed by all 

the other elements. In order to play it as it should be played (i.e. as a 

background tone), I think it is best not to concentrate too much on it. 

This sonata is written in such a way that whatever bodily movement a 

pianist performs, she always has a finger free in the right position to 

play the b-flat. For this reason, in this investigation, I prefer to focus 

on other elements. 

 What I describe in this chapter is not self-evident to readers 

who are not able to play the piano proficiently. Although between the 

paragraphs I show score excerpts, these are by no means the correct 

exemplification of my text. Nor would an audio or video recording of 

the same passages be. What I discuss in this chapter can be felt rather 

than seen or heard. In order to fully understand my text, I invite the 

readers who can, to sit at the piano and play the passages on which I 

focus. 

 

 
Example 16. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.1-5 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 Besides the b-flat, in the first lines there are mostly separate 

chords (Ex.16). As it may be imagined, in order to play them, I shift 

my hands from one chord to the other. 

 Further on, in bars 26-27 (Ex.17), one encounters a succession 

of five notes (e-f#-a-b-d, see upper line). The bodily actions it can 

entail are different from those performed before. In order to play these 

1 2 3 4 5 
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five notes, I do not shift my hand as I did for playing the chords: here 

all the notes lie under my fingers. I can better control the sound of 

each tone by executing a round movement with my wrist so that each 

finger can press each key from the most comfortable position. 

Therefore, in these measures I perform a round and fluid movement 

which is completely different from that of the preceding ones.  

 

 
Example 17. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.26-29 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 At this point, it is useful to detail the different ways in which I 

experience these two bodily movements. In order to play the chords of 

the first page I shift the hands; to do so, I activate the muscles of my 

arms quickly and precisely. The staccato can be obtained by a sharp 

action of the muscles of my forearms and fingers. Since the score 

demands a pppp dynamic, I have to think of my fingertips as being 

made of steel, otherwise I could run the risk of not producing any 

sound at all. In order to avoid becoming stiff, all these muscular 

actions have to be very short. Beyond all technical details, it can be 

said that these first lines, in spite of their apparent quietness, demand a 

minute and fragmented, active work of the muscles. In the five-note 

melody of bars 26-27, the only function of the muscles is to passively 

carry the natural weight of the body: the fluid and rounded movement 

of the wrist transfers the weight from one finger to the other. I admit 

that these five notes could also be played in another way. However, 

from the beginning of my learning process, I have performed these 

notes by employing the natural weight of my arm; probably, because I 

always play similar passages in this way. The sound I obtain is 

satisfying and different from what precedes it. Furthermore, the 

feeling of passivity and relaxation, experienced at bar 26 for the first 

time since the beginning of the sonata, can function as a point of 

reference for determining other bodily movements.  

27 28 29 26 



56                                                                                                   CORPOREALITY 

 Consider the following measures (Ex.17, bars 28-29), for 

example. I could play these bars similarly to those at the beginning of 

the sonata; after all, here there are also separated chords in pp. 

However, if one accepts that bodily movements are part of the musical 

work, one should also accept that some reaction to the movement of 

bar 26 cannot be avoided. To understand this, think of a Schubert 

sonata. It should not be a problem to agree that modulations are a 

prominent feature of his works. As pianists know, modulations 

implicitly demand the performer to change something in sound colour 

or intensity. A performer who does not react to them would not only 

deliver a somewhat amateurish execution of the composition but 

would also fail to realise an important aspect of it. Similarly, if bodily 

gestures are part of Luciano Berio‟s sonata, not giving them the 

attention they deserve would mean to ignore part of the work. 

 There are several ways of reacting to the new bodily gesture of 

bar 26. One would be to play the following notes in a similar way: i.e., 

to play each chord by employing the weight of the arm and to use the 

wrist to facilitate and soften the shifts. The sound would become 

rounder and warmer. Furthermore, this different sound result can be 

emphasised by pressing down the sustaining pedal completely, since 

the harmonics will be enhanced.  

 

 
Example 18. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.19-20 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 The kind of sound obtained in this passage, which is the result 

of a reaction to a particular bodily movement, can also have an 

influence on preceding passages. For example, seven bars before 

(Ex.18), one has to play material similar to that at the beginning of the 

19 20 



CORPOREALITY                                                                                                   57 

piece with the sustaining pedal. If I wished to anticipate the 

forthcoming fuller sonority, I would press down the pedal completely 

and use the weight of my arm to produce a softer attack. Otherwise, I 

would just brush against the pedal and attack the chords sharply. In 

this case, I would obtain a sound more similar to the beginning and I 

would not spoil the imminent surprise.  

 Before proceeding, it is necessary to name the new element of 

bar 26. However, to name it is not that easy. Indeed, it is impossible to 

describe all its aspects in only one word. If, for example, I called it 

„round bodily gesture‟, I would be referring only to its mechanical 

aspect, leaving out the characteristics of the sound result it produces 

and the bodily feeling I experience when I perform it. To refer to the 

latter, it is better to employ the adjective „passive‟: indeed, the weight 

of my arm just rests on the keyboard. The former can be suggested by 

the terms „melodic‟ or, more daringly, „lyrical‟. In order not to 

overload the map I will draw, I call this element „passive bodily 

gesture‟, bearing in mind that the other aspects are important all the 

same. The element of the first page could be called the „active‟ or 

„staccato and soft chords element‟. I refer to it only by the words 

„active bodily gesture‟. 

 

 
Example 19. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.53 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 After the „passive bodily gesture‟ of bars 26-27, there are other 

slow successions of notes which can be played in an analogous way. 

Consider the encircled successions of notes in bars 53 (Ex.19) and 61-

63 (Ex.20) as examples. Even if the distance between the notes is 

bigger and the hand has to shift, it is possible to give the impression of 

a full legato, to transfer the arm‟s weight from one key to the other 

and to play those passages as expressive melodic lines. Such elements 

53 
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can be considered as expansions of the passive bodily gesture or, more 

precisely, as evolutions of it.  

 

 
Example 20. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.61-63 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 The elements pointed out in the previous paragraphs are not 

the only combinations of notes it is possible to find in the first pages. 

There are also short successions of demisemiquavers. These obviously 

demand a different movement which, for the purpose of this text, can 

be simply described as a fast articulation of the fingers. Differently 

from the melody of bars 26-27 (see Ex.17), which could be played in 

several ways, the bodily movement of the succession of 

demisemiquavers is mostly determined by the score: the choices of the 

performer are, in this case, quite limited. Furthermore, this movement 

cannot be employed for playing other surrounding musical elements. 

In bars 76 to 136, successions of demisemiquavers alternate and are 

played simultaneously with much longer tones (as in the excerpt 

shown in Ex.21).  

 

 
Example 21. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.93-97 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 Unlike the demisemiquavers, the longer tones can be played in 

several ways. I argue that the choice of the movement to employ not 

62 61 63 

93 

94 95 96 

97 
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only influences the sound result, but also determines the way in which 

the shape of this composition is perceived by the perfomer‟s body. 

 The intervals between the notes are too large to be heard 

melodically. Therefore, it would be natural to consider them as 

separated sounds in different registers. However, how I experience 

them depends not only on what I perceive through my ears but also on 

what I feel through my body. In order to play this passage, I 

necessarily have to choose a fingering. If I accepted the natural 

impression given by this sequence of notes, I would play each note 

with the same finger. However, I could also employ the fingering 

indicated in Ex.22. 

 

 
Example 22. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.93-97 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 Played in this way, I would not feel these notes as separated 

but as unified by an ample bodily gesture. Moreover, if I pressed each 

key by applying the weight of the arm and my wrist accompanied the 

arm by shifting the weight from the one note to the other, such a 

movement would share commonalities with the „passive bodily 

gesture‟ of bars 26-27. This would influence not only the sound result, 

but also my perception of the composition‟s shape. Indeed, by playing 

in this manner, I am induced to feel the succession of long notes as an 

evolution of the „passive gesture‟.  

 Later on, this composition presents another interesting 

example of bodily movements which can be considered as a source of 

inspiration. In bars 221-222 (Ex.23), the right hand has to play the 

same melody as in bars 250-251 (Ex.24). The first time, this melody is 

1 
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the continuation of a passage which, following Berio‟s indication, 

should be played „espressivo e ritmico (quasi jazz)‟. These measures 

have a clear character and demand a particular bodily approach. They 

are rich in syncopations, and notes are often situated slightly before or 

after the beats. In the context of this sonata, to play off the beat in 

such way already entails a different feeling for a classically trained 

pianist than that generally experienced. Furthermore, the rhythmic 

precision, the playful character and the clarity of attack suggested by 

the text induce me to employ sharp and fast movements, shifting the 

hands between the notes. I call this way of playing „jazzy bodily 

gesture‟ (in reference to Berio‟s marking). At bars 250-251, the 

composer leaves no indication about the character of the melody. 

Besides this lack of information, this passage cannot sound with 

exactly the same character as in bars 221-222 since the dynamic is p 

instead of f and the left hand chords are missing. Yet, I can play this 

passage with exactly the same movements and bodily feeling as the 

previous one, although this is not the only manner of performing it. 

Indeed, it can also be executed by means of calmer, rounder, softer 

and more relaxed movements; I call this kind of movement 

„meandering bodily gesture‟. The word meandering is especially apt 

since it refers not only to the shape of the melody but also to the 

continuous little adjustments of the hands which have to find their 

way throughout the sometimes awkward successions of white and 

black keys. If I played this passage by means of the „jazzy bodily 

gesture‟, I would link it with bars 221-222: it would give me similar 

sensations and have a character somehow echoing the „jazzy‟ one. 

Otherwise, if I employed the „meandering bodily gesture‟, the 

differences would be emphasised for the pianist and bars 250-251 

would sound much more lyrical.  

 

 
Example 23. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.221-222 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

221 

[f] 
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Example 24. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.250-251 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 Such observations can influence the manner of performing 

previous musical elements. Imagine I chose to stress the differences 

between these two passages. Within the overall shape of the sonata, I 

could consider them as goals. In this case, I would play all preceding 

passages presenting elements which allow for employing similar 

movements, as adumbrations or preparations of the above examined 

sequences.  

 

 
Example 25. Luciano Berio, piano sonata (2001), b.169-171 

Luciano Berio "Sonata for piano" © Copyright 2001 by Universal Edition A.G., Wien/UE 31873 

 

 Consider as example bars 169-171 (Ex.25). There are two 

musical elements in succession: a melody and chords. The latter could 

be played by means of the „jazzy bodily gesture‟ while the former by 

the „meandering‟ one. The same can be done for many following 

elements. These do not necessarily need to have a motivic, rhythmic 

or harmonic link with each other. If one accepts that bodily 

movements are part of the musical work, one should also accept that a 

similarity between two elements based on the bodily approach they 

allow, can be taken into account by the performer when deciding 

about the shape to give to the composition. 

 I apologize to the academically informed reader for employing 

too many adjectives. As I have already explained, the common 

language is inadequate for writing consistently about music. It would 

therefore be more precise to refer to the character of these elements by 

250 

169 170 171 

[p] 
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carefully describing the movements necessary to play them as 

proposed in the chapter entitled „horizontality‟. Nevertheless, for the 

sake of clarity, I prefer to focus in the first four case studies only on 

one general issue at a time and not to mix different approaches. 

 In the previous paragraphs, I give some examples of bodily 

movements which can influence or, at least, inspire performance 

choices. Not all of them are underdetermined by the score in the same 

way. If the melody of bars 26-27 (see Ex.17) does not need to be 

played by means of the „passive bodily gesture‟, that of bars 221-222 

(see Ex.23) could hardly be performed in the required character 

without the „jazzy bodily gesture‟. However, the latter is all the same 

susceptible to influence the way of playing passages which allow a 

certain freedom in choosing the movement to employ. Therefore, a 

map of this important aspect of a musical work would not record only 

underdetermined elements but, also, all those which are susceptible to 

be considered as significant in the context of this sonata. 

 

 
Example 26. ‘Corporeality’ map of Luciano Berio’s piano sonata 
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 Ex.26 shows a map of the bodily movements for the sonata 

which could be considered by a pianist. The long arrow at the bottom 

represents the development of the composition and bar numbers are 

given as points of reference. Each rectangle does not represent the 

effective length of a specific element but, rather, its sphere of 

influence.  

 This map reports just the bodily movements described in this 

chapter: active bodily gesture, passive bodily gesture, 

demisemiquavers bodily gesture, jazzy bodily gesture and meandering 

bodily gesture. These are not the only ones which can draw a 

performer‟s attention. For example, in the first pages of the piece there 

are interventions of clusters and in bars 137-145 the demisemiquaver 

and cluster bodily gestures seem to merge into a bravura passage. 

However, the necessity to write a comprehensible text compels me to 

limit my analysis to those excerpts of the composition which best 

exemplify my ideas. Other bodily movements suggest feelings to the 

performer which lie beyond what can be expressed by means of 

words.  

 In any case, the map I propose is not a set of fixed guidelines. 

It is rather a flexible tool which can be modified, enriched and 

rendered more precise. In its present form, it already implies some 

performance choices. For example, the passage of bars 250-251 (see 

Ex.24) is indicated as performed by the „meandering bodily gesture‟, 

although it could also be played by means of the „jazzy bodily 

gesture‟. It is therefore quite evident that if different choices were 

made, the map would change. Another pianist could discover the 

potentialities of other movements. Those could then easily be added to 

the existing grid. Moreover, if this map was drawn in a space larger 

than this sheet of paper or superposed to the score, the definition of 

the sphere of influence of each movement could be much more 

precise.  

 As with those of the other case studies, this map is a tool for 

talking about underdetermined aspects of a musical work generally 

difficult to verbalise. However, as I will explain in the chapter 

„synthesis‟ of this dissertation, it differs in a fundamental aspect. 
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While the terms proposed in the other case studies can be applied to 

other compositions, those employed in this one cannot: for example, 

not all musical works demand the pianist to execute a „jazzy bodily 

gesture‟. Furthermore, the bodily aspect of a composition is something 

so particular to the work itself and, to a certain extent, to each 

performer that the appearance of a map can sensibly differ from work 

to work and from pianist to pianist. I am therefore aware of the strong 

subjectivity of some of the assertions of this chapter. Yet, since the 

aspect I consider is a general issue each pianist encounters when 

learning a composition and, moreover, forms the uniqueness of the 

performer‟s perspective on music, it could not be excluded from my 

dissertation. I hope my text will stimulate discussions among 

performers about this important matter. Probably, a better 

understanding of it can result only from a dialogue between 

practitioners. 

 

 

 In this chapter, I have started from the assumption that a 

musical work to a performer is not only a combination of signs on a 

sheet of paper and a succession of sounds, but also a sequence of 

bodily movements to execute. These movements are not only means 

to an end. Indeed, they are susceptible to be considered as a source of 

meaning, as Cusick (1998) and Rosen (1995/1998) show. Therefore, if 

bodily movements can be a meaningful part of a composition, they 

should be taken into account by the performer during the learning 

process.  

 Bodily movements are often underdetermined by the score. 

However, once the performer starts to settle some of them, the 

feelings she has help to ground her further choices. The other way 

round, sometimes interpretative choices based on other elements of 

the score come first and induce the performer to employ movements 

in harmony with musical ideas. Other times, these two aspects, i.e. 

musical ideas and movements susceptible to be considered as a source 

of meaning, are so interrelated that it is difficult to establish which one 

determines the other. Considering Luciano Berio‟s piano sonata as a 
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case study, I have given several examples of how this can happen. I 

have pointed out bodily movements susceptible to be considered as a 

source of meaning, named them, and drawn a map of them.  

 My map is not a definitive record of the bodily movements of 

this composition. Rather, it represents my perspective obtained 

through practice. Other pianists conducting a similar inquiry could 

enrich, modify or render it more precise.  

 Among all general issues I examine in my dissertation, this is 

the most linked with the peculiarities of each composition and 

idiosyncratically depends on the pianist. However, its importance in 

the learning process of a composition and its relevance for defending 

the uniqueness of the performer‟s perspective justifies its presence in 

this dissertation.  



 



 

UNFOLDING 
 

Defining the issue 

 In this dissertation I avoid as much as possible to tell other 

performers what they should or should not do. My aim is not to 

impose my views but, rather, to provide tools which other pianists 

may or may not choose to employ. For this reason, most of the time I 

prefer to suggest that one may play in this or that way instead of 

stating that one should play in a given manner. However, in relating 

musical performance to time I make an exception and propose that to 

take into account, intuitively or deliberately, the unfolding of any 

piece when practising is unavoidable if one aims to prepare a 

performance of a certain calibre.  

 Leafing through interviews with or writings by concert 

pianists, it is quite easy to come across more or less veiled references 

to this issue. Heinrich Neuhaus (1973/1993) acknowledges that the 

main problem of a pianist is „grasping the work as an entity and […] 

ordering the time process‟ (50). However, he does not clearly define 

the issue and does not propose any solution or concrete advice. On the 

contrary, he is quite discouraging when he writes that the only pianist 

who makes the audience feel that „the whole work […] lies before him 

as an immense landscape‟ is Sviatoslav Richter and that he does not 

notice comparable skills in pianists such as „Hofmann, Busoni, 

Godowsky, Carreño, Rosenthal, d‟Albert, Sauer, Essipova, 

Sapelnikov, Medtner and a lot of others‟ (48-49). Much more 

colloquial and certainly not clearer is Jorge Bolet‟s account 

concerning this issue. He affirms that he tends to play slow pieces too 

slowly. When playing lyrical passages he listens to how beautiful they 

are, he lingers too much over them and his playing loses what he calls 

„rhythmic propulsion‟. In such cases he says to himself: „Bolet, go on, 

go on, go on, don‟t linger, just keep it moving. That‟s a good boy. 

Keep it moving‟ (Noyle 1987/2000: 17). By reading John Rink‟s 

(2001) interview with Murray Perahia, it seems that in the American 

pianist‟s view the key for doing justice to the temporal aspects of 

music lies in a particular understanding of its composing elements. 
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According to him, music is somehow a narrative „even if the story is 

only with tones‟ (12). A performer can perceive melodies as wanting 

to go somewhere and as being fulfilled or frustrated depending on 

whether they reach their goal, modulations as creating the „sense of 

moving from something to something else‟ (15) and harmony as 

providing direction. According to Perahia, the tones suffer, tend 

towards something and can be disappointed. For a performer, „it is 

important to try to sketch what‟s happening – the drama of tones – 

into a kind of metaphorical drama‟ (15). Although Perahia does not 

speak explicitly about the problem of organising music in time, it 

appears quite clear that his concern is not so far removed from this 

issue.  

 Beyond what famous musicians have written or said, it should 

not be difficult to accept that organising sounds in time is a primary 

concern for any performer even if not everybody is aware of this or 

finds it useful to write about the issue. After all, making music is 

filling time with sounds as painting is filling space with colours (at 

least in its common acceptation). The aesthetic value of a painting is 

surely not only determined by the quality of each single colour 

employed by the artist but also, if not chiefly, by how these colours 

are disposed alongside each other. Similarly, generating wonderful 

sounds does not equal producing an outstanding performance; the way 

in which these sounds unfold in time plays an important role.  

 When I write about organising sounds in time I am not 

referring to notions such as rhythm, beat and metre. The difference is 

that rhythm, understood as „a succession of at least two equal or non-

equal proportional durations‟, beat, „a mechanical succession of equal 

proportional durations‟, and metre, „a grouping of a number of beats 

[…] [which] can express a hierarchy between beats‟ (Delaere 2009: 

18), can be indicated by the score, while the problem which I am 

handling cannot. Musical signs can undoubtedly convey instructions 

about the duration of one note in relation to the others and about the 

more important beats (in order to give the feeling of metre). However, 

the performer‟s unfolding music in time implies choices about many 

factors such as rubato, articulation and emphasis, which belong to the 
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field of the aspects of a musical work underdetermined by the score. 

In order to better understand this assertion, I suggest looking at the 

question from the performer‟s point of view. When practising a 

composition with the view to play it before an audience, one generally 

aims to ideate a lively, thrilling and moving performance. All efforts 

are directed to avoid any inertia in the flow of sounds and make the 

musical discourse as unpredictable and interesting as possible. In 

order to keep Bolet‟s good boy moving, it is not sufficient to follow 

the score. If, on the one hand, there is no doubt that a composer‟s 

indications about rhythm and metre should be respected, on the other 

hand, it is commonly accepted (also by the composers themselves) 

that a metronome performance of a musical work does it no justice. 

The matter is not limited to playing more or less rubato. Articulation, 

sound quality, attack and expressive inflections also contribute to keep 

the music flowing. This is especially true when performing 

compositions which, by express indication of the composer, should be 

played without any rubato. Creativity in settling all these parameters is 

necessary also when playing music which demands the performer to 

hold time still instead of thrusting it forward. This happens in the case 

of minimalist works which, as Eero Tarasti (1994) writes, „represent 

pure durativity in the sense that they have neither beginning nor end, 

and, in fact, no temporal articulation‟ (285). Contrary to what one may 

think, to give the impression to the listener that „time‟ has been 

suspended can be, for a performer, as problematic as emphasising the 

dynamism of a Beethoven sonata. 

 From these last paragraphs the pertinence of this issue to my 

research objectives should appear clear. In the preceding case studies, 

I have examined the performance choices a pianist has to make 

relative to some aspects of a musical work underdetermined by the 

score. Although the distinction I made in each of my analyses between 

small-scale and large-scale choices refers somehow to the temporal 

dimension of music, I never considered this as an issue in itself. In this 

chapter, I intend to focus precisely on this problem and understand 

how an awareness of it can influence the way in which 
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underdetermined aspects of a composition are realised and how the 

possible realisations can be mapped.  

 

The choice of the case study 

 Since in music time plays an important role, countless 

compositions could be an appropriate subject for this case study. To 

restrict the field to piano sonatas written by composers active mainly 

after 1945 does not simplify the choice too much. As written in the 

first chapter, I have picked out Rautavaara‟s first piano sonata „Christ 

und der Fischer‟. This choice is not a completely random selection. As 

it could be easy to imagine, as a pianist, I have always had to 

appropriately organise sounds in time. Therefore, it would be 

ridiculous to affirm that before my doctoral research I had never 

reflected on this subject. However, since I never felt the need to 

verbalise the results of my reflection, my discoveries never acquired 

an appropriate form to be divulged. Furthermore, as I never tried to 

find the right words to express my new insights, I was only partially 

aware of them: they were something I felt rather than something I 

contemplated. It is on the basis of that something I felt that 

Rautavaara‟s first piano sonata seemed to me an extremely appropriate 

composition for thoroughly investigating this matter. When 

performing this musical work, it is easy to feel a direction in its 

unfolding, i.e. to often perceive musical events as leading to the 

following ones. Since the harmonic material of this composition is not 

organised following the principles of tonal harmony, the insights 

gained by focussing on its directedness can be applied to many other 

works belonging to my research field. Furthermore, its relatively 

simple and transparent writing allows me to easily and efficaciously 

exemplify my findings.  

 

Borrowing the words 

 Organising music in time is a problem continuously 

encountered by every performer. Yet, to my knowledge, there is not 

any lexicon which makes a consistent discussion on it possible. As in 

other case studies of this dissertation, the inadequacy of language is 
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the first problem to be resolved if one aims at mapping the possible 

realisations of the intangible sound aspects I am investigating. 

However, in this case, I need neither to invent words nor to describe 

the means in order to refer to the results as I do in the previous case 

studies. Although how to unfold music in time is a problem essentially 

for performers, there are scholars whose field of inquiry is not so far 

away from this subject. I am referring to those interested in issues 

concerning the narrativity of music.  

 To bring the narrativity of music up at this point of my 

dissertation could be extremely dangerous without making the due 

specifications. The word „narrativity‟ combined with music may recall 

issues of hermeneutics and semiotics to the readers. Those who do not 

believe that music can refer to something other than itself probably 

feel uncomfortable coming across this word at this point. Others may 

simply fear that I am going to start a dissertation within the 

dissertation on narrativity, just by contextualizing this term as it would 

deserve. I would like to reassure all by stressing the aim and the 

artistic nature of my inquiry. I am a musician seeking an answer to a 

research question and to perform a set of compositions. My method of 

inquiry is practice which, as I have already written, includes 

reflection. The problem I encounter in my case studies concerns the 

difficulty of finding words in order to divulge my insights in a 

consistent way. In this study about the unfolding of music in time, I 

have resolved this problem by using the vocabulary developed by 

Vincent Meelberg (2006) in his dissertation about narrativity in 

contemporary music. My aim is not to explain whether and how music 

can be considered as narrative, nor to discuss all theories existing in 

this domain. As it will become clear in the forthcoming paragraphs, to 

start such a discussion now would not be a necessary contextualization 

but rather going off on a tangent. My goal is rather to convincingly 

verbalise insights gained by practising. I have discovered that another 

scholar with a goal different from mine employs some words in a 

specific way, and that these words with these particular acceptations 

can perfectly and powerfully work in my case study. 
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 Meelberg‟s dissertation proposes a particular way of listening 

to music, more specifically to contemporary music. The author calls it 

a narrative listening stance and shows how it can enhance the 

understanding of recent compositions. Starting from and using the 

vocabulary of narratological theories, in particular that of Mieke Bal, 

he expounds an analytical method centred on those aspects of a 

musical work which can be considered as narrative, where a narrative 

is only the „representation of a temporal development‟ (1) independent 

of its medium. The musical work‟s narrative aspects are primarily 

audible. Consequently, the objects of Meelberg‟s analyses are 

performances. In his inquiry, he listens to recordings rather than 

observing scores. This characteristic of his approach makes his study 

particularly interesting. It is true that he considers music as a listener 

while I look at it as a performer. However, Meelberg makes a claim 

which opens the way for his method to be applied in an artistic 

research such as mine. He argues that „each performance of the same 

(narrative) musical piece results in a new musical narrative‟ (2). This 

acknowledges the responsibility of the performer in generating a 

specific narrative. If the listener-analyst can better grasp a 

composition by focussing on narrative aspects of it, the performer is 

the one who shapes the narrative. It is therefore easy to imagine that 

the narrative aspects Meelberg is talking about are those on which the 

performer focuses when deciding how to unfold music in time. 

Meelberg‟s words are susceptible to be a valuable means for better 

understanding such intangible a performative issue as the temporal 

organisation of sounds. 

 It is not my aim to give a detailed account of Meelberg‟s 

theory. Rather, I prefer to concentrate on those elements I employ in 

my inquiry. Particularly interesting is the way Meelberg applies Bal‟s 

definition of „fabula‟ to music. According to Bal, a narrative text is 

composed by text, fabula and story. „A fabula is a series of logically 

and chronologically related events that are caused or experienced by 

actors‟ where an event is „a transition from a state to another state‟ 

(41). An actor is an agent who causes or experiences events. Meelberg 

identifies the actors of a musical text with musical parameters, for 
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instance, pitch, rhythm and timbre. A musical event is delimited by a 

sense of closure, by a change in something which gives the listener the 

impression that what came before has reached an end or a final state.
11

 

Therefore, „a musical actor […] can be defined as the musical 

parameter or parameters that cause closures, i.e. the musical 

parameter(s) that create(s) musical events‟, since, obviously, a new 

musical event is created from the moment that the previous one ends. 

Furthermore, „a musical actor also can be the musical parameter(s) 

that change(s) during a musical event, since an actor not only can 

cause, but also can experience events‟ (83). The value of these 

definitions for a performer trying to grasp the temporal dimension of 

music does not reside so much in their dividing music into events; 

after all, to group sounds into larger entities is one of the principal 

concerns of music analysis as it is taught in the conservatoires. Rather, 

it is the act of tugging in dynamic ideas such as transition and change 

that hits the core of the question. Performers trained in Western 

European conservatoires generally have the tendency to recognise and 

classify the different parts of a composition. The lexicon they have 

learnt in music analysis classes allows them to describe a musical 

work in terms of, for example, themes or thematic groups, phrases, 

sections, subsections and so on. However, when it comes to playing 

the work, they are much more concerned about what happens within 

each part and, on a larger scale, about the transitions between them. It 

is at this point that, as I will show, Bal-Meelberg‟s terminology allows 

a verbalisation and, consequently, a better understanding and 

awareness of this paramount question.  

 Before proceeding, it has to be pointed out that, although 

Meelberg‟s lexicon can be employed as such, his approach to music 

cannot. He considers the narrative aspects of music from the point of 

view of the listener. His analyses are based on his experience listening 

to specific recordings of the compositions. For example, relative to the 

                                                 
11

 It is important to stress that a musical event is not something which sooner or later 

reaches an end but something which gives the listener the impression to have 

reached an end. Musical events such as those of a narrative are representations; they 

are not physical entities. 
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part of his method I employ in this case study, he listens to a recording 

and tries to identify the parameters which give the impression of 

functioning as musical actors. As it can be easy to imagine, from a 

performer‟s point of view, acting in this manner would not make 

much sense. Someone whose goal it is to perform a composition 

primarily needs to experiment with all possible ways the score can be 

translated into sound rather than to grasp what her fellows have done. 

To listen to recordings can, of course, be a valuable source of 

inspiration. However, this is not, or in any case this should not be, the 

main path towards the performance of a musical work. It is mainly by 

practising, by repeating each passage over and over again in many 

different ways that a performer can ideate her interpretation of and 

intimately learn a composition. Therefore, instead of recognising the 

musical events and actors of a composition by listening to a recording, 

a performer has to scrutinise each musical parameter by practising, 

understand if and how it can work as a musical actor and explore what 

influence her way of playing has on the function of each parameter in 

the musical unfolding. 

 

Employing the words 

 I have chosen some passages of the first movement of 

Rautavaara‟s first piano sonata as an example to focus upon. I 

consider pitch, rhythm, tempo, dynamics, timbre and timing as 

musical parameters – i.e. possible musical actors. By the word 

„timbre‟, I refer to all sound characteristics that are neither pitch nor 

dynamics: namely, sound attack and that vague aspect pianists (as 

well as other musicians) metaphorically call sound colour. By 

„timing‟, I allude to any more or less slight departures from the 

notated duration of the notes performance conventions allow the 

performer. These are not only what in some circumstances is called 

„rubato playing‟, but also a little lengthening or shortening of some 

notes in order to give emphasis, non-written „breaths‟ done for 

stressing some important structural points and so on.  

 Consider the first fifteen bars of the composition (Ex.27). If 

one takes into account only the parameters which are clearly 
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determined by the score – i.e. pitch, rhythm and tempo – they appear 

to be musical actors and create three musical events. The first one 

ends at bar 5 and is characterised by a descending accompanied 

melody. The second one lasts only three bars (bars 6 to 8), is in a 

faster tempo, in a different metre and includes a fragment of the 

rhythm of the first event repeated at a higher pitch. The third one starts 

at bar 9; it is a repetition of the first event with the melody transposed 

an octave higher and modified after three bars.
12

 

 

 
Example 27. Einojuhani Rautavaara, piano sonata no.1. First movement, b.1-15 

Published with the permission of the publisher, Fennica Gehrman Oy, Helsinki 

 

 This subdivision can be easily inferred from a first glance at 

the score. However, by practising and reflecting on the other possible 

musical actors, the beginning of this sonata becomes more complex. 

Timing, for example, can play an extremely important role. Indeed, it 

can stress the differences between these three events or, on the 

contrary, smooth them out to the extent that the music seems to unfold 

in one long event. I could obtain this last effect by playing the first 

                                                 
12

 I apologize that the third event is not entirely reproduced here; however this is not 

important for expounding my ideas. 

1 

6 

11 
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five bars with a feeling of going forward, reaching the tempo of bar 6 

by slightly accelerating the end of bar 5, gradually slowing down to 

„tempo I‟ within bar 8 in order to regain the flow of the beginning at 

bar 9. However, all these devices would be ineffective if I did not 

combine them with an accurate choice of timbre. The feeling of going 

forwards I suggest for the first five bars cannot be achieved if I attack 

the notes of the melody and/or of the left hand‟s broken chords of 

fifths too directly. Instead, I should conceive the melody of the right 

hand and the accompaniment of the left hand as long legato lines and 

attack the internal two note chords very softly. Furthermore, a little 

accelerando at the end of bar 5 alone is not sufficient to blur the 

boundaries with what follows. The sense of splitting here is not only a 

consequence of the indicated tempo change but also of the change in 

register of the melody (from G3 of bar 5 to E5 of bar 6). I can counter 

the schismatic effects of this leap by playing the C-sharp and G-sharp 

of bar 5 as to give the impression that the accompaniment of broken 

chords of fifths gradually becomes the melody, i.e. with a particular 

emphasis. In doing so, bar 6 may sound like a natural continuation of 

bar 5 and not like something different. In bars 6 to 8, I should also 

employ a timbre similar to that employed up to this point for the 

melody of the right hand and not stress the countermelody of the bass 

as I might be tempted to do. These are ways of playing these bars as 

one long event. On the other hand, by settling timing and timbre in a 

different (not necessarily opposite) way, this passage could unfold as a 

succession of three distinct, although similar, events.  

 After these observations, I propose that, at least from a 

performer‟s point of view, timing and timbre are powerful musical 

actors in these bars. Pitch, rhythm and tempo also undoubtedly play an 

important role. Since they cause and experience events, they are also 

musical actors. However, the closures they cause can be stressed or 

concealed by the performer through an appropriate use of timing and 

timbre. These last two parameters are therefore the musical actors on 

which the performer should focus when deciding how to unfold the 

elements of the beginning of this movement in time. 
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 Unfolding music is not only a matter of distinguishing or 

merging musical events; it also entails choices concerning the inner 

organisation of each of them. As in the above, a musical actor not only 

creates an event but also experiences it, i.e., changes during the 

course of it (cf. Meelberg). In a composition such as Rautavaara‟s first 

sonata, all the parameters play a role in shaping an event.
13

 However, 

some of them, alone or in combination, have a stronger influence on 

the internal course of an event than others. It is up to the performer to 

discover, by practising, which actors play the most sensitive role in 

shaping an event and to choose how to perform them.  

 

 
Example 28. Einojuhani Rautavaara, piano sonata no.1. First movement, b.16-27 

Published with the permission of the publisher, Fennica Gehrman Oy, Helsinki 

 

 I suggest looking at bars 16-27 (Ex.28). Bar 16 is the end of 

the event examined above (or group of three events, depending on the 

point of view) and at bar 27 the beginning of the sonata is mirrored. 

Therefore, bars 17-26 can undoubtedly be perceived as one event, in 

my view difficult, if not impossible, to split. Graphically, the score 

suggests the presence of two melodic elements, one chordal and the 

other monodic. The melodic value of the chords is stressed by the 

indication „cantabile‟. The monodic element is composed of the three 

                                                 
13

 This is not the case in some of Meelberg‟s analyses, where some parameters either 

are missing or have a minor function. 

16 

22 23 24 25 

18 19 20 21 17 

26 27 
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c-sharps in bars 17, 18 and 20 and of the melody of bars 24-26. I 

argue that dynamics are the actor which determines how this event 

unfolds. Imagine I played the chordal melody in the foreground, the 

repeated c-sharps in the background and the melody of bars 24-26 

between these two dynamics. The c-sharps would sound like an echo 

of the last note of the previous event‟s accompaniment (the broken 

chords of fifths) and the melody of bars 24-26 like a new element. If 

instead I played the chords in the background and all the rest in the 

foreground, would not the upper voice sound as one melody going 

from bar 17 to 26 with rests in between and the chords seem like a 

choral in the distance? The former version would also put this event in 

relation with the previous one while the latter would give it a different 

character. Obviously, timing and timbre are also responsible for the 

final shape of this event. However, in my view, they should be 

determined in function of the choice made about the dynamics. 

Therefore, dynamics are the musical actor on which a performer 

should primarily focus when reflecting on the internal unfolding of 

this event. What I propose is, of course, just my interpretation of this 

passage. I am perfectly aware that other performers may not agree 

with me. They might find that, for instance, an intelligent use of 

timing can be much more effective than a differentiation in dynamics. 

However, this difference in point of view will not invalidate the 

approach I propose, i.e. to identify which actor can play the most 

important role within an event in order to determine how to shape this 

event in time.  

 The problems concerning how to unfold a composition in time 

are not limited to the relation between the elements of an event or 

contiguous events. To stay with Neuhaus, the main issue for a 

performer is probably grasping a composition as an entity, i.e. to fuse 

all of its events into a convincing whole. Consequently, the shape 

given to an event cannot be decided irrespective of that of the others. 

Practising the temporal development of a composition is, therefore, all 

but a linear process. For each event a performer has to identify the 

most powerful actor(s) and understand how its/their „behaviour‟ can 

influence the event‟s temporal unfolding. Afterwards, the performer 
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has to consider the shape she had established for the previous events 

and take it into account when deciding about the shape of the event 

she is working on. It can obviously happen that considerations about 

the shape of previous material suggest solutions which do not work in 

the event under investigation. In this case, a performer should not 

hesitate to reshape the foregoing events in function of the successive 

one. Practising the temporal development of a composition implies, 

therefore, a continuous back-and-forth between events, aimed to the 

conception of a convincing overall shape.  

 

 
Example 29. Einojuhani Rautavaara, piano sonata no.1. First movement, b.28-43 

Published with the permission of the publisher, Fennica Gehrman Oy, Helsinki 

 

 As I have repeatedly emphasised in this dissertation, it is 

difficult, if not impossible, to give criteria about what can be a 

convincing shape. Reconsider, for instance, bars 17-26 (see Ex.28). 

They are mirrored in bars 32 to 41 (Ex.29). These events are similar 

and, for the reason explained above, the most powerful musical actor 

of both is dynamics. For each event two different strategies are 

possible. One may choose to put the chords in the foreground and the 

c-sharp (e-flat in the mirrored version) in the background or vice 

28 

33 34 35 36 

30 31 32 

39 
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37 38 

40 41 42 43 
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versa. Furthermore, one may play the two passages in the same way or 

not. Whatever one chooses to do, one does not run the risk of 

throwing aside the indications of the composer since the differences I 

am considering belong to that part of the sounding work 

underdetermined by the notation.  

 

 

 Although the unfolding of music is of paramount importance 

for performers, performers have not developed a lexicon for 

consistently sharing their thoughts about it. Words must therefore be 

borrowed from scholars investigating this particular aspect of music. I 

have found terms in Vincent Meelberg‟s dissertation which, with 

some modifications, are extremely useful to express my ideas on this 

subject.  

 In a composition, there are „musical actors‟, i.e. musical 

parameters which create or experience „musical events‟. Some 

parameters among those endowed with such a power are 

underdetermined by the score. These can therefore be controlled by 

the performer. Since their behaviours determine when an event starts 

and ends, the internal shape of each event and how events follow one 

another, it is important for the pianist to locate them. To this end, I 

suggest mapping these underdetermined musical actors on the score. 

Through this map, a performer can directly know on which parameters 

to focus and using the lexicon borrowed from a scholar of another 

field, it becomes possible to share thoughts on such an intangible 

subject. 



 

SYNTHESIS 
 

Need for synthesis 

 In the foregoing case studies, I have examined general 

problems pianists encounter when learning a musical work in view of 

performing it. More precisely, I have focused on issues the solutions 

of which cannot be found without reflecting on underdetermined 

aspects of the composition. I have deliberately considered only one 

problem at a time, although I am aware of the shortcomings of such an 

approach. Indeed, in the kind of repertoire I have examined, i.e. recent 

piano music linked to a certain extent to traditional types of writing, 

there is not any musical work which displays only one of the aspects I 

have considered. To shape a sound field
14

 entails choices about the 

features of the notes that compose it.
15

 In order to play those notes, 

movements have to be performed. Some of these movements can 

suggest particular meaning to the pianist.
16

 All this has to happen in 

time, a dimension which therefore deserves pondered care.
17

 My 

choice to consider them separately is only justified by the need to 

make matters which are not so easy to be put into words clear. In the 

actual musical practice, all these aspects are simultaneously present 

and continuously interacting. For example: a performance choice 

about the shape of a chord field cannot be without consequence for the 

way of playing a succession of notes and vice versa, what a particular 

kind of movement demanded by the score suggests necessarily has an 

effect on sound fields, the way in which the latter are transformed 

determines the unfolding of the composition and so on. Therefore, this 

dissertation would not be complete if a case study did not take into 

account all these aspects at once. 

 The second movement of Boulez‟ second piano sonata is the 

case study chosen for this crucial investigation. It is generally 

                                                 
14

 Cf. the chapter „verticality‟. 
15

 Cf. the chapter „horizontality‟. 
16

 Cf. the chapter „corporeality‟. 
17

 Cf. the chapter „unfolding‟. 
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accepted that this sonata is a landmark in twentieth-century piano 

literature. Therefore, it would have been difficult not to include it in a 

selection of sonatas written after 1945. Furthermore, the excerpt 

considered in this chapter is complex enough to exemplify all the 

issues expounded up to this point but still transparent enough to 

function as a clear illustration of my ideas. I start by mapping the 

harmonic aspects of some excerpts from the composition in the way 

presented in the chapter „verticality‟. Afterwards, I enrich such an 

account by means of the strategy employed in „horizontality‟. I then 

examine the bodily movements demanded by the score, explain what 

they could imply for the pianist and propose a way of mapping them. 

To do so, I act analogously to the case study on Berio‟s sonata 

although I use different terms. Eventually, I show how these maps 

work together and find their place within the frame proposed for 

describing the unfolding of the music. 

 

Verticality 

 Boulez‟ sonata movement can undoubtedly be defined as a 

polyphonic piece. In the remarks at the beginning of the sonata, the 

composer writes: „tous les contrepoints sont également importants: il 

n‟y a ni parties principales, ni parties secondaires‟.
18

 In my view, this 

would have been clear even if Boulez had not specified it. All voices 

are independent of one another and no one has characteristics which 

render it more important than the others.  

 In light of what has been expounded in the chapter „verticality‟ 

of the present dissertation, it may be thought that the most faithful 

way of realising the chord fields of this composition would produce 

just a „loose harmonic result‟. However, a closer look at the score 

reveals a much richer range of possibilities. In the second movement, 

the composer clearly demands the use of the sustaining pedal: with 

some exception, it has to be employed throughout the whole piece. 

The use of the pedal prolongs the resonance of the different voices. 

This forms chord fields whose shape and evolution depend on the 

                                                 
18

 „All of the counterpoint is equally important: there are neither main voices nor 

secondary ones‟ [my translation]. 
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performer. It is written when the pedal has to be used but how and 

when it has to be changed is, most of the time, not determined by the 

composer: at bar 9, Boulez just writes „à partir d‟ici, très peu de 

pédale‟.
19

 Moreover, as I have shown in the Carter case study, the 

employment of the pedal is important for moulding a chord field but 

its form also depends on the attack, the quality of the sounds and the 

balance between the different voices. These characteristics are always 

underdetermined by the score since musical notation is unable to 

precisely indicate them. Creative responsibility is also given to the 

performer in balancing the different voices, although the indication 

that there is no secondary voice seems to suggest the contrary. Indeed, 

to write that all the voices have the same importance does not imply 

that any notes played simultaneously should have the same intensity. 

In a highly contrapuntal style, each melody is independent from the 

others. This means that when a melody starts, a second one can be 

reaching its end and a third one can be in its middle point. If one 

agrees that the first note of a melody cannot be played in the same 

way as the last one or as one in the middle, then one should also agree 

that if all simultaneous sounds were played with the same intensity, 

the shape of each melody would inevitably be lost. Therefore, „all of 

the counterpoint is equally important‟ just means that no one voice 

should lead the musical discourse; it does not imply that any notes 

played simultaneously should have the same intensity. On the 

contrary, in order to give the same importance to all the voices, it is 

fundamental to look at the shape and the musical needs of each 

melody, varying the intensity of the notes in function of the position 

they occupy within each succession of sounds. 

 For these reasons, all the categories proposed in the chapter on 

Carter‟s sonata can be employed for mapping the harmonic aspects of 

this composition. Consider, as an example, bars 9 to 14 (Ex.30).  

                                                 
19

 „From here on, very little pedal‟ [my translation]. 
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Example 30. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.9-14 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 The frequency with which the pedal could be changed may 

vary considerably depending on my performance choices: I could hold 

it down slightly throughout the whole passage or change it on each 

note. By employing my way of mapping, these two choices can be 

placed at the extremes of the range delimited on one side by „slow-

changing harmony‟ and on the other by „fast-changing harmony‟. 

During this passage, I can move between these two extremes 

combining my choice with a particular sound attack and quality. For 

example, I could combine a slow-changing harmony with a clear and 

very direct sound attack. In this case, I would obtain a transparent and 

crystalline contrapuntal discourse enriched by a halo of resonance. I 

could otherwise opt for a much smoother touché going towards a 

warmer yet mistier chord field. These two sorts of sound attack would 

give different results if combined with a fast-changing harmony. The 

former would tend to isolate each note and make the harmonic 

intervals formed by the simultaneous sounds audible. The latter would 

rather connect the sounds in succession with each other emphasising 

the interweaving of melodic lines. This would result in obtaining a 

„loose harmonic result‟ since the contrapuntal aspect would be put to 

the fore. Contrarily to what one may be inclined to think, a distinct 

9 

12 
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sound attack combined with a fast-changing harmony would instead 

produce a somewhat „blended harmonic result‟: indeed, the vertical 

aspect of the musical discourse (harmonic intervals) would be more 

audible than its horizontal counterpart (melodic intervals).  

 As explained in the chapter on Carter‟s sonata, to change the 

pedal does not necessarily mean to release it completely. By a subtle 

use of this device, I could let the tones of one chord field resonate 

long enough to enrich those of the following one without interfering 

with them. In this case, I would obtain chord fields with unclear 

boundaries especially if attacking the keys not too directly. If, instead, 

the pedal is released completely when changed and the sounds are 

played more distinctly, the boundaries of the chord fields would 

become much clearer.  

 

Horizontality 

 In the above, I refer to sound attack, quality and touché by 

using adjectives: a sound can be „direct‟, „clear‟ and „distinct‟, a 

touché „smooth‟ and a chord field „warm‟ and „misty‟. Although these 

terms would probably suggest something to other pianists, they are too 

imprecise for being employed in an academic text. As expounded in 

the chapter „horizontality‟ of this dissertation, the sound results to 

which they refer can be more consistently depicted by describing the 

bodily movements necessary to achieve them. 

 The bars under examination (Ex.30) present single notes as 

well as melodic groups of two or more sounds. Following the 

composer‟s instructions, I have to play the groups legato, except at bar 

14, where my left hand has to play portato. I can employ all five 

movements described in the case study on Schnittke‟s sonata to play 

the single notes, whatever the articulation they must have. I can also 

use all of them to perform the melodic groups. It is true that 

movements D (where the wrist stays still while the forearm moves up 

and down) and E (where the forearm stays still while the hand moves 

up and down) oblige the pianists to detach the hand from the keyboard 

and are, therefore, not suitable for legato playing. Nevertheless, since 

very often the distance between the notes to be tied does not allow for 
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maintaining the fingers in contact with the piano anyway, movements 

D and E cannot be excluded from the range of possibilities.  

 There are different manners of giving the illusion of legato 

when playing two or more distant notes. However, these are 

impossible to be exhaustively described by means of words. It could 

be imagined that the hand has to stay on each note during almost all its 

length and move to the next one very fast in order to render the 

inevitable silence as short as possible. However, in actuality, this is 

not always the most comfortable and, surely, not the best solution. 

Moving the hand as fast as possible from one note to the following 

one cannot be easily controlled and can unwillingly result in the 

second of the two being played with an accent. It can also be affirmed 

that a succession of notes is more likely to sound legato when each 

note is played with a different intensity. Nevertheless, this strategy 

also does not guarantee a satisfying result. The illusion of legato is an 

effect quite difficult to obtain. Firstly, it has to be imagined. Then, 

when practising, it is necessary to carefully listen to each note and try 

to achieve the result one has in mind. The consequent adjustments in 

hand position and applied weight are often so subtle that they are 

made gradually and imperceptibly while repeating a passage over and 

over again. In similar circumstances – i.e., when real legato playing is 

impossible – all kinds of movements can be employed, even D and E.  

 Although the illusion of legato does not depend on one 

movement over another, each different manner of pressing down the 

keys has an influence on the attack and quality of each note. For 

example, if I played melodic groups by employing movement B (the 

fingers stay in contact with the keyboard while the wrist shifts the 

weight from one finger to the other), I would obtain rounder and less 

direct sounds than if I used movement D; the latter is likely to produce 

a richer tone than movement A (the arm and wrist stay still while the 

fingers move up and down). As expounded in the chapter 

„horizontality‟, each movement is more likely to produce certain 

sound results, making it difficult or even impossible to achieve others. 

Since adjectives like „round‟, „direct‟ and „rich‟ are imprecise, 

especially in the musical field, it is more effective to refer to sound 
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qualities by naming the movements by which such qualities are more 

likely to be obtained. Therefore, all descriptions given above about the 

kinds of sounds to combine with particular chord fields, can be 

rendered more precise and consistent if, instead of adjectives, the 

employed movements are mentioned. 

 

 
Example 31. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.9-14 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 A „horizontality‟ map of this passage is given in Ex.31. All 

five movements are possible except for playing notes which can be 

tied by holding the hand always in contact with the keyboard and for 

playing single notes. In the former case, movements D and E are 

impossible since they can be performed only by raising the hand. In 

the latter case, movement B cannot be performed. Indeed, in order to 

shift the weight from one finger to the other, one obviously needs to 

play at least two notes, one after the other. These two notes could also 

be separated by a rest or by a considerable gap. When they are 

separated by a rest, the fingers would lose contact with the keyboard 

during the rest while the wrist performs a single movement to displace 

the fingers from one key to the other. When they are separated by a 

considerable gap, the fingers would hold the first note as long as 

possible. However, two consecutive tones, in order to be played by 
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means of movement B, need to be notated as tied. Otherwise, if I 

played them by performing a movement which in fact connects the 

notes with each other, I would be contradicting the composer‟s 

instructions. 

 This map can easily be combined with that of the chord fields, 

as shown in Ex.32. Both have the same importance. Although, in 

theory, I could choose the path to follow in each map without taking 

the other one into account, in real practice such behaviour would be 

quite strange, not to mention its poor artistic value. A choice in one 

map is likely to have some influence on the path to follow in another 

one, and vice versa. For example, movement B is best employed to 

connect sounds with each other and to soften their attack. Therefore, it 

would be preferable to combine it with chord fields with unclear 

boundaries and slow-changing harmony. If, instead, I opted for clearly 

delimited and fast-changing fields, I would employ movements 

allowing to better define the profile of each note like, for example, A 

or D.  

 

 
Example 32. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.9-14 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 It is impossible to describe the link between these two maps in 

terms of one-to-one relationships. The reason for this is that both maps 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ABC 

ABC 

ABC 

ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ACDE 

ABC 

clear / unclear boundaries 

slow- / fast-changing harmony 

loose / blended harmonic result 

9 

12 



SYNTHESIS                                                                                                             89 

do not determine categories but define ranges of possibilities. In the 

„verticality‟ map, the possibilities are situated between three pairs of 

extremes; in the „horizontality‟ one, they are found inside the potential 

results of each bodily movement. Instead of a link, it is more correct 

to speak of a mutual influence between these two aspects of the 

composition. Each map, considered separately, gives the pianist points 

of reference in order to gain a better awareness of the possibilities at 

her disposal. It is during the „fine-tuning‟ process – i.e. during that 

stage of practice in which she tries to define and achieve a particular 

sound result – that she becomes aware of and takes into account the 

multiple and subtle interrelationships existing between the two maps.  

 

Corporeality 

 As expounded in the case study on Luciano Berio‟s piano 

sonata, the bodily movements performed in order to play a 

composition are not just means to an end but also an integral part of 

the musical work. They can be perceived by the pianist as a source of 

meaning and what they suggest to her should be taken into account 

during practice. Some of them are clearly defined by the score – i.e. 

there are passages, as those described by Cusick (1998: 48) and Rosen 

(1995/1998: 383), which oblige the performer to execute certain 

movements – while others (the majority, I think) are not. Since 

movements of this last kind are underdetermined by the notation, they 

belong to the performer‟s creative space and, therefore, fall within my 

research field.  

 There is a difference between the way I propose for mapping 

this aspect and those I define for the others. The terminology 

employed for mapping harmony, tone characteristics and timing can 

easily be applied to many musical works while that for describing 

meaningful movements changes from composition to composition.  

 The reader may be surprised that, although the maps proposed 

in Schnittke‟s and in Berio‟s case studies are both focused on bodily 

movements, the former can function with other pieces while the latter 

cannot. This happens since their object is, in actuality, not as similar 

as it may seem. The movements of the Schnittke map are described in 
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order to refer to sound results. Even if performed in another piece, the 

sound results they produce would be more or less the same. Those of 

the Berio map are mentioned since, in any given moment of that piece, 

they are susceptible to be considered by the performer as meaningful. 

The same movements in another context would probably not be 

striking to any pianist. Think, for example, of the succession of five 

notes in bars 26-27 of Berio‟s sonata (see Ex.17). The movement by 

which it can be played suggests particular ideas to the performer since, 

at that particular moment of the composition, it is completely different 

from the movements needed up to that point. In another musical work, 

for example Carter‟s sonata, such a movement would be so common 

as to go unnoticed. The same observation can be made when 

considering Cusick‟s and Rosen‟s examples. The passage of the pedal 

in Bach‟s chorale prelude on Aus tiefer Not BWV 686 Cusick refers 

to, would not be that meaningful if it did not coincide with particular 

words of the text corresponding to the notes of the choral played at 

that moment. The movements Chopin demands in certain passages of 

his etudes would just be difficult, and not a „mimesis of passion‟, if 

encountered in other pieces.  

 From the Berio case study, what can be applied to any other 

musical work is not the employed terminology but, rather, the 

proposed approach. Each composition is a separate case. It has to be 

practised and all the possibilities it offers concerning the bodily 

movements to perform have to be explored. Some of them will 

suggest new ideas to the pianist. The map which can be drawn should 

take into account the characteristics of the composition, those 

movements which are susceptible to be considered as sources of 

meaning and the consequence they can have on the surrounding 

musical material. Such a map can differ in its appearance and in the 

terms employed from composition to composition, since bodily 

movements which might draw the performer‟s attention when found 

in a given musical work can be „commonplace‟ in another one. 

 In the second movement of Boulez‟ second piano sonata, I do 

not recognise the variety in the kinds of bodily movements pointed out 

in Berio‟s sonata. The readers will understand what I am writing just 
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by looking at the score. The Boulez sonata is much more homogenous 

than that of the Italian composer; the continuous interweaving of 

melodies of the former does not demand the diversification of bodily 

movements of the pianist that is needed in the Berio because of the 

successions of repeated notes, chords, melodies, fast passages and 

clusters.  

 This does not imply that Boulez‟s piece does not have any 

characteristic concerning its „bodily side‟ susceptible to draw the 

performer‟s attention. Having such features does not depend on the 

composition itself but, rather, on the sensitivity, creativity and 

willingness of the performer to notice them. As already expounded in 

this dissertation, any composition written to be played on an acoustic 

instrument is to the performer not only a succession of signs on paper 

and of sound to produce but also of bodily movements to perform. 

Since, following this view, bodily movements are part of a musical 

work they can be taken into account when conceiving an interpretation 

of it. To notice, to consider and to draw inspiration from them is the 

performer‟s responsibility. This may happen just as it may not. The 

same can be said for any other feature of a musical work. For 

example, a performer may notice, consider and draw musical ideas 

from a particular succession of harmonies or motivic relationships as 

well as she may overlook them or find them irrelevant.  

 In the forthcoming paragraphs, I describe the bodily aspects of 

this piece which strike me when practising and propose a way of using 

them as source of inspiration. As it is the case with my inquiry on 

Berio‟s sonata, I do not necessarily expect any other pianist practising 

this work to come to my conclusions. Probably, if many pianists were 

asked to point out relevant bodily aspects of this Boulez composition 

and describe whether and how they infer musical ideas from them, 

they would tell different stories. The main content I aim to convey 

through my inquiries in this field is not my understanding of the 

bodily aspects of a particular composition but the approach I employ. 

In other words, what I hope other pianists will do is not to accept my 

map and follow what I suggest but, rather, to reflect on this particular 

aspect of the composition and draw their own maps. However, it has 
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been my concern (as for the other maps proposed in this dissertation) 

to point out aspects which can be verified at the keyboard by any 

reader who plays the piano proficiently. 

 After this necessary explanation, I move on describing my 

perception, understanding, mapping and interpretation of the bodily 

aspects of this work. In order to play it, my hands need to 

continuously jump right and left along the keyboard. Each group of 

tied notes spans more than one octave, very often two or three. The 

interval between two consecutive notes is often so large that a 

movement of the forearm, or even of the arm, is necessary in order to 

bring the hand from the one note to the other. I would write that, by 

playing this work, one „feels‟ the space. By „space‟, I mean the 

physical one, that existing between the keys of the piano. In the 

forthcoming paragraphs, I consider this composition in the light of this 

last idea.  

 Through a close examination of what is demanded of the body 

by the musical material, it is possible to distinguish different ways of 

moving in and perceiving the space. As written above, to play a 

succession of distant notes with the same hand is one of these 

manners. In this case, the space becomes somewhat tangible; the gap 

between the keys can be appreciated, the air existing between these 

points of the keyboard can be felt on the skin. 

 Generally, a group of slurred notes should be played with the 

same hand (Ex.33). 

 
Example 33. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.10 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

10 
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 However, some successions of notes begin with the right and 

finish with the left hand, or vice versa (Ex.34). 

 

 
Example 34. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.5-6 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 In both cases, the feeling of space comes from the perception 

of the gaps between the notes. When my hands simultaneously play 

two different groups of slurred notes, it can happen that they cross one 

another (Ex.35). 

 

 
Example 35. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.18 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 If I have to cross the hands and still respect the shape of each 

melody, I have to focus on the sequences played by each hand 

separately and not on the sounds as they come out of the piano. If the 

5 6 

18 
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latter were the case, I would be more likely to perceive two melodies, 

one formed by all the highest notes and one by all the lowest, with 

nefarious effects on the musical result. To focus on each hand 

separately also means to perceive the gaps covered by the left hand 

separately from those covered by the right hand. Therefore, when I 

play two different successions of notes, one in each hand, I perceive 

two different spaces, one for each hand. 

 This cannot and should not happen when the same melody is 

distributed between the two hands (see ex.34, bar 5). If in this case I 

perceived the gap covered by each hand separately, I would 

incorrectly play the passage as two consecutive melodies, 

corresponding to the intervention of each hand. Therefore, in similar 

circumstances the spaces of the two hands are perceived as one. 

 How I feel the space depends also on the speed with which I 

play the melodic groups of notes. Successions of tied tones are written 

with different rhythmic values going from the crotchets being the 

slowest to the quintuplets of demisemiquavers being the fastest. 

Considering these rhythms at the indicated metronomic tempo (80=a 

quaver), one can notice the great differences in speed the movements 

of the performer have while playing this work. These differences 

correspond to diverse ways of experiencing the space. In order to 

explain this, I would like to employ a metaphor. In daily life, there are 

several possibilities for going from one point in space to another. In 

function of the distance between the two points and the time at one‟s 

disposal, one can walk, bicycle, drive, take the train or take the 

airplane. Each way of travelling entails a different manner of 

experiencing the space. By walking, all the elements of the landscape 

along the route can be appreciated. The faster the mean of 

transportation becomes, the less detailed the perception of the 

surrounding world is and the shorter the distances seem to be. 

Something similar can be said about the feelings I might have as a 

pianist when playing Boulez‟ composition. The slower the melodic 

groups are, the more I can feel the span of the intervals. The faster 

they are, the closer together the notes seem to be.  
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 The notes of this composition are not always grouped in 

slurred successions. Sometimes they are isolated, as in the first four 

bars, for example (Ex.36). From the body‟s perspective, a lone note is 

a point in space. In such circumstances, it is not a gap which primarily 

draws my attention but, rather, a point represented by the key to be 

played. 

 

 
Example 36. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.1-4 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 Everything described up to this point belongs to the 

determined aspects of the composition. Indeed, the displacements of 

the hands are the consequence of the different pitches of the notes, and 

those are clearly written in the score. The underdetermined aspect is 

the speed with which the hands have to move, in particular between 

two sounds not notated under a slur.  

 

 
Example 37. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.3 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 Consider the third bar of the composition (Ex.37) as example. 

The left hand has to move from the c-sharp4 to the b-flat1. The c-

sharp4 has to be held for four quavers and is followed by two quaver 

1 2 3 4 

3 
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rests. There is not any indication about what the left hand has to do 

during the rests. After having released the c-sharp4, it can shift very 

quickly to the position of the b-flat1 and, there, wait until the moment 

in which the key has to be pressed down. Or it can wait on the position 

of the c-sharp4 during the rests and abruptly shift to the b-flat1 just in 

time to play it. Otherwise, it can slowly move from the one note to the 

other, without resting anywhere, and arrive at the second note at the 

precise moment in which it has to be played. The same can be said for 

the shift from the c3 to the b4 in the right hand. A choice about this 

underdetermined aspect is necessary not only between two single 

notes but also between two melodic groups, a single note and a group, 

or a group and a single note.  

 In my view, such a choice is much more important than what 

one may be inclined to think. A change in the speed of the movement 

performed between two distinct musical elements (single note or 

group) influences the way in which I perceive them. If I moved my 

hand slowly and at a constant speed from one element to the following 

one, I would fully experience the gap (as presented above by means of 

a metaphor). Furthermore, performing a continuous and regular 

movement would incline me to consider the two elements somehow 

linked with each other. My impression would be different if, after 

having played a musical element, I held my hand in that position and, 

only at the last moment, shifted it to the next key to press down. When 

doing so, my attention would be rather focused on the end of the first 

element. I would carefully listen to how the last sound of it fades out 

in the silence and perceive thoroughly a position in the space. The 

following note would come as a surprise, as something disrupting the 

apparent peace. This would not be the case if, after the end of one 

element, I shifted my hand as fast as possible to the position of the 

following note, waiting there for the right moment to play it. In that 

way, I would have time to imagine and shape the sound to come in my 

mind, and to make my hand feel the new position.  
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Example 38. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.1-20 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 
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 Similarly to what was proposed in the Berio case study, a map 

useful to define the possibilities relative to this underdetermined 

aspect of a musical work primarily records those movements which 

are already determined by the score. By having a clear view of what 

cannot be avoided and by considering it in relation to the musical 

elements of the work, a pianist can more easily define what still has to 

be settled.  

 Ex.38 shows a map of this aspect over the first twenty bars of 

the composition. In light of what has been expounded up to this point, 

I distinguish between „positions in space‟ (PS, single notes or chords), 

„distances in unified space‟ (DUS, when the slurred succession of 

notes is started by the one hand and finished by the other) and 

„distances in separated spaces‟ (DSS, when a whole succession of 

notes is played by only one hand). Some passages have a double 

indication meaning they can be felt in two different ways. For 

example, the quintuplet and the five-note group of demisemiquavers 

of bar 15 are normally DSS since each slurred succession of notes is 

played by the same hand. However, their fast ascending movement 

from the low to the high register begun by the left hand and completed 

by the right hand makes it possible to consider and feel them as DUS. 

The same can be said for bar 17 (in this case the movement is 

descending). I do not indicate the speed of each movement since this 

is already represented by the musical values. 

 Choices about the underdetermined bodily movements to 

employ – i.e. those connecting two consecutive elements – can be 

inferred from reflecting on those movements already determined and 

on the musical material. Consider, for instance, the beginning of the 

piece. The first four bars present only PS (I consider the two notes 

played by the right hand at bar 2 and similar figures as „positions in 

space‟ since the first is so fast that it would be felt by the hand as part 

of the second). Bar 5 starts by the first DUS of the composition. If I 

wanted to confer importance to the entrance of the new element (since 

it is also the first slurred melody, it is new not only from a bodily 

point of view), I could move the hands as fast as possible from the last 

notes of bar 4 to the positions of the next keys and hold them there 
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during the rests. In doing so, I would have the opportunity to feel the 

new position and to carefully prepare the new melody. Its entrance 

would be even more emphasised if I played the first four bars by 

shifting the hands between the separated notes slowly and at a 

constant speed. With this technique, the sudden acceleration at the end 

of bar 4 would be a clear sign to me from my body that something 

new needing special care would be going to begin. Furthermore, since 

this acceleration could be noticed by anyone watching me, the 

importance I intend to confer to this passage would probably be more 

easily perceptible by the public.  

 Another interesting example is the transition from bar 8 to 9. 

From a bodily point of view, the former ends as the latter begins, i.e. 

by PS. However, if one considers the dynamics the contrast is evident: 

bar 8 is pianissimo while bar 9 is forte subito. This contrast could be 

further accentuated if I held my right hand on the position of the last 

note of bar 8 and moved it to the position required for the beginning of 

the following bar as late as possible. This way, the forte would be both 

felt by me and visually perceived by the public as a surprise. 

 Even slowly moving the hand from the one element to the 

following one can be an effective choice in certain circumstances; for 

example, between bars 14 and 15. Both present DSS. The first DSS of 

bar 15 is much faster than the last of bar 14. To reach it slowly is 

probably the best way of enhancing its frenetic character. As written 

above, because of its speed and of the disposition of the notes, this 

element can be felt as a DSS or as a DUS. If, for example, the latter is 

the chosen approach, the slow movement used for the hands to 

reorient themselves can be performed in such a way that the right hand 

reaches its position of the first demisemiquaver it has to play 

simultaneously as the left hand reaches its placement, i.e. a 

semiquaver before its first note should sound. In so doing, the two 

groups of notes can be perceived as a whole and the space as one. 
 

Unfolding 

 The mapping of the bodily aspects of a composition cannot 

simply be integrated with those I present in the previous paragraphs of 

this chapter. Its nature is so particular that it is not possible to 
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convincingly connect some of its features with those of the other 

maps. It is true that, for example, a choice of the shape of a chord field 

or of the kind of movement to employ in order to achieve a sound 

result may have some influence on the way a pianist perceives some 

other bodily movements. However, the map of this last aspect cannot 

be employed to complement or better define the others. In order to 

establish a connection between them, it is necessary to employ the 

map I have proposed in the chapter „unfolding‟ of the present 

dissertation.  

 A map of the musical unfolding indicates the musical actors, 

with an emphasis on those the behaviour of which depends on the 

pianist. In that chapter, I consider tempo, dynamics, timbre and 

timing, i.e. musical parameters underdetermined by the score, all as 

possible musical actors. To map their virtually infinite possible 

realisations is the aim of this doctoral project. However, in the other 

case studies of my dissertation, I do not focus directly on them. I 

prefer, rather, to investigate general issues I encounter when learning a 

composition whose solutions directly influence the way in which the 

underdetermined musical parameters are realised. I choose this 

approach since it is that of the main method of this inquiry: my actual 

practice. Indeed, as a pianist, I do not reflect on each sound parameter 

separately but, rather, on more general aspects of a composition: 

namely, its harmony, the shape of its melodies, and the meaning I can 

infer from certain movements. I do not think it would be wrong to call 

these general aspects a „work‟s parameters‟. I consider the word 

„parameter‟ in its extended meaning, „an element or aspect of 

something‟.
20

 To determine a work‟s parameters entails determining 

many sound parameters at the same time. 

 In the case studies on Carter, Schnittke and Berio, I sometimes 

wrote about small- and large-scale choices, elements which are 

susceptible to be considered as a whole if played in a certain way, 

more or less hidden relationships between passages and so on. In other 

                                                 
20

 „parameter, n.‟. Oxford English dictionary online. December 2011. Oxford 

University Press. Retrieved January 8, 2012, from 

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/137519. 
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words, choices about the aspects of a composition I investigate, i.e. 

the work‟s parameters, influence the unfolding of the music. Since, 

following the definitions I adopt in Rautavaara‟s case study, the 

unfolding of music in time is influenced by the behaviours of the 

musical actors, then, a work‟s parameters can also be considered as 

actors.  

 The map of the musical unfolding as proposed in the 

Rautavaara case study can therefore be enriched with other kinds of 

musical actors, i.e. the three work parameters I examine in this 

dissertation. Therefore, all the maps can be superposed, so as to form 

a comprehensive map which can better represent the complex web of 

possible realisations of the underdetermined aspects of a score.  

 Imagine, for the sake of the argument, that the second 

movement of Boulez‟s second piano sonata was just twenty bars long. 

Ex.39 presents the comprehensive map of the composition. 

 For each mapped aspect, I employ a different font style. All 

indications in capital italic letters are the „horizontality‟ mapping. 

Those in a normal font style represent the possible realisations of 

chord fields, i.e. the „verticality‟ map. The capital letters in bold refer 

to the „corporeality‟ map.  

 In order to show how this map can be employed, I describe 

three possible shapes a pianist can give to this composition. In the first 

one, the piece is divided into three events. The second one is 

characterised by a succession of many short events. In the third one, 

these twenty bars are considered and played as one long event.  

 The three events of the first possible shape are respectively 

eight, nine and three measures long: the first stretching from bars 1 to 

8, the second one from bar 9 to the first four quavers of bar 17 and the 

last one from the fifth quaver of bar 17 to the end. In order for them to 

sound like three distinct events, each one needs to be characterised in 

a different way. Moreover, something has to be done between the 

events so as to emphasise the sense of closure and new start. 
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Example 39. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.1-20 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow- – fast-changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ABC 

ABC 

ABC 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 
ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ACDE 

ABC 

loose h.r. 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ACDE 

ACDE 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow- – fast-changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

ABC 

ABC 

ACDE 

ACDE 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow – fast changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

loose h.r. 

AB 

AB ABC 

ABC ABC 

ABCDE 

ABC 
ABCDE 

ABCDE AB 

ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABC 
ACDE 

ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABC 
ACDE 

loose h.r. 

loose h.r. 

loose h.r. 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow – fast changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

1 

5 

9 

12 

15 

17 

19 

PS 

PS 

PS 

PS 

PS 

PS 

DUS 

DUS 

DSS 

DSS 

DSS 

DSS 

DSS 

PS 

PS 

PS 

DSS 

DSS - DUS DSS 

DSS 
DSS 

PS 

ACDE 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow – fast changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

loose h.r. 
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 I first propose to recognise the musical actor(s) which 

experience(s) events, i.e. which can grant them a specific character. 

The most important one is the work‟s parameter represented by the 

„verticality‟ map, i.e. the chord fields‟ properties. In the first event this 

is in part determined by the score, in particular, by the indication 

„absolument sans pédale (observer rigoureusement les silences de 

chaque contrepoint)‟.
21

 In the measures which have to be played 

without pedal, the harmony has a loose texture; in all others, I have a 

whole range of possibilities at my disposal. In order to characterise 

each event in a different way, I would give a loose texture to the 

harmony of the first and third events and realise long chord fields – 

i.e. slow-changing harmony – with unclear boundaries in the second 

event. In the measures of the first and third events which have to be 

played with pedal, it could be just slightly pressed down and changed 

almost on each note, and the keys could be played by means of 

movement A (arm and wrist stay still while the fingers move up and 

down). This way, the sounds would have an attack distinct enough to 

emphasise the counterpoint of the melodic lines (loose harmonic 

texture). In the second event, I can stress the unclear boundaries of the 

long chord fields by employing movement B (the fingers stay in 

contact with the keyboard while the wrist shifts the weight from one 

finger to the other) where possible. Another musical actor which can 

characterise the events is the work‟s parameter represented by the 

„corporeality‟ map, i.e. bodily movements which can be considered by 

a performer as a source of meaning. In the first event there are mainly 

PSs, with one DUS and one DSS. In the second event there are mainly 

DSSs, with one DUS and five PSs. In the third one, PSs alternate quite 

regularly with DSSs. A certain characterisation is therefore 

determined by the score. However, also the underdetermined 

meaningful movements – i.e. the shifts between consecutive elements 

– can function as musical actors. In the first events, I can emphasise 

the sensation of hitting with the tips of the fingers in the space by 

staying as long as possible on the position of each pressed key before 

                                                 
21

 „Absolutely without pedal (rigorously observe the silences of each contrapuntal 

line)‟ [my translation]. 
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abruptly shifting to the next one. In the second and third events I can 

execute the shifts with the same speed and kind of movement 

employed to cover the distances in separated or unified spaces (DSS 

or DUS). In this way, I would integrate the few PSs within the space 

perceived as a whole. This performance choice would distinguish the 

first event from the rest of the piece but would merge the second and 

the third ones together, especially in my mind. This can be avoided by 

defining the manner in which the work‟s parameter represented by the 

„corporeality‟ map can also create events, i.e. can cause closure. At 

bar 17, the hands could stop their movements on the pianissimo 

semiquavers. Then, they could rapidly shift to their new positions on 

the keyboard just before the f3 of the left hand should sound and, from 

that note on, start their regular movements again. This displacement 

would break the unity of space I experience in the second event and 

render the first note of the third event a new starting point.  

 Considering this „piece‟ as a succession of three events, the 

map of its underdetermined aspects can be completed by framing 

those parameters which can function as musical actors (Ex.40). It is 

true that also the parameter represented by the „horizontality‟ map is a 

musical actor since it creates and experiences events. However, its 

realisation mostly depends on choices about the harmony. Therefore, 

it is better not to emphasise it in the map as those musical actors 

which play a primary role. 
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Example 40. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.1-20 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow – fast changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow- – fast-changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ACDE 
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ABC 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 
ABCDE 
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ABCDE 
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AB 

AB ABC 

ABC ABC 

ABCDE 

ABC 
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PS 
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 This fictitious twenty measures long composition could also be 

performed as a succession of many short events. When choosing for a 

fragmented shape, each detail of the score has to be taken into account 

to determine which musical actors could play an important role. In 

order to give a concise example of this, I will narrow my focus to the 

first eight bars (Ex.41).  

 

 
Example 41. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.1-8 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 Some determined parameters have a behaviour which makes 

them susceptible to be considered as musical actors. Bars 1-2 and bars 

3-4 share commonalities in employed rhythms, dynamics and 

accentuation. Bars 5-6 and bars 7-8 present similar pedalling. It is not 

my aim to go deeper into the analysis of this work. I only point out 

features which have a direct influence on the performance. Rhythm, 

dynamics and accentuation suggest a succession of four events. As a 

pianist, I could choose to emphasise this shape. In the first four bars, 

the most important musical actor I could control would be that 

represented by the „corporeality‟ map. For example, in bars 1-2 I 

could execute abrupt shifts between the notes so as to isolate the 

perception of each PS, while in bars 3-4 I could feel the space as a 

whole by executing slow and regular shifts between the keys. The 

work‟s parameters represented by the „verticality‟ and „horizontality‟ 

maps do not play an important role in this passage: the former is 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow- – fast-changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 
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PS 
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PS 

PS 

DUS 
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ACDE 
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ACDE 
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ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

loose h.r. loose h.r. 
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determined by the score as a „loose harmonic texture‟ and the latter 

cannot characterise events with such a limited amount of separated 

tones. These two parameters function instead as musical actors in the 

following couple of events. Bars 5-6 and bars 7-8 can both be 

composed of two chord fields with unclear boundaries (these 

boundaries are indicated in Ex.41 with triangles) followed by a loose 

harmonic texture. Furthermore, the passages with pedal can be played 

by means of movement B and those without by movement D. The 

musical actor „corporeality‟ behaves in a way similar to that of the 

first four bars.  

 Ex.41 shows a map of this version of the first eight bars. As in 

the previous one, the important musical actors are framed. 

 I could also choose another shape. For example, I could 

perform these eight bars as a succession of three events (Ex.42): bars 

1-3, bars 4-6 and bars 7-8.  

 

 
Example 42. Pierre Boulez, piano sonata no.2. Second movement: Lent, b.1-8 

Avec l'autorisation de Heugel SA, Paris-France 

 

 The parameter represented by the „corporeality‟ map could 

function as a musical actor in a way similar to those described in the 

previous examples. The second event can also be created by a 

particular control of the harmony. Since in bar 4 and at the end of bar 

6 the score demands a loose harmonic texture, bar 5 and the beginning 

of bar 6 could be played by gradually going from a loose to a blended 

clear – unclear boundaries 

slow- – fast-changing harmony 

loose – blended harmonic result 
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ACDE 
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ACDE 
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loose – blended harmonic result 
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ACDE 

ACDE 

ACDE 

ABCDE 

ABCDE 

loose h.r. loose h.r. 

loose h.r. 
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texture and the other way round. Finally, I can focus on the parameter 

represented by the „horizontality‟ map in order to differentiate the 

third event from the second one. Indeed, I could play bars 4-6 by 

means of movement A and bars 7-8 with movement B. A map of this 

shape of the first eight bars would frame the parameter of the 

„corporeality‟ map for all three events, that of the „verticality‟ map for 

the second one and that of the „horizontality‟ map for the second and 

third. As I have written above, this does not mean the framed 

parameters are the only musical actors but, rather, that they are the 

musical actors on which the pianist should focus in order to obtain this 

shape. 

 Different strategies from those expounded above should be 

used when considering these twenty bars as one long event. Musical 

actors do not have to characterise groups of notes differently from one 

another but, rather, to behave in such a way so as to give the 

impression of opening and closure. The „corporeality‟ map‟s actor 

could start with a perception of separated positions in the space, 

gradually move towards a feeling of the space as a whole and 

progressively come back to the initial sensation. For me this entails 

abruptly shifting the hands at the beginning, more and more slowly 

and steadily from the beginning to somewhere in the middle of the 

composition, then more and more rapidly again from the middle to the 

end. The action of this parameter alone is not sufficient because the 

second half of the piece presents too much DSS to allow changes in 

movements as gradual as those of the first half. Therefore, the other 

two actors also have to be appropriately employed in order to create 

this long event. The harmony could evolve from a „loose‟ to „blended‟ 

harmonic texture, from „clear‟ to „unclear‟ boundaries and from „fast-‟ 

to „slow-changing harmony‟ in the first half of the piece. The 

„horizontality‟ map‟s actor could help the harmony in its evolution by 

starting by movement A or D and going gradually to movement B. 

Both actors could have an inverse transformation in the second half of 

the composition. The middle point of the piece does not necessarily 

need to be the same for all three actors; each actor can reach its 

„zenith‟ at a different moment.  
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 The examples I give in these last paragraphs are only meant as 

an illustration of how my maps work together. The shapes I propose 

do not pretend to be the only possibilities. Other pianists could 

consider these twenty measures in different ways. Furthermore, the 

strategies I employ alone do not guarantee one to achieve the wished 

shape and the matters are not so simple as how I put them. Indeed, 

some musical actors which play an important role are determined by 

the score. For example, the f dynamic of bar 9 preceded by eight bars 

with dynamics mostly ranging from pp to mp somehow gives the 

impression of a new beginning. Therefore, to play these twenty bars as 

one long event is not as easy as my description suggests. The 

strategies I propose can help but it is only by imagining the final 

shape, playing, listening to the sound result, comparing it with the 

goal one has in mind, and repeating the passage over and over again 

by making the necessary subtle adjustments that one can come closer 

to the desired result. A similar observation can be made about the 

shape of the three events. By controlling the work‟s parameters as 

proposed, the piece is likely to sound like a succession of three events. 

However, how to make the third event sound like the last one is not 

easy to verbalise.
22

  

 It is difficult to say whether one of the proposed shapes is 

more valuable than any other. As explained in the first chapter of this 

dissertation, performer‟s choices can have different grounds. They can 

be motivated by a rigorous analysis of the composition as well as 

dictated by one‟s musical instincts. Since there is no one-to-one 

relationship between the underlying reasons of one‟s performance 

choices (Levinson‟s critical interpretation) and their actual realisation 

in sound (Levinson‟s performative interpretation), no criterion can 

ever guarantee a valuable performance. If, for example, a deep 

analysis of the excerpt discussed in this chapter provided arguments in 

favour of a shape consisting of three events, this would not say 

                                                 
22

 In this example, to make the third event sound as if it were the last one is probably 

impossible since, in the actual composition, it is followed by another ten minutes of 

music. However, the difficulty to verbalise how the sense of closure of a whole 

composition can be given is, all the same, an unresolved problem. 
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anything about the value of the resulting performance, the reason 

being that a shape of three events can still be performed in infinite 

ways just like a shape of one long event. Some of the infinite possible 

realisations of the former will necessarily be less convincing than 

some of the infinite possible realisations of the latter, and vice versa. 

Therefore, it cannot be determined, on the basis of the criterion 

employed to choose one shape over another, whether one is more 

valuable than the other.  

 

 

 In this chapter, I have applied all the approaches expounded in 

the previous case studies to the second movement of Boulez‟ second 

piano sonata. I start by showing how the terminology proposed in the 

chapter „verticality‟ easily fit this work and how a map of this aspect 

can be drawn. In my explanation, I use adjectives to refer to sound 

properties. These adjectives, which are inevitably imprecise, can be 

avoided by employing the terminology proposed in the Schnittke case 

study. The „horizontality‟ map is therefore a valuable complement to 

that of „verticality‟. These two maps have the same importance. 

Depending on the circumstances, a choice about the one aspect can 

influence the other one and vice versa. The same cannot be said about 

the „corporeality‟ map. This refers to an aspect not necessarily 

connected with the others. Furthermore, it is work-specific: the bodily 

aspects which are susceptible to be considered by the pianist as a 

source of meaning in a specific composition may be insignificant in 

another musical work. This characteristic explains why the map I 

propose in this chapter is completely different from that drawn of 

Berio‟s piano sonata. Yet, these three maps share a commonality. 

Their employ entails considerations about the succession of musical 

events in time. Therefore, the „unfolding‟ map is that which can link 

them all together. I call the aspects of a composition, investigated in 

the first three case studies, a work‟s parameters. By taking the first 

twenty bars of the composition as an example and by considering 

them as a complete work for the sake of the argument, I show how the 

work‟s parameters can function as musical actors. 
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 My maps are therefore grids which, superposed to the score, 

offer the pianist an overview of possible realisations of aspects of a 

composition underdetermined by the score. Although they have been 

obtained through practising, it has not to be forgotten that they are the 

product of academic research. As such, with their extremely detailed 

complexity, they are not likely to be employed in the learning process. 

A pianist learning this sonata would probably often reflect on the 

aspects my maps refer to. However, it is difficult to imagine she 

would carefully put all her reflections on paper and render a score that 

is already complex enough even more complex. My maps detail and 

give a visual form to all my reflections. They bear witness to all my 

struggles of pushing the boundaries of what can be verbalised in 

musical practice even further. Taken in their entirety, they are not 

meant as a tool for everyday use in a pianist‟s life.  

 It has also to be observed that, although my maps aim at 

comprehensiveness, they do not report all that which a pianist needs in 

order to perform a musical work proficiently: musical practice will 

always entail activities and processes which cannot be put into words. 

 

 



 



 

CONCLUSIONS AND 

AFTERTHOUGHTS 
 

Answers 

 The answers to the questions which are at the basis of this 

doctoral project – i.e., „how is it possible to map the ways in which the 

underdetermined or undetermined aspects of a piano composition 

written after the Second World War can be realised?‟ and „what could 

such a map look like?‟ – are given, more or less explicitly, in the five 

case studies described in this dissertation. Underdetermined aspects of 

a musical work can be mapped by taking the following steps: 

 

1. considering general issues a pianist encounters when  

  learning a composition 

2. focussing on the influence their solutions have in the 

realisation of aspects underdetermined by the score 

3. finding words which directly or indirectly refer to both 

the solutions and the underdetermined aspects 

4. providing abbreviations and symbols from those words 

5. inserting the abbreviations and symbols in the score or  

  organising them as graphics 

 

 The resulting maps are, therefore, grids of information which 

can be superposed to the score. This allows for combining several 

maps with each other. The „verticality‟ and „horizontality‟ maps are 

complementary. The „corporeality‟ map has fundamentally different 

characteristics. Finally, it is the „unfolding‟ map which links all of the 

maps together: indeed, all the choices pianists make when learning a 

composition somehow have to take into account the temporal 

dimension of music. 

 Although, in selecting the general issues to investigate, I have 

tried to be comprehensive, I cannot exclude the fact that other pianists 

could focus on other issues as general as those I examine with the 

same relevance for the realisation of underdetermined aspects of a 
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score. However, I am fairly certain the system of maps I propose is 

flexible enough to be enriched by contributions from other colleagues. 

Maps are grids to superpose to a score; therefore, virtually infinite 

grids can be drawn. Furthermore, the „unfolding‟ map can always 

maintain its coordinating function. 

 

On the nature of the performer’s creative space 

 In the introduction of this dissertation, I compared the 

performer‟s creative space to a huge, sprawling city without any 

indications. In light of what was discovered through my case-studies, 

this comparison needs to be modified. Indeed, the maps I propose do 

not convey the same kind of information as street names and road 

signs do. While the latter indicate a precise path to follow, my maps 

give, rather, general directions or delimit fields of possibilities. The 

final sound is determined by the pianist, it is not indicated by any 

maps. For example, a pianist playing a passage by means of 

movement A (articulation of the fingers) is more likely to obtain a 

certain kind of sound, i.e. she has a limited field of possibilities. 

However, her task is not just to perform movement A. Within all 

sounds the articulation of the fingers permits to produce, she has to 

find the sound she wants. This „fine-tuning‟ process is impossible to 

verbally describe. The performer‟s creative space can, therefore, better 

be compared to a huge and wild nature reserve without marked tracks. 

Different touristic maps of the reserve are available: for example, one 

indicates the flora and one the fauna. Imagine one aims to spot a 

particular plant. On the map of the flora, one can read where plants of 

the same family can be found. This indication can however be quite 

vague and cover an area of several square kilometres. It can therefore 

be useful to check on the map of the fauna where animals which 

generally eat this plant can be found. All this information can help one 

to find the desired plant. However, no map can give the exact location 

of the plant. This has to be discovered by going in that area and 

carefully looking for it. The same can be said of the performer‟s 

creative space. The maps I propose suggest to the pianist where she 

can find the sound she seeks, i.e. how she can settle its 
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underdetermined parameters. However, to actually settle those 

underdetermined parameters is completely up to the pianist. 

 

Relevance 

 In my maps, I employ specific words. Other pianists may find 

some of them inappropriate for describing the aspects they refer to. 

Performers with an instrumental technique dissimilar to mine would 

not agree with my descriptions of the movements in the chapter 

„horizontality‟. Others could find the shifting of the hands in Boulez‟ 

sonata not as inspiring as I do. These are consequences of the fact that 

pianists can have diverse backgrounds and perceive a composition in 

different ways.  

 The main contribution of my research does not consist, 

therefore, of maps but, rather, of the approaches of which the maps are 

the result. As a pianist, I ask questions relevant to my practice. In 

order to answer these questions, I mainly choose to draw on my 

performer‟s knowledge through practising. The intangible subject of 

my questions and the tacit nature of my source of information demand 

a struggle for finding the words which can consistently represent the 

gained insights. Although I hope many pianists will find my maps of 

some interest, the main contribution of my research is to show how 

this approach can work. It is a contribution to musical practice as well 

as to the field of artistic research.  

 In musical practice, the performer‟s creative space is of 

paramount importance. The strategy I employ for investigating it can 

be followed by any other pianist. To focus on general issues, resolve 

them through practice and verbalise some aspects of this process in 

order to gain awareness and insights, are steps which can easily lead 

to a better comprehension of this subject.  

 Moreover, my approach can also be attempted on 

compositions different from those I have examined. In my 

dissertation, I focus on modern music no longer organised by the 

principles of the tonal harmony. It would also be interesting to 

approach nineteenth-century music in a similar way. Another 

stimulating challenge would be to reflect on the performer‟s creative 
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space in compositions the score of which demands a completely 

different attitude from the performer: for example, scores which 

require improvisation, present untraditional techniques of sound 

production, include interactions with electronic instruments, and so 

on. All these are possible developments in the field of musical 

practice. If such developments also led to the production of an 

academic text, then they could also be considered as new 

contributions to artistic research taking my work as a point of 

departure. 

 My inquiry is in itself a contribution to the growing field of 

artistic research in music. It has however to be specified that there is 

not yet an accepted paradigm for artistic research. Nowadays, a work 

considered as research by the performing art faculty of a university 

does not necessarily respond to the criteria of other similar 

institutions. My dissertation aims at contributing, first of all, to artistic 

research as it is defined by my home institution. This does not exclude 

that it may also be appreciated in other contexts; yet, I am perfectly 

aware that other universities could consider my struggles as worthless. 

 Each university has thus its own model of artistic research. 

This field, however, is so recent and still has so few concrete 

examples (in comparison to other disciplines such as the scientific 

ones, for instance) that any paradigm is still susceptible to change. 

Universities give guidelines on how to conduct and present their 

investigations to their artistic researchers; at the same time, the actual 

works produced by the researchers are examples on which universities 

can reflect in order to adjust and clarify their criteria. 

 I am aware of the double responsibility I have as an artistic 

researcher to respect a university‟s criteria and to contribute to the 

definition of a paradigm. Therefore, in conducting my own research, I 

am following the guidelines given by my home institution and, at the 

same time, I am trying to bring forth the kind of artistic research in 

which I believe the most: that done by active performers through their 

own practice.  

 It seems to me natural that artistic research in music would be 

done by performers as research in musicology by musicologists. 
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Unfortunately, although musicologists conducting research would 

undoubtedly still be considered as musicologists, performers involved 

in the same kind of activity risk losing part of their credibility as 

performers in the eyes of society (especially if they are young and 

have not yet earned a good name for themselves). This is the 

consequence of the fact that research is traditionally an activity for 

those dealing with words or numbers and not for those dealing with 

musical notes. In order to disperse these preconceived notions, it is 

through my research that I, as a pianist, show how musical practice 

can be employed as a method and how the knowledge only a 

performer can have can be utilised as a source of information. 

 The weak points which academically informed readers may 

find in my research are probably the consequence of this choice. 

Indeed, as I have explained in several paragraphs, not everything in 

musical practice can be put into words and not every practitioner acts, 

feels and perceives in the same way. Therefore, my research cannot 

have those characteristics of comprehensiveness that dissertations in 

other fields must possess. However, in my struggle for verbalising 

aspects of my own discipline, I have put the boundaries of what can be 

expressed in a consistent way by means of words a bit further. I 

believe that if other performers undertook a similar research process, 

these boundaries could be pushed much further in the uncanny field of 

musical practice.  

 This would be my ideal of artistic research. It is to the 

realisation of this ideal that my dissertation aims to contribute: artistic 

research as research done by performers through their own practice for 

better knowing, understanding and becoming aware of the practice 

itself. By joining the forces of many practitioners working in the same 

direction, it would be possible to form, within academia, a category of 

researchers still holding their identity as performers. 
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SAMENVATTING 

(SUMMARY IN DUTCH) 
 

 Voor het uitvoeren van westerse kunstmuziek beschikt de 

uitvoerder over de instructies die de componist in de partituur heeft 

geschreven en over de kennis van conventies om die instructies 

correct uit te voeren. Die visie ligt aan de basis van dit onderzoek. 

Omdat de muzikale notatie meestal enkel toonhoogte en ritme precies 

kan aanduiden, blijven veel uitvoeringsparameters on- of 

ondergedetermineerd, waardoor voor de uitvoerder een „creatieve 

ruimte‟ open blijft. Die „creatieve ruimte‟ is het onderwerp van dit 

onderzoek.  

 Klassieke en romantische pianomuziek heeft eigenschappen 

zoals tonaliteit, organisatie in zinnen, enz., die als referentiepunten 

binnen de creatieve ruimte van de uitvoerder kunnen functioneren. In 

hedendaagse composities ontbreken dergelijke eigenschappen vaak. In 

dat geval kan de pianist zich gemakkelijk verliezen in de ontelbare 

interpretatieve keuzes. Dit artistiek probleem leidt tot de formulering 

van de volgende onderzoeksvragen: „Hoe kunnen de verschillende 

mogelijkheden om de on- of ondergedetermineerde aspecten van een 

recente compositie te realiseren in kaart gebracht worden?‟ en „Hoe 

zullen dergelijke schema‟s eruitzien?‟. 

 Die vragen worden door de muzikale praktijk beantwoord. De 

gebruikte methode bestaat uit oefenen, reflecteren, verbaliseren, 

reflecteren en oefenen. Het kennismaken met de on- of 

ondergedetermineerde aspecten van een compositie gebeurt door het 

oefenen van de compositie aan de piano. Een reflectie leidt tot het 

formuleren van mogelijke antwoorden op de onderzoeksvragen. 

Verdere beschouwingen op de antwoorden worden aan de praktijk 

getoetst. 

 Het onderzoeksgebied beslaat uiteraard niet alle hedendaagse 

pianocomposities. Een allesomvattende studie zou niet alleen 

onrealiseerbaar zijn maar ook overbodig, vermits er zich bij het 

pianospelen algemene problemen voordoen die een uitvoerder in bijna 
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alle composities terugvindt. De oplossing van een aantal van die 

problemen heeft een invloed op het realiseren van de on- en 

ondergedetermineerde uitvoeringsparameters die de focus van dit 

onderzoek zijn. Daarom wordt de onderzoeksmethode toegepast op 

vijf casestudy‟s, met name de pianosonates van Elliott Carter, Alfred 

Schnittke, Luciano Berio, Einojuhani Rautavaara en Pierre Boulez. 

 Deze casestudy‟s tonen aan dat de creatieve ruimte van de 

uitvoerder in kaart kan worden gebracht door: het in aanmerking 

nemen van algemene problemen die pianisten tijdens het instuderen 

van een compositie moeten overwinnen (probleemstelling), het 

focussen op de invloed van de gevonden oplossingen op het realiseren 

van on- en ondergedetermineerde aspecten van een compositie 

(feedback), het vinden van woorden die direct of indirect naar de 

gevonden oplossingen en naar de on- en ondergedetermineerde 

aspecten verwijzen (verbalisering), het vinden van treffende 

afkortingen of symbolen voor die woorden, het toevoegen van deze 

afkortingen en symbolen aan de partituur of aan grafische 

voorstellingen (mapping). De resulterende schema‟s zijn dan 

informatieroosters die op de partituur kunnen worden gelegd. 

 



 



 

 


