Sample Assignment

Interpretations: The Performer’s Art 

Answer all the questions.

Introduction

Ultimately, our decisions of how to highlight, shape, and translate these ideas become the art and responsibility of a performing musician. The decisions we make in our performance affect the audience’s relationship to the piece.

For this assignment, you will compare two recorded performances of the movement you have been studying. So far, you have listened to the Alban Berg String Quartet’s interpretation of the piece. Now you will listen to the Cleveland and the Vegh interpretations. Here are the timings. Note that the Berg and the Cleveland take the exposition repeat while the Vegh does not.

What will you be listening for?

There are two categories of interest for comparison. One is comparing the groups’ basic approach to sound and to ensemble playing – their ensemble style. The other category is how each group interprets the piece. How does each project the composer’s ideas and values, how does each bring out the drama of the piece? You can’t help but be influenced by the initial listening you have been doing; so I don’t want you to write about the Berg. Rather, I want you to try to listen with fresh ears to the other two.

Write

1. On first listening to each group, jot down some notes about your general impressions of each group. Write: How would you describe the sound? What would you say are the ensemble values (contrast, clarity, smoothness, etc.) Are the players evenly matched? Other things strike you?

2. Before you listen for the second category (interpretation), answer these questions.

Write:

We know the introduction provides the source material for the movement, but what is the dramatic role of this introduction? What mood do you think it should set?

How does the allegro ‘answer’ the adagio?

Where are the moments of stability in the exposition, what are moments of dissonance (by dissonance, I mean instability…it can be caused by harmonic, melodic, rhythmic, dynamic, etc. tension)?

Where are the moments of greatest tension in the development? How does Beethoven prepare and effect them?

What are the differences in the recap (from the exposition)? What are the effects on the music?

What is the role of the coda?

3. Write:

Now, with these things in mine, compare the two performances, writing about how each group approaches what you have discovered makes this piece tick. Musicians use all sorts of ‘tricks’ to project ideas: volume, sound color, tempo, balance, timing, rubato, etc. It is, of course a subjective thing, but try to articulate how each group succeeds or fails (or something in between) in bringing out what makes the piece unique. What are the tricks they use? What have they missed? Are there things you wish they had done, that you would do if you had the chance? Keep in mind the compositional values (motivic use, dramatic shape, etc.) that you have explored. Which is the more successful performance, and why?

