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This view was reiterated in this journal in one of Mr. Donington's last
published statements on performance practice.14 Two points may be
drawn upon to counter his obviously pseudo-scientific arguments.

(1) Donington assumes that pitch vibrato is the only way to vary a
seemingly straight musical tone, neglecting to consider dynamic or
timbral fluctuation as possibilities. Does anyone complain about the
straight tone of a piano or harpsichord or lute: No, because the dynamic
level of the tone is constantly decreasing as the tone continually dies
away. "Straight" musical tones may also increase in dynamic level, as
they naturally do in live acoustics, or they may both increase and
decrease, as in the baroque messa di voce ornament. In fact, giving every
medium-length to long musical tone some kind of dynamic shape by
continually varying its loudness is often considered essential to baroque
playing as well as to that of other historical periods. In other words,
musicians don't just sound a note, they do something with it.

(2) Donington neglects to apply the same scientific measurement to
a musical tone produced by a human being, e.g. a singer, flutist, or
violinist, etc. It is virtually impossible for any of these to produce an
absolutely unvarying tone, measured scientifically. Even the bowing of
an open violin string will contain some slight pitch or intensity variations
or other unevenness due to imperfections in the string (inharmonicities)
or conflicting resonances in the vibrating violin body. The same is true
of wind-instrument tones and those of a singer, the latter to an even
greater degree. Even the seemingly pure tones of a pipe organ are
always disturbed by air vagaries, the beating of the upper overtones, and
the sympathetic resonances of the other pipes. Electronic keyboards or
synthesizers perhaps come the closest to producing a scientifically
unvarying tone; indeed, one reason they sound so artificial is because the
tones are so pure and unvarying. However, no acoustic instrument, such
as those enlisted to perform baroque music, can approach the unvaried
purity of electronic tone production, so the scientifically-justified need
for vibrato evaporates. However, Donington's distinction between an
ornamental and a tone-coloring vibrato is useful, although he never
precisely defines the difference.

I would also like to comment on Frederick Neumann's article, "The
Vibrato Controversy," which appeared in an earlier issue of this

14The Present Position of Authenticity," Performance Practice Review 2 (1989): 124-
25.
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journal.15 He correctly observes that the phenomenon of sonance
"deludes" us into hearing a tone with vibrato as if it were a single pitch,
instead of actually being aware of all the pitches [or frequencies?] which
are sounding above and below the focal pitch.16 However, I find it hard
to believe that a quarter-tone string vibrato or a semi-tone vocal vibrato,
the modern average (as he states) only creates "an aural sensation of
richer tone"17 and not a tone with a noticeable vibrato. I think the
vibrato has to be much narrower than that to be heard as only tone-
enhancing and not as vibrato itself. The evidence mentioned above and
extensively cited by Moens-Haenen shows that the natural pitch
fluctuation of sustained vocal tones in the baroque was far narrower than
our modern quarter-tone (or even wider) vibrato. Thus a baroque tone,
with its narrower baroque natural vibrato, would have a decidely
different sonance than one with a modern, wider vibrato, namely, it
would sound much "straighter" to us by comparison. If one listens closely
to some of today's early music "straight" tone singers, it will be noticed
that the tone sounds straight, but with continual small pitch fluctuations
in it. This is the kind of natural vibrato that most of the baroque sources
are describing: "this tremolo should be light and pleasing" (Zacconi,
1592); "a beautiful, lovely, trembling, and wavering voice" (M. Praetorius,
1619); or the wavering should sound like a bell or open string when
struck or plucked (Tartini, Regole, ca. 1750; L. Mozart, 1756).

Most of Neumann's quotations from baroque authors on vibrato usage
refer to vibrato as an ornament, which I think everyone today agrees is
proper, but he draws upon such quotations erroneously to justify the
more continuous, tone-enhancing vibrato.18 Again, how can it be an
ornament if it is present all the time?

Later in his article Neumann opens himself to challenge with a boldly
frank question: "Is there anybody who will seriously contend that our
finest modern singers, great modern string virtuosi, leading string
quartets, and orchestras play with wrong intonation, or that their sound
evokes words like 'defect' or 'palsy* or 'paralytic'?"19 Surprise, surprise,
there are thousands of players and listeners today who would shout a

^Performance Practice Review A (1991): 1-14.

16Neumann, 2-3.

1'Neumann, 2.

18Ncumann, 7-9.

19Ncumann, 12.



Observations concerning Baroque and Modem Vibrato 101

resounding YES! They need only listen to the difference between Von
Karajan's and Norrington's Beethoven symphonies, between the Tokyo
and Salomon Quartet's Mozart, or a Handel aria sung by Beverly Sills or
Emma Kirkby. In fact, Neumann partly answers this question himself,
"String vibrato was certainly not as all-pervasive as it is today, and in
particular the overly-rich, voluptuous, 'schmaltzy* variety practiced by
some of today's players is inappropriate for 18th-century music."20 His
self-contradiction here calls his other arguments into serious question.

Elsewhere, Neumann refers to two articles in the new Performance
Practice: Music after 1600?1 He criticizes Ellen Harris's justifications of
non-use or minimal use of vibrato in the baroque22 and partially quotes
Will Crutchfield's statements about classical voices to support his own
views.23 However, he ignores the rest of Crutchfield's paragraph on
vibrato and does not look into the topics as discussed in the parts on the
19th and 20th centuries. Neumann quotes Crutchfield's statement about
the unhealthy tension that arises when a modern singer continually
supresses his customary vibrato, but omits the sentences following: "On
the other hand it is certain that the degree of vibrato present in an
artist's everyday singing is largely a matter of (subconscious) cultivation
during training . . . during the history of Western artistic singing the
steady trend has been towards the cultivation of stronger, wider, and
slower vibrato . . . . There is little reason to doubt the supposition that in
the Classical era, as before, a perceptible oscillation in pitch and intensity
on a sustained note would have been thought undesirable."24 Neumann's
out-of-context quotation unfairly misconstrues Crutchfield's meaning.

Vibrato in Later Periods

Brown and Sadie's Performance Practice volume also provides some
surprising insights into vibrato practices of the 19th and 20th centuries
that convincingly counter today's pro-vibratoists. In the 19th-century

Neumann, 13.
21Ed. Howard M. Brown and Stanley Sadie (New York: W. W. Norton, 1989).

Neumann, 4-5.

"Neumann, 4, n. 6.

fill Cnitchfield, "The Classical Era: Voices," Performance Practice: Music after

1600,295-%.
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chapters on strings by Robin Stowell25 and on voices by Crutchfleld,26 a
desirable 19th-century norm is stated to have been that of a narrow,
selectively-used vibrato. However, the most revealing evidence is
brought forth by Robert Philip in the chapter on 20th-century practices.
Based on published writings and the indisputable evidence of early
recordings, he summarizes the changes in performance styles from early
to late 20th century in these words: "In the early years of the century,
there was a clearer and more detailed differentiation between levels of
expression in a piece of music—between accented and unaccented notes,
between long and short notes, between portamento and non-portamento,
between vibrato and non-vibrato [my emphasis], and between faster and
slower passages."27 This sounds like a description of 18th-century
playing! Philip continues: The trend in later years, and continuing into
the late 20th century, was towards greater evenness and regularity of
expression—evenness of rhythmic emphasis and of tempo, regularity of
vibrato [my emphasis], avoidance of disruptive portamento, and a style of
rubato based on gradual flexibility rather than rhythmic distortion."28

This suggests that our historical authenticity is not as historical as we
think, and has much in common with 19th-century performance ideals.
In large measure it may exist as a reaction to late-20th-century standard
performance styles.

It seems clear to me that those writers and performers still trying to
justify modern vibrato for the performance of baroque music have had
their position fully undermined by these recent investigations. Of course,
vibrato existed in the baroque, but it was not the same as our normal
modern vibrato, nor was it employed as often. Why shouldn't earlier
music sound somewhat different from more modern music? Later
painting, architecture, and literature are different from their baroque
counterparts. Let older music and modern music co-exist, each
preserving its distinctive qualities of performance. Surely the musical
world is large enough for both.

19th Century: Strings," Performance Practice: Music after 1600, 401.

19th Century: Voices," Performance Practice: Music after 1600,429,453.

2 7 The 20th Century: 1900-1940," Performance Practice: Music after 1600,478.

20th Century," 478.


