http://www.bachviolinproject.com/ David Milsom ‘Time Travelling’

‘Time Travelling'

Towards an Appreciation of Bach in the style of Joachim

Becoming a ‘Pupil’ of Joachim

Following on from my first substantial publication, Theory and Practice in Late Nineteenth-Century
Violin Performance: An Examination of Style in Performance, 1850-1900 (Ashgate, Aldershot, 2003),
which was based on my doctoral studies at the University of Sheffield with Colin Lawson and later
Clive Brown, | was the recipient of an AHRC Fellowship in the Creative and Performing Arts, hosted
the University of Leeds, 2006-9. A selection of the outputs from this project - entitled String
Chamber Music of the Classical German School, 1840-1900: A Scholarly Investigation Through
Reconstructive Performance — can be found on my own website here. This archive includes some

twenty period-instrument recordings that represent various stages of stylistic experimentation.

As the project pages show, my aim was to try to embody - in my own performing style — as much as
possible of what | called a ‘classical’ German school of violin playing. | pursued this via intensive,
exclusive study of certain violin treatises — becoming, as it were, a posthumous pupil of Joachim et al.
The focus was upon a Leipzig-based approach to performance style and aesthetic, inspired by
musicians associated with Felix Mendelssohn. Whilst reducing this to ‘an approach’ or a single ‘style’ is
undoubtedly contestable, there is substantial evidence to suggest a connecting philosophy
surrounding a number of traditionally-minded German-based/trained performers and composers,

many of whom had direct connections with Mendelssohn.

In violin-playing terms, as my 2003 text sought to investigate, there was something of a fault line that
opened up around the middle of the nineteenth century between players trained in Paris and
Brussels (often described as a ‘Franco-Belgian’ school), and an Austro-German outlook. What is clear is
that, in perception at least, there was a divergence following on from a more common root. This is
often ascribed to the setting up of the Paris ‘school’ at the turn of the nineteenth century, originating
in the popularity, teaching, technique and stylistic outlook of the three authors of the 1802 Paris
Méthode de violon, Kreutzer, Baillot, and Rode. By the end of the nineteenth century Joseph Joachim
and his pupil Andreas Moser were writing disparagingly of the Franco-Belgian school, seeing it as the
source of all stylistic abuse (see, for example, the famous passage in their Violinschule, Volume I,
p-32). Much of this antipathy, quite possibly garnered from nationalistic bias and isolationism
(something that might strike the modern reader as rather unfamiliar, even abhorrent), related to a
perception that this Franco-Belgian school had lost its root connection with the Italian originators of
the violin, which those of the Germanic strain claimed as their heritage. Joachim and Moser were
broadcasting a distaste for empty sentimentalism: ‘Mayerbeerish’ tendencies equated with Henri
Vieuxtemps' approach (Joachim & Moser, lll, 33) and the tendency for this to manifest itself in
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intellectually-questionable tonal sensuousness. Crucial to this issue for Joachim and Moser was the
approach to two violinistic traits of style that continue to this day to spark quite fierce discussion and
debate:

'And so it could come about that when inner feeling failed, or as the result of bad habits was
unable to express itself, a performer, in order not to appear uninteresting, would substitute
for natural expression in cantilene that flickering tone produced by means of an unbearable
vibrato, which, along with a generally misapplied portamento, is the most deadly enemy of all

good playing.’ (Joachim & Moser, llI, 34.)

The conservative-minded German school was epitomised throughout the nineteenth century by
three violinists, connected by pedagogic genealogy, who, quite apart from discernible individual
tendencies, created something of a conservative orthodoxy: Louis Spohr (1784-1859), Ferdinand
David (1810-1873), and Joseph Joachim (1831-1907). This style of playing — if it can be reduced to a
single concept — was the crux of what | was trying to put into practice during my AHRC project at
Leeds University. The survival of recordings by Joachim (from 1903) enormously enhance the viability

of this, problematic as these primitive documents no doubt are.

There is, indeed, much interest once again in such an approach. The recently launched AHRC-funded

project 'Transforming Nineteenth-Century Historically Informed Performance’ at the University of

Oxford rehearses, in its promotional literature, the now-conventional thesis that there is something of
a gap (or ‘chasm’, to use Clive Brown's term) between what scholars have investigated and what
performers have been enacting. Part of the problem, to quote from their ‘Rationale’ statement is that
‘not enough research has been practice-led’ and maybe that relatively few have attempted to act
upon these understandings of historical style. Ten years earlier, | made my own humble moves
towards obviating this in my AHRC-funded project. This provides the background to my approach
here in the B Minor Partita: what happens if we try to emulate how we think Joachim approached

Bach's music?

Emulating Joachim: Practicalities

If this is the overall aim - intention to emulate Joachim'’s stylistic and aesthetic approach — we need to
be sure as to ‘which Joachim’ we are seeking to 'be’. We also need to navigate the troubled
philosophical waters of what it means to stand in the shoes of a great player - of the past, or even the
present. When | undertook the AHRC project described above, my aim was to concentrate on style
and, put simply, how | think Joachim’s playing sounded. | sought to embody a style gained from
understanding the aesthetic approach that Joachim took to the principal areas of enquiry explored in
my 2003 text: that is, Phrasing, Tempo, Rhythm, and the aurally-conspicuous effects of Vibrato and
Portamento. What | did not investigate in any great depth was fundamentally how Joachim played the
violin. Much work has been done by Clive Brown on physical aspects of violin playing in the

nineteenth century; as an article of his on the Leeds University CHASE project website shows, he is a

convinced advocate of this, citing (in his own experience) significant physiological advantages. His
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would appear to be a relatively lone voice, however, which is perhaps curious given that research and
practice in ‘baroque’ playing has indeed delved into such matters, and many baroque specialists
practice known physical traits of the period.

My approach has always been to integrate historical stylistic and sonic understanding with my own
basic technique and posture. One can temporarily adopt postural attributes in order to appraise
their tonal and practical effects, but the same aural outcome may be ultimately be achieved without
perpetuating the physical struggle! This may seem an empirically flawed approach to some, but for
me this has always been a pragmatic decision. As George Kennaway has observed in respect of cello
technique (and, for example, the so-called violin hold’ of the left hand advocated by Romberg), such
practices are hard for the modern player to adopt convincingly. Besides this, better understanding of
human physiology has perhaps allowed us to see the pitfalls of such practices. Like many musicians in,
say, the Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment - the subjects related to Claire Holden's AHRC
Oxford study — | am also called upon to play in a modern environment, which means a wide variety of
musical styles and the necessity for the reliability demanded by twenty-first century concert
expectations (not to mention recordings!). Practically, one cannot easily keep switching back and forth
between differing fundamental physical approaches to the instrument. But this does not necessarily

make my endeavour impossible, unrealistic, or half-hearted, as | hope to demonstrate a little later.

Bringing Period Style into Play

Arguably, the most interesting aspects of historical practices — particularly when they relates to
familiar, canonic repertoire — are their resultant traits of style; the ideas behind the performative
actions; the adjustment to musical means and ends. All of these aspects can shape present-day
players’ approaches to performance. Whether this gets us any closer to ideals of ‘what a composer
intended' is perhaps challengeable, but at least such a positive engagement with the past (something
that the aforementioned AHRC Oxford project purportedly pursues) is a way of seeing research exert
a tangible and important impact on the wider world of performance. Indeed, corroboration of this -

philosophically at least — might come from Joachim and Moser, who suggest:

‘The aim of all truly good teaching has ever been to lead the pupil towards artistic
independence... In training him in the fundaments of musical grammar and in all the technical
means for the interpretation of musical works, only such influence should be brought to bear
on him as will refine his taste, increase his musical sense, and direct his temperament into well
regulated paths.’ (Joachim & Moser, lIl, 34)

Copying directly any other musician — physically, stylistically, or in any other way — might be a useful
tool to learning (and it is by copying that most of us learn, initially at least). But even in the
environment of a highly authoritarian mode of education, such as was practiced by Joachim at the
Berlin Hochschule (a matter — in respect of bowing physiology — which was heavily criticised as a

weakness of the ‘Joachim method’ according to Carl Flesch, as he writes in his Autobiography, pp.33-
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6), there is room for not only necessary variation, but also an ideal of individualism, at least up to a

stylistically-regulated point.

But - to return to my question — which Joachim are we seeking to emulate?

Joachim the Undisputed Master?

The image created around the violinist by his followers and admirers paints a vivid picture of scholarly
conservatism, care, learning and seriousness, and is further enshrined (according to the fashions of the
time) in the many photographs of him in later life. This is encapsulated by Moser’s biography of his
former teacher, which proposes a highly idealised persona. A famous description of this kind by
Johann Ruhlmann from his article ‘Die Kunst des Violinspiels’ in the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung in

1865 (when Joachim was in his prime) shows this well:

‘An energetic of a high artistic ideal is Joseph Joachim (1831), who with iron consistency,
unmoved by the streams of external virtuosity, concentrates only on the realisation of his true
artistic principles. [...] He precisely modifies his style of performance to suit the historical
period in which the work he is to perform belongs...Joachim seems to lend a sense of

consecration to all these works, so that one can decisively say: he plays the composer...with
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