A Rebuttal to Huntley Dent’s “HIP Off the Old Block: The Ups and Downs of the Period Performance Movement”
Christopher Brodersen

When I first read Huntley Dent’s scathing denunciation of Historically Informed Performance (“HIP”), I felt as if a I had been hit by a truck. Although I don’t know the man—and he certainly doesn’t know me—the attack felt personal. Adopting a flippant, combative tone throughout, Mr. Dent outlines his disdain for period instrument performance, implying that the musicians who espouse this style are hacks and misguided pedants whose only interest is “authenticity” (more about that later). Mr. Dent seems to be basing his objections primarily on recordings of Romantic music on period instruments—at least, that’s what he kvetches about most of the time. Granted that period performances of Romantic music have been on the upswing in recent years, but the main thrust of HIP has always been Baroque music, and Mr. Dent conveniently side-steps this fact.
This is only one in a string of unfounded accusations, weasel words, and outright lies that Dent uses to dismiss the accomplishments of an entire movement. Now, in the world of music criticism, a negative review or viewpoint is acceptable provided the critic in question is reasonably well informed and does not engage in personal attacks. Dent fails on both counts.
Considering how poorly written this Music Matters piece is (Dent loves the “shotgun approach”), it’s tempting to dismiss it as the work of a scatterbrained critic with an ax to grind. Dent is evidently not a trained musician, which makes many of his comments about the inner workings of early music even more laughable. 
But for those of us who have devoted their life’s work to early music, these kinds of attacks can be very hard to take. They can do real damage and must be countered immediately, especially when they appear in a national magazine like Fanfare. I think Dent’s “essay” exceeds the boundaries of normal, dispassionate music criticism, and serves no purpose other than to bolster the ego of the writer. In such a situation, where a critic clearly has a personal vendetta, one must step back and take a calm, unemotional look before formulating a response. I propose, therefore, to examine some of Mr. Dent’s more inflammatory statements and debunk them.
“In major concert halls and opera houses, HIP remains a marginal style.”
“HIP is still an outlier, which belies its astonishing proliferation among specialty ensembles outfitted with conductors who have a passionate belief in the rightness of their cause. HIP is a cause and has been since it burst on the scene, two major events being the radically different style that Gardiner and Norrington brought to their Beethoven symphony cycles on DG and EMI.”
“[Audiences] seem unaware that anything different was happening.”
Sorry, no. The groundbreaking Bach recordings of Harnoncourt in the ‘60s (Brandenburgs, Orchestral Suites, B-Minor Mass, St. John Passion) are generally considered to have introduced the record-buying public to HIP, not as Dent says, the Beethoven recordings of the ‘70s and ‘80s. Since then, interest in HIP has grown exponentially. Currently in North America there are dozens of period instrument orchestras, all with subscription seasons, as well as many fine soloists and chamber ensembles who make a living by touring. (Many of these have been featured in Fanfare). Festivals such as the Boston Early Music Festival and the Carmel Bach Festival are routinely sold-out months in advance. Hardly an “outlier” or “marginal.”
Contrast that with modern symphony orchestras, who struggle to fill their halls and, in a few instances, have folded for lack of audiences. (The moribund programming of most orchestras is partly to blame, centering as it does on a narrow part of the repertoire, roughly speaking from 1770 to 1920). My own neighborhood orchestra, the Detroit Symphony, resorts to gimmicks like the programming of music from Star Wars and a Motown “review” to boost attendance.
This naturally has led to resentment among some non-period musicians, who complain that HIP ensembles have “taken away our Mozart and Haydn.” You can sense the exact same resentment in Mr. Dent’s writing as well, which is why he seems to dwell on period instrument performances of post-Baroque music. But he is totally missing the point. 
For the record, the Historically Informed Performance (HIP) movement began as an attempt to re-create pre-Romantic music, specifically music of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, on instruments of the period and in a style appropriate to the music. (HIP extends well into the Renaissance and Medieval periods, but thankfully these are off Mr. Dent’s radar). Under “style”, the emphasis has always been trying to understand the emotional and expressive content of the music from a Baroque perspective. This involves jettisoning several aspects of Romantic style deemed antithetical to Baroque music, such as long-line phrasing and continuous vibrato (but not, as erroneously claimed by the HIP-haters, eliminating all vibrato).
Since vibrato is such a “hot topic” with Dent and the other Fanfare reviewers, it’s worth considering in detail for a moment. In the Baroque era, vibrato was an expressive device that singers and instrumentalists use sparingly on important notes of a phrase. In the modern era it’s generally applied to everything longer than an eighth note to “pretty up” the sound, and this has some unintended consequences. Because every note in the phrase is now emphasized, the player must take care to vary the speed and intensity of the vibrato, otherwise it’s too much of the same thing, i.e., boring. (If you’re not careful, undifferentiated vibrato can wreak havoc on your phrasing). Continuous vibrato is often a crutch and cover-up for undistinguished playing, sort of like pouring a thick gravy over an uninspired dish.
But before about 1920 or so, continuous vibrato was not the norm for singers and instrumentalists. Listen to any of the early acoustic recordings of violinists like Joseph Joachim or Leonard Auer. Surprisingly little vibrato, applied mostly to the high points of phrases, almost like the best Baroque violinists do today, and definitely not used continuously as an element of tone color. The same can be said of the great opera singers like Patti, Sembrich, and Caruso and others who lived long enough to make recordings. 
In addition to getting rid of the various Romantic encrustations like vibrato and long-line phrasing, HIP is primarily interested in finding the proper expression inherent in the music. This means adopting something called Rhetorical Style, which was written about extensively in the eighteenth century by the likes of Johann Mattheson, J.J. Quantz, and Emanuel Bach. It is summed up in the famous statement of Quantz, who directed the performer to make himself “master of the hearts of [his] listeners, to arouse or still their passions, and to transport them now to this sentiment, now to that.”
One of the more fascinating aspects of Rhetorical Style is its similarity to jazz. In the Baroque era, the composer and performer were often one and the same, even more so in jazz. Both genres use sheet music that is purposely left “thin”, leaving many details to be filled in by the performer (jazz more so than Baroque). Both styles require the performer to supply extended stretches of free improvisation, a skill no longer taught in conservatories. Even the rhythmic patterns are eerily similar: the Big Four in jazz closely resembles the strong-weak beat hierarchy of the Baroque, while notes inégales is for all intents and purposes identical with Swing.
In period instrument performances of Baroque music, as in modern-day jazz, each performance is different and unique. An event, really, thanks to the ever-changing contributions of the musicians. Seen from this perspective, Charles Rosen’s “first performance” assertion quoted below is even more absurd.
It's clear that modern-day audiences and the record-buying public have responded to Quantz’s aesthetic with great enthusiasm. Historically-informed performance resonates with audiences in a way that conventional orchestras and ensembles often do not.  The reason is obvious, because sad to say, connecting with the audience is of secondary importance to many non-period musicians. It’s a subject that’s usually glossed over in conservatories. (Having been there, I know this for a fact). What’s emphasized above all is the proper “interpretation” of a given piece of music. Think about it—a subtle but important difference.
“Interpretation” is a nineteenth century idea that was developed in the major European conservatories with the rise of Romanticism. It goes hand-in-hand with the creation of the specialist performer, specifically the dictatorial conductor. Because music was being performed in bigger and bigger halls by ensembles of ever-increasing size, this meant that a kind of “wall” began to be erected between audience and performer. The stereotypical image of the pianist at the keyboard, engrossed in reverie and looking towards the heavens for inspiration, is indicative of this.  
This nineteenth century aesthetic is still with us, and one need look no further for its embodiment than someone like Martha Argerich. She famously declared that “audiences are not important to me now, and they never were.” I guess she would rather perform for herself and the Muses than for a paying audience.
Far more than the niceties of articulation, phrasing, ornamentation, etc., HIP is about communication, and “rhetoric” in the eighteenth-century sense means just that. Anyone who has attended a performance by one of the leading North American baroque orchestras—say, Philharmonia Baroque in San Francisco or Tafelmusik in Toronto—has experienced this first hand. Because the orchestra is often led by the first violin and not a “stick waver” (to use Mr. Dent’s term), the players face the audience. One feels a direct connection with the musicians, as if they were playing solely for the listener. (Such performances usually take place in a much smaller hall, which is another plus). There is a palpable feeling of shared joy in music-making, an esprit de corps too often lacking in modern orchestra concerts.
If you don’t believe me, check it out the next time you go to a symphony concert. The players all face the conductor, not the audience, and assiduously hang on his every movement. Except for solos, individual music-making is frowned upon, which is of course another big difference between “legit” and period ensembles. (Go against the conductor’s wishes and you’ll get sacked). It’s all very business-like and professional. The bottom line is that the performance paradigm of modern orchestras is by definition limiting and restrictive, whereas period-instrument performance—within the guidelines of the style—is much freer and allows for more individual expression.
At this point in the discussion, luddites like Huntley Dent are quick to bellyache about the guidelines of HIP, its so-called “rules.” But you see, every musical style has its rules, even Romanticism. From the time we begin playing an instrument as a child, there are countless rules that we must follow. I guess he believes that performers, regardless of their inclination, are able to pick up their instrument and mindlessly start playing, free of any “dogma.” But that’s not how music works.
I have a few friends who have quit their modern orchestra jobs and taken up playing in period instrument ensembles. Although they don’t make as much money and lead a somewhat precarious existence, they report being much more fulfilled in their work, simply because playing early music on old instruments is less confining and allows them to be more creative.
Ironic, isn’t it? This would seem to be the exact opposite of what Dent is saying about HIP. The typical modern orchestra is all about conformity and correctness, not the other way around!
Dent goes on to disparage HIP as a “theory” that engendered “heated arguments.” He takes a pot shot at the British, because so many of the early pioneers, such as Norrington, Hogwood, and Pinnock, were British. One wonders what he has against the Brits. They were, after all, only following the lead of the true pioneers of the ‘60s, Harnoncourt, Leonhardt, and Brüggen. One Viennese and two Dutchmen—not a Brit among them!
Mention is made of Charles Rosen, who “distained the movement, particularly for its claim to authenticity. Rosen made the point, which hasn’t lost its barb, that authenticity rests on the fallacy that the first performance of any piece of music was its best performance.”
Well, there are so many falsehoods to unpack here that it’s hard to know where to begin.
First of all, Charles Rosen was a nasty curmudgeon whose decidedly quirky views on Bach performance have fallen out of favor, even among modern pianists who specialize in the composer’s music. Rosen was famous for complaining that HIP “does not ask what [Bach] wanted, but only what he got.” Which naturally leads to the preposterous claim that what Bach really wanted—even though he had seen and played one at the court of Frederic the Great and said “no thanks”—was a pianoforte. Therefore, Bach’s manualiter keyboard music should always be played on a modern piano, even when he specified a two-manual harpsichord, as in the Goldbergs. All of this is sheer, utter nonsense, and the perfect example of Musical Evolution (see below).
Next, we come to the topic of “authenticity.” This is an unfortunate label commandeered by the big labels as a means of selling records, and later CDs. It was basically a marketing ploy, similar to when a manufacturer sticks the tag “organic” on its products. (Oh boy, this bag of potato chips is organic—it must be good for me!) Nary a performer, period or otherwise, goes out on stage to create an “authentic” performance. He or she does so to make music.
Towards the end of his life, Christopher Hogwood delivered a series of lectures, later condensed into an essay, in which he attempted to disabuse the early music community of the concept of “authenticity.” In addition to the arguments outlined above, he pointed out that “authenticity” brings with it the connotation of “holier than thou,” a real turn-off. Hogwood’s entreaties had little effect, and the term has continued to stick. But critics of HIP like Huntley Dent love to bludgeon us with the word. Sticks and stones.
The most egregious statement of all, I think, is Rosen’s assertion, quoted by Dent, that “authenticity rests on the fallacy that the first performance of any piece of music was its best performance.” To my knowledge not a single period instrumentalist has ever made that statement. In fact, no musician worth his or her salt is likely to make that claim, regardless of affiliation. Rather, what they do hope for—and what they strive their entire lives to achieve—is for the next performance to be the best one ever.
Going off on a tangent from Rosen’s “first performance” baloney, Dent makes the weird claim that HIP is an “argument for evolution.” This is, in fact, the oldest trick in the book: a dishonest politician will accuse his opponent of the very crime that he has committed.
You see, Dent and Rosen are “musical Darwinists” who believe that present-day musicians, specifically those trained in the Romantic/Modernist Conservatory style, are better equipped to play early music than period instrumentalists. This is a Victorian-era attitude that has spilled over into the present; it began with musicians like Felix Mendelssohn and his gargantuan performances of Bach, or French salonistes like Georges Lamothe and Charles Delioux, who felt that Rameau’s harpsichord pieces needed “improving” when they played them in recital, or even Mahler and Weingartner, who thought that the symphonies of Schumann and Beethoven needed “retouching.”
Dent and Rosen reject the premise that seventeenth- and eighteenth-century ideas have any bearing on the music of that period. Things have “improved,” don’t you know? Musicians are better trained, and standards are so much higher than in the dim, distant past. Consequently, they think that twenty-first century performance practice should be applied unhesitatingly to music before 1800. Their ideal is someone like Pinchas Zuckerman, who mindlessly saws away at Bach and Vivaldi, making every sixteenth note sound exactly the same, and who applies a thick, continuous vibrato to everything as if he were playing Brahms or Tchaikovsky.
I don’t care if that’s what they like—it’s their right. But I do object to the vicious, mean-spirited attacks of Dent and the other HIP-haters on the Fanfare staff who seemingly want to scrub period-instrument performance from the face of the Earth. Once again, their hero is Pinchas Zuckerman, who many years ago was quoted in Fanfare as saying that he wanted to “shoot the next baroque violinist [he] heard.”
So, it naturally begs the question: why all the vitriol, why all the antagonism? And why do readers need to be constantly subjected to this kind of “yellow journalism” in Fanfare? 
More outrageous nonsense from Huntley Dent:
“To my ear, and to the ears of the vast majority of musicians, Romantic style is more beautiful.”
Oh, really? Does he have the statistics to back that up? How many working, professional musicians does Huntley Dent actually know? If he does know any, I’ll bet there isn’t a single period instrumentalist among them.
“Perhaps more importantly, HIP has produced very few deep interpreters.”
This statement is so patently absurd and insulting that it requires no comment.
“To this date, very few eminent soloists have joined the great Viktoria Mullova in adopting HIP as their preferred style.”
Not only do these statements highlight Huntley Dent’s mendacious take on the whole field of early music (there are so many “eminent soloists” in early music right now that it would take several pages to list them), it confirms that he is both intellectually and ethically unqualified to review period instrument CDs. (Note to Joel Flegler: there ought to be some sort of restraining order in place). But wait—there’s more.
Much of the rest of Dent’s article is given over to an all-out assault on musicologists. This is probably the most infuriating part for me, the part where I feel the attack gets personal, because—full disclosure—musicology was my field in grad school.
“What is authenticity if not a dredging up of old manuscripts and textbooks by pedagogues? That these documents have little to do with the great composers and everything to do with musicology rankled many mainstream performers at first.”
“…the arguments were confined to scholars and their musty journals.”
“…with dedication comes dogmatism, the bugaboo of HIP.”
“The absence of a deeply felt interpretation was mistaken for correctness.”
Wow. Just when you thought it couldn’t get any worse. The first order of business therefore must be a clarification about what a musicologist actually does.
Musicologists are trained musicians who specialize in discovering and editing music, both old and not so old, for publication. If it weren’t for musicologists, there would be no performing editions of the entire corpus of Western music, from the Middle Ages to the present-day symphonic repertoire. Mr. Dent implies that musicologists are somehow separate from the musical world and the “great composers.” Nothing could be further from the truth.
Aside from editing music for performance, musicologists research the performance practice and historical background of the various musical styles and eras, and publish the results of their research. Yes, this mostly involves older music, but there has been plenty of research devoted to more recent genres such as folksong, early jazz and Ragtime, Broadway musicals, early Rock and Roll, Country and Western, etc. (Musicologists are ecumenical in their work). And then there is the whole field of ethnomusicology.
To dismiss musicologists as “pedants” who spend their days peering into “musty journals” is, I think, mean-spirited and ignorant. Does Mr. Dent realize that there is a musicologist on staff at Fanfare? Bertil van Boer has taught the subject at the university level for many years, although I believe he is now retired. His reviews are knowledgeable, balanced, and fair, everything that Mr. Dent’s are not.
The most important musician/musicologist before the modern era was undoubtedly Johannes Brahms. He was deeply interested in the music of the past—Palestrina, Rameau, Buxtehude, among others—and published the first modern editions of much of this music. Hardly a drudge.
And now for the most shocking fact of all. Many period musicians do double duty as musicologists. They are actively engaged in finding gems hidden in libraries and collections around the world. They prepare editions for performance, both for themselves and for others. It’s one of the most exciting aspects of the early music movement, and has been responsible for significant additions to the repertoire. Many standard works by composers like Vivaldi, Telemann, Bach, etc., were once discovered and re-introduced by working musicians who doubled as musicologists.
While modern symphony orchestras continue to play the usual Romantic warhorses and try to make things “relevant” with the inclusion of pop music, Baroque ensembles are constantly adding newly-discovered pieces to their play lists. It’s a no-brainer: attend your local symphony concert and hear the same Beethoven symphony for the umpteenth time, or go hear your local baroque ensemble play a newly-discovered piece by a contemporary of Bach, Vivaldi, and Rameau. I know what I’d choose.
Don’t get me wrong—I love Beethoven. But I also crave the variety of programming, and especially the excitement that have been the hallmarks of period instrument performance since the beginning.
I gather, however, that Huntley Dent doesn’t care much for Baroque music—witness his snide remarks about Vivaldi and Telemann. He’s a “meat and potatoes” kind of guy. A rather unfortunate attitude for a record critic to have, one that calls into question all his pontificating on the subject, don’t you think?
Finally, we must consider Huntley’s parting shot, perhaps the most maddening of all, because it highlights his total obliviousness to the subject:
“As a movement, period performance has marched ahead even though no one has, or ever will, hear how music was performed before the invention of the phonograph.”
On face value this is true enough; no one will ever hear how the music was performed back then. But there are numerous treatises, instruction manuals, and eyewitness accounts from the period that get us a vivid picture of how it was played, and that is far more useful for us in the twenty-first century. All of the important aspects of Baroque performance have been handed down to us—dynamics, articulation, phrasing, rhythms, tempos, and especially the instruments themselves—so that it is possible, with a reasonable expectation of accuracy, to reconstruct the way music was played back then.
The objective of HIP, however, has never been an exact re-enactment of a historical performance, but rather making music in the present moment for a live audience (vide the remarks about “communication” above). We do this by applying historical performance practices to the music (and getting rid of lugubrious Romantic style), because we believe—we know—such practices allow us to better convey the essence of the music to the audience. 
But Huntley dismisses all of this as “imaginary projections” gleaned from “dusty manuscripts”. Has he even bothered to examine any of the evidence, or does he summarily dismiss the premise of old music on period instruments simply because it doesn’t accord with his preconceived notions? I submit that this is intellectual laziness, a kind of “flat earth” mentality.
Silly me. I keep forgetting that Huntley is not a trained musician, consequently any discussion of the nuts and bolts of Baroque performance, like agogic accents, temperaments, varied articulation, or inégalité, is beyond him. To him it’s all “dogma,” not the tools of working musicians. Talking about such things would be as pointless as discussing Monet’s use of color with a blind man.
My suggestion is that Huntley (and the other HIP-haters on the Fanfare staff) be limited to reviewing recordings of the Standard Repertoire (nothing before, say, 1800, and nothing later than Brahms or Wagner) by the modern-day equivalents of their heroes Stokowski and Furtwängler. That way he (and they) can be prevented from doing further damage to a field of music that many of us hold dear. This would include the not insignificant numbers of Fanfare readers who pay good money to buy early music CDs.
