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Playing notes shorter than written
In the Introduction, I proposed that economy of effor t on the part of
composer s and copyists was an impor tant agent in for ming muc h con-
ventional practice; and t hat, in par ticular, a major effect of this was to be
seen in defining the length of notes — or rat her, of not defining t hem.
 To give a simple example: a composer might c hoose to write a piece in
4/4 time, dominated by a subject based on a series of short notes played
on the beat, like t his:

Ex. 1: � C � � � � � � � � �� � � � � � � � �� ���������
To define these notes thus, as quaver s (eight hs), requires two symbols
eac h time. However, to write the notes to their full metr ical value, and
eit her give the player a wide range of options, or rely upon t he player to
reduce their played length to an appropr iate one (where accepted prac-
tice or a particular context could suggest one), needed just one symbol:

Ex. 2: � C � � � � �� � � 	 ����������
If one multiplies t his kind of short hand by several hundreds, such as
would be possible even within a single movement, the saving of human
labour will be obvious. And as t he intended shortness of the played note
increases, so does the saving, since the number of signs required is fur-
t her increased:

Ex. 3: � C 
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 �� ���������
Of course one can easily over st ate t his: muc h Baroque music does not
demand so radical an inter pret ation: on the whole, t he lengt h of most
notes as wr itten may not be fundament ally altered in per for mance; and
a g reat deal of music after the end of the Baroque period continued to be
wr itten wit hout t he necessity of a large number of expressive rests. The
compar ison between Mozar t’s playing and that of Beet hoven which was
mentioned above (however much influenced by the wr iter’s prejudices)
shows how a more det ached style of playing existed even in music of t he
Classical period than most player s adopt for that music today. This
implies that pianists were as a general rule playing most notes shor ter
t han t heir wr itten lengt h. We know, in fact, from a more objective aut h-
or ity of Mozar t’s own day, D. G. Türk, that this really was the case:
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