CD Review - Debussy Etudes

David Owen Norris
Music: Ohlsson  T. 9

The ninth of Debussy’s twelve Etudes, “for the repeated notes”, a marvellous example of  the pianistic sophistication and whimsical musical fantasy that pervades these late pieces - all held together by a profound intellectual grip.

Debussy wrote his Studies in a ridiculously short period in the late summer of 1915. His physical powers were beginning to fail - cancer was to carry him off in a couple of years - and he was deeply dejected by the German invasion. Yet it was from this low point that he rose to some of his finest music.

The Etudes are in two books of Six. Each study deals with an idea. The first book has studies for various intervals - thirds, fourths, sixths and octaves, as well as scale pieces. The second book visits repeated notes, chromatics, chords, ornaments, and (a little more mysterious) made-up arpeggios and opposing sonorities.

Debussy seems to have been in the highest of spirits, writing these Studies. His preface makes jocular reference to Mozart playing with his nose; he gets in a dig at the copious exercise-writer Czerny in the opening “Exercise for the five fingers”; and he writes a study for the eight fingers, with a footnote saying that he’d so arranged the changing positions of the hand that to use the thumb would be defeatingly acrobatic. And not content with this verbal humour, he begins with a musical joke and a visual joke.

1’15

Music: GFT  Tr. 1    Top - fade at 1’


2’15 (1/1’15)

Gordon Fergus-Thompson on ASV. He puts across the musical joke very well - the simple C major knocked sideways by that rude A flat. On CD you can’t do anything about the visual joke, but that doesn’t stop Philippe Cassard from trying.

15”
2’30 (1’15/1’15)

Music: Cassard  Tr.2    Top - fade at 44”

3’15(1’15/2)

His little hesitations sound a bit clumsy, and I bet you still can’t tell that it’s the left hand that starts off, with the right hand crossing over it to interrupt. But at least he’s trying!

It’s always difficult to tell a joke in a foreign language - and that’s exactly what Debussy’s music turns out to be for a staggering proportion of the pianists I’ve listened to for this programme. 

20”
3’35(1’35/2)

Music: Gieseking  D3 Tr1  Top - fade at 45”


4’20(1’35/2’45)

I’d better not tell you who that is just yet. Wit is not respectable, after all, and often mistaken for flippancy, especially in the Classical Music World. Peter Maxwell Davies and Harrison Birtwistle nearly got chucked out of Music College for laughing during a Haydn string quartet. Their explanation that the music was magnificently funny was received in bewilderment. So maybe my suspicion, that that pianist’s dogged literalism in the face of humour, is a sign of a serious musical flaw, will not be shared by everyone. Let’s hear him again, in the study Debussy was proudest of, where the interval of the fourth in each hand produces harmonies that Debussy called “non-entendu”. Another spark of wit, I’m afraid, non-entendu meaning both “unheard-of” and “misunderstood”.

40”
5’(2’15/2’45)

Music: Gieseking Opening fourths.  Tr3. Top - fade by 1’05.


6’05(2’15/3’50)

More dogged literalism, varied by stumbling fingers in the fast bit. I’m sorry to report that that’s Walter Gieseking in 1954, recorded for EMI by the legendary Walter Legge. Let’s hear what that music can sound like.

15”
6’20(2’30/3’50)

Music: Ohlsson Tr.3   Top - fade by 2’05  

YOU COULD TAKE A MINUTE LESS. THE SUBSEQUENT TIMINGS ARE BASED ON THIS AT 2’05.

8’25(2’30/5’55)

Garrick Ohlsson enjoying his Bösendorfer on the Arabesque label. Not perfect, perhaps - the word stretto might imply more than just “quick”, and the steely claws he suddenly snaps out there, like a cat startled while sunbathing, might not be to everyone’s taste. But you can hear him thinking, following Debussy’s mind.

The study in sixths is another one where the harmonies seem to demand some flexibility of tone and time. Here’s a lovely opening from Mitsuko Uchida on Philips.

30”
(3’/5’55) 8’55

Music: Uchida T4 Top - fade at 1’54


(3’/7’50) 10’50

She dashes off the moment it gets difficult, a bad habit of a lot of brilliant technicians. All that quick stuff is supposed, according to Debussy’s instructions, to be the same tempo as her ravishing beginning, just a bit more agitated in feeling. Like this, from Gordon Fergus-Thompson again.

15”
(3’15/7’50) 11’05

Music: GFT  T.7  in 1’50 - fade at 2’30


(3’15/8’30) 11’45

Compare the sophistication of those performances with this from Deutsche Gramophon.

5”
(3’20/8’30) 11’50

Music: Pollini T.4 Top - fade at 1’50


(3’20/10’20) 13’40

Maurizio Pollini, for heaven’s sake, perhaps unduly influenced by his uncomprehending programme-note writer, who burbles of Debussy’s harmonies “indifferent to the logic of tonality”.

Very attentive listeners will have noticed that Uchida, Fergus-Thompson and Pollini didn’t all play the same notes. It would be nice to think that’s because they’re playing from different critical editions, which come to different conclusions about the evidence - that sort of thing happens all the time in Schubert. But although there are various editions of these pieces, and although Debussy was not the most careful proof-reader, it’s clear that most of the misreadings are down to sheer arrogant carelessness, often spiced by hasty learning for a Complete Set (a complete set of anything often contains pieces that the performer has never played before), and occasionally compounded by a truly unbelievable ignorance of the basic behaviour of music.

I’m not talking wrong notes here - most pianists play them from time to time. But they know they’re wrong, and they don’t try to make them fit in with their conception of the piece. The composer’s conception of it still stands a chance. But some of these recordings have grotesque misreadings.

Take the Study for Opposing Sonorities. Here’s part of a fascinating performance by Werner Haas, recording for Philips in 1963. You’ll hear the wonderful strings of pearls he hangs round the music’s neck. But what I really want you to notice, after the gentle fanfare near the beginning, is how a new low bass note is added under the sustained chord, and what a satisfying completeness it makes.

1’25
(4’45/10’20)  15’05

Music: Haas T.10  3’51 - fade at 4’48 


(4’45/11’20) 16’05

Can’t bear to leave it! But remember that last chord you heard, just before the echo of the fanfare. Now, here’s Philippe Cassard at the same place, playing an A sharp in the bass instead of A natural. It’s like a - false smile. Listen hard to the high chords after it.

15”
(5’/11’20) 16’20

Music: Cassard T.14  5’16 - end (6’01)


(5’/12’05) 17’05

There just isn’t time to play from the same point as before. But if I had, you’d have noticed that the lovely satisfying bass note I drew your attention to was not added. That’s because it comes at the beginning of a new line, and all the other notes are tied. A casual glance doesn’t spot that there’s one more note at the beginning of the line than there was at the end.

But Cassard got those high, simple “common chords” at the end exactly right - just major or minor, nothing complicated. The fourth chord, a long one following three shorter ones rising, is D major. Since the key signature has a D sharp in it, Debussy has to put a natural in front of the D. Walter Gieseking gets confused by this, and plays an F natural too, which makes a diminished chord - a world away from the plaintive simplicity of those “common chords”.

45”
(5’45/12’05) 17’50

Music: Gieseking D3 T. 10  4’09 - 4’35


(5’45/12’30) 18’15

Werner Haas’s pearls seem a bit cultured when you hear him, too, make the same mistake. You may think this is all a bit too subtle to bother about ; but I’m sure you’ll at least agree that taking the trouble to read carefully enough to see what the composer wrote down is pretty basic.

Well, we’ve all had our ears out on stalks. Let’s relax them with just one blatantly obvious misreading from a disc so full of errors that it’s an embarrassment to mention it. Sorry, Martin Jones on Nimbus, but I gave up, after the eighth study, like all those preceding it, presented careless misreadings within the first twenty seconds.

Low notes are written with a lot of what we call “leger lines” - their stems go right down below the stave, and have little strokes across them to show how many steps down they are. Imagine a vertical line with 5 strokes across it. Perhaps not very different from one with 4 strokes. But it can turn a scale in octaves, a nice obvious thing, into a scale in sixths. Different again. Let’s hear the end of the first etude, played almost too impeccably by Mitsuko Uchida.

1’
(6’45/12’30) 19’15

Music: Uchida T.1 2’22 -2’49 (end)


(6’45/12’55) 19’40

That’s what a scale in octaves sounds like. Now listen to what happens when Martin Jones miscounts the leger lines.

5”
(6’50/12’55) 19’45

Music: Jones T.1   2’36 -  end (3’)


(6’50/13’15) 20’05

The mystery is how he starts off with his hands six notes apart and ends up with them eight notes apart, when it’s just a scale all the way up. That’s part of another Complete Set, of course.

I’m making such a fuss about these careless errors, because not one of the recordings I’ve heard is free of them. It’s inconceivable that the same could be true if I were reviewing Chopin Studies or Beethoven Sonatas. Many of the liner-note writers make the point that these works, of all Debussy’s piano pieces, were not taken seriously for many years. Well, they’re still not taken seriously enough, and many of these pianists - and their producers - should be ashamed of themselves.

The pianists and the producers need to get together about the sounds their CDs make, too. Martino Tirimo’s merits are difficult to hear through the buzz of distance that surrounds his piano. Here’s the study in thirds.

45”
(7’35/13’15) 20’50

Music: Tirimo T.2 Top - fade after 45”


(7’35/14’) 21’35

Philippe Cassard, on the Astree label, gives us a lovely sound in the same study.

5”
(7’40/14’) 21’40

Music: Cassard T.3  2’05- end (3’31)


(7’40/15’25) 23’05

Cassard playing a Bechstein dating from 1898. Debussy was particularly fond of Bechsteins, and this CD helps you understand why.

We’ve already admired the beautiful, pearly sound Werner Haas gets. Here he is, with the study for the chromatic degrees.

Music: Haas T.7  Top - end (2’01)


(7’40/17’25) 25’05

Fabulous beginning, but got a bit garbled in the middle, and never quite recovered its poise. Even so ....

Let’s go back to Walter Gieseking in the same study. He’s aiming to play the music rather than the notes, I think; and it’s an admirable plan. Instead of rattling semi-quavers, he tries for lines and shapes; and helped by Walter Legge placing the microphones, and a nice soft piano, he gets something across.

15”
(7’55/17’25) 25’20

Music: Gieseking  Tr. 7  Top - fade 1’03


(7’55/18’25) 26’20

But just before we left him, you perhaps noticed his left hand giving up on the notes altogether. It’s difficult to play the music rather than the notes if you can’t play the notes.

Quite a lot of the sonic appeal of a recording, of course, is down to the piano. Only a few of the recordings bother to specify the make. We should be grateful to the Valois label, for telling us that Noel Lee’s Complete Set, recorded in Copenhagen in 1971, makes use of a Hornung and Möller. Be warned! Close your eyes and count to nine.

15”
(8’20/18’25) 26’45

Music: Lee D4 T 11  Top -  fade at 54”


(8’20/19’15) 27’35

Unimaginable! Or what about this?

Music:  Lee T 6    In at 2’46 - fade 3’13


(8’20/19’45) 28’05

One might charitably assume that it’s an old, clapped-out, but “authentic” instrument, except that no hint is given that this might be the case; and anyway Philippe Cassard has already shown us that historically accurate no longer means out of tune.

Noel Lee’s performances might best be described as solid. Theodore Paraskivesco inspires the same adjective. His piano is nicer, but the microphone seems to be hidden in his armpit. Here’s his solid - no, dull - account of the study for octaves, marked by Debussy “joyous, carried away.”

40”
(9’/19’45) 28’45

Music: Para  D 4 T 10  Top - fade at 42”


(9”/20’25) 29’25

You’ll have noticed, listening to these different recordings in quick succession, how the piano seems now far away, now right up close. That’s quite distinct from the size of the room. And there are even some recordings that seem curiously detached from these realities. Here’s the Study “pour les arpeges composes” from Pollini.

20”
(9’20/20’25) 29’45

Music: Pollini T 11 Top - fade 53”


(9’20/21’15) 30’35

That music is marked, in Pollini’s own language, lusingando. So perhaps we’re all wrong when we think that’s the Italian for “alluringly”.

Garrick Ohlsson has a wild time with this varied study. He’s a model of the relentlessly applied imagination.

15”
(9’35/21’15) 30’50

Music: Ohlsson T. 11  1’11 - fade 2’40


(9’35/22’45)

I mentioned Debussy’s facetious preface to his Etudes. It’s an elaborate justification for not putting in any fingering. “An imposed fingering cannot logically be adapted to hands of different shapes” he writes. “Modern pianism has sought to resolve this question by stacking up several fingerings for each note. Music takes on the aspect of a strange operation where, by some inexplicable phenomenon, the fingers must multiply.” This is the point where Mozart’s nose comes into the matter. It has sometimes seemed to me that the whole preface is an elaborate smokescreen to draw attention from a much more remarkable absence: the absence of pedal markings.

Debussy’s piano style, even in these late, classically-influenced pieces, absolutely depends upon the pedal. Yet the only hints as to its use are contained in the notes themselves. And their hints are not unambiguous. Take the study in fourths. The last page has a chord played by two hands, and then sustained while an arabesque dances above it. The obvious thing would be to hold the chord with the pedal, and then blur the arabesque.

That’s what Gordon Fergus Thomson does. 

1’ 
(10’35/22’45)  33’20

Music: GFT T.6  4’00- 4’19


(10’35/23’05) 33’40

But the arabesque figure has rests after it - very likely just to fill the bar up, of course. But modern pianos have three pedals, and the middle one was especially invented for just such moments as this. Like the pedal on the right, it’s a sustaining pedal, but it only sustains the notes you’re holding down at the moment you put your foot on the pedal. So, in this case, Garrick Ohlsson can play the chord, press down the middle pedal, and then play the arabesque without any sustaining pedal at all. The rests that follow it can be scrupulously observed. 

30”
(11’05/23’05) 34’10

Music: Ohlsson  T.3   3’47 - 4’06


(11’05/23’20) 34’25

Interesting, as usual with Ohlsson, but hardly necessary. And you’ll have heard a bit of a bludge at the end of the second arabesque, which uses one of the notes that the middle pedal is already sustaining. So that one can’t be unpedalled, and the arabesque acquires a bit of a limp.

Mitsuko Uchida invents two further refinements. She holds the chord with the middle pedal, then uses the ordinary sustaining pedal to blur the arabesque. It sounds a bit like the uncomplicated Fergus-Thomson, until Uchida takes her right foot off the sustaining pedal, releasing the arabesque, but keeping the chord. “How do they do that?” you find yourself wondering. Her second trick avoids Ohlsson’s problem with the note shared by the chord and the arabesque. Just before you can notice the problem, her fingers return silently to the chord, and hold it down while she releases the pedals. Damn clever, but? 

45”
(11’50/23’20) 35’10

Music: Uchida    T.3 3’51- 4’09


(11’50/23’40) 35’30

It all makes you wonder whether Debussy knew about the middle pedal! The evidence of Cassard’s recording on the 1898 Bechstein, where third pedal effects have no place,  is that he didn’t. CAN I SAY THIS WITHOUT FURTHER DEMONSTRATION?
One of the most precise of all the pedallers is Haas. He creates some amazing textures in the Etude pour les agrements. -‘for ornaments”. You’ll hear the third pedal holding on the bass note, while both hands play dryly above.

10”
(12’/23’40) 35’40

Music: Haas T8  Top - fade by 40”


(12’/24’20) 36’20

OMIT from here?

Uchida does the same pedalling, and it sounds a bit tricksy. But Ohlsson, though he can use all three feet too, makes it sound much more natural.

Music: Ohlsson T.8   3’47 - fade by 5’20, or to end at 5’57

OMIT till here?

We’ve heard from 11 pianists now. Some have fallen by the wayside - Jones for cavalier irresponsibility, Lee and Paraskivesco for some ghastly noises unredeemed by insight, Gieseking for having a full suit of Emperor’s New Clothes, Pollini for asepsis. Gordon Fergus-Thompson, I’m afraid, eventually exemplifies the Complete Set problem of too many unfamiliar pieces. It’s not so much notes that elude him - though he has his fair share of misreadings - but the moods of the pieces, and the shapes they fall into.

Perhaps we should move onto that tired old battlefield of pianistic endeavour, virtuosity. It’s surprising how many pianists rely on their thumbs. The study that forbids them sorts out a few goats from the sheep. No problem for Haas, though.

20”
(12’20/24’20) 36’40

Music: Haas T.6  49”- end (1’25)


(12’20/25’45) 38’05

But he plays the last note two octaves too low!

Martino Tirimo simply romps through the most difficult of all, pour les accords.

5”
(12’25/25’45)

Music: Tirimo  T. 12  3’45- end (4’36)


(12’25/26’35) 39’

But his slower ones are prosaic, and full of misreadings. Cassard, for all his good ideas and his lovely instrument, doesn’t hold the attention.

So I’m left with Werner Haas, the pearly king of pedalling, who scatters absurd misread wrong notes about here and there - but he’s definitely my mid-price recommendation - the thoughtful Garrick Ohlsson, whose disc contains some truly ghastly edits, and the glittering Mitsuko Uchida, who gives us some surprisingly dull moments where her fingers don’t have enough to do.

Garrick Ohlsson on Arabesque is my choice, then, for a performance of the Debussy Etudes which combines the three vital steps of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom with some smashing piano-playing. But I don’t think the last word’s been said on this subject.

Music: Ohlsson T.5, to end.

