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INTRODUCTION
 TO THE DOVER EDITION

JOSEF HOFMANN was born in Podgorze, Poland on January 20, 1876. His father, Casimir, was a noted conductor, pianist and teacher; his mother was an opera singer. Josef’s musical education began when he was three and a half. First he took piano lessons from his sister, then from his aunt. Finally his father continued instruction. At six, he made his stage debut at a charity performance. Although the prodigy created a sensation, his father refused to sign him for commercial engagements, and his performances were limited to a few benefits. Anton Rubinstein, the great Russian pianist and composer, heard the boy perform and called him a “musical phenomenon.” When Josef was nine, his father finally decided to let the boy embark on a concert career, and a brilliant European tour followed. On November 29, 1887, Hofmann made his American debut at the Metropolitan Opera House. Of the performance, New York Times critic W. J. Henderson wrote

Men shouted “Bravo!” and women waved their handkerchiefs. Pianists of repute were moved almost to tears. Some wiped moisture from their eyes. The child had astonished the assembly. He was a marvel. . . . Josef Hofmann . . . is worthy of the sensation he has created. More than that, he is an artist, and we can listen to his music without taking into consideration the fact that he is a child.

Hofmann’s American tour was cut short by the intervention of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, which claimed that the boy was overtaxing his strength. (Throughout his life, Hofmann denied that the strenuous schedule had fatigued him at all.)

Before leaving the United States, Casimir Hofmann was approached by a wealthy New Yorker, Alfred Coming Clark, who offered to finance the entire Hofmann family until Josef’s eighteenth birthday with these stipulations: Josef was not to play in public again until he was eighteen; Casimir was to devote all his time to supervising his child’s musical education. The offer was accepted.

Josef studied piano with Moritz Moszkowski and composition with Heinrich Urban. At sixteen, he was accepted as the only pupil of Anton Rubinstein, whom he saw twice weekly for two years. (Hofmann describes these lessons on pp. 57–69 of Piano Playing.) On March 14, 1894, at the age of eighteen, Hofmann once again performed in public, playing a program in Hamburg conducted by Rubinstein. It included, among other pieces, Rubinstein’s own Concerto in D Minor. At this point his tutelage under Rubinstein ended. In the autumn of that year, he made his first tour since his acceptance of Clark’s offer.

In 1898 Hofmann returned to the United States. America had forgotten Jozio Hofmann, the “marvelous child” of the decade before, and the pianist was anxious to establish his reputation anew as a mature and serious artist. Two months after his arrival, Hofmann visited Philadelphia, where he was introduced to Edward and Mary Bok, one of the city’s most prominent couples. Bok was the enormously successful editor of the Ladies’ Home Journal, one of the most lucrative properties of the Curtis Publishing concern. His wife, Cyrus Curtis’ only child and an excellent pianist, was deeply interested in the city’s musical life.

Bok induced many of the best-known writers, artists, scientists, musicians and public figures of the day to contribute to the Journal’s pages. When several readers requested that he print monthly piano lessons, Bok responded by engaging Hofmann to contribute a series of articles on the subject in 1901. For the next thirteen years Hofmann edited a music page in the Journal. The articles were designed to emphasize the Journal’s commitment to culture, practicality and self-improvement. Readers were invited to submit specific questions to be answered by Hofmann. A selection of these articles, published in book form, was followed by a book comprised of questions and answers. These two works are here reprinted complete. It was a coup for the Journal to have the internationally known and respected pianist answer the unending stream of questions from its readers, but Hofmann himself was the one who ultimately derived the greater benefit from association with the magazine. His articles were read by tens of thousands of amateur pianists who helped to swell the audiences for his concerts.

The Boks had another, greater, influence on Hofmann’s career. Having come into a fortune from her mother’s estate, Mary Bok conceived of a conservatory of music where the only qualification for students would be their talent. Thus the Curtis Institute of Music was opened in October 1924. There was no question who would be the director of the new conservatory’s piano department, for both Mary and Edward Bok thought that Hofmann was the greatest living pianist. In 1927 Hofmann became the Institute’s Director as well. He regarded his new job as one of the most serious musical responsibilities he could undertake and, by luring musicians such as Fritz Reiner, Arthur Rodzinski, Marcella Sembrich, Efrem Zimbalist and Leopold Auer onto the faculty, he created one of the world’s finest conservatories. Hofmann also demonstrated considerable acumen in resolving the Institute’s frequently thorny financial problems.

Hofmann curtailed his very active and far-ranging concert career when he became Director, and limited his appearances to the United States. In the first years of his tenure he was regularly on hand at the school, but he later taught less and less. In 1933 he resumed his annual tours abroad, after which he began to attend to the business of the Institute while traveling and was seen only infrequently in his studio and office.

Early in 1937 Richard Copley, Hofmann’s manager for many years, suggested that the pianist might wish to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of his American debut with a “Golden Jubilee” tour. At first Hofmann rejected the idea, but his family and friends soon convinced him to go ahead with the plan. The highlight of the tour was a gala program presented on November 28, 1937 at the Metropolitan Opera House where, just one day less than fifty years earlier, Hofmann had been presented to the American public. One of the works performed at the gala was the Rubinstein D Minor Concerto, which Hofmann had performed with his beloved master in 1894.

In 1938, faced with financial cuts which he felt would alter the standards and goals he had established for the Institute, Hofmann resigned and moved his family to California. Under his guiding hand the Curtis Institute had entered an unparalleled golden age. The caliber of the small group of students he directed (including Shura Cherkassy, Nadia Reisenberg, Jeanne Behrend and William Harms), the eminence of the great faculty he engaged and the progressiveness of the artistic environment he fostered remain unmatched by any other conservatory.

Hofmann continued to perform in public for eight years after leaving the Institute. His final days were spent away from society and the musical establishment. In reality, he had always been shy in almost all human relationships, and the isolation was not completely unwelcome. He was able to continue his experiments in improving accuracy in recording piano tone and in improving piano action, correspond with a few intimate friends, and work on an autobiography which he left unfinished. He died in Los Angeles on February 16, 1957, at the age of eighty-one.

A leading exponent of the works of Chopin, Liszt and Schumann, Hofmann possessed a brilliant technique. He never allowed it, however, to intrude itself on whatever piece he was playing. He was an artist with few equals, and his pianism was rooted in the noblest traditions of the nineteenth century.

GREGOR BENKO

New York City, 1976
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A FOREWORD

THIS little book purposes to present a general view of artistic piano-playing and to offer to young students the results of such observations as I have made in the years of my own studies, as well as of the experiences which my public activity has brought me.

It is, of course, only the concrete, the material side of piano-playing that can be dealt with here—that part of it which aims to reproduce in tones what is plainly stated in the printed lines of a composition. The other, very much subtler part of piano-playing, draws upon and, indeed, depends upon imagination, refinement of sensibility, and spiritual vision, and endeavours to convey to an audience what the composer has, consciously or unconsciously, hidden between the lines. That almost entirely psychic side of piano-playing eludes treatment in literary form and must, therefore, not be looked for in this little volume. It may not be amiss, however, to dwell a moment upon these elusive matters of æsthetics and conception, though it be only to show how far apart they are from technic.

When the material part, the technic, has been completely acquired by the piano student, he will see a limitless vista opening up before him, disclosing the vast field of artistic interpretation. In this field the work is largely of an analytical nature and requires that intelligence, spirit, and sentiment, supported by knowledge and æsthetic perception, form a felicitous union to produce results of value and dignity. It is in this field that the student must learn to perceive the invisible something which unifies the seemingly separate notes, groups, periods, sections, and parts into an organic whole. The spiritual eye for this invisible something is what musicians have in mind when they speak of “reading between the lines”—which is at once the most fascinating and most difficult task of the interpretative artist; for, it is just between the lines where, in literature as in music, the soul of a work of art lies hidden. To play its notes, even to play them correctly, is still very far from doing justice to the life and soul of an artistic composition.

I should like to reiterate at this point two words which I used in the second paragraph: the words “consciously or unconsciously.” A brief comment upon this alternative may lead to observations which may throw a light upon the matter of reading between the lines, especially as I am rather strongly inclining toward the belief in the “unconscious” side of the alternative.

I believe that every composer of talent (not to speak of genius) in his moments of creative fever has given birth to thoughts, ideas, designs that lay altogether beyond the reach of his conscious will and control. In speaking of the products of such periods we have hit upon exactly the right word when we say that the composer “has surpassed himself.” For, in saying this we recognise that the act of surpassing one’s self precludes the control of the self. A critical, sober overseeing of one’s work during the period of creation is unthinkable, for it is the fancy and the imagination that carries one on and on, will-lessly, driftingly, until the totality of the tonal apparition is completed and mentally as well as physically absorbed.

Now, inasmuch as the composer’s conscious will takes little or no part in the creating of the work, it seems to follow that he is not, necessarily, an absolute authority as to the “only correct way” of rendering it. Pedantic adherence to the composer’s own conception is, to my mind, not an unassailable maxim. The composer’s way of rendering his composition may not be free from certain predilections, biases, mannerisms, and his rendition may also suffer from a paucity of pianistic experience. It seems, therefore, that to do justice to the work itself is of far greater importance than a slavish adherence to the composer’s conception.

Now, to discover what it is, intellectually or emotionally, that hides itself between the lines; how to conceive and how to interpret it—that must ever rest with the reproductive artist, provided that he possesses not only the spiritual vision which entitles him to an individual conception, but also the technical skill to express what this individual conception (aided by imagination and analysis) has whispered to him. Taking these two conditions for granted, his interpretations — however punctiliously he adhere to the text—will and must be a reflex of his breeding, education, temperament, disposition; in short, of all the faculties and qualities that go to make up his personality. And as these personal qualities differ between players, their interpretations must, necessarily, differ in the same measure.

In some respects the performance of a piece of music resembles the reading of a book aloud to some one. If a book should be read to us by a person who does not understand it, would it impress us as true, convincing, or even credible? Can a dull person, by reading them to us, convey bright thonghts intelligibly? Even if such a person were drilled to read with outward correctness that of which he cannot fathom the meaning, the reading could not seriously engage our attention, because the reader’s want of understanding would be sure to effect a lack of interest in us. Whatever is said to an audience, be the speech literary or musical, must be a free and individual expression, governed only by general æsthetic laws or rules; it must be free to be artistic, and it must be individual to have vital force. Traditional conceptions of works of art are “canned goods,” unless the individual happens to concur with the traditional conception, which, at best, is very rarely the case and does not speak well for the mental calibre of the easily contented treader of the beaten path.

We know how precious a thing is freedom. But in modern times it is not only precious, it is also costly; it is based upon certain possessions. This holds as good in life as in art. To move comfortably with freedom in life requires money; freedom in art requires a sovereign mastery of technic. The pianist’s artistic bank-account upon which he can draw at any moment is his technic. We do not gauge him by it as an artist, to be sure, but rather by the use he makes of it; just as we respect the wealthy according to the way in which they use their money. And as there are wealthy people that are vulgar, so there may be pianists who, despite the greatest technic, are not artists. Still, while money is to a gentleman perhaps no more than a rather agreeable adjunct, technic is to the pianist’s equipment an indispensable necessity.

To assist young students in acquiring this necessity, the following articles were written for The Ladies’ Home Journal, and for this form I have gone over them and corrected and amplified. I sincerely hope that they will help my young colleagues to become free as piano-playing musicians first, and that this, in its turn and with the help of good fortune in their career, will bring them the means to make them equally free in their daily life.

JOSEF HOFMANN.
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THE PIANO AND ITS PLAYER

THE first requisite for one who wishes to become a musicianly and artistic pianist is a precise knowledge of the possibilities and limitations of the piano as an instrument. Having properly recognised them both, having thus staked off a stretch of ground for his activity, he must explore it to discover all the resources for tonal expression that are hidden within its pale. With these resources, however, he must be contented. He must, above all, never strive to rival the orchestra. For there is no necessity to attempt anything so foolish and so futile, since the gamut of expressions inherent to the piano is quite extensive enough to vouchsafe artistic results of the very highest order, provided, of course, that this gamut is used in an artistic manner.
 
THE PIANO AND THE ORCHESTRA

From one point of view the piano can claim to be the equal of the orchestra; namely, in so far as it is—no less than the orchestra—the exponent of a specific branch of music which, complete by itself, reposes upon a literature exclusively its own and of a type so distinguished that only the orchestra can claim to possess its peer. The great superiority of the literature of the piano over that of any other single instrument has, to my knowledge, never been disputed. I think it is equally certain that the piano grants to its players a greater freedom of expression than any other instrument; greater — in certain respects — than even the orchestra, and very much greater than the organ, which, after all, lacks the intimate, personal element of “touch” and the immediateness of its variegated results.

In dynamic and colouristic qualities, on the other hand, the piano cannot bear comparison with the orchestra; for in these qualities it is very limited indeed. The prudent player will not go beyond these limits. The utmost that the pianist can achieve in the way of colour may be likened to what the painters call “monochrome.” For in reality the piano, like any other instrument, has only one colour; but the artistic player can subdivide the colour into an infinite number and variety of shades. The virtue of a specific charm, too, attaches as much to the piano as to other instruments, though, perhaps, in a lesser degree of sensuousness than to some others. Is it because of this lesser sensuous charm that the art of the piano is considered the chastest of all instruments? I am rather inclined to think that it is, partly at least, due to this chastity that it “wears” best, that we can listen longer to a piano than to other instruments, and that this chastity may have had a reflex action upon the character of its unparagoned literature.

For this literature, though, we have to thank the pianists themselves, or, speaking more precisely, we are indebted to the circumstance that the piano is the only single instrument capable of conveying the complete entity of a composition. That melody, bass, harmony, figuration, polyphony, and the most intricate contrapuntal devices can—by skilful hands—be rendered simultaneously and (to all intents and purposes) completely on the piano has probably been the inducement which persuaded the great masters of music to choose it as their favourite instrument.

It may be mentioned at this point that the piano did not have the effect of impairing the orchestration of the great composers—as some musical wiseacres assert from time to time—for they have written just as fine works for a variety of other instruments, not to speak of their symphonies. Thus has, for instance, the most substantial part of the violin literature been contributed by piano-players (Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Brahms, Bruch, Saint-Saëns, Tschaikowski, and many others). As to the literature of the orchestra, it came almost exclusively from those masters whose only, or chiefest, medium of musical utterance was the piano. Highly organised natures, as they were, they liked to dress their thoughts, sometimes, in the colour splendour of the orchestra. Looking at the depth of their piano works, however, at their sterling merit, at their poetry, I feel that even a refined musical nature may find lifelong contentment in the piano—despite its limitations—if, as I said before, the artist keeps within its boundaries and commands its possibilities. For it is, after all, not so very little that the piano has to offer. It is both governed and manipulated by one and the same mind and person; its mechanism is so fine and yet so simple as to make its tone response quite as direct as that of any other stringed instrument; it admits of the thoroughly personal element of touch; it requires no auxiliary instruments (for even in the Concerto the orchestra is not a mere accompanist but an equal partner, as the name “Concerto” implies); its limitations are not as bad as those of some other instruments or of the voice; it outweighs these limitations very fairly by the vast wealth of its dynamic and touch varieties. Considering all these and many other points of merit, I think that a musician may be pretty well satisfied with being a pianist. His realm is in more than one respect smaller than that of the conductor, to be sure, but on the other hand the conductor loses many lovely moments of sweet intimacy which are granted to the pianist when, world-oblivious and alone with his instrument he can commune with his innermost and best self. Consecrated moments, these, which he would exchange with no musician of any other type and which wealth can neither buy nor power compel.

THE PIANO AND THE PLAYER

Music makers are, like the rest of mankind, not free from sin. On the whole, however, I think that the transgressions of pianists against the canons of art are less grave and less frequent than those of other music makers; perhaps, because they are — usually — better grounded as musicians than are singers and such players of other instruments as the public places on a par with the pianists I have in mind. But, while their sins may be less in number and gravity—let it be well understood that the pianists are no saints. Alas, no! It is rather strange, though, that their worst misdeeds are induced by that very virtue of the piano of requiring no auxiliary instruments, of being independent. If it were not so; if the pianist were compelled always to play in company with other musicians, these other players might at times differ with him as to conception, tempo, etc., and their views and wishes should have to be reckoned with, for the sake of both equilibrium and—sweet peace.

Left entirely to himself, however, as the pianist usually is in his performances, he sometimes yields to a tendency to move altogether too freely, to forget the deference due to the composition and its creator, and to allow his much-beloved “individuality” to glitter with a false and presumptuous brightness. Such a pianist does not only fail in his mission as an interpreter but he also misjudges the possibilities of the piano. He will, for instance, try to produce six forte-s when the piano has not more than three to give, all told, except at a sacrifice of its dignity and its specific charm.

The extremest contrasts, the greatest forte and the finest piano, are given factors determined by the individual piano, by the player’s skill of touch, and by the acoustic properties of the hall. These given factors the pianist must bear in mind, as well as the limitations of the piano as to colour, if he means to keep clear of dilettanteism and charlatanry. A nice appreciation of the realm over which he rules, as to its boundaries and possibilities, must be the supreme endeavour of every sovereign—hence also of every sovereign musician.

Now, I hear it so often said of this and that pianist that “he plays with so much feeling” that I cannot help wondering if he does not, sometimes at least, play with "so much feeling” where it is not in the least called for and where “so much feeling” constitutes a decided trespass against the æsthetic boundaries of the composition. My apprehension is usually well founded, for the pianist that plays everything “with so much feeling” is an artist in name only, but in reality a sentimentalist, if not a vulgar sensationalist or a ranter upon the key-board. What sane pianist would, for instance, attempt to play a cantilena with the same appealing sensuousness as the most mediocre ’cellist can do with the greatest ease? Yet many pianists attempt it; but since they are fully aware that they can never attain such ends by legitimate, artistic means, they make either the accompaniment or the rhythm, if not the phrasing, bear the brunt of their palpable dilettanteism. Of such illusory endeavours I cannot warn too strongly, for they are bound to destroy the organic relation of the melody to its auxiliaries and to change the musical “physiognomy” of a piece into a—“grimace:” This fault reveals that the pianist’s spirit—of adventure—is too willing, but the flesh—of the fingers and their technic-—too weak.

The artistic and the dilettantic manners of expression must be sharply differentiated. They differ, principally, as follows: the artist knows and feels how far the responsiveness of his instrument, at any particular part of his piece, will allow him to go without violating æsthetics, and without stepping outside of the nature of his instrument. He shapes his rendition of the piece accordingly and practises wise economy in the use of force and in the display of feeling. As to feeling, per se, it is the ripe product of a multitude of aesthetic processes which the moment creates and develops; but the artist will keep this product from asserting itself until he has complied with every requirement of artistic workmanship; until he has, so to speak, provided a cleanly covered and fully set table upon which these matters of “feeling” appear as finishing, decorative touches, say, as flowers.

The dilettante, on the other hand, does not consume any time by thinking and planning; he simply “goes for” his piece and, without bothering about workmanship or squirming around it as best he may, he rambles off into—“feeling,” which in his case consists of naught but vague, formless, aimless, and purely sensuous sentimentality. His accompaniment drowns the melody, his rhythm goes on a sympathetic strike, dynamic and other artistic properties become hysterical; no matter, he—“feels”! He builds a house in which the cellar is under the roof and the garret in the basement.

Let it be said in extenuation of such a player that he is not always and seldom wholly to blame for his wrong-doing. Very often he strays from the path of musical rectitude because of his misplaced trust in the judgment of others, which causes him to accept and follow advice in good faith, instead of duly considering its source. For, under certain conditions, the advice of even a connoisseur may be wrong. Many professional and well-equipped critics, for instance, fall into the bad habit of expecting that a pianist should tell all he knows in every piece he plays, whether the piano does or does not furnish the opportunities for displaying all his qualities. They expect him to show strength, temperament, passion, poise, sentiment, repose, depth, and so forth, in the first piece on his programme. He must tell his whole story, present himself at once as a “giant” or “Titan” of the piano, though the piece may call for naught but tenderness. With this demand, or the alternative of a “roasting,” public artists are confronted rather frequently. Nor is this, perhaps, as much the fault of the critic as of the conditions under which they must write. From my own experience and that of others I know that the critics in large cities are so overburdened with work during the season that they have seldom time to listen to more than one piece out of a whole recital programme. After such a mere sample they form their opinions—so momentous for the career of a young pianist—and if this one piece happened to offer no opportunities to the pianist to show himself as the great” So-and-so, why, then he is simply put down as one of the “littlefellows.” It is no wonder that such conditions tempt many young aspirants to public renown to resort to æsthetic violence in order to make sure of “good notices”; to use power where it is not called for; to make “feeling” ooze from every pore; to double, treble the tempo or vacillate it out of all rhythm; to violate the boundaries of both the composition and the instrument—and all this for no other purpose than to show as quickly as possible that the various qualities are “all there.” These conditions produce what may be called the pianistic nouveau-riche or parvenu, who practises the vices of the dilettante without, however, the mitigating excuse of ignorance or a lack of training.

THE PIANIST AND THE COMPOSITION

As the piano, so has also every composition its limitations as to the range of its emotions and their artistic expression. The hints in this direction I threw out before may now be amplified by discussing a very common error which underlies the matter of conception. It is the error of inferring the conception of a composition from the name of its composer; of thinking that Beethoven has to be played thus and Chopin thus. No error could be greater!

True, every great composer has his own style, his habitual mode of thought development, his personality revealing lines. But it is equally true that the imagination of all great composers was strong enough to absorb them as completely in their own creation as the late Pygmalion was absorbed in his Galatea, and to lure them, for the time being, completely away from their habits of thought and expression; they become the willing servants of the new creature of their own fancy. Thus we find some of Beethoven’s works as romantic and fanciful as any of Schumann’s or Chopin’s could be, while some of the latter’s works show at times a good deal of Beethovenish classicity. It is, therefore, utterly wrong to approach every work of Beethoven with the preconceived idea that it must be “deep” and “majestic,” or, if the work be Chopin’s, that it must run over with sensuousness and “feeling.” How would such a style of rendition do, for instance, for the Polonaise op. 53, or even for the little one in A, op. 40, No. 1? On the other hand, how would the stereotype, academic manner of playing Beethoven suit his Concerto in G—that poetic presage of Chopin?

Every great master has written some works that are, and some that are not, typical of himself.
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