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Abstract. Recent scholarship has witnessed welcome efforts to formulate mod-

els of “performer’s analysis” that expand the definition of analysis beyond its de-

fault meaning as the text-based, intra-opus examination of the score. Yet there re-

mains within the field a strong tendency towards the binary opposition between

performative–practical and critical–theoretical orders of knowledge; structure is of-

ten consigned to the domain of the latter, and its role within “performer’s analysis”

has received little attention. This article reports on my attempt to redress the omis-

sion through an ethnographic study of a professional string quartet in Hong Kong.

Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the rehearsal footage, along with interviews

with the players, offers insights on how professional performers perceive, conceptu-

alize, and communicate about musical structure. The research findings suggest that

(1) metaphorical and embodied descriptions of music and (2) real-time, listening-

and experience-based analysis can serve to mediate between theoretical and practi-

cal perspectives of musical structure. It also demonstrates how methodological in-

teractions between theory and ethnography might contribute to such mediation.

Keywords and phrases: Rehearsal analysis, string quartet, analysis and perfor-

mance, ethnography of live performance, performer’s analysis of musical structure.

Since the 1990s, theoretical approaches that con-

sidered analysis to be ameans of offering instructions

and guidelines for performance have been largely refuted.1

* This article is an expanded version of two conference papers pre-
sented at “Analysis—Interpretation—Performance: Annual Con-
ference of the Austrian Society for Musicology 2015,” University of
Music andPerformingArts, Graz, Austria,November 2015; and the
Joint Annual Meeting of the American Musicological Society and
the Society forMusic Theory, Vancouver, Canada, November 2016.
I am grateful to the conference participants for their feedback and
suggestions.
1 Cone (1968), Berry (1989), and Narmour (1988) are representative
of the prescriptive approach to the relationship between analysis

Instead of prescribing performance decisions based on the

findings of score analysis, scholars have come to acknowl-

edge performers as artistic and intellectual equals, and

have suggested new avenues for exploring the interactions

between analysis andperformance. Recent scholarship has

witnessed welcome efforts to formulate models of “per-

former’s analysis” that expand thedefinitionof analysis be-

yond its default meaning as the text-based, intra-opus ex-

amination of the score,2 as well as studies of recorded or

and performance.
2 The notion of a “performer’s analysis” that is distinct from what
has variously been designated “serious analysis,” “rigorous anal-
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live performances that explore the analytical implications

of performance decisions. Yet, despite these welcome re-

flections on the meaning of analysis in relation to perfor-

mance, the role of musical structure within “performer’s

analysis” has not received a corresponding reexamination.

There remains within the field the strong tendency to-

wards a binary opposition between performative–practical

and critical–theoretical orders of knowledge that consigns

the interpretation of structure exclusively to the domain

of the latter, as epitomized by Carolyn Abbate’s categori-

cal separation of “drastic” experience and “gnostic” under-

standing.3

Such dualistic thinking betrays slippage between

structure and structuralism, and is problematic for several

reasons. First, although performer’s analysis might well

be intuitive and unsystematic, it does not necessarily fol-

low that structural considerations are irrelevant:most per-

formers do pay careful attention to how the music works,

andparameters conventionally characterizedas structural,

such as form, harmony, and meter, often come into play

in their interpretative decisions. Second, the realization

that the music is not confined to the score and that perfor-

mance is much more than the naïve and literal mapping

of analytic findings to sound does not mean that the score

no longer serves as a referent: performers in the West-

ern art music tradition customarily play from the score,

and they are just as likely as theorists to view the musi-

cal work as grounded in and delimited by its notation.4

Third, most conservatory-educated professional perform-

ers do have formal training in music theory, and it would

be presumptuous to exclude such training from the knowl-

edge base that informs their performance choices. Finally,

the supposed dichotomy between critical–theoretical and

performative–practicalmodes of understanding is primar-

ily a critical–theoretical construct. While the scholar and

the performer undoubtedly have different concerns, ob-

jectives, and priorities, such differences are usually con-

ysis,” and “theorist’s analysis” was first proposed by Rink (1990).
This distinction informs all of Rink’s subsequent work, and has
alsobeenadoptedbyother scholars,mostnotablybyNicholasCook
(2013).
3 Abbate (2004, 505–536).
4 The equation of “work” and “score” may be traced back to what
Lydia Goehr (1992) has described as the historical formulation of
the “work-concept.” Goehr proposes that the work-concept came
into existence about 1800 as a result of the romantic emphasis on
creative genius. The composer is considered the ultimate author-
ity for the musical work, and accordingly the score is its only au-
thentic testament. This newly established ontological statusmeant
that the musical work could exist outside its original performance
context by maintaining its textual form; more seriously, it implies
that the textual form could circumscribe future performances by
preserving in writing the structural relationships that are to be re-
alized in sound.

ceived of and presented from the perspective of the for-

mer, with little experiential input from actual perform-

ers.5

I believe that our understanding of “performer’s

analysis” could benefit greatly from the ethnographic

study of live performance, since under its observational

or interview-based research framework professional per-

formers could have the opportunity to speak for them-

selves. This article presents the results of a research project

that aims to explore how members of a professional

string quartet in Hong Kong perceive, conceptualize, and

communicate about aspects of musical structure.6 Over

a twelve-month period, I documented the Romer String

Quartet’s rehearsals and public performances, and con-

ducted interviews and conversations with the players at

various stages of the research process. Analysis of the re-

hearsal footage and of the players’ own reflections offer

valuable insights on the role of structural considerations

in performance preparation, and suggests ways in which

theoretical and practical perspectives of musical structure

might be mediated.

1. MethodologyandResearchQuestions

The development of ethnographic approaches to

Western art music performance has largely taken place

in the UK rather than North America, and might be con-

textualized within the body of research known collec-

tively as British Performance Studies. In the early 2000s,

fueled by higher education research directives that en-

courage “practice-as-research” in the performing arts,

5 To be sure, there is a considerable body of work by scholars who
are themselves accomplished performers, and who alternate be-
tween the theorist–analyst’s and performer’s viewpoints and at-
tempt to give equal authority to each; Janet Schmalfeldt’s ground-
breaking 1985 article on the Beethoven bagatelles, with its innova-
tive dialogue format, is a classic example. My point is that scholar–
performers, such as Schmalfeldt and Rink are career academics
first and performers second. Even when they assume the voice
of the performer, their perspectives on performance are likely to
differ from those of professional musicians who are not equally
trained in the terms of academic discourse.
6 A string quartet is chosen for both methodological and practical
reasons. First, chamber music rehearsals typically involve a great
deal of talking. Whereas in large ensembles such as an orchestra
the presence of the conductor minimizes the input of individual
players, and in solo music the performer does not need to talk at
all, in chamber music players must constantly negotiate their in-
terpretative differences.Moreover, the string quartet’s formal con-
ventions and aesthetic values establish it as a site for conversations
among equals. Second, it is not easy to find professionalmusicians
who arewilling to let an outsider attend, record, and publish about
their rehearsals, a performance context in which interpretations
are by definition imperfect and provisional. I am tremendously
grateful to the Romer String Quartet for agreeing to participate in
my research project.

54



Mak  String Theory: An Ethnographic Study of a Professional Quartet in Hong Kong

British scholarship turned from what Nicholas Cook has

called a “page-to-stage” or “analysis-to-performance” ap-

proach to the analysis of performance: instead of be-

ing seen as the beneficiary of analysis, performance is

treated as the object of analysis, and performers ap-

pear in the roles of informants, consultants, or collabora-

tors.7

Two research centers, both of which received ma-

jor funding from the UK’s Arts and Humanities Research

Council, established influential research trends for British

Performance Studies. The first, the AHRCResearch Centre

for the History and Analysis of Recorded Music (CHARM,

2004–2009), was a five-year collaborative research pro-

gram involving three institutions: Royal Holloway, Univer-

sity of London; King’s College London; and the Univer-

sity of Sheffield. In addition to establishing online bibli-

ographies and archives of digitized recordings to support

musicological research, projects carried out by the center

developed analytic approaches to the study of recordings.

One representative research project of CHARMwas “Style,

Performance, and Meaning in Chopin’s Mazurkas,” which

compared aspects of performance style through descrip-

tive statistics. The tempo and dynamic data from a pool of

recorded mazurka performances were extracted and then

analyzed computationally using specially designed soft-

ware tools; this empirical data, in turn, formed the basis of

observations about historical and geographical differences

in performance practice.8

CHARM’s successor, the AHRC Research Centre for

Musical Performance as Creative Practice (CMPCP, 2009–

2014), was likewise a five-year research program, but one

on an even larger scale.9 As the center’s name implies, it

focused on live musical performance and creative music

making, and encouraged collaborative research between

scholars and performers; the partner institutions now in-

cluded both universities (University of Cambridge; King’s

College London; the University of Oxford; and Royal Hol-

loway, University of London) and conservatories (theRoyal

College of Music and the Guildhall School of Music and

Drama). As a result of the greater involvement of perform-

ers, the overall research approach took an ethnographic

turn, and relied extensively on fieldwork methods such as

observation and participant-observation, questionnaires,

interviews, focus-group discussions, practice diaries, and

audiovisual documentation.

7 See Cook (2013, 49).
8 For instance, in a journal article resulting from this project,
Nicholas Cook (2007) proposes a possible performance genealogy
of performances of the Op. 68, No. 3 Mazurka based on the corre-
lation of tempo data.
9 WhereasCHARMreceived just under £1m from theUK’s Arts and
Humanities Research Council, the funding for CMPCP was more
than doubled (£2.1m).

Aside from the research projects affiliated with

CHARM and CMPCP,10 there has been a wide range

of questionnaire- and interview-based research and

participant-observational studies involving various peda-

gogical, rehearsal, and performance situations in British

scholarship—research projects that greatly inform the

current study. Two important precedents for my project

with the Romer String Quartet are Jane Davidson and

James Good’s 2002 observation and interview study of a

student string quartet, and Amanda Bayley’s project with

the Kreutzer String Quartet and the composer Michael

Finnissy, which has generated multiple publications

between 2009 and 2011.11 Davidson and Good examine

how a student quartet’s social dynamics affect musical

interaction, andBayley documents a professional quartet’s

rehearsal of a newly composedwork towards investigating

the interactive and communicative processes between the

composer and the performers.

While I have taken reference of the research methods

of these authors, my project differs from theirs in two sig-

nificant ways. First, the two aforementioned studies ad-

dress the performance preparation of a single concert pro-

gram or a single musical work, whereas my observations

took place over an extended period, and involved multi-

ple rehearsals and performances as well as a wide range

of works from the standard quartet repertoire. Second,

I focus especially on how the Romer String Quartet ap-

proached aspects of musical structure, with the following

three sets of research questions in mind:

a. How important are considerations of form, harmony,

meter, and other structural parameters in the play-

ers’ interpretative decisions about pacing, articula-

tion, and sound quality, relative to practical concerns

such as coordination and bowing?

b. Do the players correlate expressive gestures to as-

pects of musical structure? What vocabulary do they

use in their communications? Do they refer tomusic-

theoretical concepts and terminology?

c. How do the players view their formal training in the-

ory and analysis? Do they find it useful in perfor-

mance preparation?

My collaborators are young professional players un-

der the age of 35 at the time of the project. They were all

born in Hong Kong, received their early music education

in that city, and later pursued postgraduate studies in the

United States or the United Kingdom. They met through

playing in one of Hong Kong’s flagship orchestras, the

10 For details on the research projects conducted by these two cen-
ters, see their respective websites: http://www.charm.rhul.ac.uk/
index.html and http://www.cmpcp.ac.uk/.
11 See Davidson andGood (2002), Bayley (2010), Bayley (2011), Bay-
ley and Clarke (2009), and Bayley and Clarke (2010).
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Table 1. The Romer String Quartet.

FormalMusic Education Full-time orchestral employment
(HongKong Sinfonietta)

First violin Kitty Cheung MM, Guildhall School of Music
DMA, Eastman School of Music

Associate Concertmaster
(since 2011)

Second violin Kiann Chow MM, Royal Academy of Music, London Orchestral Associate (since 2012)
Viola Ringo Chan MM, Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music Tutti player (since 2012)
Cello Eric Yip MM, Chicago College of Performing Arts Tutti player (since 2012)

Table 2. Research Activities and Material.

Researchmaterial Form of
documentation

Date Pieces

Pre-project preparation
Meeting with Quartet Written notes Sept 11, 2014 N/A

Rehearsals
1. With theorist–observer Video Sept 19, 2014 Webern, Langsamer Satz

Beethoven, Op. 18, No. 4
2. With theorist–observer Audio Dec 4, 2014 Haydn, String Quartet No. 40 in F Major, “The Dream”
3. Without theorist–observer Dec 17, 2014 Ravel, String Quartet in F

Malecki, Polish Suite
4.Without theorist–observer Jan 20, 2015 Stravinsky, Double Canon

Stravinsky, Three Pieces for String Quartet
Haydn, String Quartet No. 40 in F Major, “The Dream”
Beethoven, String Quartet No. 11 in F minor, Op. 95,

“Serioso”
5. Without theorist–observer Feb 15, 2015 Haydn, String Quartet No. 40 in F Major, “The Dream”

Joyce Tang, Lineae
Rimsky-Korsakov, Allegro in B[

6.Without theorist–observer Feb 18, 2015 Haydn, String Quartet No. 40 in F Major, “The Dream”
Rimsky-Korsakov, Allegro in B[

Public Performances
1. Citibank Plaza Video Sept 19, 2014 Webern, Langsamer Satz

Beethoven, Op. 18, No. 4
2. Lee Hysan Concert Hall Video Sept 23, 2014 Webern, Langsamer Satz

Haydn, “Emperor” Quartet
Beethoven, Op. 18, No. 4

Reflection
Post-concert dialogue:
Music Department,

the Chinese University
of Hong Kong

Audio Oct 7, 2014 Webern, Langsamer Satz
Haydn, Emperor Quartet
Beethoven, Op. 18, No. 4

End of project interview Audio Aug 14, 2015 N/A
Online conversation with

first violinist
Written Nov 10, 2015 N/A

Hong Kong Sinfonietta, and founded the Romer String

Quartet in 2013. Ever since, they have been very active as

a quartet both within Hong Kong and internationally.12

12 Additional information on the quartet and its activities is avail-
able on their website, http://www.romerstringquartet.com/.

Table 1 lists the players’ formal music education and full-

time professional employment. Table 2 summarizesmy re-

search activities and the types ofmaterial I collected,which

include: (1) pre-project interview; (2) recordings of 6 re-

hearsals (both with and without my presence as an ob-

server); (3) multiple takes of performances; and (4) players’
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Table 3. Comparison of categories in quantitative analysis of rehearsal data.

Mak Bayley Davidson andGood

1. Play Through 1. Play
2.Musical Conversations (both verbal and non-verbal) 1. Musical conversations

2. Musical interactions
Topics
a. Mood/feeling/character
b. Sound quality, balance, intonation 2. Sound Quality
c. Tempo and coordination 3. Coordination
d. Structural parameters (e.g. form, harmony)
e. Instrumental technique (e.g. bowing, articulation) 4. Technique
f. Notation 5. Notation
g. Performance conditions
h. Other

6. Context
7. Musicking 3. Non-verbal musical interactions

3.Non-musical interactions 8. Chit-chat 4. Social conversation
9. Humor 5. Non-verbal social interactions

reflections, gathered through a post-concert discussion fo-

rum, a post-project interview, and a one-on-one conversa-

tion with the first violinist.

2. PreliminaryQuantitativeAnalysis

All of the quartet’s rehearsals alternate between play-

ing through the music and conversations about the music.

Theperformers typically beginwithplaying, and stopwhen

there is need to work out some aspect of technique or in-

terpretation for a particular passage. After comment, dis-

cussion and trying out different options, they come to an

agreement about the preferred execution, and then move

on to thenextpassage. Thus, I conductedquantitative anal-

ysis of the rehearsal data using the timings of the audio and

audiovisual recordings to determine the relative lengths of

time devoted to various activities and topics. I began by di-

viding the rehearsal time into three broad categories of ac-

tivities:

1. Play through: continuous playing of music;

2. Musical conversations: verbal discussions about tech-

nical or expressive points of the music, comple-

mented by nonverbal gestures serving a musical pur-

pose, such as demonstrating a point about phrasing

by playing on the instrument, singing or with physi-

cal movement;

3. Non-musical interactions (such as social chit-chat,

discussion about scheduling, etc.).

Within Category 2, musical conversations, I further

subdivided the rehearsal time according to the topics of

discourse:

a. Mood/feeling/character;

b. Sound quality, balance, and intonation;

c. Tempo and coordination;

d. Structural parameters (e.g., form, harmony);

e. Instrumental technique (e.g., bowing, articulation);

f. Notation;

g. Performance conditions;

h. Other.

For comparative purposes, Table 3 shows these cat-

egories alongside those used in Davidson and Good and

Bayley’s research. Whereas the categories adopted in both

the earlier rehearsal studies make a large distinction be-

tween verbal and nonverbal modes of interaction, I have

found that, in practice, verbal discussions about particu-

lar performance issues are inevitably accompanied bywhat

Amanda Bayley (2011, 409–411) calls “musicking”: where

players use their instruments or singing rather thanwords

to explain what they mean.13 There are no straightfor-

ward breaks between playing and talking, and although

one could break up the conversation and assign definite

lengths of time to the two modes of interaction, it would

be both counterintuitive and pedantic to do so. My “mu-

sical conversations” category is based, instead, on the un-

derstanding that communications about music conversa-

tions may take both verbal and nonverbal forms. Also,

both Davidson and Good and Bayley subsume playing and

musicking under the single category of “musical inter-

actions,” whereas I believe they are fundamentally dif-

13 Note that Bayley’s usage of the term “musicking” differs from
Christopher Small’s original definition, in which the verb “to mu-
sic” means “to take part, in any capacity, in a music performance,
whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing,
by providingmaterial for the performance (what is called compos-
ing), or by dancing” (1998, 8).
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Figure 1. Time distribution of three-hour rehearsal on September 19, 2014.

Figure 2. Topics of discussion in rehearsal on September 19, 2014.

ferent activities: the former is music making, whereas

the latter occurs within conversations about music mak-

ing.

The following two figures illustrate how I have ana-

lyzed the rehearsal data quantitatively. Figure 1 shows the

relative amount of time spent on the three broad categories

in a three-hour rehearsal on September 19, 2014, and Fig-

ure 2 shows the topics of discoursewithin “musical conver-

sations.”

The largest portion of rehearsal conversation was de-

voted to discussions of mood, feeling, and character (34%).

Next in importance were issues of sound, coordination,

and technical execution (12–19%). Structural parameters,

such as harmony and form, were rarely singled out as top-

ics of discussion (only 4%)—which at first glance might

seem to confirm the common academic prejudice that per-

formers do not concern themselves with musical struc-

ture when they prepare for performance. However, the

lowpercentage number ismisleading because quantitative

analysis has inherent methodological limitations. Musical

conversations—like any other type of conversation—flow

organically from one topic to the next, and the discussion
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Example 1. Beethoven, String Quartet in CMinor, Op. 18, No. 4, iv, mm. 137–153.

topics inevitably overlap. Video Example 1,14 a video seg-

ment from the September 19 rehearsal, illustrates: the pas-

sage inquestion is fromBeethoven’sOp. 18,No. 4. Theplay-

ers beganwith a technical discussion of bowing, continued

to a highly colorfulmetaphorical description ofmusical ur-

gency as analogous to “needing to use the bathroom,” and

ended with an extended consideration of pacing and coor-

dination in terms of “running” and “chasing.”15

In my quantitative analysis of the rehearsal footage,

categorization by topic has been made according to what

is most easily distinguishable; and since harmony was not

singled out or even mentioned in this segment, I did not

include its discussion under the category of “structural

parameters” in Figure 2. Yet, the first violinist’s remarks

about musical urgency were actually implicitly based on

harmonic analysis. At a later point in the rehearsal, I asked

the players what they meant by the analogy of “needing to

use the bathroom,” and they explained as follows:16

VA: It’s like the harmony gives you a sense of urgency, an

intensity, but you don’t let yourself spill [with hand

14 This and future video examples canbe foundat Intégral’swebsite,
http://www.esm.rochester.edu/theory/integral/. When prompted,
please use the passwordmak_30.2016 to access the documents per-
taining to this article.
15 Since the players communicated in Cantonese, I have added En-
glish subtitles to all the video segments included in this article.
16 Here and elsewhere in this article, remarks by the players will
be identified as follows: FV= first violinist, SV= second violinist,
VA= violist, VC= cellist.

gesture]. You desperately need release, but you don’t

let yourself go.

FV: For example … let me give you a practical and tech-

nical explanation. Just now, we were talking aboutm.

137 in the lastmovement [ofBeethoven’sOp. 18,No. 4],

this passage [points to theplace in the score]. Actually,

each time the music moves up a notch, but we have

to hold back because the crescendo doesn’t start until

there [points tom. 149]. So the feeling we want to cre-

ate is [that] themusicwants to crescendo butwe can’t

let it crescendo.

VA: Like we need to pee but we can’t.

Video Example 2 is a video segment of this conversation,

and Example 1 is the score for the passage in question.

Clearly, quantitative analysis cannot show how prob-

lems are raised, discussed, and resolved during the course

of a rehearsal. The graphic representation of data can only

give a rough sense of the various elements, and must be

supplemented by additional analysis based on qualitative

principles. In the rest of this article, I offer somegeneral re-

marks about the quartet’s interpretative practice based on

bothmy own observations and explanations by the quartet

members themselves, and explore its methodological and

pedagogical implications for music theory.

3. QualitativeAnalysis

The quartet’s comments on the Beethoven quartet

passage in Video Examples 1 and 2 bear interesting com-
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parison with conventional theoretical explanations. First,

the players did not identify the progression and its chordal

components using letter names (e.g., “C major”), func-

tional Roman numerals (e.g., “V of IV”), or theoretical

terminology (e.g., “sequence”), but instead described its

rhetorical and expressive effects; it would seem that they

think of harmony in terms of actions rather than names,

as verbs rather than nouns. Second, their perception of

suppressed tension seems to have resulted from the con-

tradiction between the progression’s harmonic tendencies

(“needs release,” “moves up”) and Beethoven’s dynamic

markings (“we have to hold back because the crescendo

doesn’t start until there”); accordingly, they interpreted the

crescendomarking atm. 149 as a cue for resolution. By con-

trast, a music theorist would locate the moment of release

at m. 153, when the augmented-sixth chord moves to V.

We also saw that the players used metaphorical and

embodied descriptions extensively during rehearsal, even

when addressing details of technical execution. Moreover,

they moved seamlessly between talking, playing, singing,

and the use of physical gestures. Video Example 3, taken

from a rehearsal of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Allegro in B[ held

on February 15, 2015, offers additional illustration. When

discussing the character of the main theme, the first vio-

linist proposed that it should be “more feminine.” The vi-

olist joking said, “like Hello Kitty,” and the first violinist

responded, “Yes, Hello Kitty—like Tchaikovsky but even

more effeminate.” After playing through the theme, the

performers agreed to maintain a “princess” character that

is “like Scheherazade,” and cautioned each other that the

music should not “sound like Hercules” even when there is

a forte dynamic marking.

Thedelightfulmix of vividmetaphors in this exchange

(“Hello Kitty,” “Hercules”) were used in tandemwith stylis-

tic references to other works and composers (Tchaikovsky

and Scheherazade) to describe the theme’s supposed “fem-

inine” character; and the priority placed on feeling and

character, in turn, was closely related to the attention to

tone quality. This style of communication is typical of all

the rehearsal sessions I observed. In my end-of-project in-

terview with the Romer String Quartet on August 4, 2015,

excerpts of which are shown in Appendix I, the players re-

peatedly emphasized that the interpretative process begins

with sound and feeling:

SV: Personally I amnot so scientific.Most of the time I go

by feeling. I simply rely on listening, a lot of listening

and singing, and then I feel, this is how I should play.

FV: The reason why sound quality is a priority is because

all four of us have to be aunified voice at the endof the

day. So we work on the sound first, then we take that

unified sound and slowly manipulate it, and navigate

together, whether to move towards this direction or

that direction. If we do it the opposite way, approach

the structure beforedealingwith the sound, theneach

person would use a different voice to try and express

the same idea, and you end up wasting a lot of time…

Butwith sound, either it works or it doesn’t. So sound

has to do with musical structure, but not directly.

VA: Or one should say that through listening to the tone

quality, or [aiming for] the tone quality we want to

achieve, we slowly discover what the structure is. Af-

ter unifying our sound, we might hear, for example,

how the harmony moves, we would find the sparks,

and then we would know how to shape the phrase.

That’s how it goes, roughly…Harmony is thefirst step,

and from harmony you can infer phrasing, and when

you further extrapolate, phrasing will become form.

It’s a step-by-step process.

Both the players’ discussion of harmony in the

Beethoven rehearsal and their remarks in this interview

excerpt suggest that they view musical structure as emer-

gent, as something that is processually apprehended dur-

ing the rehearsal process: the act of interpretation is not

one of “translating” structure into sound, but rather one

of discovering structure through sound. This emphasis on

real-time listening seems to exemplify Nicholas Cook’s

(2013) claim that “performer’s analysis” differs fundamen-

tally from “theorist’s analysis.” Extending Mark Johnson

and Steven Larson’s (2003) distinction between the partic-

ipant’s and the observer’s perspectives, Cook (2013, 45) de-

fines performer’s analysis as being located on the ground

and following “real-time action;” it is oriented towards “ex-

periencing the music as a continuous unfolding from one

moment to thenext.” By contrast, theorist’s analysis adopts

the observer’s bird’s-eye view, and relies on “spatialised, hi-

erarchical models [which] assume thatmeaning is concen-

trated in coherent wholes rather than the transitions be-

tween them.” Indeed, at a different point in the interview,

the first violinist even said that the quartet’s approach to

structure is “not rational,” and is “not like writing a theory

paper.” She claimed to prefer relying on her instincts to re-

spond to themusic, instead of “sitting around discussing.”

Yet, from my observations, in all six rehearsals the

quartet actually spent more time talking than playing, as

Figures 3 and 4 show. The first chart breaks down the cu-

mulative time for all 6 rehearsals into the categories of play

through, musical conversation, and non-musical interac-

tion. The second chart artificially separates and compares

the time spent on talking and playing.

When I pointed out to the players that they actually

“sit around and discuss” more than they think they do, and

asked them how they saw the role of structural analysis in

their rehearsal conversations, the cellist had the following

response:
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Figure 3. Cumulative time spent on play through, musical conversations, and non-musical interactions.

Figure 4. Cumulative time spent on playing and talking.

VC: There aremany considerations [in performance], like

having a big picture [such as the concept of] expo-

sition; or when materials recur, we have to decide

whether to parallel or to do something different. Ac-

tually I think that as long as there is a frame, you can

do anything in music, provided that it makes sense.

If it makes sense, even the average person can hear

and feel that it sounds okay. But if you feel something

works emotionally, and at the same time you can also

explain why, then you would have more confidence

[in the interpretation].

The cellist’s remark suggests that for him a syn-

optic, bird’s-eye view of musical structure is concomitant

with the real-time, processual approach described earlier.

Moreover—and gratifyingly so for music theorists—the

comment also implies that structural analysis can serve to

confirm interpretative decisions arrived at through intu-

ition and feeling. In response to my follow-up question as

to how they came to acquire a sense of large-scale struc-

ture, the other three players expressed different opinions.

The first violinist and violist credited their formal musical

education for teaching them how to “listen for paradigms”

and “identify and verbalize what they heard,” whereas the

second violinist said her study program included nomusic

analysis and so she relied mostly on “feeling” and “a lot of

listening.”

The players’ responses suggest that the relationship

between structural analysis and performance strategies is

more complex and lessmutually exclusive than can be sub-

sumed under a binary distinction between “performer’s

analysis” and “theorist’s analysis.”17 Cook is right that per-

formersprimarily situate their listeningwithin themusical

foreground, and focusmost of their attention on phrasing,

local harmonic progressions, and sonorous elements such

as intonation, balance, and tone quality; nevertheless, they

17 To be fair, Cook never explicitly claimed that the two modes of
analysis are mutually exclusive.
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are also aware of the importance of large-scale structural

articulations and expectations, regardless of whether such

awareness is acquired through formal instruction in theory

and analysis, familiaritywith performance conventions, or

a combination of both.

4. ReflectionandEvaluation

My documentation of the Romer String Quartet’s re-

hearsal practice reveals that the performers approached

musical structure in relation to sound quality and ensem-

ble coordination, which are crucial concerns in perfor-

mancepreparationbuthardly ever addressed in score anal-

ysis. They negotiated divergent opinions through a com-

bination of musical interaction (e.g., testing out different

ways of phrasing) and verbal communication; and, in the

latter, metaphorical and embodied descriptions played a

far greater role than technical discussions. It is also clear

that the quartet views performance in terms of discourse.

As the first violinist elegantly puts it:

FV: I guess it’s like dealing with a language. When you

are communicating, or trying to work out how best

to communicate, you wouldn’t be thinking about as-

pects of grammar or linguistics… I am talking to you

nowand I amnot thinking aboutwhat verb tense I am

using, even though I know what that is. So when we

play we usually do so by instinct, as though we are

talking. We go by feeling. But sometimes someone

might notice, hey, you added an “-ed,” you suddenly

switched to past sense, or you added a comma … it

works, but why? Why don’t you use a question mark

instead, orwhydon’t you say it someotherway?That’s

basically what our discussions are about. [Someone

points out] this or that other way also works. And

that’s when the dictionary comes out.

As in verbal discourse, musical communication relies on

the tacit knowledge of syntactical norms thatwould only be

explicitly identified or conceptualized in theoretical terms

when the need arises. After having read a draft version

of the present article, the first violinist offered additional

comments on the discursive nature of performance. For

her, the score is akin to a drama script, and the players

are simultaneously “actors” and “producers” whomake the

music come alive in performance.18 (A complete transcript

of this conversation is provided in Appendix II.)

The notion of dramatic discourse prompts considera-

tion of how current analyticmodels and pedagogicalmeth-

ods in music theory might accommodate both “real-time”

and “synoptic” perspectives of musical structure, and how

18 For an insightful recent study on the relationship between the
compositional strategies in Mozart’s chamber music and social
agency, see Klorman (2016).

they can be made more relevant to the performer. On one

hand, although Cook is right that many music theorists

conceptualize relationships between sonic events in spatial

terms, in contemporarymusic theory there are analytic ap-

proaches that explore the discursive implications of com-

positional strategies through approximating ourmoment-

to-moment hearing. David Lewin’s seminal phenomenol-

ogy article and Janet Schmalfeldt’s theory of processual

form are cases in point: not only do both these authors in-

clude performance considerations within their theoretical

formulations, they also enact, in their writing, the emer-

gent quality of structure coming into being.19 On the other

hand, these and other phenomenologically-influenced an-

alytical approaches are not often assimilated into music

theory curricula.

In university music departments and conservatories

across North America, the UK, Europe, and Asia, core the-

ory classes tend to focus on the study of harmony and form;

tempo, rhythm, and meter receive comparatively little at-

tention.Moreover, although there aremany fine textbooks

which integrate the teaching of harmony and aural skills

and which include numerous “real music” examples, the

prevailing mode of pedagogical presentation remains tax-

onomic: the aural experience is used to illustrate theoret-

ical concepts, rather than the other way around. Accord-

ingly, considerations of affect, character, and tone quality,

which are central to both performance and listening, tend

only to be addressed peripherally. Might this be the reason

why many music students find music theory irrelevant to

their performance activities—as the cellist suggested?

VC: When I was a music student, sometimes I really did

not want to go to theory class. Why? Because mu-

sic students believe in their hearts that theory classes

are completely irrelevant to the practical situations

they will face later [as performers]. Actually, at the

end of the day, musicians are very instinctive. If [the-

ory teachers] started with listening, they’d make a

stronger impression than only talking about “this is a

German sixth,” blah blah blah. Teachers should try to

make students experience the musical effect [of the

chord] before explaining how it works. That would

be better than talking about the concept first, and

then telling students what its effect is supposed to be.

That’s what I think.

The cellist’s remarks have suggestive implications for

music theory pedagogy. Since he brought up the German

sixth, let us return to the Beethoven rehearsal excerpt dis-

cussed earlier (Example 1). Beethoven’s crescendo mark-

ings at mm. 149–152 cue the appearance of the augmented-

sixth chord, which in turn signals the release of suppressed

19 See Lewin (1986) and Schmalfeldt (2011).
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energy; but the harmonic tension continues until m. 153,

when the augmented-sixth chord moves to V. In focusing

their attention primarily on the dynamic markings rather

than the chord progression, the players conflated “release

of energy”with “release of harmonic tension,” and inadver-

tently “missed” the moment of resolution at the end of the

phrase. This oversight might not have occurred had they

conceptualized the augmented-sixth chord in terms of its

teleological tendency and expressive potential, in terms of

what it does instead of what it is called. I believe that all

musicians, regardless ofwhether they are professional the-

orists or performers, should aim towards the integrationof

tacit knowledge based on instinct and experience with the

explicit knowledge based on conceptual understanding. If,

as the cellist recommends, the prioritization of effect over

taxonomy can help performers integrate a conceptual un-

derstanding of harmonic functions with their musical ex-

perience, it can also, at the same time, encourage theory in-

structors to becomemore sensitive to the rhetorical effects

and sonorous implications of musical syntax.

Conclusion

In this ethnographic field study of the Romer String

Quartet, I have illustrated some ways in which the profes-

sional practice of performers relies upon latent processes

of structural analysis and the vital role ofmetaphorical lan-

guage when these processes of analysis are mademanifest

during discussions and negotiations that take place dur-

ing rehearsal. To be sure, my documentation, interpreta-

tion, and evaluation of the quartet members’ views and ac-

counts constitute a case study only, and cannot be gen-

eralized into a comprehensive model of interpretative de-

cision making in performance. Nevertheless, the research

outcome prompts critical reflection on how (1) metaphori-

cal and embodied descriptions of music and (2) real-time,

listening- and experience-based analysis might serve to

mediate between theoretical and practical perspectives of

musical structure, and suggests new directions for music

theory pedagogy in the undergraduate classroom, where

the majority of students come from performance back-

grounds. I hope, also, to have demonstrated from these

preliminary findings how collaborations between theorists

and performers, andmethodological interactions between

theory and ethnography, might contribute to such media-

tion.

Appendix I. Excerpts from Interview,

August 4, 2015 (EnglishTranslationby

Theorist–Observer)

FV= first violin, SV= second violin, VA= viola, VC=

cello.

(a) On the relationship between sound quality andmusi-

cal structure

FV: The reasonwhy sound is a priority is because all

four of us have to be a unified voice at the end of

the day. So we work on the sound first, then we

take that unified sound and slowly manipulate

it, and navigate together, whether to move to-

wards this direction or that direction. If we do it

the opposite way, approach the structure before

dealingwith the sound, then each personwould

use a different voice to try and express the same

idea, and you end up wasting a lot of time… But

with sound, either it works is or it doesn’t. So

sound has to do with musical structure, but not

directly.

VA: Or one should say that through listening to the

tone quality, or [aiming for] the tone quality we

want to achieve, we slowly discover what the

structure is. After unifying our sound, wemight

hear, for example, how the harmony moves, we

would find the sparks, and thenwewould know

how to shape the phrase. That’s how it goes,

roughly… Harmony is the first step, and from

harmony you can infer phrasing, and when you

further extrapolate, phrasingwill become form.

It’s a step-by-step process.

(b) On the role of structural analysis in performance

preparation

FV: We do think about structure, but not in a ratio-

nal way. In the end, one has to combine thought

and feeling. So, about musical structure, we

cannot put it in black andwhite, as thoughwrit-

ing a theory paper, and say, this phrase works

like this so every timewehave to play it thisway.

Because thenwewould become videomachines

of ourselves, as though following an instruction

manual that dictates exactly what to do. Some-

times, too much discussion may not be a good

thing… Sowe rely on our instincts to respond to

themusic, instead of sitting around discussing,

the way we are doing now.

VC: There are many considerations [in perfor-

mance], like having a big picture [such as the

concept of] exposition; or when materials re-

cur, we have to decide whether to parallel or to

do something different. Actually I think that as

long as there is a frame, you can do anything

in music, as long as it makes sense. If it makes

sense, even the average person canhear and feel

that it sounds okay. But if you feel something

works emotionally, and at the same time you
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can also explainwhy, then youwould havemore

confidence [in the interpretation].

FV: I guess it’s like dealing with a language. When

you are communicating, or trying to work out

how best to communicate, you wouldn’t be

thinking about aspects of grammar or linguis-

tics… I am talking to you now and I am not

thinking aboutwhat verb tense I amusing, even

though I know what that is. So when we play

we usually do so by instinct, as though we are

talking.We go by feeling. But sometimes some-

one might notice, hey, you added a “-ed,” you

suddenly switched to past sense, or you added a

comma… it works, but why? Why don’t you use

a question mark instead, or why don’t you say

it some other way? That’s basically what our dis-

cussions are about. [Someonepoints out] this or

that other way also works. And that’s when the

dictionary comes out.

(c) On the usefulness of theory classes

FV: I think the most useful is learning how to listen

to paradigms, like the same thing that happens

in a million pieces. Except for theory teachers,

no one would expose you to concepts like that.

Because your [instrumental] teacherwould only

teach you a particular piece. So I find this very

useful.

SV: My own training [at Guildhall] involved no mu-

sic analysis. I took one course called “musical

structure” but I never needed to use analysis

in violin lessons or chamber music lessons…

I know there is such a thing, it’s just that I am

not willing to do it myself. So I rely on my feel-

ing, on a lot of listening, then I add my own

take—I do want my playing to be unique and

different—then I add their [the other quartet

members’] ideas, and that’s it.

VC: To be honest, Su Yin, when I took [theory]

classes I thought, okay, this is interesting, but

then I forgot everything afterwards. Some [the-

ory] teachers teach on paper only. Then you lis-

ten to the music examples and you think, oh,

so this is what that [chord] is called. Then you

think, I know this already. When I was a music

student, sometimes I really did not want to go

to theory class. Why? Because music students

believe in their hearts that theory classes are

completely irrelevant to the practical situations

they will face later [as performers]. Actually, at

the end of the day, musicians are very instinc-

tive. If [theory teachers] started with listening,

they’d make a stronger impression than only

talking about “this is a German sixth,” blah blah

blah. Teachers should try to make students ex-

perience themusical effect [of the chord] before

explaining how it works. That would be better

than talking about the concept first, and then

telling studentswhat its effect is supposed to be.

That’s what I think.

VA: I think it depends on how your teacher or com-

bination of teachers taught you.When Ifirst got

to Cincinnati I didn’t know what I was hearing,

so they [instrumental, chamber and theory pro-

fessors] spent a lot of time getting me to iden-

tify what I heard, and verbalize what I heard.

Their idea is that if you can’t explain something,

it means you don’t really understand it. So from

then on I became someone who had to under-

stand everything clearly before I can play it …

which is completely opposite from Kiann’s ed-

ucation.

Appendix II. Transcriptionof Facebook

Message Conversationwith

First-violinistKitty Cheung,November

10, 2015 (Conducted inEnglish)

11/10, 3:56pm

Kitty Cheung

What is on the page is like a drama script

So true….

As performers we are there to make it come alive

Thus we talk about the settings, we talk about the

props, we talk about the atmosphere, which perspec-

tive out of all possibilities we should be coming from,

what message do we bring across

and asmembers of the string quartetwe rehearse and

practise the interaction and the flow of the plot

11/10, 4:08pm

Kitty Cheung

One might feel more emotional reciting the script

one day than another. As we are also the producers

of the production, we discuss what effect we want

to achieve, then let the “performer-self” elaborate the

acting on the spot. In short, performers’ approach is

more about setting the scenario andopeningpossibil-

ities

11/10, 7:02pm

Su YinMak

Love your comments Kitty! Can I quote your later?

[smiley emoticon]
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11/10, 7:25pm

Kitty Cheung

Sure!!

11/10, 10:19pm

Kitty Cheung

Setting: musical structure

Atmosphere: tone colors

Props: various techniques

11/10, 11:02pm

Su YinMak

[Like]

11/10, 11:05pm

Kitty Cheung

When the technique and the musical structure con-

nects with the same “feeling from nature”, it is when

a performance becomes natural and convincing

Reading your Qualitative Analysis section reminded

me of the above…

11/10, 11:11pm

Su YinMak

Yes! I believe that very much

Thought and feeling should be at one

11/10, 11:12pm

Kitty Cheung

Yayaya
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