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CHAPTER 7

INFLUENCES ON THE PERFORMANCE OF SLURS

Slurs, like all elements of phrasing, do not exist independently, but are woven into
the fabric of the music. A change in any one element (e.g. the dynamics) will
usually effect other elements (e.g. articulation). Thus various elements of the

music exert an influence on the performance of slurs.
7.1 Articulation

Articulation is an essential part of the interpretation of phrases; and it has a direct
bearing on both the micro-level of individual notes, and on the macro-level as part

of the larger musical picture.
7.1.1 The first note of a slur

Any wind player coming across a note with no slur over or under it will
automatically articulate it (usually with the tongue). Equally he will articulate the

first note of any slur-group.

Articulation, as defined in Chapter 3, is being taken to mean the various actions of
the tongue, and the strengths thereof, in starting a note (i.e. in allowing the
airstream to activate sound as if by opening a valve). The term can essentially only

be applied to the initial moment of a note, and is closely allied to 'attack.’
7.1.2 Different attacks

Hinch (1991:8-12) lists different attacks and the notations thereof as culled from
the wind repertoire, and provides descriptions from various sources. Attacks run
basically from "the most legato-like, gentle and smooth musical effects to the

shorter, most incisive and harsh effects":
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Legato

Coulé

Tongued legato
Semi-sostenuto
Breath stroke
Tenuto

Portato
Syncopation
Loure (lourer)
Marcato

Bell

Détaché

pf

sf

fp
Mezzo-staccato
Semi-staccato
Soft tonguing
Legato-staccato

Pique

Pearl

Dash ("Point long" in French)
Staccato

Staccatissimo

Martellato

Spitzig

This provides us with a virtual hierarchy of emphases - starting with the gentle
natural accents implied by the metrical pulse. From this to the stress on the initial
note of a slurred group; through tenutos and tenutos combined with subtle breath-
induced emphases (strengthened tone-colour and vibrato); to a series of ever-
stronger tongue- and airstream-induced accents. The combination of regular
metrical pulses with the series of attacks listed above provides a rich palette of

tools for the interpretation and shaping of phrases and compositions as a whole.

7.1.3 Soft attack

Although, by both definition and implication, the first note of any slur must be
tongued, the strength of attack and volume of entry of this first note must be given
the widest range of possibilities, in order to enrich the performer’s interpretation

capabilities. But are there perhaps not even occasions where the entry of a phrase
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will be even subtler if the beginning of the first note is hardly perceivable, or even
not heard at all? In other words, may not this note, and hence the phrase, ‘creep
in later than notated (and later than expected)? The following phrase will benefit

from such a gentle attack:

Example 7-1: Busser, Andalucia, mm. 1-6
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A technique exists on the flute, called either "tongueless attack’ or ‘labial attack’,
which accommodates this creeping in (Hinch 1991:46-9). Its subtle use can
ensure the gentlest of attacks. But articulation has a direct influence not only on
the first note of every phrase, but also on all internal notes of a phrase that are in

any sense 'articulated’ by a pulsation of the airstream.

Leaving aside the different types and strengths of ‘attack’, there are three basic
possibilities as regards the sounding of a note on any wind instrument. Notes can
be either

* tongued

* not-tongued (as in legato, under a slur), or

* tongued-under-a-siur. -
7.1.4 Tongued-under-a-slur

It is in the area of notes tongued-under-a-slur that ambiguity arises, where
consensus is difficult to obtain and where subtlety of execution is essential. It is
the author’s opinion that many composers deliberately use the notation of tongued-
under-a-slur in cases where they don’t know themselves exactly how to write what
they are mentally hearing. This is because phrasing is the very subtlest of arts.

There are various ways to notate notes tongued-under-a-slur:
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* Notes may be merely repeated under the slur:

Example 7-2: Busser, Andalucia, mm. 5-6
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Dots may be added under the slur:

Example 7-3: Widor, Romance Op. 34/3, m. 61
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* Tenutos and/or accents may be written under the slur (this example offers a

confusing array):

Example 7-4: Tomasi, Sonatine for solo flute, mm. 1-2

Lent (con malincunia) 6=52
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It is an interesting anomaly of notation that a single dot at the end of a slur only
signifies that the last note is to be shortened, not tongued (see Ex. 5-34); whereas

dots in the course of a slur indicate mezzo staccato, and are therefore tongued (see
Ex. 7-3).

Technically the difference between a series of separately tongued notes and a
series tongued-under-a-slur is that the former involves interrupting, even if for only
the shortest moment, the outflow of breath from the lips; whereas the latter

involves creating pulsations or waves, of a multitude of varying strengths, within
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orupon the airstream as it leaves the lips. In the latter situation the tongue action,
while lessening the flow of air entering the instrument, at no time fully closes the
valve (lips/reed), and air is allowed to continually produce sound within the
instrument. One could liken this to the effect created on the surface of a stream
of water by submerged rocks - as in a rapid - where the water surface is disturbed
but not actually broken. As a single example, Shotola (1991:15) suggests the
following articulation syllables (also discussed in detail in Hinch 1991:24-7) to

distinguish the melodic structure from the accompanying repeated notes:

Example 7-5:
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Harnoncourt (1989:114) also makes a similar reference, but one in which the
diaphragm, and not the tongue, is used to create the pulsations within the tone.

He discusses the meaning of the following notation apropos the articulation of
T

repeated notes in the late 18th-century: LE_U

He says that wind players "executed it without tonguing, using only pulsating
breathing". The words "pulsating breathing" should rather be replaced by 'periodic

pulsations of the airstream initiated by the breathing apparatus’.

At all times one needs to consider why a composer would write a series of
repeated notes, when one long note would suffice. Usually the extraimpetus given
to the phrase by the repetition, through re-articulation, of the same note helps drive

the phrase forward, thus increasing tension and expectation:

Example 7-6: Bach (attrib.), Sonata in G min. for flute and b.c., ll1:43-45
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