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DAVID JOHNSTONE

Special Notes on Cadenza Preparation.

How does one play a Cadenza? Certainly a most pertinent question... In
the past, students might have asked ‘can you teach jazz or is it in-born and
instinctive, to be developed only by those with the gift?” Today, jazz has been
introduced as a main-stream subject in many of the important conservatoires of
the world. The same should perhaps apply to cadenzas. Their performance can
be left to instinct, but is usually far safer with some ‘guidance’. The way to
perform them convincingly can be more-or-less self-taught, but usually needs
both a good ‘professor’ and someone of experience — who knows exactly what it
is like to be in the heat of the moment on the concert platform. Apart from those
glorious moments when one can really express oneself freely, encouraged by a
well-meaning and sincere support team, anything might happen from sheer
tiredness, to lack of rehearsal time, a strange language, a slightly ‘hostile’
orchestra or conductor, or even a ‘manager’ or ‘representative’ who simply does
not care for the welfare of the artist! All these things are very difficult for most
of us to take in our stride, and will often seem far-removed from the well-
intentioned practice we undertake at our home or in our modest ‘music studio’.
On top of these present-day considerations, one has to acquire a historical
perspective. This, of course, is a truth for all musical performance, but above all
in relation to the performance of cadenzas, where one is the ‘true artiste’, and
where one cannot ‘hide’ as if tucked away in the comfort of a string section of an
orchestra, or as when supported by a weighty pianist in a Brahms or Beethoven
sonata. The history of cadenzas and cadenza playing goes back a long way (for
us as cellists to 1700-10), and it would be difficult for a young cellist, however
talented, to amass those centuries of knowledge all alone. The present author of
‘Cadenzas and Cadences’ has had the opportunity, and the privilege, of
performing nearly all the standard ‘great’ concertos with orchestras, and has, on
the whole, thoroughly enjoyed those special cadenza moments. One simply
does the very best one can, comforted by the realization that perfectly executed
phrases give an enormous inner satisfaction, whilst aware that those less than
perfectly executed might not satisfy us, the performers, even though to most
listeners they might seem convincing. However, when this author has
occasionally sat on an exam panel in a conservatoire, or on an audition panel for
an orchestral job, he has frequently encountered instrumentalists who have
played reasonably well during the entire movement - up until the cadenza,
when suddenly ‘nerves’ take over, and hamper its execution. Even worse, he
has sometimes been almost embarrassed to witness naked fear, occasionally
leading to a sense of failure from the outset. To see someone stutter or stop
altogether, in a cadenza, is so unsettling that one has to question what they are
doing, and why they are presenting themselves at that moment. What is
happening? Why can’t this be a moment to ‘enjoy’, a moment to show off with
some gusto, regardless of ones current technical and musical prowess? Perhaps
students tend to tackle difficult cadenzas before they are really ready. After all,



a concerto is not by definition an easy type of piece; rather, it is a ‘concertante’
work, and the cadenza simply cannot be less demanding than the rest of the
music, or it would neither make sense nor serve its purpose. Maybe some
students become unduly worried, and fear not being able to cope. However, they
should remember that when preparing any solo work with orchestral
accompaniment (or with piano reduction), the listener will follow throughout
the work — a concerto work is thus constructed! This sense of being the chief
‘actor’ is evident in almost every moment, regardless of how the accompaniment
is presented; indeed, this is true throughout virtually all the great cello works of
musical history. So, in this sense, the cadenza should add nothing afresh, as if
suddenly entering new territory. More accurately, it is the culmination of the
music, even the part that leads to ‘ecstasy’. One can think positively of this
merely as an ‘extension’ to what is already being experienced. Therefore, an
awareness of the concerto forms, and the relationship between the soloist and
the accompaniment and the cadenza’s role within this framework, are important
to learn as a performer. This realization might, to some extent, help determine
who is destined for a professional career as a performer, and who is not.
However, these objectives are best learned from mentors who truly understand
what the soloist is feeling, rather than from a book with the sole aim of getting
students to pass an examination or audition.

On the other hand, I do feel that the uneasiness associated with cadenza
execution derives also from a conspicuous lack of material — meaning that there
are very few choices available in the playing and planning of cadenzas. We
should remember that composing, improvising, arranging and general
experimenting always played a large part in cadenza playing through the
centuries. However, from the outset, many virtuosi had their cadenzas
meticulously planned, note-for-note; others used their rough pre-conceived
guides as a model, and. from that base enjoyed the ‘relative’ security of a
comfortable improvisation; a daring few, though, would occasionally leave the
whole thing to a wild moment of spontaneity (stories still abound of virtuosi
getting almost to the end of the cadenza, but in a far-off key, having to ‘botch-
up’ a series of semi-tone trills or other similar effects, to get back to the tonic!).
Over the generations, the innovative and spontaneous nature of cadenzas has
gradually declined, so that few of today’s soloists include elements of
improvisation in their performance. This is a shame, because a number of
romantic Germanic and other central European cellists did so — Popper even in
his old-age at the beginning of the twentieth century. However, the logical
reason for this decline is that one practises at home to get everything right and
correct, and the harder the concerto, the less opportunity one has of being
spontaneous (the consequences of which may work or may not!). Also, in
today’s media-led world, the slightest slip will be eagerly seized upon by the
music critic; it seems easier to dock points for fleeting inaccuracies or perceived
hesitations, than to award points for creative initiative and harmonic or
technical individuality. However, returning to the lack of material for cadenzas,
it is evident that there have been literally dozens of cadenzas for some works,
though often they have remained unpublished. Many virtuosi have
contemplated what cadenza to play for specific works, and where they were not
entirely convinced by the (always) few currently available choices, have happily
resolved to write/arrange/compose something different that suits them. A few






