
Revolution and Reaction in historically inspired string playing 

The early 20th century witnessed revolutionary changes in the handling of string instruments and a 

general rejection of performing traditions that retained links, however tenuously, with the classical 

past. That modernist stylistic revolution is still at the root of most conservatoire teaching; its impact 

remains equally influential in modern and period performance. During the past half century, 

increasing lip-service has been paid to the concept of fidelity to ‘the composer’s intentions’, but 

essential aspects of the relationship between notation, technique, and style, as it was understood 

during preceding centuries, remain essentially misunderstood. This results in realisations of 18th- and 

19th-century repertoire, both on modern and period string instruments, that would undoubtedly 

have seemed utterly alien to its composers. Vibrato and portamento are obvious areas in which 

historical practice was markedly different. It is less well recognized that articulation and bowstrokes, 

as well as general aspects of performance, such as rhythmic and tempo flexibility, which are very 

different from conventional modern practice, are equally fundamental for understanding the 

expectations that are embodied in a composer’s notation. 
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