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Introduction 
The history of music is filled with dazzling virtuosity, yet listeners instinctively know that 

technical accuracy alone does not guarantee a moving performance. Two performers may 

execute the same passage with identical precision, but only one touches the heart, evokes 

tears, or inspires awe. The difference lies in the elusive but essential quality of expression—

that subtle interplay of interpretation, phrasing, articulation, and tone color that transforms 

notation into living art. 

The art of expressive playing has fascinated theorists, performers, and teachers for centuries. 

Mathis Lussy, writing in the late nineteenth century, attempted one of the first comprehensive 

treatises on expression in performance. Hugo Riemann framed phrasing as a rhetorical act. 

Emile Stiévenard compared musical rhythm and inflection to spoken prosody. Meanwhile, 

pianists such as Tobias Matthay, Adolph Christiani, and Sigismond Thalberg translated vocal 

ideals into instrumental practice, encouraging performers to “sing” at the keyboard. 

The twentieth century witnessed a new wave of perspectives. Pablo Casals, chronicled by 

David Blum, insisted on the moral dimension of interpretation, demanding honesty and 

sincerity from every phrase. Marcel Tabuteau developed a precise system of phrasing that 

revolutionized American orchestral wind playing, later transmitted by disciples such as John 

Krell and Robert Marcellus. Conductors like Leopold Stokowski and William J. Finn explored 

color, gesture, and accessibility, while pedagogues like Daniel Bonade and Leon Russianoff 

forged a clarinet tradition rooted in phrasing and expressive nuance. 

The modern era has further expanded our understanding of expression. Barry Green’s 

trilogy—The Inner Game of Music, The Mastery of Music, and Bringing Music to Life—

shifted the focus inward, revealing the psychological barriers and liberating states of mind 

that shape expressivity. Empirical researchers such as Dorottya Fabian, Renee Timmers, and 

Emery Schubert have studied expressiveness across styles and cultures, seeking to identify 

what listeners perceive as “moving” in performance. Contemporary instrumentalists and 



pedagogues, from Claude Delangle on saxophone to Guy Dangain and Bruno Martinez in the 

French clarinet school, continue to enrich the palette of timbral and expressive possibilities. 

Taken together, these sources form a mosaic of perspectives that converge on a simple but 

profound truth: expression is the essence of music. To interpret, phrase, articulate, and color 

sound with sensitivity is not an optional embellishment but the very substance of 

performance. In the pages that follow, we will trace this art across its major dimensions—

historical foundations, interpretation, phrasing, articulation, tone color, and psychology—

drawing on the insights of musicians, teachers, and thinkers who have shaped our 

understanding of what it means to play expressively. 

 

Historical Foundations of Expressive Playing 

Mathis Lussy and the Science of Expression 

The nineteenth century produced the first systematic attempts to codify musical expression. 

Among the most influential was Mathis Lussy (1828–1910), a Swiss music theorist whose 

treatises sought to identify the “laws” of expression. His Traité de l’expression musicale 

(1877) presented the radical idea that performers should not rely solely on instinct but should 

cultivate expressive nuance through rhythm, accent, and articulation guided by principles 

drawn from speech and rhetoric. 

Lussy argued that expression emerges through deviation—the subtle stretching of rhythm, 

the dynamic shaping of a line, the articulation of a note with emphasis or delicacy. For him, 

the score was not a cage but a guide; its marks were incomplete without the performer’s 

interpretive intervention. His Le rythme musical (1884) expanded this view, analyzing 

rhythmic groupings, cadential points, and metric flexibility as vehicles of expression. Later, in 

L’anacrouse dans la musique moderne (1903), he explored the expressive significance of the 

upbeat or anacrusis: the preparatory gesture that sets emotional expectation and propels 

musical motion forward. 

Lussy’s contribution was twofold. First, he emphasized the close relationship between 

musical rhythm and speech prosody—arguing that music, like language, communicates 

through accents, inflections, and cadences. Second, he provided a framework for performers 

to study expression deliberately rather than treating it as an ineffable mystery. His writings 

influenced later theorists and remain a cornerstone of historical performance studies. 

Hugo Riemann and the Rhetoric of Phrasing 

Around the same time, Hugo Riemann (1849–1919) developed his influential Vademecum 

der Phrasierung (1912). Riemann’s central claim was that music must be understood and 

performed as a rhetorical art. Just as an orator must structure sentences with punctuation and 

emphasis, so too must the musician shape phrases with clarity and intention. 

For Riemann, phrasing was not merely about dividing music into sections; it was about 

revealing meaning through dynamic shaping and articulation. He criticized performances 



that treated measures mechanically, insisting instead on directionality and hierarchy within 

phrases. In practice, this meant recognizing weak and strong beats, shaping toward cadences, 

and differentiating between structural and ornamental tones. 

Riemann’s rhetorical model deeply influenced subsequent pedagogy. Hermann Keller’s 

Phrasing and Articulation (1973) built on Riemann’s ideas, framing phrasing as an act of 

communication akin to speech. This rhetorical tradition remains central to how many 

musicians think about expression today. 

Emile Stiévenard and Musical Prosody 

In 1924, Emile Stiévenard published Essai sur la Prosodie Musicale, further elaborating the 

analogy between music and speech. Stiévenard argued that just as language derives 

intelligibility from inflection and rhythm, so too does music. Prosody became his key 

metaphor: notes, like syllables, require accentuation, variation, and flow to be understood. 

Stiévenard’s focus was particularly relevant for singers and wind players, whose breath 

naturally aligns music with speech. But his ideas also influenced instrumentalists more 

broadly, encouraging performers to imagine their playing as a kind of speaking. In doing so, 

he reinforced the principle that expression is not an optional adornment but a condition of 

musical intelligibility. 

Plainsong, Chant, and Rhythmic Flexibility 

Expression also drew inspiration from much older traditions. Dom Joseph Gajard, in The 

Rhythm of Plainsong (1945), studied Gregorian chant and its free, flexible rhythm. He showed 

how plainsong avoids strict metric rigidity, instead flowing naturally with the rise and fall of 

text. For performers, this suggested that expressive rhythm should emulate speech-like 

freedom rather than mechanical pulse. 

Plainsong thus offered a model for musical elasticity—a balance between forward motion and 

gentle inflection. Gajard’s work influenced early music performance practice but also 

resonated with modern performers seeking to recover a more organic sense of rhythm. 

Maurice Emmanuel and the Language of Music 

French musicologist Maurice Emmanuel (1862–1938), in his Histoire de la langue musicale, 

traced the evolution of musical “language” across centuries. He explored how scales, 

rhythms, and melodic gestures functioned like grammar, providing the structures through 

which composers communicated. Emmanuel’s historical perspective reinforced the rhetorical 

analogy: just as languages change in syntax and vocabulary, so too does music, yet its 

communicative essence remains. 

For performers, Emmanuel’s work implied that to play expressively is to speak the language 

of a given era fluently, respecting its idioms while making them come alive for contemporary 

listeners. 



Singing at the Keyboard: Wick and Thalberg 

The nineteenth century also saw pianists wrestling with how to bring vocal expressiveness to 

an instrument of hammers and strings. Friedrich Wick, in Klavier und Gesang (Piano and 

Song), emphasized that pianists must emulate the breath, inflection, and line of singers. He 

insisted that the piano could sing if the player approached it with sensitivity to legato and 

phrasing. 

Sigismond Thalberg’s L’art du chant appliqué au piano (Op. 70) similarly sought to teach 

pianists how to “sing” on their instrument. Thalberg, a virtuoso known for his bel canto style, 

provided exercises that cultivated melodic projection, phrasing, and expressive touch. His 

work anticipated later pedagogues like Tobias Matthay, who expanded the psychological and 

technical aspects of pianistic expression. 

Together, Wick and Thalberg demonstrate how the concept of expression transcended 

instruments: whether through voice, winds, or piano, the ideal was always to emulate the 

communicative power of human speech and song. 

Interpretation: The Performer as Messenger 
Interpretation lies at the heart of expressive playing. It is the act of transforming a score—

abstract symbols on a page—into sound imbued with meaning, intention, and affect. While 

phrasing, articulation, and color are essential dimensions of expression, they all serve the 

larger purpose of interpretation. To interpret is not to impose arbitrary emotion but to reveal 

the expressive essence embedded in the music and to make it communicable to listeners. 

Casals and the Moral Imperative of Interpretation 

Perhaps no musician embodied the seriousness of interpretation more than Pablo Casals. In 

Casals and the Art of Interpretation (1977), David Blum records the cellist’s uncompromising 

views: music must be played with honesty, reverence, and a sense of moral responsibility. 

Casals rejected superficial virtuosity, insisting that every note carries expressive weight and 

must be played as if it mattered deeply. 

For Casals, interpretation was not merely technical or aesthetic; it was ethical. He described 

music as a “revelation of the divine,” demanding from performers sincerity, humility, and 

truthfulness. Even the smallest detail of phrasing or articulation had to serve the broader 

spiritual message. Students who played mechanically were admonished to “listen” to the inner 

meaning of the phrase, to search for its human quality. 

Blum’s account of Casals reveals interpretation as a process of communion: the performer 

connects with the composer’s spirit, internalizes it, and transmits it with integrity to the 

audience. This chain of communication depends on sensitivity to nuance, but also on an 

ethical stance that prioritizes truth over display. 

Stokowski: Color, Freedom, and Accessibility 

If Casals represented the moral weight of interpretation, Leopold Stokowski represented its 

boundless freedom. In Music for All of Us (1943), Stokowski argued that interpretation must 



adapt music to the listener, making it vivid, colorful, and emotionally direct. His orchestral 

transcriptions of Bach, often criticized for altering the text, exemplified his belief that fidelity 

to the spirit of music was more important than fidelity to its literal notes. 

Stokowski emphasized tone color as a primary vehicle of interpretation. He treated the 

orchestra as a painter’s palette, blending instrumental timbres to achieve novel expressive 

effects. His interpretations often shocked purists but captivated audiences, demonstrating the 

power of color to shape perception. 

Moreover, Stokowski believed in the democratization of music. For him, interpretation was 

not an esoteric act reserved for connoisseurs but a communicative art meant to reach all 

people. His bold gestures, cinematic sound, and willingness to adapt repertoire were all driven 

by a desire to make music accessible and immediate. 

Stokowski’s legacy raises a perennial question: should interpretation prioritize fidelity to the 

composer’s text or to the listener’s experience? His answer was clear: the ultimate measure of 

interpretation is its ability to move people. 

Interpretation as Layered Meaning: Hansen’s Perspective 

In Layers of Musical Meaning (2006), Finn Egeland Hansen proposes a model of 

interpretation as a multi-dimensional act. Music, he argues, communicates on several levels: 

structural (form and harmony), gestural (phrasing and rhythm), emotional (affective tone), 

and cultural (style, tradition, context). An interpreter must navigate and balance all these 

layers to create meaning. 

Hansen’s framework highlights that interpretation is not a single decision but a constellation 

of choices. A performer might emphasize structural clarity in one passage, emotional 

immediacy in another, or cultural authenticity in a third. The artistry lies in weaving these 

layers together into a coherent narrative. 

This layered approach echoes earlier theorists like Riemann and Lussy, but extends them into 

a modern semiotic perspective: music as a system of signs that must be decoded and re-

encoded in performance. 

Interpretation and Rhetoric: Vandercook and Finn 

American band pedagogue H.A. Vandercook, in Expression in Music (1989), stressed the 

rhetorical dimension of interpretation. Like Riemann and Stiévenard, he compared music to 

speech: phrases must be spoken clearly, with emphasis and inflection, or else they remain 

unintelligible. Vandercook insisted that students practice “speaking” their parts aloud to 

internalize natural cadences before transferring them to instruments. 

Similarly, conductor William J. Finn in The Conductor Raises His Baton (1946) described 

interpretation as a process of shaping gesture and sound to communicate meaning. For Finn, 

the conductor serves as an intermediary, translating the composer’s message through physical 

gesture to the ensemble, and through them to the audience. His approach underscores that 



interpretation is mediated communication, filtered through bodies, instruments, and 

traditions. 

Together, Vandercook and Finn reinforce the rhetorical model of interpretation: to interpret is 

to speak musically, to make ideas audible, and to ensure that listeners understand the intended 

message. 

Interpretation and Psychology: Barry Green’s Contribution 

The psychological dimension of interpretation has been richly explored by Barry Green, 

particularly in The Inner Game of Music (1986). Green observed that many performers 

sabotage expressive interpretation through anxiety, self-criticism, or over-control. When the 

“Self 1” of inner judgment dominates, expression becomes stiff. True interpretation arises 

when the “Self 2”—intuitive, fluid, spontaneous—guides the performance. 

In The Mastery of Music (2003) and Bringing Music to Life (2009), Green identifies pathways 

to expressive freedom: courage, passion, authenticity, and imagination. For him, interpretation 

is not merely intellectual but psychological: it requires entering a state of presence in which 

the performer listens deeply and responds naturally to musical impulses. 

Green’s insights connect interpretation to broader human growth. To interpret music 

expressively is to cultivate trust, openness, and vulnerability—the same qualities that enrich 

personal relationships. In this sense, interpretation is both a musical and a human art. 

Empirical Approaches: Expressiveness Across Styles 

In recent decades, scholars have attempted to study interpretation empirically. Dorottya 

Fabian, Renee Timmers, and Emery Schubert, in Expressiveness in Music Performance 

(2014), analyze recordings across styles and cultures, seeking to identify consistent features of 

expressive interpretation. Their findings suggest that listeners perceive expression through a 

combination of factors: timing variations (rubato), dynamic shaping, articulation contrasts, 

and timbral inflections. 

Interestingly, their research confirms what Casals, Lussy, and others intuited: expression often 

arises from micro-deviations—small departures from mechanical regularity. These subtle 

nuances, though hard to quantify, are essential to conveying affect. At the same time, the 

studies reveal cultural differences: what counts as expressive in one tradition may not in 

another. 

The empirical perspective reinforces that interpretation is both universal and contextual. 

Certain features (rubato, dynamic contrast) seem broadly human, while others (ornamentation 

styles, tone ideals) reflect specific cultural norms. Performers must therefore interpret not 

only the score but also the audience’s cultural expectations. 

Interpretation as Dialogue 

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that interpretation is best understood as a dialogue: 



• Between composer and performer, as the latter seeks to realize the former’s 

intentions. 

• Between performer and audience, as expression is shaped by what listeners can 

perceive and understand. 

• Between tradition and individuality, as performers negotiate inherited practices and 

personal imagination. 

Casals emphasized the ethical dimension of this dialogue: the performer must transmit 

truthfully. Stokowski emphasized the audience dimension: the performer must move and 

captivate. Hansen emphasized the structural and semiotic layers. Green emphasized the 

psychological readiness of the performer. Fabian and colleagues emphasized the measurable 

features that communicate across contexts. 

Interpretation, then, is not a single act but a field of negotiation. Its goal is not absolute 

fidelity—an impossible ideal—but meaningful communication. The art of expressive 

playing requires performers to internalize this dialogue and to find, in every piece, a balance 

between fidelity, imagination, and sincerity. 

Phrasing: The Breath and Shape of Music 
If interpretation is the overarching vision of performance, phrasing is its grammar and 

syntax. Just as language conveys meaning through the grouping of words into sentences, 

clauses, and paragraphs, music communicates through the shaping of notes into phrases. A 

performance without phrasing is unintelligible, like a speech delivered without punctuation or 

inflection. Phrasing not only organizes musical material but also animates it with intention 

and direction. 

Keller and the Rhetoric of Music 

In Phrasing and Articulation: A Contribution to a Rhetoric of Music (1973), Hermann Keller 

elaborates the rhetorical analogy that had been central since Riemann. For Keller, music must 

be performed with the same sense of emphasis, pause, and flow that governs eloquent speech. 

He warns against the “tyranny of the barline,” arguing that performers must shape phrases 

according to musical ideas, not mechanical meter. 

Keller’s analysis emphasizes breath and punctuation. Cadences function like commas or 

periods; appoggiaturas are exclamations; long notes are emphasized syllables. His treatise 

provides practical guidance, urging musicians to consider where phrases begin and end, how 

they rise and fall, and how articulation clarifies their meaning. 

Keller’s rhetorical model remains deeply influential. To phrase musically is to converse with 

the audience—to make the music not merely accurate but comprehensible. 

Thurmond and the Science of Note Grouping 

Where Keller emphasized metaphor, James Morgan Thurmond sought method. In Note 

Grouping: A Method for Achieving Expression and Style in Musical Performance (2000), he 

systematized phrasing into principles of grouping and accentuation. Thurmond argued that 



performers must always perceive direction within groups of notes, whether ascending 

toward a climax, descending toward resolution, or sustaining balance. 

His method draws heavily on rhythmic analysis. By teaching students to group notes 

logically, he aimed to combat monotony and mechanical playing. For Thurmond, phrasing 

was not subjective decoration but a structural necessity: without it, the logic of the music 

remains hidden. 

Thurmond’s work resonates with Lussy’s earlier theories. Both emphasize that expression 

depends on rhythmic organization and deviation. Yet Thurmond frames it pedagogically, 

offering exercises that guide performers in shaping lines consistently. 

Tabuteau and the Number System 

Among instrumental pedagogues, none was more influential on phrasing than Marcel 

Tabuteau, legendary oboist of the Philadelphia Orchestra and teacher at the Curtis Institute. 

As Leila Storch recounts in Marcel Tabuteau: How Do You Expect to Play the Oboe If You 

Can’t Peel a Mushroom? (2018), Tabuteau developed a precise method of phrasing using a 

number system. 

He would assign numbers (1–10) to points in a phrase, indicating the relative intensity or 

direction of each note. For example, a note might be “3,” leading to “5,” and resolving at “1.” 

This system allowed students to quantify shape, ensuring that every line had motion, tension, 

and release. 

Tabuteau’s approach emphasized that phrasing is dynamic, never static. Even a sustained note 

has direction—it is going somewhere, leaning forward or relaxing. His students, including 

John de Lancie, Robert Bloom, and William Kincaid, carried his ideas into American wind 

pedagogy, profoundly shaping how phrasing is taught. 

Kincaid, Krell, and the American Wind School 

William Kincaid, principal flutist of the Philadelphia Orchestra, absorbed Tabuteau’s ideas 

and adapted them for his instrument. His student John Krell, in Kincaidiana (1997), 

documents these teachings. Krell describes phrasing as the shaping of breath and line, always 

imbued with motion. The flutist must never let the sound stagnate; even a rest has tension and 

release. 

Krell emphasizes continuity: phrases should connect seamlessly, with direction flowing 

across barlines and sections. He also stresses the physicality of phrasing—the way air 

pressure, embouchure, and finger technique must serve expressive contour. For wind players, 

phrasing is inseparable from breathing; every phrase is literally shaped by breath. 

Through Kincaid and his disciples, Tabuteau’s phrasing philosophy spread widely, influencing 

not only winds but also strings, conductors, and teachers across the United States. 



Daniel Bonade and the Clarinet Tradition 

Clarinet pedagogue Daniel Bonade further developed phrasing principles in the American 

school of playing. As documented by Larry Guy in The Daniel Bonade Workbook and The 

Complete Daniel Bonade, Bonade stressed legato phrasing and tonal beauty as foundations 

of clarinet artistry. 

For Bonade, phrasing was a matter of elegance and singing quality. He insisted that 

clarinetists imitate vocalists, shaping lines with natural rise and fall. His exercises trained 

players to connect notes seamlessly, to avoid accenting every beat, and to think in larger units 

rather than measure by measure. 

Bonade’s influence extended through his many students, including Robert Marcellus, whose 

own teaching further codified phrasing principles. 

Robert Marcellus and the Clarinet Lineage 

Robert Marcellus, principal clarinet of the Cleveland Orchestra and revered teacher, built 

upon Bonade’s legacy. Accounts of his pedagogy, such as those by James Gholson, Jacob 

Ludwig, and Karen Andreas Bronson, emphasize his focus on line and direction. 

Marcellus urged students to think of phrases as living entities, with shape, breath, and 

rhetoric. He was known for asking students to sing passages before playing them, ensuring 

they internalized the natural phrasing. His teaching emphasized simplicity and clarity: notes 

should not be overemphasized individually but integrated into the phrase. 

Marcellus also stressed the mental conception of phrasing. Before playing, students should 

imagine the ideal line in their inner ear. The instrument then becomes a tool to realize that 

conception, rather than the other way around. 

Phrasing in the Saxophone Tradition 

Similar principles appear in the saxophone pedagogy of Larry Teal (The Art of Saxophone 

Playing), Jean-Marie Londeix (profiled by James Umble), and Claude Delangle (Les voies 

du saxophone). These figures emphasize the expressive capacity of the saxophone, 

particularly its vocal-like timbre, which demands careful phrasing. 

Londeix encouraged students to exploit the instrument’s range of colors in service of 

phrasing, while Delangle explored contemporary approaches that integrate extended 

techniques with expressive contour. Their work demonstrates how phrasing evolves with new 

repertoire while retaining its core rhetorical principles. 

Phrasing as Breath and Gesture 

Across traditions, a common theme emerges: phrasing is inseparable from breath and 

gesture. Whether for winds, strings, or keyboard, phrasing reflects the natural rhythm of 

human breathing and speaking. Even pianists and percussionists are urged to “breathe” with 

their phrases, using gestures of the arm and body to shape sound. 



Phrasing also embodies directionality: notes lead forward, phrases culminate, cadences 

resolve. Without direction, music becomes static. With direction, even simple scales come 

alive. 

Phrasing and Expressive Timing 

Empirical research confirms these principles. Studies of expressive performance show that 

phrasing is often conveyed through timing deviations—small accelerations, decelerations, 

and agogic accents that mark phrase boundaries. These micro-variations correspond to the 

rhetorical punctuation described by Keller and Riemann. 

Listeners perceive phrasing largely through such temporal cues. A phrase that slows slightly 

before resolution feels more natural and expressive than one played metronomically. Thus, 

phrasing is not only structural but perceptual: it shapes how audiences hear and understand 

music. 

The Ethics of Phrasing 

Finally, phrasing carries ethical weight. Casals insisted that phrases must speak truthfully, 

without distortion. Tabuteau demanded precision to avoid self-indulgence. Bonade and 

Marcellus emphasized elegance and simplicity. The ethics of phrasing is the ethics of 

communication: to respect the music, to honor the listener, and to serve the composer’s intent 

while making it vivid and alive. 

Articulation: The Gesture of Sound 
If phrasing is the grammar of music, articulation is its diction—the way individual notes are 

spoken, connected, separated, emphasized, or softened. Articulation provides clarity, variety, 

and character; it can transform a line from dry mechanics into expressive gesture. Just as an 

orator shapes syllables with crispness or warmth, musicians articulate notes with tonguing, 

bowing, attack, and release to communicate intention. 

Keller’s Continuation of Rhetoric 

In his Phrasing and Articulation (1973), Hermann Keller treats articulation as the 

“consonants” of music. He distinguishes between legato, staccato, tenuto, portato, and 

accents, explaining their rhetorical roles. A legato passage flows like vowels; staccato notes 

provide clarity, like consonants; accents function as emphatic syllables. 

For Keller, articulation is not merely technical but semantic. Each mark indicates not just how 

a note begins but how it belongs in the phrase. He warns against mechanical execution of 

markings, urging performers to consider their expressive function in context. An accent in 

Mozart differs from one in Stravinsky; a staccato in Bach conveys rhetoric, not just brevity. 

Lussy’s Laws of Articulation 

Mathis Lussy also addressed articulation in his theory of musical expression. He viewed it as 

a means of inflection, enabling performers to highlight hierarchy within phrases. For example, 



strong beats may be given slight emphasis through articulation, while weak beats are 

softened. 

Lussy emphasized the importance of agogic accents—the lengthening of a note to give it 

expressive weight. He argued that articulation, dynamics, and rhythm together create 

intelligibility. Without articulation, phrases become shapeless, like sentences spoken in 

monotone. 

Articulation in Pianistic Pedagogy: Christiani and Matthay 

For pianists, articulation is central to expression. Adolph F. Christiani, in The Principles of 

Expression in Pianoforte Playing (1885), stressed the necessity of touch and attack. He 

described how different articulations—legato, non-legato, staccato—convey distinct emotions 

and characters. 

Christiani emphasized finger independence and control, but always in service of expression. 

He rejected purely mechanical drills, urging pianists to practice articulations with intention, 

listening for how each stroke changes color and meaning. 

Tobias Matthay, in Musical Interpretation (1914), went further by linking articulation to 

psychology and physiology. He described the “weight touch” of the arm, the release of 

tension, and the importance of mental conception. For Matthay, articulation is not merely 

finger technique but a holistic gesture involving the mind, arm, and imagination. His students, 

including Myra Hess and Clifford Curzon, became renowned for expressive articulation. 

Articulation in Wind Pedagogy: Stein, Pino, and Teal 

For wind players, articulation depends on the tongue and breath. Keith Stein, in The Art of 

Clarinet Playing, describes tonguing as the primary means of articulation, comparing it to the 

consonants of speech. He emphasizes clarity, evenness, and variety—light staccato, firm 

accents, smooth legato—all produced by subtle variations of the tongue’s position and speed. 

David Pino, in his own Art of Clarinet Playing, stresses that articulation must always serve 

phrasing. He warns against over-articulation, which can fragment lines, and instead advocates 

for fluidity and naturalness. 

Larry Teal, in The Art of Saxophone Playing, similarly highlights tonguing techniques but 

insists that articulation cannot be separated from tone. The saxophonist must maintain 

resonance and support even in the lightest staccato. For him, articulation is not a disruption of 

tone but a shading of it. 

Daniel Bonade’s Influence and the Clarinet Tradition 

Daniel Bonade placed special emphasis on legato and smooth articulation. As Larry Guy 

documents, Bonade required clarinetists to perfect slurred scales before tongued ones, 

insisting that the tongue should never disturb tone quality. Articulation, for him, was an 

extension of phrasing: every attack must belong to the line, never sounding detached or 

forced. 



Bonade’s legacy shaped American clarinet playing, carried on by Robert Marcellus and 

others. Marcellus stressed that articulation must be conceived mentally as part of the phrase. 

He encouraged students to sing passages, imagining the syllables of speech, then transfer that 

natural articulation to the instrument. 

Leon Russianoff and Expressive Pedagogy 

Clarinet pedagogue Leon Russianoff, profiled by Stephan Lee Clark, also emphasized 

articulation as expressive diction. He likened tonguing to consonants and slurs to vowels, 

urging students to vary articulation to avoid monotony. Russianoff’s teaching reflected his 

belief that articulation communicates character: crispness suggests playfulness, smoothness 

conveys lyricism, heavy accents express drama. 

Articulation Beyond Technique: Gesture and Character 

Articulation is often misunderstood as mere precision of attack. Yet pedagogues across 

traditions insist that it conveys gesture and character. A staccato can be light or biting, 

playful or aggressive. A legato can be languid or tense, depending on context. Articulation 

thus contributes to the “personality” of a phrase. 

This view resonates with orchestral practice. Conductors like Stokowski used articulation as 

a primary expressive tool, shaping how strings bow or winds tongue to create color and 

clarity. William J. Finn stressed that articulation unifies ensemble playing, ensuring that a 

group “speaks” together with one diction. 

Articulation and Psychological Freedom 

As with interpretation and phrasing, psychological readiness shapes articulation. Barry 

Green’s Inner Game approach reminds us that tension and over-control often sabotage 

articulation. A tight tongue or rigid hand produces harsh attacks. Relaxation, trust, and 

imagination free articulation to become expressive. 

Matthay anticipated this in his pedagogy, stressing that articulation depends on mental 

conception: if the performer imagines a phrase as light and playful, articulation naturally 

follows. 

Articulation and Historical Styles 

Different historical styles demand distinct articulations. Baroque music, with its dance 

rhythms, often requires light separation and inégalité; Classical style favors clarity and 

balance; Romantic repertoire seeks legato and lyrical line; modern works may demand 

extremes of staccato or accented force. 

Hugo Riemann and Hermann Keller insisted that performers must understand style before 

deciding on articulation. A staccato mark in Bach means something very different from one in 

Stravinsky or Debussy. Context transforms the meaning of symbols. 



Articulation as Expressive Nuance 

Ultimately, articulation is a vehicle of nuance. It gives performers infinite shades between 

legato and staccato, between accent and softness. These micro-choices shape the emotional 

landscape of a piece. A single phrase articulated differently can sound playful, solemn, or 

biting. 

Articulation, then, is not secondary to phrasing but integral to it. It provides the syllables with 

which musical sentences are spoken, allowing performers to convey meaning with clarity and 

variety. 

Tone Color: The Palette of Expression 
If phrasing is the shape of musical thought and articulation its diction, tone color (or timbre) 

is its emotional hue. Just as a painter uses colors to evoke atmosphere and mood, musicians 

shape tone to convey character, intimacy, brilliance, or mystery. Tone color is perhaps the 

most visceral aspect of expression: listeners may not analyze phrasing consciously, but they 

instantly feel the difference between a warm, dark sound and a bright, penetrating one. 

Stokowski and the Orchestral Palette 

Few musicians championed tone color more than Leopold Stokowski. In Music for All of Us 

(1943), he described the orchestra as a vast palette of timbres, each capable of infinite shades. 

His bold orchestrations and transcriptions sought to highlight color as an expressive force 

equal to melody or harmony. 

Stokowski often defied tradition, re-scoring works to emphasize coloristic effects. For him, 

tone was not fixed but malleable. Strings could imitate winds, winds could imitate voices, and 

the orchestra as a whole could envelop the listener in new sonic worlds. Critics accused him 

of distorting texts, but audiences experienced his concerts as revelations of sound itself as 

expression. 

Stokowski’s legacy lies in his conviction that tone color is not decorative but essential. The 

emotional impact of music, he argued, depends as much on color as on pitch or rhythm. 

Casals and the Human Voice 

While Stokowski expanded the orchestral palette, Pablo Casals focused on the intimate voice 

of the cello. As David Blum recounts, Casals insisted that instrumentalists must always strive 

to imitate the human voice. Tone should never be harsh, lifeless, or mechanical; it should 

breathe, inflect, and resonate with humanity. 

Casals believed that tone reflects character. A beautiful sound, produced with sincerity, 

conveys moral truth. An ugly or artificial sound betrays insensitivity. For him, tone color was 

inseparable from ethical responsibility: to play expressively is to speak beautifully and 

honestly through sound. 



Casals’s teaching emphasized continuous listening. Students were urged to shape every note, 

adjusting vibrato, bow speed, and contact to achieve warmth and variety. Tone, like speech, 

had to change with the meaning of each phrase. 

French Clarinet and Saxophone Traditions: Dangain, Martinez, Delangle 

In the French wind tradition, tone color became a hallmark of artistry. Guy Dangain, in La 

musique, ma vie, emphasizes the clarinet’s ability to shift seamlessly between velvety warmth 

and bright brilliance. He teaches students to cultivate a flexible embouchure and refined 

breath control to unlock timbral nuance. 

Bruno Martinez, in L’Ascèse et la Flamme: Guy Deplus, reflects on the philosophy of 

clarinetist Guy Deplus, who pursued tone color as both discipline and passion. “Ascèse” 

(asceticism) refers to the rigorous technical mastery required, while “flamme” (flame) evokes 

the burning expressive fire. For Deplus, tone color was both a technical goal and a spiritual 

quest. 

Claude Delangle, in Les voies du saxophone, brings a contemporary perspective, highlighting 

how the saxophone’s wide spectrum of tone—from breathy subtone to piercing brilliance—

offers expressive resources for both classical and avant-garde repertoire. Delangle explores 

multiphonics, slap-tongue, and other extended techniques, not as effects but as expansions of 

the expressive palette. 

These French pedagogues demonstrate how tone color has become central to modern wind 

playing. Expression depends not only on “what” is played but on “how” it sounds—its hue, 

texture, and resonance. 

Médioni and the Breath of Sound 

Frank Médioni, in Le souffle Portal, emphasizes the primacy of breath in shaping tone. For 

wind players, tone color is not an external effect but the direct result of how air is released, 

supported, and shaped by the body. Médioni describes tone as an extension of the self: the 

breath becomes sound, and sound becomes meaning. 

This perspective highlights the embodied nature of tone. Unlike pitch, which is abstract, 

tone color arises from the performer’s physicality—breath, embouchure, bow pressure, touch. 

It reflects not only technique but also psychology: tension produces harshness, relaxation 

yields openness, sincerity fosters warmth. 

Tone Color in the Clarinet Lineage 

In the American clarinet tradition, tone color was central to Daniel Bonade’s pedagogy. He 

demanded a “singing” tone, free of harshness, always supported by air. Robert Marcellus 

inherited this emphasis, insisting that students cultivate a pure, focused sound before 

attempting expressive nuance. For Marcellus, color variations emerge from a solid core tone; 

without that foundation, expression collapses. 



Larry Guy’s compilations of Bonade’s teachings stress tonal homogeneity across registers, yet 

with the flexibility to shade color for phrasing. Expression arises from the ability to darken or 

brighten tone as phrases demand, always within a beautiful core sound. 

Tone Color and Psychological States 

Tone color is also deeply linked to psychology. Barry Green describes how inner states of 

openness or tension shape the sound unconsciously. A fearful performer may produce a thin, 

tight tone; a relaxed, expressive one creates warmth and resonance. Green urges performers to 

imagine colors or emotions to unlock tonal variety. 

This connects to the broader theme that tone reflects being. Just as one’s speaking voice 

reveals mood and character, instrumental tone betrays the performer’s inner state. Tone color, 

then, is not merely technical but existential: it is the audible expression of self. 

Empirical Research on Timbre 

Contemporary research by Fabian, Timmers, and Schubert shows that listeners consistently 

associate tone color with emotional character. Bright timbres are perceived as happy or 

energetic; dark timbres as sad or solemn; breathy timbres as intimate or fragile. These 

associations vary culturally but reveal universal tendencies in human perception. 

Thus, tone color functions as a semantic system, conveying meaning even without pitch or 

rhythm. This explains why a single sustained note, colored differently, can communicate 

entirely different emotions. 

Tone Color and Ensemble Playing 

In ensemble contexts, tone color is both individual and collective. Orchestras cultivate 

blended tone to achieve unity, yet also highlight solo colors for contrast. Conductors like 

Stokowski reveled in this interplay, balancing homogeneity with brilliance. 

Chamber ensembles must negotiate color constantly, adjusting to match or contrast. A string 

quartet’s unity of tone creates cohesion, while subtle color shifts provide variety. Wind 

quintets, with their heterogeneous timbres, rely on blending strategies to achieve balance. 

Tone as Ethical Expression 

Like phrasing, tone color carries ethical implications. Casals insisted that tone must reflect 

honesty and humanity. Deplus pursued tone as ascetic discipline and burning flame. Green 

highlights the vulnerability required to let true tone emerge. To cultivate beautiful tone is not 

vanity but responsibility: it respects the listener and honors the music. 

The Palette of Expression 

Ultimately, tone color expands the expressive palette infinitely. A performer with only one 

color, however beautiful, soon becomes monotonous. Expression demands variety—warmth 

and brilliance, intimacy and grandeur, clarity and mystery. The art lies in choosing colors that 

serve the phrase, style, and meaning. 



Tone color thus joins phrasing and articulation as an indispensable dimension of expression. It 

paints music with emotional hues, shaping how listeners perceive and feel every note. 

Interpretive Psychology: The Inner Dimension of Expression 
Beyond interpretation, phrasing, articulation, and tone color lies a deeper foundation: the 

psychology of performance. Expression is not simply the manipulation of technical 

parameters; it is rooted in mental states, imagination, and emotional presence. How 

performers think and feel profoundly shapes what audiences hear. 

The Inner Game 

Barry Green, in The Inner Game of Music, adapted Timothy Gallwey’s ideas of peak 

performance to musical expression. He distinguishes between “Self 1,” the critical, 

controlling voice, and “Self 2,” the natural, intuitive self that performs effortlessly. When Self 

1 dominates, expression is stifled by fear and judgment. When Self 2 is trusted, music flows 

naturally, allowing tone, phrasing, and articulation to communicate freely. 

Green’s later works—Bringing Music to Life and The Mastery of Music—develop this theme. 

He identifies pathways to artistry such as courage, passion, relaxation, and concentration. 

Expression arises not from adding “effects” but from entering a state where inner intention is 

directly embodied in sound. 

Casals and Sincerity 

David Blum’s portrait of Pablo Casals also emphasizes psychology. Casals insisted that 

expression begins with sincerity. A performer must believe deeply in the music and 

communicate honestly, without artifice. Technical mastery is necessary but not sufficient; 

without sincerity, even beautiful tone and phrasing sound hollow. 

Casals taught students to engage emotionally with every phrase, to “speak” through their 

instruments as naturally as through their voices. For him, interpretation is not invention but 

revelation—uncovering the emotional truth already present in the score. 

Tabuteau and Mental Conception 

Marcel Tabuteau, legendary oboe pedagogue, highlighted the mental conception of 

expression. As recounted by Leila Storch, he developed systems of “numbering” to quantify 

phrasing and nuance. Yet behind the system lay a psychological principle: expression begins 

in the imagination. Students had to conceive a phrase vividly before attempting to play it. 

Tabuteau insisted that articulation, dynamics, and tone follow mental command. Without clear 

inner conception, performance becomes random or mechanical. With conception, expression 

emerges naturally. 

Matthay and the Psychology of Gesture 

Tobias Matthay anticipated this in his writings on pianism. He argued that muscular control 

follows mental imagery: if the pianist imagines a phrase as lyrical, the body produces legato 



naturally; if conceived as playful, staccato arises without strain. For Matthay, the psychology 

of touch and tone is paramount. 

Flow and Presence 

Modern research on performance psychology emphasizes the state of flow, described by 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and applied to music by Green and others. Flow arises when skill 

and challenge are balanced, attention is absorbed, and self-consciousness fades. In flow, 

expression feels effortless, as though music plays itself. 

Performers often describe their most expressive moments as those when they “forgot 

themselves” and simply inhabited the music. Audiences, in turn, sense this presence and 

respond with heightened emotional engagement. 

Empirical Studies of Expressiveness 

Fabian, Timmers, and Schubert’s empirical research confirms that expressiveness is not only 

subjective but perceivable. Listeners consistently identify differences in phrasing, articulation, 

and tone color, even across styles and cultures. Moreover, performers who report greater 

emotional involvement produce sounds rated as more expressive. 

This suggests that psychology and sound are inseparable: inner states leave audible traces in 

performance. Expression is not a mask worn over neutrality but the revelation of inward life. 

Vulnerability and Risk 

True expression requires vulnerability. As Green notes, performers must risk exposing 

themselves, letting tone reflect real feeling. This can be frightening—Self 1 resists—but it is 

also liberating. Without risk, expression remains safe but bland; with vulnerability, it becomes 

powerful and moving. 

Casals embodied this courage, pouring his convictions into every phrase. Stokowski, though 

different in temperament, also risked criticism to pursue new colors. Tabuteau demanded that 

students commit to intention fully, not half-heartedly. Across traditions, expressive playing is 

portrayed as a leap of faith. 

The Unity of Inner and Outer 

Ultimately, interpretive psychology unites inner and outer dimensions of expression. Tone, 

phrasing, articulation, and color are external manifestations of inner conception and emotion. 

When imagination is vivid and intention sincere, these elements align effortlessly. 

Expression, then, is not applied from without but flows from within. The performer’s task is 

to cultivate mental clarity, emotional openness, and technical freedom so that inner music 

becomes outer sound without obstruction. 

 



Conclusion: Toward an Integrated Art of Expression 
The art of expressive playing is a lifelong pursuit. From Lussy’s nineteenth-century laws of 

musical rhetoric to Green’s twenty-first-century insights into performance psychology, 

musicians have sought to understand how interpretation, phrasing, articulation, and tone color 

transform notes into meaning. 

We have seen that: 

• Interpretation provides the vision, the why of performance. 

• Phrasing gives structure, shaping musical thought into sentences. 

• Articulation supplies diction, clarity, and nuance. 

• Tone color paints emotion into sound. 

• Psychology unites all, allowing inner conception to flow outward. 

The great pedagogues—Farkas, Casals, Lussy, Keller, Tabuteau, Bonade, Stokowski—each 

remind us that expression is not an ornament but the essence of music. Without it, 

performance is sterile; with it, music lives. 

For the mature musician, expressive playing is not achieved by formula but cultivated through 

listening, imagination, discipline, and sincerity. It is at once a technical craft, an intellectual 

discipline, and a spiritual practice. To phrase with meaning, articulate with character, color 

with imagination, and interpret with honesty is to fulfill music’s deepest purpose: to 

communicate the inexpressible. 
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