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After Midnight Thoughts

On Leopold Godowsky,

ete.

By Paul Howard.

To The Members of The International Godow

Instalment 11.

Transcendentalizations.
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The mention of the Strauss “Kunsterleben” brings us to the many fine transcriptions by the Master
of other composers’ works. Quoting from Instal. 1:-

“His paraphrases and transcriptions have enriched the
literature of the piano amazingly. Liebling has

spoken of his god-like charitableness. With God-like
charitableness Godowsky has so often stooped by the way
and taken some small gem by an almost forgotten composer
(who did not know what fingers were going to attain, nor
what the piano would become) and by a touch of his magic
wand has transformed it into a thing of radiant beauty,

and given a further lease of life for centuries to come

to the composer’s name.”

Friend Sorabji pays a remarkable tribute to Godowsky’s adaptations and transcriptions. Please
turn back to enclosure with Instalment 2.

The full list of Godowsky’s works includes all the free transcriptions. Here are extracts from
letters I have written on some of them.

THE SCHUBERT-GODOWSKY “CRADLE SONG”.

4th. april, 1940.
Dear Mr. Ringer,

These enclosures I hope will cause you to complete the slip attached to the leaflet concerning this
Society and send it to me.

While I play nearly all Godowsky’s original compositions, I think I play the Cradle Song, dedicated
to you, more often than anything else, and I think the Master must have had a deep regard for you,
which is no doubt reciprocated.

Some myopk’ic critics berate the addition of a chromatic figure to this devine melody of Schubert’s,
but they lack sense, understanding, poetry, and perspective.

Every note in the whole fabric of that exquisitely ravishing work must be placed in its exact
perspective, in a landscape which reaches in its three dimensional atmosphere from the foot-lights
to an horizon further off than Parnassus.

They fail to realise that the additions are but palest-tinted musings, thoughts as fugitive as the misty
tints in an early morning forest.

Some soulless materialistic pianists will thump out every note because it in on the paper, leaving as
little perspective as the printing ink possesses.

Then an equally stupid critic blames the immortal master, Godowsky, for the interpreter’s
stupidity, and the said critic blazons the fault finding in the “Daily Howl” and the “Daily Howl’s”
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readers are fed on error.

By luck I have discovered two of these enemies referred to in Godowsky’s Preface to the songs, and
am slyly arguing the point with thme. The Cradle Song certainly is a master work of the first
importance in everything that is exquisite and delicate in independent part playing, and calls for
transcendental pedaling.

It is thrilling to watch activities of this Society taking form in various parts of ths world.

Ernest Hutcheson said he would make a point of using the works in his teaching. My old friend
Benjamin Dale, now warden of the Royal Academy, said he intends to keep his membership pledge
and will see the works are used by the teaching staff there. Same with Bourguignon in Brussels,
and Isidor Philipp in Paris, and Colin Taylor in Cape Town University, Irving Schwerke, and so on,
in nearly every principal city of the world. In response to an invitation to join us Professor Archy
Rosenthal, recently arrived in Australia, said, “I cannot tell you what joy your letter gave me. I
have long been irritated and depressed by the lack of appreciation of this great man. Others
perhaps have somewhat approached his distinction in playing, but as a composer he stands alone on
apeak. The glory of the piano.” = And later to Kenneth Wilkinson of the Sydney Morning Herald
here he said, “Godowsky is the greatest thing that has ever happened in the history of the world.”

And he backs up his convictions too by playing Godowsky programmes over the air. Last Friday
he played some of the Renaissance and four of the Traikontameron, and on April 11th is playing the
Kunstlerleben over the air.
Hoping, dear Doctor, to hear from you in reply and to welcome you as a Member.

Most sincerely,

(Sgd). Paul Howard

(Benjamin Dale, or Jimmy as we affectionately called him, died on the rostrum rehearsing his own
new Symphony to be performed the next night.)

000
To Louis Austin (11th. Jan. 1940)

“...The Master’s Schubert Songs - “To Wander” took me about four years, “Cradle Song” much
less. I have just conquered “Hedge Rose”, and I’m up to my neck in the “Brooklet”.

Oh! the refreshing beauty of these re-creations! Louis, they are too wonderful for words.
Some critics howl about and berate the introduction of additional themes. they cannot see that

these additional sounds are tinted background. The pianists do not seem to understand the real
subtleties of pedaling, on which I am going to write a treatise, because all the screeds that have
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appeared miss a vital point, - neither do they understand the ,gfreation of a delicately tinted
background of thought and mist, on which the Schubert song floats in a glory and charm never
known before. The original pianoforte part of most Schubert songs is poor played alone, - it
requires the resonance and over-tones of a glorious voice in conjunction with it, and these overtones
mingle with the notes from the piano and warm them. Has that been realised? - that the piano
tones are affected and coloured by the over-tones of a rich human voice?

Well, the prougﬂm is to so reconstruct the pianoforte version including the vocal part, that the piano
gives the combined effect. It is achieved by a certain aspect oifpedaling (never yet hinted at by
teachers or visiting artists) which makes the Godowsky piano version a more beautiful experience
tha? the listening to a great singer.

Of course it needs a perfectly adjusted sustaining pedal with the perfect damper felts, felts with
expansion qualities - not like slices of turnip, - qualities too rarely met with even in the best grands.
The melody notes then take on a resonance that is human, the other voices take on a softness and
sympathy and a fairy background that is enthralling. To play all the notes just as they are written
and give everything an equal voice is but a blasphemy - and too many do it - resulting in the effect
of a player piano, a jangle of conflicting themes and notes, soulless and uninspiring.

One cannot play the songs when they have been learned, memorised and made sure in that respect,
but only after a year or two of rehearsing, listening and listening and listening to get the effect.

Godowsky dealt with only 12 of the songs, and each one he has made an immortal master work of
its class. I went through scores and scores of those done by Liszt who “arranged” them by the
bushel, and apart from the Erl King and the Wanderer, in both of which there was little left for the
arranger to do since Schubert had risen to such broad heights, they are, compared with Godowsky’s
transcendent inspirations, very thin. But not knowing what Godowsky’s version should sound
like, how they should be played, critics take upon themselves the blasphemy of fault finding.

They raise no cry at Liszt’s vulgarities, at Beethoven’s 20 variations on “God Save the King”, -
anyone can do anything they like, as shockingly as they like; but Godowsky! ah! that’s another
matter, - crucify him!! No wonder the poor Master found vent in his preface inside the cover of
each of the songs, which is a master work in English, a master work in controversy, a master work
in irony, satire; and don’t the blighters deserve it...”

(Sgd). Paul.”
APROPOS TRANSCRIPTIONS, ARRANGEMENTS. PARAPHRASES.
Godowsky’s Preface to his Free Transcriptions of the Schubert Songs.

At the age of twenty-three I began to write the fifty-three studies on Chopin’s Etudes, which have
brought me so much censure and adverse criticism. In fact they were the cause of my having been
labelled a technician who had sold his soul to the devil. I could not have been more misunderstood,
nor could my aim and purpose have been more distorted had I been a radical reformer or a political
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leader.

Some months after I had finished ten of the studies, I was visiting Camille Saint-Saens and took the
opportunity to ask the master if he thought that by utilizing a great composer’s work for the
purpose of creating and building something new upon their foundation and thus opening unbeaten
paths for further advancement and development, one was committing an act of lese majeste against
the composer in particular, and art in general. His reply was terse and to the point:- All depends
upon the why and how. The motive and the result of the effort determine whether or not there is
justification for touching the original. When the motive is selfish exploitation, and the result is poor
art, then the tampering with standard compositions is damnable.

My aim in transcribing these twelve songs of Schubert was not merely to transplant them from the
voice to the piano; it was to create piano compositions out of vocal material, to comment upon and
interpret the songs as a composer would treat a theme when writing free variations. I tried in vain
to find a suitable term to describe correctly the character of my work. I have had to resort to the
vague and colourless designation of “free transcription”. To those who are open-minded,
sympathetic and understanding, these Schubert versions will proclaim my love and veneration for
the composer and his immortal songs.

A masterpiece is indestructible. It remains untarnished whether transcribed, arranged or
paraphrased, and its intrinsic value having the necessary vitality to sustain its interest, cannot be
impaired. Whenever an original composition is supplanted by versions made by others, its
vulnerability is clearly demonstrated. The Chopin Etudes will always be played in their original
form, regardless of the experiments which others make with them. The Bach Sonatas and Suites for
Violin Alone will continue to be performed byjviolinists and cellists whether transcribed for piano or
not. The songs of Schubert will not cease to be sung, notwithstanding all transcriptions. A
transcription, an arrangement, a paraphrase, when conceived by a creative mind, is an entity, which
in its own worth may prove a masterpiece. It may even surpass the composer’s original work.
Antagonism to such creative works discloses prejudice, narrow-mindedness, and pedantry of a
Beckmesser type.

Essays are written on all kinds of subjects. Histories and biographies deal with eflents and people
that are immutably established as any masterpiece in music. Novels are dramatized and dramas are

novelized.

Why should musicians be denied the privileges of comment, criticism, dissertation, discussion and
display of imagination when transcribing, arranging or paraphrasing a standard work? Why should
literary men alone enjoy all the prerogatives? Shakespeare built his plays upon borrowed themes,
and Moliere said: “Je prends mon bien ou je le trouve.”

It is easy for the critic to strike an attitude of authority when entrenched behind the power and
influences of a publication. The poor artist is like a defenceless soldier facing a machine-gun. It is
so easy for the self-complacent amateur or snobbish music-lover to disseminate and propagate
opinions which readily find an assenting echo to the safety there is in stagnant conventionality or
moss-grown tradition.
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Although I fully realise that my knoWledge of music is necessarily limited when compared with the
immensity of the subject, I am equally aware that many others know less than I, among whom I
should place the self-appointed arbiters of what is right and wrong in our chosen art.

Deep within me dwells humility - a humbleness that I attribute to my philosophy of life. But
when I have to face prejudice and ignorance which harm the art through misleading influences, my
atavistic proclivities come to the fore, and my innate timidity transforms itself into irrepressible
revolt. The lamb becomes a lion.

LEOPOLD GODOWSKY.
000

<
Of the Master’s treatment of Schubert’s “HEDGE ROSE” I wrote to /c'olin Mason, (who
complaimed of the time required to master it):-

“It is presumption to expect to put}before a vulgar and musically
illiterate public such a ravishing piece of Dresden China, a gem
glittering with a thousand facets. The notes alone would take
Aong to learn, but after the notation is driven in it requires a
thousand repetitions with loving concentration to plumb its
incomparable colouring. Then it is for presentation to the elect;
to send it out in the street to earn money for you by its public
dishonour is revolting; it is a morsel for the holy of holies.
Yes, it does take time, but he who would scale the heights must
not grudge time or sweat, and must be prepared to devote time as
though he were lord of all time.”

In short, as I told‘g%dowsky (16/6/33):-

‘These re-creations of Schubert Songs are outstanding
in history and might have been original compositions
of Schubert had he lived longer and had today’s
perspective.’

ALBENIZ-GODOWSKY.
The God-like Charitableness of Godowsky.

A friend gave me a record of Godowsky’s version of Albeniz Tango, played by John Davies, and
for the first time I listened to some Godowsky idiom objectively, being the only time I have heard
the Master other than from my own fingers or those of my family (all of whom I have taught), and
excepting one occasion 20 years ago when Levitzki played “A Watteau Paysage” to me.

The Tango contains a couple of passages of the Master’s inimitable polyphonic and polyrhythmic
devices, and it gave me an exquisite thrill.
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I have elsewhere commented on Godowsky’s God-like charitableness (as said Liebling), and this
work is an outstanding example of it. He has taken this morsel of a tune, this shivering, naked
starveling, as he has so many other and more worthy ones, and nurtured it, dressed it in purpc}ile,
fine linen, and royal ermine, and made it a regal little aristocrat of charm and (@hppiness.

Godowsky was above all things a humanitarian, a giver, a lover, a kind hand to the stray. And that
perhaps is why everyone who knew him loved him.

Paul Howard.
000
REPRINT FROM THE NEW ENGLISH WEEKLY - London.
March 5th. 1942.

“...I have also received recently from America a work of quite unusual interest, namely Godowsky’s
arrangement of the “Triana” of Albeniz from the set of piano pieces “Iberia”. Some of my readers
may perhaps recall some remarks of mine upon godowsky as composer and arranger some while -
ago, in connection with the Godowsky Society founded by Mr. Paul Howard, the Australian pianist
and musician. éE a creative transcriber and arranger Godowsky occupies quite a unique place, the
scope and range of his work in this respect sometimes surpassing even that of Busoni himself. As
Mr. Emest Newman, with his usual fine insight and penetration, observed some years ago when
discussing this aspect of Godowsky’s creative work, although based in the first instance upon
another man’s work, such are Godowsky’s power and his inventiveness to have the power of
drawing out all kinds of hitherto concealed implications in the work he “arranges™ in such an
inimitable manner. The Albeniz “Triana” is a remarkable speciman of work in this field. While not
a bar has not undergone some subtle modification, harmonic or decorative, all kinds of fine little
points have been added, pianistic expansions and amplifications, all with a consummate mastery; at
the end the “Triana™ emerges so glorified and enriched that the quite el?b%rate original sounds poor
and thin by comparison: yet there is no overloading in the godowsky version, no empty
accumulation of notes, rather a re-writing and re-casting during which process all sorts of things are
added, but with such taste and skill that they have to be looked for even by one to whom the
original is fairly familiar. At the end of this really astonishing feat of creative musianship one says
to oneself that the Godowsky-Albeniz “Triana” sounds much more like “Triana” than it does itself.

Kaikhosru Shapurji Sorabji.”
000
Friend Gray-Fisk in a letter to “The Grarﬁophone”, June 1940, says of these works:-
“No pianis‘t’ to my knowledge has ever publicly performed Albeniz’s ‘Tango’ as it was originally
written, for the very good reason that it is dull, colourless, lacking all pianistic interest, feebly

harmonised, and contains insufficient matter to engage the mind and fingers. --- has, of course, a
perfect right to prefer the original, but he must face the fact that it has been completely ousted by



147

the Godowsky version, and in his admirable preface to his free transcriptions of Schubert Songs,
Godowsky himself provides a watertight answer to all such criticism... The case for Godowsky
was also very well put by Ernest Newman in “The Sunday Times’ some years ago:- °After all,
Schubert untouched and untouched-up is always available for us when we want him, so why not
meanwhile spend ten minutes enjoying Godowsky? As his fine transcriptions of the Bach
unaccompanied violin and cello Suites prove, he has a remarkable faculty for drawing out of another
man’s work something that was not formally expressed, but is really latent in the work.”

The Albeniz ‘Tango’ is a minor example of Godowsky’s matchless art in free transcription,
paraphrasing, etc. His work in this genre includes the “Renaissance” series (Rameau, Lully, etc.)
Chopin Waltzes, Strauss Waltzes, Schubert Songs, Bach Sonatas and Suites, while his 53 studies on
Chopin Etudes carry piano writing to he;i'ghts that have been surpassed by only one man -
Kaikhosru Shapurji Sorabji.”

000
Gray-Fisk in a letter to “The Musical Times”, May 1, 1928:-

“Godowsky has by a process of contrapuntal super-imposition, harmonic enrichment, and general
re-design of keyboard layout, transformed these Schubert and Albeniz pieces from tinkling trifles
into genuine pianoforte literature which, musically and pianistically/, are more interesting than the
originals.”

000
Godowsky also did wonders with “Le Cygne” (Saint-Saens). I said to Shura Hmelnitsky:-

“Poor Saint-Saens; he wrote that orchestral work, The Carnival of Animals, the ‘Swan’ being one of
the numbers in the middle of it, and perhaps of the least value./ 56nsequently the public got hold of
it, and the pianists and cellists have hopelessly vulgarised it; the cellists have sawn it out like
Hamburg sausage until it has become as odious as “Rubinstein’s Melody”, a gross, quarralsome,
obese and mud-bespattered bird fit only for the poulterer’s block.

But Godowsky loved Saint-Saens; Paul Ulanowsky who was here with Lotte Lehmann, told me
over supper in the same chair that you sat in (ah! how many have sat in that chair and have now
gone to their ancestors, and many to Olympus) that his father and Godowsky were pupils together
under Saint-Saens in their youth, and glthough S-S, had his limitations, he certainly had his qualities.
It is just typical of the God-like charitableness of Godowsky that he should rescue that low-fowl
(the Swan) and transfonncit into a bird of paradise, gracious, mystical, softly spoken, softly
swaying in mysterious in;sense, quite ethereal in a glittering lake.

But didn’t he love notes and counter subjects! To play it in all its perspective, polyphonic
reflections is the very devil, and needs an octopus with a brain on every tentacle!

Of course any fool of a capable touring virtuoso, with the brains of a carpenter and the soul of a
money lender can, with sufficient practice, stampede its notes and drive them helter-skelter across





















