Avior Byron

Evaluating Sprechstimme: what early recordings tell us

After I wrote my article ‘Sprechstimme reconsidered’
 I was sure that I finally solved what Boulez and Milhaud called ‘The Sprechstimme enigma’: namely, how should the vocalist in Pierrot lunaire perform the vocal part? As mentioned above, to many commentators the evidence seemed confusing: Schoenberg’s exact notation and demand to perform that notation without adding anything that is not notated, on the one hand, and his vague performance instructions at the preface of the score, and the recordings of him conducting the piece with Stiedry-Wagner not reproducing the notated pitch, on the other hand. I claimed quite confidently that ‘the test pressings of Pierrot lunaire confirm that a perfect reproduction was not Schoenberg's intention.’
 Stiedy-Wagner’s test pressings revealed a process of live improvisation in performance that was a very free (although not completely free) way of rendering the notated pitch. 

However, recently two books on Sprechstimme appeared. They were written by singers who perform Pierrot as part of their standard repertoire, and they argued the complete opposite of what I did. Aidan Soder suggested that Schoenberg did not have enough rehearsal time and that ‘the final product on Schoenberg’s recording is perhaps not how he heard it in his ear’.
 If Soder is right, then perhaps my observations that are based on this recording should be seen as a compromise done by the composer.
 In the second publication, Paul Mathews and the singer Phyllis Bryn-Julson gave preference to what they understand as Schoenberg’s ‘original conception of the sound’.
 They argued that ‘the performer would likely prioritize a performance of the passage [in Pierrot] as notated, because … she will find correspondences of pitch and motivic shape in the surrounding texture’.
 They claimed that ‘the correct interpretation of Sprechstimme is to emphasize the pitch and minimize the effects of “falling and rising”’ by doing glissando.
 They seem to argue against (the aforementioned article by Stein that states) the idea that one can transpose the Sprechstimme part, since such transpositions, they believe, will cause ‘unintended consequences’.
 They conclude that a performer that does not sing the notated pitch may feel ‘liberated’, yet many such performances ‘sound self-conscious and mannerist’.
 At certain moments it seems as if they echo Eugene Narmour’s unfortunate claim that ‘many negative consequences’ will occur ‘if formal relations are not properly analyzed by the performer’.
 Singers that have absolute pitch may feel it natural to perform the notated pitches accurately. One of them is Jane Manning who confessed: ‘From the outset I knew I wanted to try to adhere to the pitches the composer had written and to obey his every marking as far as I was able.’
 The notion of the importance of being ‘faithful’ to the score is not shared only by some of the singers and musicologists that I have mentioned. As I wrote the current chapter, I stumbled upon a blog post by Maready of ‘The High Pony Tail’ that argued the following: ‘Would Schoenberg have taken such sweet care to imprison Pierrot inside a nightmare latticework of canons and free imitation, giving his instruments free rein to alternately mock and cradle and impersonate him, only to allow the singer to hit whatever notes she pleased? Pierrot's predicament is that this dandified night music insists on being followed to the smallest workaday detail.’
     

All this made me think that perhaps my article conclusion concerning Schoenberg’s intentions was premature. As I describe in the first part of chapter …., the manuscripts, writings, letters and other evidence by Schoenberg and his circle, are highly contradictory. The picture is far from being clear. In spite of the fact that Stiedry-Wagner was the performer that Schoenberg often employed for many years, it could well have been that he would not be against a performance that would render the notated pitch without variance. Perhaps, due to various reasons, this was the best performance he could receive at the time the recording was made. The singer Martha Elliott, whom is an established Pierrot performer, wrote that today there are quite a few singers that are able to perform Pierrot as notated. She raised the question whether Schoenberg would have liked it performed that way. She concluded that since ‘what Schonberg said he wanted regarding the Sprechstimme in Pierrot and what he got in his lifetime were quite different, we can never determine what the “correct” style really is.’
 Moreover, she ended her chapter on the Second Viennese School stating that ‘singers today can come closer than many of the original performers to what these composers actually asked for. But whether the composers would ultimately approve of this approach remains unanswerable.’
 Indeed, all this seems to suggest that one can never really know how Schoenberg intended that the Sprechstimme will be performed. Bryn-Julson and Mathews acknowledge the contradictions, evolution and change in Schoenberg’s conception of Sprechstimme.
 However, their preference on what they see as the original view of Schoenberg is a very subjective one. Why should one prefer his conception of 1912 rather than that of the 1930s? The contrary may be argued: during the 30s he had much more performance experience and could now really know how he wanted Sprechstimme to be done.    
Apart from voice limitations, taste, and performance traditions, one can try to build an interpretation based on convincing historical evidence. Part of such evidence was presented in the previous chapters. In this chapter I will explore further data that is revealed by an examination of early recordings from the early history of the interpretation of Pierrot lunaire. I will start by discussing reviews of these recordings. The chapter will end with a discussion on how the historical evidence of early recordings and the reviews of these recordings may help one define criterions for aesthetic judgments.

My case study is the song ‘Parodie’ which contains canonical relationships between the voice and the instruments.
 It is these relationships that most scholarly commentators have commented on when writing about the song. These relationships may have a connection to the text of the song. Jonathan Dunsby suggested that the texture of contrapuntally related lines are ‘apt in a melodrama entitled ‘Parodie’, featuring knitting-needles’.
 The canons put before the vocalist the question of how and whether to present them in performance. Dunsby, for example, claimed that ‘the “voice”, for all the strict compositional relationships to be read from the score, is nevertheless still Sprechstimme, with no special instruction to convey the pitches.”
 Aidan Soder suggested that rhythmic accuracy is enough in order to be aware of imitative relationships.
 Yet Bryn-Julson and Mathews aforementioned argument, as well as some of the recent recordings
 show that some performers do find it important to do a Sprechstimme that reproduces the notated pitch. From this perspective, this song is ideal as a springboard for discussing the way vocalists perform Sprechstimme in early recordings.

   













In a lecture on Sprechstimme in Pierrot lunaire, the singer Jane Manning said the following: ‘I have a … preference for some of the early recordings, even though they are much less accurate than the recent ones, but they do seem to preserve the spirit of the age rather better than some of the modern ones’.
 We will see in a moment that many critics heard these recording as quite distinct in character. Moreover, a close examination of early recordings shows a more detailed picture concerning the relation of these performances to notated pitch, as well as other aspects which are special to each performance. 
I will discuss four early recordings. The first one is the recordings by Stiedry-Wagner and Schoenberg in 1940. Three other recordings were recorded in the 1950s. The second was done by Ellen Adler, voice; and René Leibowitz, conductor, around 1951.
 The next recording was done in 1954 by Leibowitz, once again, yet this time with Ethel Semser.
 The forth recording that I will examine is from 1957 with Jeanne Héricard, voice and Hans Rosbaud as conductor.
 One of the reasons behind choosing these early recordings is the strong connection between the conductors and Schoenberg. Leibowitz claimed that he studied with Schoenberg in the early 1930s (although there is no proof to substantiate this claim). He was in contact with Schonberg in 1945 and most of the correspondence between the two was done during the last decade of the composer’s life. Leibowitz promoted Schoenberg’s music after the Second World War by organizing concerts and writing Books.
 Rosbaud corresponded with Schoenberg from the 1930s and up to the composer’s death. He performed Schoenberg’s music before and after the Nazi period in Germany. He premiered Beglietmuisk zu einer Lichtspielszene, Op. 34 (1930) and Vier Orchesterlieder, Op. 22 (1932). In 1948 he led the South-West German Radio (SWF) where he continued to promote modern music. This broadcast was recorded during two days with the SWF. In 1954 he gave the premier of Moses und Aron.  
Reviews of the early recordings
One of the reasons to examine the reviews of the early recordings is that they reveal some of the social and cultural issues that these performances have triggered.
 As the first recording of Pierrot was released, one can find various views and matters arising by critics. The American Music Lover of October 1941 gives his readers the recycled negative criticism of Schoenberg’s music being a product of the mind only: Schoenberg ‘deliberately threw out romanticism and tone color as an end in itself, and applied cold logic to the creation of each work’. The criticism then goes on to another negative view that Schoenberg’s music is fascinating for the eyes rather than for the ears.
 Also The Gramophone Record Supplement of October 1941 gave a negative report, quoting the Musical Courier of 1912, describing the music as ‘the most ear-splitting combinations of tones that ever desecrated the walls of a Berlin music hall’
. However, not all music criticisms from 1941 were negative. Howard Taubman of The New York Times wrote on 19 October 1941 that ‘Mr. Schoenberg is his own conductor, and a painstaking and revealing one. Erika Wagner-Stiedry speaks the verses with remarkable resourcefulness… Performance and recording are unexceptionable.’ It is hard to learn what these critics actually heard when they listened to the music. The following reviews reveal some of the association that they critics had when listening to Pierrot.  

David Metzer commented on how Freudian terminology was widespread in America during the 1920s and was used to battle what was seen as ‘the outdated morality and conventions advocated by Victorian culture.’
 Adrian Jack from Record and Recordings of August 1974 heard her Sprechstimme as ‘closer to speech and less neurotically mewing than that of some performers’.
 The term ‘neurotic’ is an example of a popular use of Freudian concepts in reviews of Pierrot. Erika Stiedry-Wagner reminded The Monthly Letter from E.M.G. from August 1974 ‘sometimes a tiny bit like the large dowager lady in the Marx brothers movies’.
 Peter Davis from The New York Times of 1976 hears in the performance ‘moon-struck unreality and bizarre fantasy’.
 Alan Sanders of Gramophone from February 1990 argued that the recording ‘fully brings out the nightmarish quality of Guiraud’s poems’. If this is what these reviews heard in the performance of Stiedry-Wagner and Schoenberg, other critics heard something very different when they listened to the recording of Ethel Semser and Leibowitz. If there is need for proof that music is not something that is only in the score, but is fundamentally affected and shaped by performance, than one should compare the previous reviews with the following ones. 

Alfred Frankenstein from High Fidelity Magazine of May 1956 confessed that 

This is the most beautiful Pierrot lunaire I have ever heard; in fact, it is more beautiful than I thought Pierrot lunaire could be, thanks to a superbly sensitive interpretation and an equally sensitive recording.  Semser indulges in no screaming, explosions, or breathy scoops, she explores all the hair-drawn subtleties of the Schoenbergian Sprechstimme with magnificent skill and penetration, and the parallel subtleties of the instrumental fabric are handled with equal mastery by her collaborators.

Andrew Porter from Gramophone of August 1955 claimed that ‘Semser masters the Sprechgesang better than any other I have heard, and rightly resists the pertinent temptation to drop into parlando song… [She] succeeds remarkably well in avoiding the comic effect that sprechgesang can produce, and gives us some phrases of remarkable beauty.’ James Norwood from The American Record Guide of May 1956 joined in stating that ‘Ethel Semser handles the Sprechgesang better than anyone on record, and there is much to say for the more intimate character of this recording, in which the delicacy of Miss Semser’s utterances is most telling.’
 The Monthly Letter of September 1955 concluded: ‘This is a very good performance’. This unison of praise is a result of a performance that suddenly revealed to the critics a very different kind of Pierrot, which was perceived as less ‘neurotic’ and ‘nightmarish’, and more ‘beautiful’. It is interesting to see that a review by James H. North from Fanfare of April 1993, of the recording by Jeanne Héricard and Hans Rosbaud seems to miss the qualities that were reported to be present in the Stiedry-Wagner recording: ‘Everything sounds natural, nothing is overstated (or understated)… Jeanne Héricard is more relaxed and sensible with Sprechstimme than most modern interpreters of Pierrot lunaire; we gain in comprehension but lose some of the neuroticism that colors the … songs.’
 While North saw ‘neuroticism’ as an essential part of Pierrot, Frankenstein and Porter are willing to accept this composition as being ‘beautiful’. Semser’s interpretation revealed something that was not present even in the performance by the composer himself. This may be seen as part of the acceptance of Pierrot, not as a modernist and revolutionary composition that threatens Victorian values (as many of the reviews from the early 1920s argued), but as a composition that is no longer alarming. Matzer argued that this was a result of critics and audiences becoming acquainted with modern music, as well as some younger critics being employed instead of the ‘Old Guard’ critics that died or retired.
 He demonstrated that in the early 1920s reviews were highly concerned with the innovative expressiveness of Pierrot lunaire, while in the 1930s and 1940s there was a dispute whether the composition was communicating something contemporary or only representing the spirit of the past.
 While Pierrot was initially perceived as an antithesis and revolt against the Victorian values that assumed that music must be ‘beautiful’, later it seemed to some of the critics natural to use this term to describe Schoenberg’s composition.

One wonders whether it is only the different kind of voice that made that different impact with regards to Semser’s and Leibowitz’s recording. It is hard to know for sure, yet the second recordings in the history of Pierrot recordings, which was also done with Leibowitz, was not received with the same type of positive agreement. C. J. Luten from  The American Record Guide of November 1951 claimed that it was an ‘insufficiently intense’ performance.
 He continued arguing that ‘Ellen Adler … has a voice of such lightness that she has difficulty in projecting the more outspoken passages in her part. Moreover, she has trouble with the big skips indicated in Schoenberg’s precisely notated speech line.’ Similarity, The New Record of April 1952 wrote that ‘Adler … cannot compete with Erika Stiedry-Wagner in the difficult Sprechstimme… It is obvious that Miss Adler has not had the experience necessary to make the most of this unusual vocalization.’ Not all critics agreed that there was a problem with Adler. The Record Supplement of November 1951 stated that ‘Ellen Adler gives a stirring rendition of the difficult “sprecstimme”… Her voice is much younger and has a lighter timber than Mme. Stiedry-Wagner… but her reading is vivid and impressive, nonetheless.’
 Another positive review was that by Howard Taubman from The New York Times of 28 October 1951, who wrote that Adler ‘does the vocal role with a restraint which heightens the work’s emotion.’ He reminded his readers of Schoenberg’s 1940 recording, noting that the new one by Leibowitz and Adler ‘should be welcomed by serious collectors.’ 

It seems that most critics did not perceive Schoenberg’s 1940 recording as a mere performance, but as a presentation (or something that is supposed to present) or even document of the ‘real’ thing, which was seen as the composer’s intentions or score. The fact that Schoenberg made the first recording of Pierrot raised in the minds of many of the critics the issue of authenticity. The New Record of April 1952 claimed that the 1940 recording ‘was considered authentic in every detail. It still is.’ Therefore, it is not surprising that many of the reviewers compare the early recordings to the one done by Schoenberg and Stiedry-Wagner in 1940. The Monthly Letter from E.M.G. of August 1974 argued that Stiedry’s performance ‘provides a real insight into Schoenberg’s vocal techniques.’ Yet, not all critics were sure that this recording really conveyed the composer’s wishes. Jeremy Noble from Gramophone of September 1974 pondered: ‘Stiedry-Wagner, while perfectly sensitive to the words, keeps a degree of wry detachment. Is this how Schoenberg wanted the solo part? I don’t know…’ Other critics believed that the historical recording by Schoenberg did not render his true wishes. Davis from The New York Times of 16 May 1976 believed that ‘this famous recording, which should have cleared up the controversy once and for all, still starts arguments’. He noticed that ‘Erika Stiedry-Wagner frequently pitches her voice far from the written notes’. Jack from Record and Recordings of August 1974 wrote: She ‘is far freer with the melodic shape of her part than Schoenberg can have liked… that she often ignores the relative positions of non-successive pitches; so that most of the time she modifies not just individual notes but the contours they form, and at certain points changes them altogether.’ He suggested that the then forthcoming recording of Mary Thomas and the London Sinfonietta will ‘be both more faithful to the score and more polished an interpretation; but there will always be moments when we shall want to know what choice or what compromise Schoenberg made in practice.’ What is most striking is that for many of the reviewer the fact that pitch rendition was not accurate did not matter. They seemed to love the performances. Davis from The New York Times (1976) complimented the 1940 performance ‘that Schoenberg clearly desired’. He suggested that other things, were ‘more important’ to the composer ‘than a dogged, doctrinaire fidelity to the printed notes.’ Reviewing the recording of Ethel Semser, Porter from Gramophone of August 1955 also claimed that despite the fact that she ‘adopts a slow glissando down from a note which I do not believe can have been Schoenberg’s intention’, she ‘has great variety of expression.’ He concluded that ‘the recording is excellent.’ 

The lack of care of some of the critics to the issue of rendering the exact notated pitch seems to be almost restated in a similar idea that was expressed in the article dated 24 November 1940 of Olin Downes from The New York Times which discussed the existence of canons in ‘Parodie’:

The question of technical procedure is largely superfluous, despite the special form, the novelty of the tonal texture and the use of song-speech. These are but means to an end. What if the musical framework of the eighth poem, “Nacht,” is a passacaglia? Or of, in “Parodie,” a doubly inverted canon at the half bar is developed between the voice and piccolo, and clarinet and viola, or a double canon, “cancrizans,” is written with such devilish ingenuity that from the latter half of the tenth bar the music runs backwards to the beginning? What about it? Could not have Mr. Schoenberg accomplished the same expressive result in a much simpler way? It is quite possible, even likely. 
It seems that Downs implied that these procedures were not meant to be communicated in performance. In such a case the exact notation does not need to be rendered in performance. It is interesting to see that on 18 November 1940 Downes wrote about Pierrot: ‘Under this treatment intervals indicated in his scores which seem ugly and entirely unvocal become simply indications of the general pitch and inflectional curve of the voice, of which all the registers are employed for tone color as well as dramatic contrast, and blend in a singular and most sensitive manner with the instrumental tone and nuance.’
 [check when exactly Sch met Downes at 1940]
 
The question of balance between the performers is another important issue that comes up from some of the reviews. David Hemilton from High Fidelity Magazine of September 1976 mentioned that Schoenberg wrote to Hans Rosbaud in 1949 that the 1940 recording was ‘not so good with respect to the balance of instruments and recitation. I was a little annoyed by the idea of overemphasis on the speaker… Perhaps, because I was annoyed, I reacted a little too violently, out of contrariness, and forgot that one must, after all, be able to hear the speaker. So she is really drowned out in several places. That should not be.’
 This proves that composers do not always know what to do so that their ideas will be expressed in the best way during performance, in general, and on recordings, in particular. Porter from Gramophone of August 1955 noticed that Semser’s and Leibowitz’s recording was probably done with thought of people listening at home. It is not documentation of a concert hall performance, he claimed, ‘where some of Miss Semser’s whispered of very lightly touched words would be inaudible’. This is a rare case where a critic acknowledges the epistemological status of a recording not merely as a documentation of live performance but as music with its own rights and qualities: a performance that was especially designed to be heard on record.  

These record reviews reveal interesting things about how people listen to these early recordings of Pierrot lunaire. They show that there is a great difference between how they were heard, and that some of these differences were acknowledged constantly during several decades. The mind set of various listeners has a significant role in shaping what they hear. While it seems that some of the 1941 critics cannot hear anything more than noise, others feel authority that cannot be resisted. While some find Adler’s performance disappointing, others think that it is a good one. Yet there were also reactions that were very similar, such as the reviews of Semser’s recording. The reviews also show that most critics were primarily concerned with the direct effect of the music rather than more professional issues such as fidelity to the score. Unlike the picture revealed from reviews from the early 1920s, it seems that albeit Schoenberg’s technical innovations in the realms of composition and singing, most critics listened to this music as they do to any other kind, in the sense that they were usually more interested in what effect it had on them, rather than how it was build during composition.
It is true that not only the notated structure often has significant influence on what one hears. The ‘structure’ that is actually created during performance may be not less pertinent. In the following I will present analytical data from the recordings themselves in order to evaluate what exactly are these performers doing. 

Early recordings of Pierrot lunaire
Most people that listen to any two recordings of Pierrot will probably notice significant differences. Such audible differences are due to several factors: the voice colour, the typical gestures that the voice performs, general quality of the recording (this is especially important with regards to early recordings), the way the performers were recorded (for example, one microphone or several), the balance between the performers (and especially between  the reciter and the rest of the ensemble), tempo, and the pitch structures that the voice does in relation to the other instruments (we will discuss this matter in detail). It is the combination of all this (and more) that affects the way people hear these recordings. 

What affects the first impression of what people hear when listening to these recordings? When listening to the various recordings one cannot ignore the fact the recording by Schoenberg has a very low sound quality (perhaps this makes it sound even more ‘authentic’ to some listeners), while the one by Rosbaud is clearly recorded in high quality (due to several microphones and very good recording equipment). The other two recordings fall somewhere in between with regards to this matter. Yet the level of recording has more important consequences than how ‘clean’ it sounds. As mentioned above, Schoenberg complained to Rosbaud that the voice is not prominent enough in several places in the 1940 recording. This is perhaps why it is not surprising that in Rosbaud’s recording the voice is very clear. However, this had its price. For example, the clarinet is not heard during the first notes at mm. 22-23. This is not only due to the low register of the clarinet. The position of the instruments with regards to the microphone, as well as the relation between the voice and the rest of the ensemble, is cardinal.        

There is another thing that affects one’s first impression of these recordings and that is the colour of the voices. Compare, for example, Ethel Semser’s dark contralto voice to Stiedry-Wagner’s soprano voice. 
Another thing that significantly affects the listeners’ experiences is the frame decision of what tempo the conductor chooses. Schoenberg notated that ‘Parodie’ should be performed (♪ = ca 132). However, his own conducting is around quaver = 120.
 Rosbaud chooses the same tempo, while Leibowitz does his performances slower: in his first recording he performed it at the tempo of quaver = 116, while with the recording with Semser he conducted it even slower, where the quavers were around 112. In such a slow tempo, Semser’s dark voice was indeed an antithesis to that of the first recording. This tempo difference partially explains the positive reaction and consensus of the critics with regards to Semser’s performance.
The score of ‘Parodie’ says that there should be a ritenuto on m. 21 leading to a ‘somewhat slower’ tempo at m. 22. Perhaps it is due to the relatively slow tempo of Semser and Leibowitz, but after he slow down at m. 21 they actually take a faster tempo than they had before! In his recording with Adler, Leibowitz changed the tempo according to the song verses. Thus we can recognize a slight accelerando at m. 11 (‘Sie wartet…’), returning to a first tempo clearly at m. 16 where the text repeats. Although his slowed down at m. 21 where there is a rit. indication, he completely ignored the composer’s annotation for slower tempo at the following measure. Both Schoenberg and Rosbaud (with their very similar tempo, in general, in this song) follow the composer’s score annotations with regards to tempo changes.    

If Semser’s recording is outstanding with regards to voice type and tempo, it is Rosbaud’s recording that is different than the other recordings in the sense that it does not sound dry. It is true that Semser’s recording sounds less modernistic (Charles Rosen wrote about his experience of studio technicians recording the Second Viennese School with a very dry sound
) in sound quality in relation to those of Stiedry-Wagner and Adler, yet it is Rosbaud’s recording that has a relatively big amount of reverb. Compare, for example, how the viola and clarinet sound not only more distant than in the recording of Semser, but also with more reverb. Whether this was done by the hall acoustics or with the help of the studio technician, I cannot say. The effect, however, cannot pass unnoticed.  
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Ex. 10.1: Canon at mm. 1-6 of the song ‘Parodie’ in Pierrot lunaire
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Vocal part, the first gesture within mm. 1-3
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Vocal part, the first gesture within mm. 16-17

Ex. 10.2: Vocal part of mm. 1-3 and mm. 16-17 of the song ‘Parodie’ in Pierrot lunaire

I will examine the way the four vocalists perform the first gesture (see Ex. 10.2) of the first phrase (see Ex. 10.1) in the song in order to see how they relate to notated pitch. This gesture is especially interesting since it may signify to the listeners the canon that starts at mm. 2-3 and repeats at mm. 16-17. However, we will see not only how they reproduce the notated score but also how the gesture is related to its pair in the two examined instances, whether it is consistent or not, and in what type of shape it is manifested during the performances. 
The spectrograms reveal at once several interesting aspects (see Fig. 10.1). The gestures by Stiedry-Wagner
 and Ethel Semser are much wider in pitch coverage than those of Ellen Adler and Jeanne Héricard. Yet there is a striking difference between the gestures of Stiedry-Wagner and the others. In normal playback speed it seems that Stiedry-Wagner is singing in the opposite direction than notated. However, if one listens to it in slow motion, one can hear the minute nuances that appear in the visual gesture of Fig. 10.1.
 Indeed, the middle part of her gesture is going from a higher pitch (G4) to a lower one (E4), and this occurs during most of the length of the gesture. Yet, as the spectrogram shows, she precedes this with a short and almost unnoticed glissando from G4 to about E4. She ends the gesture with a very fast glissando up from E4 to G#4. This complicated gesture is repeated in both places in a similar manner with relation to pitch (not notated pitch), dynamics and voice colour. Yet if one listens carefully, one notices that in the second instance she strived much harder to render the notated gesture of one lower note leading to a higher one, but putting more emphasis (with more dynamics) on the last part of the gesture.   
Ethel Semser did something similar with relation to dynamic. She started from a much lower pitch than notated (putting emphasis on it) and made a fast glissando upwards to the notated pitch (which was also emphasised with stronger dynamics). When one compares this gesture at the two places, one hears that at mm. 16-17 she did the opposite than Stiedry-Wagner (and herself) and put more emphasis on the glissando than on the ending pitch. The spectrogram analysis reveals what the critic Andrew Porter sensed: also Semser does not seem to be bothered too much by performing the notated pitch not accurately.
Ellen Adler and Jeanne Héricard are much more accurate with keeping the notated pitch than the other two singers. This seems to me not a matter of ability but that of an approach to the score. From the very start of the interpretation history of Sprechstimme, various approaches were evident.      
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Ellen Adler
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Ethel Semser
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Jeanne Héricard

Fig. 10.1: Stiedry-Wagner, Ellen Adler, Ethel Semser  and Jeanne Héricard: the first (mm.2-3) and second (mm. 16-17) gestures in ‘Parodie’ on the word ‘Strick[nadeln]’

Yet, Spectrograms cannot show clearly the following obvious colour changes that are done by the vocalists and are their ways of expressing the words that they sing. One of the things that I find attractive about Adler’s interpretation is the way she almost cries her part, especially when she expresses the words ‘grauen Haar’ [Gray hair] and ‘sie liebt’ [she loves]. The way she performs the words ‘mit Schmerzen’ [with pain] is much more definite and opposite to ‘sie liebt’ that appeared a moment before. These are her choices and it is one of the things that make her interpretation special. Jeanne Héricard did other interesting decisions. She changed her voice tone in order to signal to the listeners that certain sentences or even parts of sentences have different meaning. After singing ‘Stricknadeln, blank und blinkend,’ she continued with a different tone, ‘in ihrm grauem Haar,’ and then changed the tone once again, ‘sitzt die Duenna murmelnd’, etc. These tone colour changes are an important expressive part of her interpretation. Semser, for example, did not use this manner of Sprechstimme in her performance. Her tone colour changes are much more minute and do not occur as often and as a way of expressing the text structure, as Héricard did. Yet Semser is far from performing her part in a deadpan manner. When she reached the new stanza at m. 22 she did it in a dramatic way by almost whispering her part. Stiedry-Wagner is well on the side of the expressive performers. She chose to colour the words ‘grouen Haar’ with a startling vibrato on ‘grouen’ and a smooth glissando on ‘Haar’. As Héricard (although not as often as her) she made several changes in her voice tone at important point of the text. It may be concluded that all performers change their Sprechstimme at certain places due to the text.

Conclusion
Early recordings reveal that well-known conductors gave their vocalists various degrees of liberty to do the Sprechstimme in ways differing from the score. The Grove stated that Rosbaud’s ‘performances were distinguished by clarity, precision, faithfulness to the score and unerring grasp of structure’ and Leibowitz ‘advocated an analytically based approach to interpretation and scrupulous fidelity to the score.’
 I find it hard to believe that they gave licence to their vocalists to deviate from the score only as a compromise.

Whatever is the answer to the Sprechstimme enigma (whether there can be one answer at all!), these early recordings reveal a variety of approaches to notated pitch. This is true both with regards to how precisely the vocalists perform the notated pitch, and what gesture each vocalist performs that is independent of that notation. These recordings show that the disagreement around how one should do the Sprechstimme existed from the very start of its recorded history. It is likely to stay with us forever. 
Nevertheless, if Adler and Héricard that were relatively accurate with regards to pitch rendition, received mixed and even negative reviews, while Semser and Stiedry-Wagner that were less accurate in this aspect, received enthusiastic reviews, than one can assume that pitch ‘fidelity’ is clearly not the only aspect that the vocalist, conductor and sound producer should keep in mind when creating a Pierrot interpretation. In other words, accurate pitch rendition is not necessarily an obligation for making a convincing Pierrot performance. I would rather advocate a holistic approach that takes into account various parameters and performance aspects.
Even if it is important for the interpreter that the canons between the instruments and the voice will be communicated during performance; this does not mean that strict pitch rendition is a must. As mentioned above, Soder argued that one can make the canons present by rendering the rhythmic relations clearly. I would like to add that an interpreter may choose, for example,  to be accurate in performing the initial pitches of the theme while giving one’s self more liberty at other parts, where other aspects seem more important. Sometimes a performer will find that he or she need to make compromises in pitch rendering in order to express other things that are more significant for their interpretation. Many places in the historical performances that I examined, would not communicate what that they did, without performing pitches other than the notated ones. 
The focus, I believe, should move from the question of ‘fidelity’ to the score, to the other criteria for the evaluation and criticism of Sprechstimme. The interpretations, scholarly literature and reviews of performances may be enriched if one develops further criteria for discussing Sprechstimme. In this chapter I have pointed to various aspects that are revealed from the analysis of early recordings and their reviews. I would like to suggest that they are not less, and perhaps even more, pertinent to listeners’ experiences of Sprechstimme: tempo, balance, recording quality, number and position of microphones, the size of the room where the music is being performed, relation to the words, relation to the structure of the text of the song, voice colour, balance between voice and instruments, various vocal gestures and the way they are or are not consistent within performance, mood, studio editing, etc…   
Some performers admit that it is hard for them to listen to recorded performances of others.
 However, we can learn much from what early and more recent performers did on recordings.
 It is clear to me that a systematic investigation of other performances has potential to reveal further insights into how one can interpret Pierrot lunaire.   
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