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Reflections on Tone and Interpretation 
 
E very k ind of  tone you  mak e w ith the f lu te has emotional c ontent that serves to c onvey 
something mu sic al.  T his is still tru e if  the tone is indif f erent or even bad,  let alone if  it is 
searingly beau tif u l.  T hat is not to say that every resu lting mu sic al statement is 
appropriate to the mu sic  being played,  bu t that the k ind of  tone,  w ith its vibrato,  that you  
u se – or don’ t u se – to shape a phrase alw ays says something, like it or not. 
 
T his is w hat w e c all in logic  an “ invariant” .  B ec au se of  this,  it is of  paramou nt 
importanc e to c hoose the tone c aref u lly and w isely,  and to ref lec t on it at every moment 
w hen you  play,  no matter w hat other demands are being made on you r attention.  A f u ll,  
ric h sonority,  w ith a w ell-modu lated vibrato,  is the goal of  every f lu tist. H ow ever,  if  w e 
play this w ay all of  the time,  w e w ill be speak ing,  as it w ere,  in a monotone. 
 
T he task  of  the f lu tist,  then,  is to alw ays try to disc over,  thou gh ex perienc e and 
imagination,  w hat the c omposer is saying to you ,  and c hoose the tone( s)  that 
c ommu nic ate that throu gh you  to you r listeners. 
 
N ev er p la y  w ith a  “ d ef a u lt”  sou nd .   T he listeners w ill q u ic kly  b ec ome b ored .  
 
T ak e as an ex ample the opening Adagio movement of  the f irst D ivertimento of  K u hlau .  
Y ou  have a variety of  c hoic es that vary f rom sof t and c alm to resonant and f u ll voic ed,  
w ith delic ate stac c atos and silk y legato melismas all having their plac e in this w onderf u l 
romantic  lyric ism. T he ric her you r tonal palate – and you ’ re w ork ing every day to enric h 
it,  right? – the more dif f ic u lt this bec omes to play. H ow  to proc eed? 
 
I n general,  the ru le is that you  mu st dec ide w here eac h phrase is going mu sic ally,  and 
selec t a c ombination of  tone q u ality and vibrato that w ill c arry you r c onc ept and 
c ommu nic ate it emotionally.  F or w hatever you  w ill play w ill c ommu nic ate something;  
the q u estion is,  have you  c hosen it,  or did it j u st ha p p en? 
 
F or instanc e,  tak e the heavily ornamented phrase f rom measu res 1 6 -1 8 :    
 

  
I t’ s tempting,  perhaps,  to play throu gh this think ing only abou t getting the c orrec t notes,  
w hic h is u nderstandable,  sinc e they are by no means easy.  H ow ever,  there is a detail in 
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m e a s u r e  1 8  t h a t  i s  e a s y  t o  o v e r l o o k :  t h e  w o r d  “ d i m i n u e n d o ” .  Y o u  c a n  p l a y  i t  a s  w r i t t e n ,  
g r a d u a l l y  ( a n d  r o u t i n e l y )  c o n t i n u i n g  t o  g e t  s o f t e r ,  a n d  s t i l l  t h e  p h r a s e  w i l l  s o u n d  l i k e  a n  
e t u d e .   B u t  w h a t  i s  h a p p e n i n g  e m o t i o n a l l y  h e r e ?   P l a y  w i t h  a  f u l l  a n d  b r i l l i a n t  s o u n d  i n  
m e a s u r e  1 6  t h r o u g h  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  1 8 ,  b u t  s w i t c h  t o  s o m e t h i n g  m o r e  s w e e t  a n d  g e n t l e  
d u r i n g  t h e  d i m i n u e n d o .   T h e  r e s u l t  r e v e a l s  t h e  c o m p o s e r s  i n t e n t :  t o  d e l i g h t  t h e  l i s t e n e r  
w i t h  a  d e l i c a t e  c o l o r a t u r a  f l o w e r i n g ,  a  s u r p r i s e  c h a n g e  o f  d i r e c t i o n ,  a  r e f i n e d  a n d  
c i v i l i z e d  e l o q u e n c e .  
 
T h i s  i s  o f  c o u r s e  e x a c t l y  t h e  k i n d  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  d r i v e n  u s e  o f  t o n e  t h a t  w a s  t h e  
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  M a r c e l  M o y s e ’ s  t h i n k i n g  a n d  t e a c h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  f l u t e .   T h e  g o a l  i s  n o t  j u s t  
t o  s o u n d  b e a u t i f u l ,  b e c a u s e  t o  b e  m e r e l y  b e a u t i f u l  i s  t o  b e ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  s t a t i c  a n d  
u n i n t e r e s t i n g .   
 
T h e  l i s t e n e r ’ s  e a r  c r a v e s  m o v e m e n t ,  a n d  t h e  s o u l  c r a v e s  e m o t i o n .   Y o u r  g o a l  i s  t o  
r e c o g n i z e  t h e  i n v a r i a n t  n a t u r e  o f  “ t o n e  =  m u s i c a l  e m o t i o n ”  a n d  a l w a y s  t o  a p p l y  i t  t o  
c o m m u n i c a t e  t h e  c o m p o s e r ’ s  i n t e n t i o n s ,  m o v i n g  f r o m  o n e  e m o t i o n  t o  a n o t h e r ,  t a k i n g  t h e  
l i s t e n e r  w i t h  y o u .  
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