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     	 "Four Hands, Three Hearts":A Commentary
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   A man cannot become a child again, or he becomes childish. But does he not find joy in the child's naïveté, and must he himself not strive to reproduce its truth at a higher stage? Does not the true character of each epoch come alivein the nature of its children?
 —Karl Marx, Grundrisse
 
 "Noch einmal." Four-handed—again? Recurrence is invoked, but uncannily. The very ordinariness of what follows the comma, "noch einmal," draws attention to what it modifies, vierhändig. Like a repeat sign. Do it again. The present-day cultural singularity of vierhändig is as oddly disconcerting as the noch einmal is insistent: let me say this again, not because it's already familiar like a tune that will sound nice on a second hearing and sound even better with more practice but because you haven't heard this in a while, so let me remind you. But why tell me at all? What are the stakes?
 English refers to the practice as "four-hand(s)," as in Sonata for Piano Four Hand, or, simply, four-hand music; German renders it "four-handed," which doesn't parse well in literal translation. Either way, "vierhändig" nowadays conjures up something quaint—or, better, archaic, which, precisely, is Adorno's point, exclaimed in sadness. Standard piano music involves two hands; since the convention is well established, hands aren't mentioned on title pages. Ravel's Concerto for the Left Hand rightly insists on drawing attention to its notably exceptional self-limitation. Otherwise, it's only when more hands are added that hands get counted. More hands than two were often called for in the past, sometimes performing on multiples of the same instrument. Conversely, a few composers, while sticking to one keyboard, increased the players beyond the conventional upper limit of two—W. F. E. Bach: three players/six hands; Cécile Chaminade [End Page 5] (1857–1944): four players/eight hands—presumably attached to small bodies sitting on an extended bench, each set of hands responsible for only a couple of octaves.
 In compositions involving more than one instrument, it's the specific excess of keyboards that gets title-page mention, not the additional hands required to realize the music. For a long time, duets for two keyboard instruments were quite common, reaching their apogee of popularity during the course of the nineteenth century. But as early as the eighteenth century the odd composer experimented with keyboards beyond two, though the results didn'tadd up to much more than being "worth the try." The best-known examples are by Bach: his concertos for two, three, and even four harpsichords. He went for two harpsichords three times, three harpsichords twice, and four once: clearly diminishing returns—the only logical move for five in this progression was zero. And in the good American tradition, according to which too much is nowhere near enough, there were Gottschalk's so-named monster concerts staged in Rio in 1869, one of which involved sixteen pianos and thirty-one pianists. (These monstrous events, together with malaria, proved to be the death of him.)1
 There's a degree of terminological ambiguity in the history of the keyboard duet, since duet, while invariably referring to two performers, could designate either one or two instruments. The question of one piano or two defined distinctly different markets. A duet for two pianos (four hands, and sometimes eight, although then no longer a duet) pretty much meant a piece intended for concert performance, for the simple and obvious reason that very few people had either the domestic space or money to afford two such large instruments. Accordingly, there wasn't much of a market for two-piano music. Adoption of the term vierhändig in the course of the nineteenth century erased any ambiguity concerning performance requirements and did so as an advertising device intended to appeal to a very considerable niche market, that of the bourgeois amateur. In short, four-hand music, for the most part, was music for the home.
 As the quintessential domestic instrument of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie,2 the piano played its...
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