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PR EFACE

Werner Grünzweig

In his book Music and the Line of Most Resistance, Artur Schnabel wrote 
that the amateur in the arts is the least inclined to make concessions in 
quality. Why should s/he? The amateur has no interest other than the 
respective art itself; s/he deals with art for art’s sake and seeks only the 
highest quality.

The author of this book on the teaching of Karl Ulrich Schnabel, Rich-
ard Rhodes, is a perfect example of an amateur who insists on the high-
est standards in the arts. Early in his life he was introduced to the canon 
of classical piano music, and—although he decided at the age of 18 that 
he did not want to become a professional pianist—he has tried since then 
to find out how this repertoire should be played. He is conscious that, in 
Artur Schnabel’s phrase, “the music is often better than it can be played!”

His most profound musical impressions came from Artur Schnabel’s 
interpretations, and he was therefore lucky to meet Schnabel’s son, Karl 
Ulrich Schnabel, who could answer Rhodes’ questions as no one else 
could. When Rhodes took his first lessons with Karl Ulrich in 1969, he 
was already 40 years old and was working successfully as a lawyer for an 
international American company in Geneva.

Born in England in 1929, Rhodes was educated at Eton, and at Trinity 
College of Music, London, before studying Italian as well as Italian and 
Greek art in Italy. After his military service, he worked at French at the 
University of Aix-en-Provence before reading Modern History at oxford 
(Christ Church) under Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper from 1950 to 1953. 
When he finally studied, and consequently made a career in, international 
law—first in South America, then in Paris and Geneva—he never lost 
contact with music. However, his interest in classical piano music dates 
back to his school years at Eton:

“From 1944 onwards, I had access to the gramophone library at Eton. 
All the great composers were represented in these recordings. The vol-
umes from the Beethoven Sonata Society included Beethoven’s ‘Wald-
stein’ and ‘Hammerklavier’ sonatas.
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“These made a strong impression on me. When I compared the record-
ing of the ‘Waldstein’ by Vladimir Horowitz with the one by Artur Schna-
bel, the superiority of Artur’s performance struck me forcibly.

“This impression was reinforced when two years later, in May 1946, 
I heard Artur play Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations in the Albert Hall 
in London. That performance remains an outstanding memory over 60 
years later. Close in style to his recording of that work, the playing was 
freer than in the recording, and the crescendi were often accompanied by 
a resounding series of grunts. He appeared totally oblivious of the audi-
ence.

“The clarity, transparency and vitality of Artur’s playing seemed a true 
expression of Beethoven’s musical thought. I was puzzled by the way in 
which the sonority was achieved. Music teachers to whom I put the ques-
tion could not answer it and were, in general, not interested.”

It was not until 1969 that Rhodes came close to receiving an answer. 
This was when he met Karl Ulrich Schnabel. Schnabel was then 60 years 
old and at the height of his powers as a master teacher of piano. His own 
career as a concert pianist had been developing very well but slowed 
down considerably with the rise of the Nazis to power in Germany. With 
the outbreak of World War II, international concert life came to a halt 
altogether. Whereas “established” pianists such as his father still found 
opportunities to perform or teach, the younger generation was affected 
more harshly. When Karl Ulrich emigrated to the United States with his 
future wife, the American pianist Helen Fogel, he was employed in the 
war industry and could not give concerts for several years. For some time 
he did not even have a piano in his house. After the war, Karl Ulrich took 
up his father’s tradition of holding master classes at Lake Como in which 
he had already participated as an assistant teacher before the war. He also 
taught many students at his home in New York City and was invited to 
teach master classes around the world. 

Karl Ulrich Schnabel’s relationship with Richard Rhodes however was 
a very special one because Rhodes received lessons for more than three 
decades. The two usually met several times a year, mostly at Lake Como. 
The last lesson took place only a year before Karl Ulrich died at the age 
of 92 in 2001. over the years Rhodes developed an effective system for 
notating his teacher’s remarks in his own music editions: he used a dif-
ferent coloured pencil for each lesson so that he could clearly see what 
advice had been given at which lesson. Yet, a comparison of the notes 
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written in the scores throughout the years shows that Karl Ulrich always 
had a very clear concept of the music he taught and did not change his 
opinions concerning tempi and the like very much.1

Rhodes based his book entirely on these notes. Its individual chap-
ters—each dedicated to one piece of music—give much valuable advice to 
anyone studying the compositions discussed in them. It is not a book that 
could (or should even) be read from cover to cover. Rather, it would prob-
ably best be read sitting at the piano with an open score of the piece to be 
studied. In contrast to his father, Karl Ulrich also gave very exact techni-
cal advice. He often gave helpful hints about how a certain passage could 
be mastered more easily by a student with limited technical abilities—
even if this meant that a certain passage would be executed in a way that 
differed from what the composer had notated. (When we look at Artur 
Schnabel’s edition of Beethoven’s piano sonatas, we can see that for him 
even the way a passage was executed mattered and was not to be decided 
by the pianist, whereas for Karl Ulrich only the musical result was crucial. 
on all musical questions, however, Karl Ulrich referred to the autograph 
whenever it was accessible in the form of facsimile editions.)

From the reports about studying with Artur2 or Karl Ulrich Schnabel, 
we can learn a lot about the rich metaphorical language they used in order 
to stimulate their students’ musical fantasy. For the Schnabels, music was 
a language that should speak to both player and listener alike. Not only 
do whole works tell a story—but every musical detail is similar to lan-
guage. Very often Artur Schnabel demonstrated the phrasing and articu-
lation of a passage by fitting words to the music. It was not important 
what the text meant, as long as the phrasing demonstrated the language-
like character of a passage. But it was particular to Karl Ulrich to point 
out the emotional content of a passage or a movement: all details of the 
music, all analytical aspects, and even technical advice were subservient 
to how to render best the particular emotional content of a piece. 

Richard Rhodes’ book is an important and unique contribution to the 
larger picture of Karl Ulrich’s legacy as a master teacher of piano. Sev-
eral of his former students as well as his grandson Claude Mottier pro-

1 In the future, these materials will be kept as Richard Rhodes Collection within the 
Karl Ulrich Schnabel Archive at the Akademie der Künste, Berlin.

2 Cf. William Glock, Notes in Advance (oxford: oxford University Press, 1991), 17– 28; 
David Goldberger, “Artur Schnabel’s Master Classes,” in: Artur Schnabel. Musiker 
Musician. 1882–1951, ed. Werner Grünzweig (Hofheim: Wolke, 2001), 57–68.
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vided us with information about his way of teaching.3 At the archive of 
the Akademie der Künste in Berlin, Peter Serkin’s recordings of his own 
lessons with Karl Ulrich Schnabel (that also spanned several decades) can 
be studied. Mary Lou Chayes’ film Con Brio shows Karl Ulrich in various 
master class situations.4 All these documents will enlarge not only our 
understanding of one of the greatest music teachers of the last century but 
of the musical wisdom of generations of musicians that was united in his 
person.

3 Claude Mottier, “Karl Ulrich Schnabel’s Approach to Expression,” in: Artur Schnabel. 
Bericht über das Internationale Symposion Berlin 2001, ed. Werner Grünzweig (Hof-
heim: Wolke, 2003), 187–193. 

4 Con Brio. Karl Ulrich Schnabel. Master Teacher of Piano, Los Angeles 2007, produced 
by Mary Lou Chayes, available under e-mail: lulula@aol.com from TownHall records, 
HAVE Inc., 350 Power Ave., Hudson, NY 12534 or http://www.townhallrecords.com.




