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Orlando Gibbons, The Queen’s Command 
The frequent double oblique lines placed through the stems of the notes indicate 
that the note is to be ornamented, probably with some form of oscillation or rapid 
alteration of that note with the one immediately above or below it. 

Ennemond Gaultier, Tombeau de Mesangeau 
Historically informed interpretations of the Tombeau acknowledge a performance 
tradition called style brisé, or “broken style,” that modern performers who are not 
versed in historical style sometimes ignore. According to this convention, the notes 
of a chord are played one after another, from the bottom up, rather than at the same 
time as the notation indicates. Delays, irregular rhythms, and avoidance of obvious 
patterning in style brisé lend an improvisatory quality to French Baroque lute music.  

Johann Hermann Schein, Courente, from Suite no. 6 
Many dances went through radical transformations over the course of their 
popularity, and the courante is a good example. The late-sixteenth-century and early 
seventeenth-century courante, in its many and varied spellings, was a lively dance 
popular in both France and Italy and is associated primarily with hop-step 
combinations. By the middle of the century, the French had slowed it down, notating 
it most often in 3/2, and providing it with elegant gliding steps. Schein’s courente is 
notated in 6/4, with only a few scattered hemiolas, and is mostly homophonic. This 
aligns it with the simpler, faster corrente rather than the dignified courante, with its 
typically ambiguous rhythms and phrases. 

Dario Castello, “Sonata Sesta a 2” from Sonate concertate in stil modern, Book 1 
Cornettists modeled their articulation on singers, whose every syllable change in the 
text can be likened to an articulation and who used a glottal articulation for the 
passagi and elaborate vocal embellishments known as gorgie. Cornettists also 
articulated almost everything (including cadential trills), often using complicated 
compound tonguing syllables that ensured a slight amount of rhythmic inequality in 
the notes. Single tonguing (te te or de de) was appropriate only for slower note 
values; an alternation of te re was used for diminutions of moderate speed; the very 
fluid syllables le-re-le-re, de-re-le-re or te-re-le-re were recommended for the fastest 
passages. 

Biagio Marini, “Sonata in ecco” 
Marini specifically labels the figure echoed in measure 28 as a groppo. As we know 
from Giulio Caccini (who called it a gruppo), this is a turned trill, and the performer 
can multiply the oscillations at will and gradually increase their speed. 

Girolamo Frescobaldi, “Toccata Nono,” from Toccate e partite d’intavolatura  
Since the notation of Frescobaldi’s toccatas does not specify the many nuances in 
rhythmic interpretation that Frescobaldi had in mind, the composer wrote a preface 
to Book I that explains how the pieces are to be played. Clearly Frescobaldi wanted 
to maintain some of the spontaneity that characterizes an improvisation. According 
to Frescobaldi, “the manner of playing, just as in the performance of modern 
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madrigals, should not be subjected to strict time. Although such madrigals are 
difficult, they are facilitated if one takes the beat now languidly, now lively, or 
holding back, according to the affection of the music or the meaning of the word.”  

Frescobaldi’s guidelines are by no means obvious from the notation; nor are they 
the types of choices a performer today would intuitively make. For instance, he 
explains that the various sections of the piece may be played independently or 
mixed and matched and stopped at any time. He also instructs the performer to 
arpeggiate harmonies written as block chords; to stop briefly on the final note of a 
passage or a trill; slow down at cadences and hold the final note; precede a 
consonance or passagework in both hands with a slight preparatory silence; play 
trills rapidly and with as many oscillations as the time permits rather than reading 
the formulaic notation of a trill literally; give passages in equal sixteenth notes a 
dotted rhythm (short-long) in certain instances; and to choose a more moderate 
tempo for pieces with passagework than without. 

Jean-Baptiste Lully, Phaëton, Overture 
Overtures were played by the full orchestra, comprising up to forty string players 
and a continuo section: the top part would have been taken by the violin, the middle 
three parts by different sizes of viola (hautes-contre, tailles, and quintes), and the 
bottom voice by the bass violins (the orchestration was weighted considerably 
towards the outer voices). Since Lully’s orchestra often included up to eight oboes 
and bassoons, pairs of recorders and/or flutes, and sometimes trumpets and 
timpani as well, some doubling—not indicated in the score, although it is often 
possible to reconstruct more detailed orchestration by looking at the individual 
parts—is also likely.  

Performers exaggerated the effect of the dotted rhythms of the first part of the 
French overture by lengthening the time allotted to the dotted note (usually treating 
much of the dot as a rest) and shortening the corresponding anacrusis into the next 
beat. This over-dotting, as it is called, was not notated, but the convention was 
commonly understood. Baroque writers consistently called attention to the 
difference between the weak and strong beats of a measure, and this concept 
underpins articulation and accentuation throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Baroque bows enhanced the difference in sound (and energy) between 
the up and down strokes of the bow: down-bows automatically stressed the strong 
beats of a measure (beats one and three in 4/4/, for instance); upbeats would have 
been used for the weak beats. Lully insisted on uniform bowing from his string 
players, who would have automatically played all downbeats with a down-bow. The 
anacrusis that precedes each down beat in the overture would have been played 
with an up-bow. 

Jean-Baptiste Lully, Phaëton, Act I, Scene 8 
French recitative is more measured than Italian recitative and is not performed with 
as much rhythmic freedom. Meter changes, a characteristic of French recitative, 
ensure that the lengthened syllables that fall at the end of a line of text (or at the 
caesura within the line) occur on a downbeat.  
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Jean-Baptiste Lully, Phaëton, Act II, Scene 1, Clymene and Phaëton 

Performers knowledgeable in French Baroque performance practice would apply a 
performance convention known as notes inégales (unequal notes) to the eighth-
notes in the bass line that accompanies Clymene’s air, dividing the quarter-note beat 
into long and short values, even though they are notated in equal values. This 
rhythmic practice is similar in effect to the way jazz musicians “swing” their eighth 
notes, and the degree of inequality can vary from a distinctly dotted rhythm to a 
subtle lilt. It was considered appropriate for passages moving in mostly stepwise 
motion below the level of the beat, and it was used in all genres of French music. 
Performers would have applied inequality almost automatically, and they would 
have known that it was inappropriate in disjunct or arpeggiated passages, or on 
notes under a slur or notated with staccato dots. The eighth notes in the bass line at 
the approach to the double bar in Clymene’s air (mm. 49–50) would not be played as 
notated but subjected to some amount of inequality.  

Singers can refer to Bénigne de Bacilly’s 1668 vocal treatise, Remarques curieuses 
sur l’art de bien chanter (A Commentary on the Art of Proper Singing) for a wealth of 
information on French vocal style. Bacilly gives remarkably precise instructions for 
applying ornaments in every situation; he discusses syllable length (so that singers 
can learn which syllables of a text can receive an ornament) and the proper 
pronunciation of French, which was considerably different in the mid-seventeenth 
century from what it is today. Bacilly reminds singers that some letters that are not 
pronounced in common speech, such as the final s in a plural, should be pronounced 
in singing in order to make the text as easily understood as possible, and he calls 
attention to the many instances in which singers tend to get lazy with French 
vowels. Bacilly’s treatise is full of annotated musical examples, many of them 
composed by the excellent singer/composer (and Lully’s father-in-law), Michel 
Lambert. 

Jean-Baptiste Lully, Phaëton, Act V, Scene 8, Chorus 
The people urge Jupiter to hurry in a loud, brisk chorus supported by the full 
orchestra. Since tempos were linked to meter signatures, the 3/8 meter signature 
would have immediately indicated a fast speed, faster than the more common 3/4.  

Marin Marais, Tombeau pour Monsieur Lully 
Marais was precise about the ornaments that he wanted and notated them carefully. 
Many of these were specific to viol playing, and include two different types of 
vibrato, selectively applied to an individual note to make it more expressive. Vibrato 
is thus considered an ornament and was not applied continuously. The vibrato 
produced most, like modern string vibrato, called a plainte, was marked with a 
vertical wavy line, as in the solo viol’s first note, where it enhances an expressive 
lingering at the top of the descending minor tetrachord that provides the skeleton of 
the opening melody. A second type of vibrato, called flattement and notated with a 
horizontal wavy line, was played by placing two fingers very close together on the 
string, one producing a slightly lower pitch (m. 9). Other notated ornaments include 
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the comma after the A in the fourth beat of measure 35, which indicates a trill; and 
the small x on the downbeat of measure 36, which indicates a mordent. 

Marais specified the bowings with a small p for pousser (push) and a t for tirer (pull). 
Since the viola da gamba is bowed underhand, the pousser stroke is the stronger 
one, and will provide the light stress suitable for strong beats of the measure. Marais 
marked the bowings so that the performer would not choose a less expressive, 
alternate bowing. 

Elizabeth Jacquet de La Guerre, Prelude in D from Pièces de clavecin 
La Guerre began each suite with an unmeasured prelude, a type of movement that 
translates the improvisatory style of the lutenists to the harpsichord (there are links 
to the improvisatory keyboard preludes of Girolamo Frescobaldi and Johann Jakob 
Froberger as well). The notation encourages the performer to interpret the prelude 
with the rhythmic freedom associated with improvisation. The unmeasured 
preludes of Louis Couperin, a generation earlier than La Guerre, were notated 
entirely in whole notes. La Guerre used a mixture of note values, which clarifies the 
distinction between harmonic and melodic notes, but still leaves the rhythm in the 
hands of the performer. Whole notes in the unmeasured sections make the 
harmonic structure clear, while eighth and quarter notes (stemmed and flagged 
black notes) designate melodic or nonharmonic tones. Slurs (curved lines) are used 
in three different ways: (1) to indicate that a note should be sustained, (2) to 
indicate that several notes should be grouped to a single harmony, and (3) to group 
a stemmed black note with a whole note.  

The profusion of ornaments in the repertory of the French harpsichord school led to 
the development of an efficient system of notation for ornamentation utilizing a 
number of small signs or symbols applied to single notes or chords. The symbol 
indicates the shape of the ornament but leaves the speed of execution, the number 
of repercussions in a trill or mordent, and more subtle rhythmic and dynamic 
nuances up to the performer. La Guerre did not provide an ornament table of her 
own in either of her books of keyboard music, so performers today generally 
interpret her signs based on the ornament table left by by Jean-Henri d’Anglebert 
(1689) and an earlier one by Jacques Champion de Chambonnières (1670), who was 
d’Anglebert’s teacher. The cross (+) on the fourth note in the treble indicates a port 
de voix, an appoggiatura placed on the beat and approached from below. La Guerre 
uses only a few additional ornament signs in the prelude: a horizontal wavy line for 
a trill, a horizontal wavy line with a diagonal slash for a pincé (mordent), a curved 
(concave) line hooked to a note like a tail to indicate that the chord is arpeggiated, 
and the standard double-curve sign for a turn. 

François Couperin, “L’âme en peine” from Troisième livre de pièces de clavecin 
François Couperin included his own table of ornaments in the preface to his 
harpsichord works. Couperin carefully notated all the ornaments he wanted, even 
placing commas at the ends of phrases to ensure that the player would take time to 
“breathe.”  
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Michel-Richard De Lalande, De Profundis 
Lalande gives precise indications of performing forces: chorus, four-part strings, 
soprano (sung by boys or castrati), high tenor (haute-contre), tenor, bass baritone, 
bass, and figured basso continuo. He divided both the instruments and singers into 
large and small groups to maximize contrast and dramatic effect.  

Henry Purcell, “O sing unto the Lord” 
There are relatively few English sources on singing from the seventeenth century to 
guide modern performers of Purcell’s music. Even the matter of pitch is murky, for 
there were multiple pitch standards in seventeenth-century Europe. It is now 
thought that Purcell’s church music was probably performed at Quire Pitch, which 
sits from one to two semitones above modern pitch. Contemporary English sources 
offer more general advice on such matters as presentation and expression. John 
Playford’s “Brief Discourse of the Italian Manner of Singing,” included in editions of 
1664 and later of An Introduction to the Skill of Musick, draws heavily on Giulio 
Caccini’s Le nuove musiche (The New Music, 1602). Playford reiterates Caccini’s 
basic principle that expression of the text is the basis for dynamic contrast, phrasing, 
articulation, and embellishment.  

Henry Purcell, Trio Sonata in A Minor: 
Since Purcell was directly involved with the publication of his Sonnata’s of III Parts 
(1683), its preface demands special attention. Of particular interest are the 
instructions to English musicians for interpreting Italian musical terms: “It remains 
only that the English Practitioner be enform’d, that he will find a few terms of Art 
perhaps unusual to him; the chief of which are these following: Adagio and Grave, 
which import nothing but a very slow movement: Presto Largo, Poco Largo, or Largo 
by itself, a middle movement: Allegro, and Vivace, a very brisk, swift, or fast 
movement: Piano, soft.” Such a tutorial on Italian tempo markings would have been 
relevant for negotiating the alternating slow and fast tempos of Purcell’s Trio Sonata 
in A Minor (Z. 794), whose multiple sections are differentiated by tempo 
designations: [Allegro], Adagio, Largo, Grave, Canzona Tempo primo, and an Adagio 
close. 

Henry Purcell, The Fairy-Queen, Act II, No. 14. Night 
The marvelous sequence of songs for Night, Mystery, Secrecy, and Sleep was 
inspired by the sommeil, or “sleep scene,” popular in Jean-Baptiste Lully’s operas. 
However, the musical effect of this scene would have been quite different if Purcell 
had followed his librettist’s cues to the letter. John Dryden’s libretto repeated a line 
from the beginning of each song, providing Purcell with the opportunity for either a 
da capo repeat or a musical refrain. Purcell ignored the poet’s suggestions in all four 
instances, choosing instead to link the movements in a fluid fashion more in keeping 
with a French sommeil scene. The series is far from static, for each movement is 
given a separate meter signature and rhythmic profile, although Purcell may have 
assumed that an even tactus (a constant beat) would maintain a logical and organic 
series of tempo relationships between the four linked movements. The tradition, 
inherited from the Renaissance, that different meters were proportionally related to 
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one another, was still part of Purcell’s thinking. Thus Night’s stately 3/2 tempo, 
which moves almost entirely in half notes, would merge seamlessly into Mystery’s 
gentle gavotte (atypically beginning on the downbeat instead of halfway through the 
measure), the half note maintaining the beat in both movements; the minuet 
(Secrecy), whose delicate ornamentation precludes too lively a tempo, would 
proceed in what was called a sesquialtera relationship, one triple measure taking the 
same time as one duple measure in the gavotte. Purcell then returns the listener to a 
slow 4/4 meter for Sleep’s “Hush,” and here the quarter note takes the very leisurely 
beat. This makes the most of the rhetorical pauses—much remarked on in Purcell’s 
day—that allow us to imagine the singer as he tiptoes out of the scene, and the slow 
breathing of the sleeper. 

Purcell’s skill in setting the English language has been justly praised and is much in 
evidence here. The many short-long rhythms—so characteristic of Purcell—align 
beautifully with the natural accents of the language. The accented syllable falls on 
the beat, but the short-long rhythm takes into account the fact that the unaccented 
syllable takes up more time. 

Arcangelo Corelli, Opus 6, no. 1 
Multiple performance options enabled publishers and composers to reach both the 
sonata and concerto markets. Corelli most likely envisioned his Opus 6 as trio 
sonatas with (optional) tutti reinforcement. The twelve concertos of Opus 6 are 
scored for two violins and violoncello in the concertino group, and four-part strings, 
comprised of two violins, viola, and basso (all with optional doublings) in the 
concerto grosso group. Corelli provides each group with its own basso continuo part, 
which suggests that the concertino was conceived as an independent, self-sufficient 
ensemble. The title page of the 1714 Estienne Roger edition presents the concertino 
parts as obligati (necessary) and the ripieno as ad arbitrio or “arbitrary.” This 
suggests that the pieces could be performed in a number of different ways. 

Georg Muffat’s preface to Auserlesene Instrumentalmusik (1701) might be applicable 
to Corelli’s set, for Muffat advised: “If you do not have a large number of violins, or 
you want to hear these concerti with only a few instruments, you could form a self-
sufficient trio of obbligato players by choosing the parts called Violino Primo 
Concertino, Violino Secondo Concerto and Basso continuo e Violoncino Concertino.” 
Muffat goes on to suggest that if more musicians are available, one can increase the 
number of string players in the concerto grosso group and expand the continuo 
section to include harpsichords, theorbos, harps, and similar instruments. However, 
the concertino part should be played only one to a part by the best players—except 
in very large halls when the concerto grosso group is also especially large. We should 
keep in mind that one documented performance of several of Corelli’s concerti grossi 
in Rome in 1689 used up to eighty performers, including thirty-nine violins, ten 
violas, seventeen cellos, ten basses, lute, two trumpets, and continuo keyboards. 
Corelli’s student Francesco Geminiani claimed that Corelli, like Lully, insisted on 
uniform bowing from the string players. 
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Muffat offers tips on dynamics and tempo as well, advising performers to exaggerate 
the difference between piano and forte and to take the slow movements more 
slowly, “sometimes to such an extent that one can hardly believe it” and those 
marked Allegro, Vivace, Presto, Più Presto and Prestissimo “much livelier and faster.”  

George Frideric Handel, Op. 6, no. 5 
Listeners are accustomed to hearing an all-string texture in Handel’s Opus 6 concerti 
grossi, but Handel later added oboe parts to several of them, including nos. 1, 2, 5, 
and 6. The oboes mostly—but not exclusively—double the ripieno violins; some of 
their entries are clearly intended as special orchestral effects. We know that several 
of the Opus 6 concertos were advertised as part of Handel’s oratorio performances, 
and, like his organ concertos (with Handel at the organ), would have been played 
during intermission. Certainly the oboes would have added both body and 
projection to the tuttis, an advantage in larger venues. 

The words tasto solo written occasionally in the continuo part indicate that only the 
bass note is to be played, without harmonization. 

Antonio Vivaldi, Opus 3, no. 3 
Vivaldi’s L’estro armonico concertos were published in Amsterdam by Estienne 
Roger in 1711 at the composer’s initiative, and were issued in eight separate part 
books, one each for violins 1–4, violas 1 and 2, violoncello, and “violone e cembalo.” 
The publication is extremely clean, and performers today can easily play from 
facsimiles of these parts. Vivaldi was liberal with forte and piano markings; solo and 
tutti markings also occur throughout, alerting players to changes in texture and 
distinctions between concertino and ripieno. Although some scholars believe this 
publication suggests one player per part performance, modern editions have 
generally distributed the violin parts to allow for orchestral performances. Indeed, it 
seems that Baroque concertos presented players with numerous performance 
options, depending on occasion, venue, and available players. 

Johann Sebastian Bach, Italian Concerto, BWV 971 
A double manual harpsichord provides the performer with the resources to vary 
both dynamics and tone color. For instance, engaging the four-foot register on the 
bottom manual reinforces the basic sonority with another set of strings that sound 
an octave higher, creating both brighter timbre and greater volume. The bottom 
manual can also be coupled with the upper manual, activating two separate eight-
foot registers for a fuller sonority. The bottom manual can thus be made to sound 
considerably louder than the top one, making it possible to alternate loud and soft 
passages. Bach included many dynamic markings in the score of the Italian 
Concerto: the ritornellos are often marked forte for both hands, and solo episodes 
often have the right hand forte and left hand piano. Surprisingly, however, the 
dynamic markings are not a foolproof way of determining whether a passage would 
have been played by the orchestra or by the soloist had the piece been an actual 
violin concerto. That is because the Italian Concerto is not a transcription of an 
actual concerto; it merely imitates such a transcription. It is important to realize that 
Bach was not always alerting the performer to tutti/solo contrasts with his dynamic 
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markings. In fact, he sometimes deliberately blurred the conventional distinctions 
between orchestral tutti and solo episode.  

Johann Sebastian Bach, Fugue no. 21 in B-flat major, BWV 866 
Many pianists adopt what they consider a “harpsichord touch” for playing Bach, a 
detached sound at a single dynamic that attempts (and inevitably fails) to make the 
modern concert grand duplicate the sound of a harpsichord. It is far more essential 
for the pianist to acknowledge the basic stylistic elements that all Baroque players 
would have taken for granted. These include respecting tempos and their 
relationship to meter signatures, making a clear and consistent distinction between 
strong and weak beats, and avoiding the kind of pervasive legato that results when 
the hand never leaves the keyboard. Baroque music breathes with every phrase, 
sometimes with every motive. It tends to be articulated in small units, and Bach’s 
slurs most frequently embraced only a small number of notes a time—four or fewer. 
Furthermore, slurs were also formulas for dynamics: they were commonly 
understood to start with a clear accent and diminish in volume with subsequent 
notes under the slur. Two-note slurs often suggested a short-long rhythmic 
alteration as well. 

In his preface to the Weiner Urtext Edition of Bach’s English Suites, early keyboard 
specialist Colin Tilney suggests that the pianist can draw inspiration from the sound 
of the clavichord, which was capable of subtle distinctions in volume, and is thus a 
fruitful model for pianists. Tilney advises pianists to avoid fortissimo dynamics and 
focus on the middle to lower dynamic ranges, restricting crescendos and 
decrescendos to within that range as well. He also reminds readers that the 
harpsichord’s volume increases with the number of notes played; the entry of a 
fugue subject will therefore always be softer than a passage in four-part 
counterpoint. The sustaining pedal is not forbidden, but Tilney does urge restraint. 
Its use, he says, “is more likely to be short and frequent than constant or prolonged.” 

Citation: Johann Sebastian Bach. English Suites, BWV 806-811. Edited by Walther 
Dehnhard. Fingering and Suggestions for Performance by Colin Tilney. Vienna: 
Wiener Urtext Edition, 1988, p. xvi.  

Editions of Music by Johann Sebastian Bach 
A score in the Baroque era was often a blueprint for a performance, not a sacrosanct 
representation of the only way one might perform the piece; specialists in the 
performance of early music prefer to play from editions that present the music 
without editorial changes and additions. They thus choose facsimiles of the original 
manuscript or publication, or scholarly editions that make all editorial interventions 
transparent (these are sometimes referred to as “Urtext” editions). If editorial 
suggestions are made, they are clearly indicated in the scores (with additions placed 
in parentheses or written with small notes or dotted lines) and explained in 
prefaces or endnotes. Bach’s music is available in many different editions, but these 
may contain misleading information. Some editors have added slurs, tempo words, 
and dynamics. Others have changed the ornaments or written them out in small 
notes; others still make suggestions regarding tempo, continuo realizations, and 
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performance resources that are neither relevant nor historically informed. The most 
recent publication of Bach’s collected works, the Neue Bach Ausgabe (NBA), 
published by Bärenreiter, presents up-to-date scholarship collated from reliable 
manuscript and published sources. The Neue Bach Ausgabe replaces the earlier 
collected works edition, the Bach Gesellschaft, which is still useful (and available 
online), although it should usually be checked against the NBA for differences. 
Scholarship is constantly evolving, especially in Bach studies, and new Urtext 
editions, overseen by specialists in early music performance, may offer useful 
suggestions to the performer. Because Bach’s music (especially the keyboard 
repertoire) exists in many different copies, there may be several alternate versions 
of the same piece or passage. The editor’s job is to choose the version most likely to 
represent a performance Bach would have sanctioned.  

Johann Sebatian Bach, Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme, BWV 140 
Current, albeit controversial, scholarship suggests that in Bach’s day even the choral 
movements of the cantatas usually required only one (male) voice per part, although 
some scores requested additional ripieno singers in isolated passages. 
Instrumentalists outnumbered the singers: Bach’s letter to the Leipzig town council 
of 1730 specified a total of at least eighteen instrumentalists, plus organ, for 
accompanying the cantatas. This group typically comprised a string body of eleven, 
and at least seven other instruments, including trumpets, woodwinds, and timpani 
as required. An ensemble of this size is essentially still chamber music, and in 
marked contrast to the massive choral and orchestral forces that a long tradition of 
performing and recording Bach’s cantatas has made familiar to listeners.  


