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Characteristics of Baroque Keyboard Music (c. 1600 - c. 1750) 
Sunday 21st February 2021 - Graham Fitch 

 
The subject of performance practice in music prior to Beethoven arises simply because of: 
 

➢ Imprecise nature of printed notation (the absence of markings and indications in the score) 
➢ Different meanings of the same notations in different periods of music history 
➢ More variables under the judgement of the performer in the baroque (and to a lesser 

extent classical) than in later periods (ornaments and embellishments, for example, fall in 
this gap between the text and the performance). 

 

19thC style had more to do with personal style – how the individual performer felt the music 
should go. This meant that all music, including baroque and other early music was in the 
domain of all musicians and could be approached fearlessly.  
 

Available editions were often highly edited (and altered) with the editor’s personal views on 
dynamics, tempo, etc., and there was little attempt to distinguish those markings that might 
have been from the composer from those that were editorial. As long as it made musical sense, 
it was accepted. Editors guilty of this sort of tampering were Tausig and von Bülow (in 
Scarlatti) and Busoni (in Bach), amongst many others. 
 

Authenticity  
 

➢ Scholarly interest in performance traditions began in the early 1830's, with Fétis and 
Moscheles. They used early instruments in their concerts, and their joint piano method 
(Méthode des Méthodes de Piano, Paris, 1840) refers to earlier treatises and contains 
instructions on the correct performance of ornaments. 

➢ The music of earlier composers began to be published from 1851, beginning with Breitkopf 
and Härtel’s edition of Bach. At around this time, more concerts using historical instruments 
were being put on in London and Paris and some important collections of historical 
keyboard instruments were established (including what were to become the collections at 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, and the Washington Smithsonian Institution).  

➢ The next important wave in the Early Music Movement came with the work of Arnold 
Dolmetsch, and then Thurston Dart and Robert Donington, who became the Establishment 
figures in the field.  

➢ During the early 1970's, performers were striving for historical correctness and yet many 
were content to play on modern instruments: gradually, the attitude became much stricter 
about authentic sound, and performances on historical instruments became de rigueur. 
Among the many musicians who abided by this principle were Trevor Pinnock, John Eliot 
Gardiner and Christopher Hogwood, who attracted a loyal following that rose to quasi cult 
status. 

➢ While it is undeniable that the influence of the Early Music Movement was considerable and 
beneficial, a schism arose that made performances of seventeenth and eighteenth century 
music on modern instruments almost taboo. Of course, the great performers who were 
associated with the music of Bach, Mozart and Beethoven continued undaunted and largely 
unaffected, but this divide was palpable in conservatories at the time, and many pianists did 
not dare to play Bach on their instrument for fear of getting it wrong. 
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➢ The authenticists describe their performances as “authentic” but these might not 
necessarily be good performances. They cannot seem to imagine a performance as being 
inauthentic and good, or authentic and bad. 

➢ One can be authentic in four ways: 
1. By reproducing the music exactly as the composer would have heard it. This calls for the 

use of historical instruments, and a thorough investigation into the performance 
practices of the period.  

2. By reproducing a performance as the composer might have wanted to hear it, but for 
various reasons could not (because the composer might not have had the resources at 
his disposal, or because the instruments of the day were inadequate).  

3. By capturing the spirit of the music based on research into performance practices of the 
period, and yet by realising the music on modern instruments.  

4. By capturing the spirit of the music as one feels it, with no regard for historical 
authenticity. 

➢ Fortunately, the proselytising stance of earlier scholarship has relaxed somewhat, and while 
many hardliners are still adamant that it is wrong to play earlier music on modern 
instruments (thereby denying the pianist trained on the modern instrument the great 
legacy of Bach and Mozart), nowadays there is greater tolerance, and room for both. 
Conservatory courses in performance practice are more widespread, and students tend to 
show at least some interest in (and knowledge of) early instruments and their techniques 
so that their playing can be better informed. 

 

 

Urtext Scores 
 

➢ Most editions of the standard German editions of the classics came out in the second half 
of the 19thC. It was usual for publishers to invite a virtuoso player or a recognised teacher 
to edit them, who often put in lavish amounts of their own fingering, phrasing, dynamics 
and tempo markings, and did not distinguish these from the composer’s. 

➢ Breitkopf and Härtel began to issue a series of Urtext editions, with only the composer’s 
markings. Other German companies soon followed, and by the 1930's many Urtext editions 
were available. 

➢ The lack of performance directions in baroque scores means that one has lots of choices! 
Versatility is assumed and intended by the composer. The most important thing is never to 
interpret a score devoid of markings in a blank or grey fashion, remembering that all music 
is expressive. 

➢ THE ULTIMATE INTENTION OF ALL NOTATIONAL DETAILS IS TO REDUCE THE PERFORMER’S CHOICE. 

 

Piano v. Harpsichord 
 

Bach came from a tradition where choice of keyboard instrument was not specified, because it 
did not matter so much which medium was used. Line was the important thing, not colour 
(Bach did not put registration into his organ music). As long as one applies the expressive and 
playing idioms characteristic of each instrument, one is operating within the baroque spirit. 
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Pedal  
 

Bach did not have a pedal (because he did not have a piano, and the sustaining pedal was 
invented 22 years after his death). Since the pedal is integral to the piano, we can use it in Bach 
provided we do not interfere with contrapuntal lines. Use it for colour and resonance rather 
than legato either making frequent changes, or by partially depressing pedal. 
 

Guidelines for expression  
Very generally and broadly: 
 

➢ When a musical line goes up, it tends to gain in intensity; when it comes down, it tends to 
lose in intensity. This is inherent in vocal music, and natural to most instruments.  

➢ Therefore, descending lines and sequences can be played with a diminuendo; ascending 
lines and sequences with a crescendo.  

➢ Discords equal tension, therefore imply accent.  
➢ Concords equal relaxation, therefore imply no accent.  
➢ When the texture of the music thins out, the playing becomes automatically softer on the 

harpsichord. A big chord is thus an accent. The pianist must notice this and reproduce the 
effects pianistically, by dynamics. 

 

RESOURCES 
 

Main Historical Treatises 
 

J.J. Quantz, On Playing the Flute, 1752  
C.P.E. Bach, Essay on the True Art of playing Keyboard Instruments, 1753  
J.F. Agricola, Introduction to the Art of Singing, 1757 
 

Helpful Modern Publications 
 
Highly recommended Carole Bigler and Valery Lloyd-Watts, Ornamentation: A Question & 
Answer Manual (Van Nuys, California: Alfred, 1995)  
Howard Ferguson, Keyboard Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975)  
Ed. Howard Mayer Brown and Stanley Sadie, Performance Practice: Music after 1600 (New York, 
NY: Norton, 1990) 
 
 

Rhythmic Conventions 
 

Notes inégales  
 

➢ The French practice of inequality (notes inégales) applies to music from the 17th and 18thC, 
and involves the rhythmic alteration of (often slurred) pairs of notes that are notated 
equally. 

➢ There are basically two sorts of inequality; long-short, or short-long (the latter sometimes 
referred to as lombardic). 

➢ The rhythmic value eligible for alteration is the prevailing note value, which is usually half 
the value of the metric beat (quavers in 3/4 time; often semiquavers in common time).  

➢ The passages open to inequality show fairly uniform movement in the appropriate rhythmic 
value(s).  

➢ The notes generally move by step rather than by leap.  
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➢ The mood is usually more “gracious” than energetic. 
 

[see Richard Troeger, Playing Bach on the Keyboard: A Practical Guide (Cambridge: Amadeus 
Press, 2003), 165.] 

 

➢ When more than two notes are placed under a slur these must be played evenly, although 
this does not necessarily preclude a slight leaning on the first note of the group. Watch out 
for a staccato dot on the second note of a slur – this tells you to play short-long (lombardic) 

➢ The extent of the inequality depended on the musical context, and to the good taste of the 
performer (this was stressed by François Couperin in particular). Inequality was almost 
never realised as sharply as a dotted rhythm, but more subtly as triplets or other ratios. If 
one were to divide the main beat into five, the first note of the pair might be held for three 
of these divisions and the second note for two.  

➢ The more usual realisation was long-short, the lombardic form (short-long) reserved for 
descending stepwise pairs: François Couperin indicated the latter form by a slur with a dot 
over the second note of each pair. This is a good example of where the dot was used to 
indicate rhythm and had nothing to do with staccato. 

➢ Couperin used dashes to show detachment (this wedge-shaped sign meaning to separate 
rather than the modern sense of staccatissimo). 

➢ This system was only known and understood within France, and every musician would have 
been brought up with it. The fact that the German theorists Georg Muffat and Johann 
Joachim Quantz had tried to introduce the French system to German music in their writings 
lead later scholars to assume that the tradition was used by German musicians of the time. 
Modern scholars generally feel that it was not. Bottom line – don’t use inequality in Bach! 

 

Dotted Rhythms  
 

➢ In baroque notation, the dot is variable and flexible. It may augment the value of the 
dotted note by less than half (under-dotting) in expressive music, by half (standard 
dotting), or by more than half (over-dotting) in fast or energised music, including in some 
cases by half as much again as standard dotting (double-dotting).  

➢ The use of the double dot to elongate the note further, where the second dot is worth 1/4 
of the note, did not come into general use until the mid-18thC. The notation may, however, 
be found in Jean-Jacques Champion de Chambonnières, Louis Couperin and Jean-Henri 
d’Anglebert (amongst others), but Quantz was the first to actually discuss double dotting. 
While double-dotting can occasionally be found notated by double dots from about the 
middle of the baroque period, and by tied notes from earlier, no significant difference 
seems to have been generally intended. As usual, the basic fact is that baroque notation 
was habitually casual and inconsistent to the eye, though by no means to be taken casually 
or inconsistently in performance. The variable dot of baroque notation is simply one more 
instance of this general attitude. 

 

Rhythmic Assimilation  
 

Synchronise the hands when dotted rhythms occur in one part simultaneously with triplets, or 
dotted rhythms at twice the speed in another. This is mandatory in some cases, such as when a 
dotted rhythm is written together with triplets. In other cases, it is up to the performer to 
decide. This convention lasted well into the romantic period. 
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Ornamentation 
 

For baroque musicians, ornamentation, embellishment and improvisation were integral to their 
training. The line between composer and performer was not nearly as demarcated as is it is 
now (the performer was often the composer), and such elaboration would not be regarded as 
tampering in the same way that the modern musician might see it. Ornamentation varied from 
one country to another and from early baroque to high baroque. 
 

Elizabethan Virginalists  
 

Three ornament signs were used, with strokes going through the note stem, either 1 stroke 
(this probably indicated a mordent, although there is no certainty), 2 strokes (probably an 
upper note trill) and 3 strokes (probably a full trill and termination). Symbols were very vague 
and uncertain – they may have meant to arpeggiate if placed with a chord, or even just to 
articulate. 
 

General Principles in Baroque Ornamentation  
 

➢ The French school was very strict and specific. See François Couperin L’art de toucher le 
clavecin (1716). http://nicolas.sceaux.free.fr/clavecin/ArtDetoucherLeClavecin.pdf (in 
French); also, see Couperin’s and Rameau’s ornament tables in the preface to their 
keyboard works.  

➢ German music was lavishly ornamented but one may certainly add ornamentation and 
embellishment (on repeats, and at cadences where a trill might be assumed).  

➢ In Spanish music one finds two main ornament signs (redouble and quiebro) whose shapes 
were determined by context.  

➢ Italian composers had fewer signs. These were not used with the same precision as in 
French music. There are pre-beat possibilities, and trills may start on the main note. The 
small notes (graces) mean long or short appoggiaturas on the beat (groups of small notes 
may come before the beat when a sound effect such as a guitar is intended). 

➢ Trills and appoggiaturas create dissonance with the harmony and thus ornaments begin ON 
THE BEAT! There are some exceptions to this in French music (see F. Couperin’s ornament 
tables for passing appoggiaturas), but these are very rare in Bach. Trills and mordents may 
have as many repercussions as time and taste allow. Ornaments are chameleon-like and 
match their surroundings. Thus, in slow music, ornaments may be slower and more 
expressive, in fast music more rhythmical. Do not omit ornaments – extra ones may be 
added according to national styles and the performer’s own taste. 

 

Mordent  
 

A mordent is a wavy trill sign with a vertical line through it. It is realised as the main note, then 
the note below, then main note again. Multiple repercussions are possible, depending on the 
context and taste.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://nicolas.sceaux.free.fr/clavecin/ArtDetoucherLeClavecin.pdf


 

PTC 2020-21: Characteristics of Baroque Keyboard Music © The PTC UK 

Trill  
 

➢ Trills (marked tr or with a wavy line) begin from the UPPER NOTE! 
➢ The upper-note start to baroque trills is described or illustrated with monotonous regularity 

from the middle of the seventeenth century onwards. (Donington, A Performer’s Guide to 
Baroque Music, 196.) 

➢ It was not until 1828 that Hummel started to advocate lower-note trills in his Anweisung zum 
Piano-Forte-Spiel, after which there is evidence for both types. 

➢ Marpurg, Quantz and C.P.E. Bach all stress the need for the trill to begin with its upper 
auxiliary, even when this upper note precedes the trill and it must be repeated, rather than 
using the three-note ornament, known as the Schneller. 

➢ C.P.E Bach’s Schneller (the so-called mordent!) was a later invention. In J.S. Bach, this three-
note ornament may be used in very fast passages (where a 4-note trill would be 
impossible), or in a legato context where the note before the trill is the same note as the 
upper note of the trill. This is actually a tied trill (Couperin’s tremblement lié) and while it 
sounds like a three-note ornament, the first note is actually tied over. In fast passages, a 
modern acciaccatura is preferable to the three-note ornament. 

 

Appoggiatura  
 

➢ This is written as a small note and is not to be confused with the acciaccatura, a later 
ornament with an oblique line through the stem. The appoggiatura goes ON THE BEAT! 

➢ An appoggiatura is an accented dissonance from above or below, mostly by step but 
sometimes by larger intervals, creating a clash with the harmony by coming on the beat. 
The appoggiatura should be stressed, and the resolution played lightly by means of a slur. 

➢ The length of the appoggiatura is variable, depending on context and despite the number 
of tails (or lack thereof) on the miniaturised note stem. In this regard, flexibility on the part 
of the performer is called for despite the elaborate and specific rules laid out by some 
authors (C.P.E. Bach in particular). In deciding the length of the appoggiatura, think in 
terms of a variety of possibilities rather than one correct way. 

➢ Often the decision depends on the movement of the other (usually lower) parts. Rather 
than coincide the resolution of the appoggiatura with a note in another part, it is often 
more elegant to resolve it just before (especially on the harpsichord where the 
simultaneous striking of a bass note with the resolution of the appoggiatura would tend to 
create an accent). The length of the appoggiatura may be altered on repeats, for the sake 
of interest and variety. 

 

Articulation and Touch 
 

➢ C.P.E. Bach said that notes with neither slurs nor staccatos should receive half their value. 
The “legato-unless-otherwise-stated” assumption did not come until the end of the century 
with Clementi. 

➢ Actually, unarticulated notes in baroque may be freely articulated depending on their 
rhythmical function or pattern. Touch will vary between extreme legato (overholding, or 
“finger pedal”), to staccato but with all degrees of separation and connectedness in 
between. On modern instruments, a non-legato style tends to sound ugly and contrived, 
whereas it suited the early instruments. 
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Repeats 
 

It was customary in the baroque period to play repeats differently, with added ornaments and 
embellishments. The repeat may be more detailed and ornate. The analogy is of looking at a 
painting: one needs the general overview of the whole before looking at aspects in close-up. 
 
 

Tempo 
  
➢ There is no absolute tempo for any music, despite instructions from the composer. Tempo 

choice depends on many factors (acoustical space of the performance, the performers 

taste and state of mind, instrument, etc.). 

➢ There is much more of a range of tempo possibilities in baroque music than in classical.  

➢ The tempo of dance movements is based on traditions. There are no hard and fast rules, 

but Quantz’s table is a useful guide. See Sandra Rosenblum, Performance Practices in Classic 

Piano Music (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988), 354. 


