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                    Music from Program I - Historical Introduction & Musical Tour 
 

Although the date of the invention of the harpsichord is a mystery, we know that 

harpsichords evolved from hand-plucked instruments called psalteries sometime around 

the beginning of the 15th century. By the late 1400s, sculptures, paintings and 

descriptions show that harpsichords were found throughout Europe, and during the 16th, 

17th, and 18th centuries they rose to great prominence. Harpsichords were played in the courts of Queen 

Elizabeth in England, Louis the XIVth in France, Frederick the Great in Prussia, and Queen Maria Barbara in 

Spain, as well as in the homes and shops of the common people – especially in England and the Flemish 

countries. And since 18th century conductors directed from the harpsichord, the orchestra essentially grew 

up around it. 
 

There were also many centers of harpsichord building throughout Europe, and just as the familiar piano 

differs in size, touch and quality of sound, harpsichords varied dramatically. They ranged in size from the 

graceful early Italian harpsichord weighing little more than a modern bass viol to the heavier 7 ½ - 8 feet 

English and German instruments of the 18th century with two keyboards and three or more sets of strings. 

Small spinets were produced in various shapes and even some “uprights”. Indeed, the very name of the 

instruments differed from country to country. In Italy a harpsichord was called a clavicymbalo, in England – 

a virginal or harpsichord, in Germany – the cembalo, in France – the clavecin. 
 

In short, the harpsichord was not simply the last step in a series of improvements leading to the piano. It 

was an instrument of stature for hundreds of years before the invention of the piano and existed 

simultaneously with it for nearly a century. This overlapping period while both instruments were played 

was at once the golden age of harpsichord music – with the composers Bach, Handel and Scarlatti – and 

the beginning of its decline. 
 

As interest in early music blossomed with the 20th century, however, the harpsichord emerged unscathed 

from the past… (One still survives, in fact, from 1521.) Perhaps it was inevitable that the first attempts to 

recreate the harpsichord resembled the modern grand piano. Many builders soon discovered, however, 

that the simple plucked string was at a disadvantage housed in such a massive case, and they began to 

return to the smaller, wood-framed instruments to try to recapture some of the tonal qualities of the 

original harpsichords. The harpsichord has also seemed to defy most attempts at mass production. 

Harpsichord makers today still work by hand in small shops, much as builders did centuries ago, and 

composers again are writing music for it to take advantage of its unique expressive qualities. 
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From the variety of instruments described previously, this program features three different harpsichords to 

represent three major schools of harpsichord building.  Each possesses a distinct character and tonal 

quality or color.   
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    Music from Program I - Historical Introduction & Musical Tour 

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY    

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 

♪ Track 01               ♪ Track 01 * Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse 

Music+words  

♪+  Track 02 

Music alone  

♪ Track 02 

* Giovanni Gabrieli, 1593 Prelude.   Introduction to the harpsichord & its music. 

 

♪+ Track 03 

 

♪ Track 03 
* Girolamo Frescobaldi, Galliard 

This piece is performed on a copy of an early Italian instrument. Italy was the world center of 

harpsichord building by the 16th century and Italian instruments were shipped throughout Europe. 

Notes played on these instruments begin with a distinct pop, but fade quickly. 

 

♪+  Track 04 

 

♪ Track 04 
* Richard Farnaby, “Fayne Would I Wedd” 

This piece is played on a copy of a Flemish instrument - much in demand throughout Europe from near 

the end of the 16th century to the middle of the 18th century. The design of the Flemish harpsichord let 

to a fuller, smoother tone, with a little less definition to the beginning and end of each note.   

 

♪+  Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05 
* Henry Purcell, Ground in Gamut Z645 

This piece is played on an instrument copied from a mid-18th century French design. The sound is more 

mellow and flute-like. All three of these harpsichords will be represented as we survey nearly 250 years 

of harpsichord music, starting in the 1500s and ending around 1750. This will provide only a minute 

glimpse of the harpsichord music of the period, but the pieces taken as a whole reflect the tremendous 

wealth and variety of music that exists for the instrument. 

 

♪+  Track 06 

 

♪Track 06 
* Two Early Italian Dances 

Keyboard dances were one of the earliest forms of music that were suited to the harpsichord.  Here are 

two short dances from a collection called Intabolatura Nova published around 1550 in Venice.  The first 

is a galliard – a lively dance with 5 steps (including a jump) in each group of six beats. The second is 

titled “The Forces of Hercules” Both of these pieces were played on the early Italian instrument. 

 

♪+ Track 07 

 

♪Track 07 
* William Byrd, Galliard 

This galliard by the English composer William Byrd was published around 1590. It is more ornamented 

than the previous Italian dances. In fact, with all the added embellishments, it would be difficult to play 

the music fast enough to be able to dance to it – but the rhythmic character of the galliard is still 

present.  

 

♪+  Track 08 

 

♪Track 08 
* Henry Purcell, Ground in D Minor Z222 and Round O 

These pieces by Purcell, published around 1700, reflect the new stylization of ornaments and the 

importance of the bass line. The bass in the first piece repeats over and over in a pattern called a 

ground, while the upper voice sings its own melodies. The 2nd piece is a keyboard version of one of his 

famous melodies for strings.   

 

♪+ Track 09 

 

♪Track 09 
* Jean-Philippe Rameau, L’Entretien des Muses  

This piece from early 18th century French harpsichord music illustrates the ornamented and refined 

elegance of King Louis XIV’s court. Although much French music was written in dance rhythms, the 

titles of some compositions, (for instance, “Mysterious Barricades”), indicate that expression of a 

mood was taking on new importance. The resonant tones of the French harpsichord are especially 

suited to this kind of piece, roughly described as “Conversations of the muse”. 

 

♪+ Track 10 

 

♪Track 10 
* Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata K 209 

The Italian composer, Domenico Scarlatti was born in 1685 – the same year as Bach and Handel. He 

wrote most of his harpsichord sonatas while in Spain and Portugal, and Spanish guitar sounds and 

dance rhythms find their way into many of his sonatas.    
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                               Music from Program II - On the Early Side 
 

  

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 

 
 

 

♪ Track 01               ♪ Track 01 * Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse 

 

Music+words  

 

♪+  Track 02 

 

Music alone  

 

♪ Track 02  

 

* Earliest keyboard dance, Robertsbridge Codex     This selection of early music for harpsichord is one of 

the earliest known pieces for keyboard, an Estampie or dance from around 1360. This was a period before 

harpsichords appeared in paintings or descriptions, and before composers had begun to write with a 

specific keyboard instrument in mind. By the 1500s there was a wealth of music that seemed especially 

suited for the harpsichord. The harpsichord’s plucked strings produce a tone that fades away -- a more 

transparent sound than the organ or modern piano, yet one that begins and ends with precision. 

 

♪+ Track 03 

 

♪ Track 03 
* Sampling the voice of the harpsichord:  Byrd -Queen’s Alman,    Farnaby - Galliard,  

 & Fitzwilliam Virginal dances      Notes can be overlapped and still be heard with a clarity that is 

particularly suited to lively pieces with melodies that answer or contrast with one another.  

 

♪+  Track 04 

 

♪ Track 04 
 * Girolamo Frescobaldi, Toccata Settima in D minor     Toccatas were among the earliest pieces for 

keyboard, starting out as simple introductory flourishes.  However, by the time of the Italian Frescobaldi, 

(born in 1583), toccatas had already become much more elaborate pieces. This toccata has several sections 

strikingly different in character from one another. The opening chords show the rich sound possible by 

overlapping tones on the harpsichord.  Faster sections that follow take advantage of the harpsichord’s 

quick and precise action. This is played on an Italian harpsichord, copied from an instrument built by Ridolfi 

in the mid-1600s. 

 

♪+  Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05                    

 

* My Lady Carey’s Dompe, anon 

This English piece from around 1520 called “My Lady Carey’s Dompe” uses a repeated bass that is 

almost dancelike.  The harpsichord brings out two very different musical ideas at the same time. 

 

♪+  Track 06 

 

♪Track 06 
* Giovanni Picchi, Saltarello del pass’e mezzo     A saltarello was a lively dance. This one is by the Italian 

composer Picchi from the first part of the 1600s. Here the bass moves slowly in a popular progression of 

chords called the passamezzo antico while the lively treble provides a spirited contrast.   
 

♪+ Track 07 

 

♪Track 07 
* Variations & embellishments by English composers - Selections from   Inglot’s “Leaves Bee Green” 

 and Byrd’s,“Jhon Come Kiss Me Now”  

Any repeat of a dance section or a musical phrase was an excuse to elaborate and change the music in 

subtle or surprising ways. Popular tunes received the same treatment, with a variety of embellishments. 

English harpsichord composers around the time of Queen Elizabeth wrote many fine variation sets. The 

melody was sometimes embellished in the top line, put into the bass, or imitated from hand to hand. Often 

the character of the subject seemed to change throughout the variations. A selection of variations from 

William Byrd’s “Jhon Come Kiss Me Now” illustrates how a beautifully simple little tune can become 

more and more elaborate and rhythmically complex. Played on a copy of a Flemish harpsichord built in 

1640. 
 

♪+  Track 08 

 

♪Track 08 
 * Giles Farnaby, Variations on “Bony Sweet Robin”   The Englishman Giles Farnaby, was born just 20 

years after Byrd, the composer of the last piece. Farnaby used the full range of the harpsichord to 

advantage and delighted in creating complicated virtuoso variations on his melodies. One variation 

requires the hands to reach across one another, a technique so rare at this time that 50 years later the 

French composer, Rameau, claimed he invented it. 
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                            Music for Program III – From the Lowlands 

      

                                                
      
 

♪ Track 01  

Intro. + 

words           

♪ Track 01 

Intro. only 

* Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse     Flemish instruments made by the Ruckers family in Antwerp 

from around 1580 to 1650 were highly prized throughout Europe. The sound of these instruments was still so admired in 

the 18th century that harpsichord construction in France at that time was based almost entirely on their design. And 

harpsichords reconstructed from pieces of the treasured Ruckers instruments sold for high prices. In fact, precisely 

because they were so treasured, very few Ruckers harpsichords have survived intact to the present time. 

       A number of modern builders have recognized the extraordinary achievements of the Flemish craftsmen and are 

making copies of surviving instruments. The harpsichord used in these recordings was built by the American instrument 

maker, Ralph Vaughn. It is copied from one built by Andreas Ruckers in 1645. It has one keyboard and two sets of strings, 

with one sounding an octave higher than the other. 

 

Music+ 

words  

 

♪+ Track 02 

 

Music 

alone  

 

♪ Track 02  

 

* Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck, “Under the LindenTree,” 2 Variations     During the period that Ruckers harpsichords 

were first being produced, one Flemish composer stood out above all his contemporaries – Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck 

(1562-1621). As might be expected, Sweelinck’s settings of popular melodies of the day fit the range and character of 

sound of the Flemish harpsichord beautifully. Even in this short sample you will hear many of the embellishing patterns or 

figurations that characterized his style. However, you should still be able to hear the melody in the top line quite easily no 

matter how elaborate the arrangements become.  

 

♪+Track 03 

 

♪ Track 03 
* J. P. Sweelinck,“Fortune My Foe, 3 Variations   Some of Sweelinck’s most beautiful settings are found in variations 

based on more serious subjects. Fortune my foe, why dost thou frown on me? And will thy favors never greater be?”   
 

♪+ Track 04 

 

♪ Track 04 
 * John Bull, Prelude    Flemish harpsichords were especially common in England when the Englishmen John Bull and 

Peter Philipps were writing their keyboard compositions. But both of these composers must have had the opportunity to 

play Flemish instrument in the Netherlands as well, because they were both Catholic refugees who spent a good part of 

their lives in the Netherlands.  Bull, in fact, was organist in Antwerp during the time that the Ruckers family was 

establishing its reputation as master harpsichord builders in that city.  This composition by Bull is a short prelude – a 

fairly free piece that might have been used to introduce the key or mode of a following vocal composition.  It 

demonstrates the striking keyboard style that made him known as a virtuoso organist and harpsichordist.  
 

♪+ Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05    

♪ Track 06    

* Peter Philipps, Two Galliards    Peter Philipps was another English composer in the Netherlands.  The first galliard is 

called “Doloroso,” an apt title since it apparently was written while Philips was detained in jail over some question 

concerning his religious-political loyalties. The second is a short galliard much livelier in character. 

 

♪+ Track 06 

 

♪Track 07 
* Anon Variations on “Daphne” This piece appeared in a collection copied by an unknown individual around 1650 for 

his or her own use – a common practice during a time when printed music was still relatively rare and expensive. Because 

of a few distinctive turns of the melody, it appears to be a Dutch version of the popular English tune “Daphne.” If the 

composer was Dutch, he would have been a worthy successor to Sweelinck. 

♪+Track 07 ♪Track 08 * Johann Froberger, Allemande   The last piece in this set uses the sonority of the Flemish instrument in a more 

personally expressive way than earlier music in this grouping – a style that began to blossom in France during the next 50 

years. Future programs will introduce the moods and colors of the world of French harpsichord music, which represent 

the epitome of this expressive style.   
 

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 
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                   Music for Program IV - French Music  
      

 
 
 

 

♪ Track 01  

Intro. + 

words           

 

♪ Track 01 

Intro. only 

* Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse     Two qualities of French harpsichord music set it apart from 

all other styles. Perhaps the most obvious is its refined elegance. This was music from the time of King Louis XIVth, & the 

stylized ornamentation reflects its sumptuous surroundings and artistic tastes of the period. 

     A quality of more significance, however, is its ability to express universal human feelings and passions using the 

expressive colors of the harpsichord. This music draws on a heritage of French lute music, taking from this music a style 

that is at once both subtle and personal. The French harpsichord itself was especially suited to this music. French builders 

around the end of the 17th century began to build their harpsichords using Flemish designs and pieces of Flemish 

instruments. However, they changed them in ways important to the French style. They extended the range and favored 

harpsichords with an expressive double manual in which each keyboard played strings tuned at the same pitch level. 

Therefore, the keyboards could be played together. Many earlier Flemish instruments had been so-called transposing 

doubles with keyboards tuned to different pitches. The harpsichord used in the music that follows is based on one built 

by Pascal Taskin around the middle of the 18th century. 

 

Music+ 

words  

 

♪+ Track 02 

 

Music alone  

 

♪ Track 02 

 

* Jacques Chambonnièrs, Sarabande     Chambonnièrs is often recognized as the founder of the French school of 

harpsichord composers. His music shows the grace and elegance of the style and the importance of the dance. In fact, 

almost all of his compositions were based on dance forms. He left an important musical legacy, since he was also a well-

known teacher of his day. Louis Couperin, a pupil of his, ranks with the greatest composers of the 17th century, and Louis 

himself was the uncle of the famous François Couperin.  

 

♪+Track 03 

 

♪ Track 03 
*  François Couperin, Sarabande Majestic    Couperin was one of the greatest composers for harpsichord. He presided 

over the court music during King Louis the XIVth’s reign and became known to his admiring contemporaries as Couperin 

Le Grand. King Louis, in fact, ennobled him around 1696.  Couperin understood the expressive powers of the French 

harpsichord.  A brief introduction to the expressive world of his music follows. The first piece is a sarabande, The 

Majestic,”probably written as a tribute to the King. This piece creates its pompous and courtly excitement with 

percussive lute techniques, massed broken chords and passionate ornamentation.  All three sets of strings are used.  

 

♪+ Track 04 

 

♪ Track 04 
 * F. Couperin, La Folia, 3 Variations 

These short selections are from a set of variations on a bass pattern called La Folia. Each has a witty title and was 

probably written as a caricature of a particular court acquaintance. More importantly, each expresses a specific emotion, 

making full use of the colors and varied ranges of the French harpsichord. First,“Virginity” on a mellow set of strings.  

Second, “Perseverance” on a slightly more insistent and nasal set of strings and finally “Jealousy” all in the bass using 

a dark sound produced by coupling the two lower-pitched sets of strings.   

 

♪+ Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05 

 

 * F. Couperin, Le Reveille-matin     This is a lively piece with a title that translates very roughly as the alarm clock.  
 

♪+ Track 06 

 

♪Track 06 
* Jean-Philippe Rameau, La Joyeuse      Harpsichord works by Rameau, a contemporary of Couperin, show a more 

exuberant approach to the instrument.  Rameau’s love of opera, ballet and the theatrical in general is evident in his 

harpsichord pieces.  Many have orchestral effects and striking virtuoso passages written into them. La Joyous is a short 

rondo with sweeping runs.  
 

♪+Track 07 

 

♪Track 07 
* J.P. Rameau, Les Tourbillons “Les Tourbillons” is also in rondo form.  Rameau explained the title as “Swirls of dust 

raised by high winds”. The musical “swirls” appear in the middle of each variation. 

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 



 A PLUCKY ALTERNATIVE  
 

CELEBRATING HARPSICHORD THOUGHOUT THE CENTURIES 

7 
 

           Music for Program V – Spanish Flavors 
      

 
 
 

 

♪ Track 01  

Intro. + 

words           

 

♪ Track 01 

Intro. only 

* Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse   Domenico Scarlatti was an extraordinary composer for 

harpsichord.  He wrote at least 550 keyboard sonatas with astonishingly few repeated ideas, and his productive 

creativity came very late in life.  Most evidence suggests that more than half of his sonatas were composed between 

the ages of 67 and 72!    He had been a musician all his life and was well-trained by the great Italian composers of his 

day, but it wasn’t until he was out of the shadow of his famous opera composer father, Alessandro, that his own style 

began to emerge.  In 1719, leaving Italy behind, he became music master to Princess Maria Barbara in Portugal and 

followed her to Spain where she later became queen.  It was this new environment of strumming guitars, folk tunes, 

and Spanish dance rhythms that finally brought out his musical genius. 

          His sonatas reflect not only the courtly sounds of the fanfares, royal hunting horns, and elegant flamenco music 

– but also songs of the gypsies with chordal guitar accompaniment and the village castanets and dancing rhythms.  He 

transferred these effects to the harpsichord with new demanding keyboard techniques, including dazzling runs, 

arpeggiated chords, hand crossings, and striking changes of harmonies.  In fact, Soler, a Spanish composer greatly 

influenced by Scarlatti, felt compelled to write a book explaining these surprising chord changes – or modulations – 

used by him and Scarlatti. There is exuberance in Scarlatti’s music that given even the slower sonatas a feeling of 

optimism.  This is perhaps Scarlatti’s greatest gift. 

Music+word 

♪+ Track 02 

Music alone  

♪ Track 02  

* Domenico Scarlatti, Sonata K 84, in C minor    In this fiery sonata, notes are rapidly exchanged from hand to hand 

creating an air of excitement from beginning to end. 

 

♪+Track 03 

 

 

♪ Track 03 

♪Track 04 

 

*  D. Scarlatti, Sonatas K544 and K545 in Bb major    Though the previous sonata appeared as a single composition 

in all of the early manuscripts, 388 of Scarlatti’s sonatas appeared in pairs. These pairs are particularly effective when 

they are played together. The pair of sonatas in Bb major contrast strongly with one another. The first has an 

expressive melody in the right hand, using empty spaces or rests as a kind of poetic pause in the musical thought. The 

second sonata in Bb major has strummed guitar effects and strong, foot-stomping dance rhythms.  
 

♪+ Track 04 

 

♪ Track 05 
 * D. Scarlatti, Sonata K 517   This sonata is filled with fast runs and echo passages, which will be contrasted on two 

different keyboards – one quieter, plucking only one set of strings, and the other more forceful, making use of all 3 

sets of stings.  
 

♪+ Track 05 

 

♪Track 06 
* Padre Antonio Soler, Db major Sonata     Soler was a student of Scarlatti.  Although he left a much smaller number 

of works for harpsichord, the best of these – usually the ones in which the influence of Scarlatti is most obvious – are 

splendidly suited to the sound of the harpsichord. Soler’s sonata in Db features rapidly repeated notes – testing the 

response capabilities of both performer and instrument. You will also hear the surprising chord changes or 

modulations that Soler felt he had to defend in writing during his lifetime. 
 

♪+Track 06 

 

♪Track 07 
* P. A. Soler, Sonata in F # major 

The final work is a Soler sonata that has a number of separate sections quite different in character from one another … 

often changing from major to minor and back again.  Soler used a technique in this sonata that Scarlatti also enjoyed – 

crossing the hands.  This piece is full of optimism because of the sheer playfulness and joy it conveys.   

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 
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          Music for Program VI – Two Baroque Giants 
     

 
 
 

 

♪ Track 01  

 

♪ Track 01  

 

 

* Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse    

Music+word 

♪+ Track 02 

Music 

alone  

♪ Track 02 

* Johann Sebastian Bach Bourrées II and I, A minor English Suite No. 2 …. Comparing Bach and Handel 

     J. S. Bach and George Frederic Handel, two of the greatest composers of the Baroque period, were born within a 

month of each other in the same year - 1685. They were both masters at the keyboard, as well as in the field of vocal 

composition, but their keyboard music reflects some interesting differences in their musical personalities. 

Bach seemed to enjoy creating within strictly defined self-imposed limits. His famous Goldberg Variations, for example 

are highly structured.  The same bass harmony is used throughout and every 3rd  variation is a canon (a kind of musical 

round).  As if this weren’t enough, the middle of the set is marked by a new “opening” piece – an overture – and the last 

variation is actually a return to the opening aria. His final work – The Art of Fugue – is another masterpiece of musical 

invention – fugue subjects are fit together in a multitude of ways, like exchangeable pieces in a grand puzzle. Handel’s 

keyboard music, on the other hand, shows fewer examples of the orderly musical form found in Bach’s music.   
 

♪+Track 03 

 

 

♪ Track 03 

 

* George Frideric Handel, Excerpt, Passacaglia in G minor, 7th Suite     Handel’s variations often unfold as simple 

formula embellishments on the basic melody, rather than as parts of an overall grand scheme. Some of his pieces, in 

fact, are more like sketches than finished works of art. He, like Bach, was a master at improvisation (in fact to lure a 

larger audience he improvised at the keyboard at performances of his oratorios) but only a relatively small sample of his 

improvised ideas find their way into the printed music. 

 

♪+Track 04 

 

 

♪Track 04 

 

 

 * G.F. Handel, Prelude and Gigue from his 8th Suite      Only one of Handel’s dance suites contains all four of the 

dances usually found in keyboard suites during his lifetime.  In this suite in F minor, only the allemande and gigue 

remain from the dances common to suites of the time, but there are some fine substitutions. The first, a prelude, has a 

stately solemn air of grandeur – a mood that Handel portrayed very well.  This is followed by final gigue.  
 

♪+ Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05 

 

* J. S. Bach, Prelude and Fugue in D Minor, WTC II    Bach’s prelude and fugue in D minor, in contrast, come from an 

orderly work that contains a prelude and fugue for every major and minor key - 48 pairs in all – the Well-Tempered 

Clavier, Books I and II. However, in Bach’s case, order never means lack of variety or imagination.. This prelude, from the 

2nd book, is a lively two-part invention. The fugue is an interesting piece that features an alternation of triplets with 

“straight” 16th notes throughout the entire piece.  The two rhythms overlap for only part of one measure. 
 

♪+Track 06 

 

♪Track 06 

 

* G.F. Handel, Ornamented phrases, Sarabande in E minor, 4th suite    A comparison of two slow movements – 

sarabandes – by Bach and Handel show another major difference between the masters in approaches to composition. In 

Handel’s sarabande the melody is pleasant, but the not distinctive.  It even appears to be missing parts of the harmony 

and desperately needs the performer’s ornamentation. These phrases have been embellished using ideas from the 

Handel’s compositions in which he did write ornamented versions. 
 

♪+Track 07 

 

♪Track 07 
* J.S. Bach, Sarabande, English Suite III      On the other hand, during a time when a performer was generally allowed – 

or even expected to improvise and ornament according to personal tastes, Bach often carefully wrote out his 

ornaments. In this sarabande  he has even written two versions – one for the first time through with simpler 

ornamentation, and one for the more highly embellished repetition of each section. This is Bach’s ornamented version. 

♪+Track 08 ♪Track 08 * Selection from G.F. Handel’s Bb Set of Variations 

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 
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                                     Music for Program VII – Two Keyboards 
      
 

 

♪ Track 01  

Intro + 

words 

 

♪ Track 01 

 Intro.  

 alone 

* Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse   Harpsichords were first made with two keyboards near the 

beginning of the 17th century, but the two keyboards did not always play strings tuned to the same pitch.  Instead, the 

bottom keyboard matched the pitch of Renaissance instruments of one size and top keyboard matched lower or higher 

pitched instruments in the same family. The harpsichordist simply had to choose the appropriate keyboard to accompany 

the particular instruments he was playing with. He couldn’t play the two keyboards together since the ”same” keys on the 

top and bottom keyboards were not in tune with each other.   

    Therefore, when two keyboards were built to play at the same pitch, the potential of the harpsichord as a solo instrument 

increased tremendously. Usually only one set of strings was plucked from the top keys, but the bottom could pluck one, 

two, or three sets of strings. So, very different effects were possible by using hands on separate keyboards, or by coupling 

the keyboards so that both played together. 

 

Music+word 

♪+ Track 02 

 

Music 

alone  

♪ Track 02 

* Phrases from Bach’s G major French Suite. Exploring sound possibilities of a two manual harpsichord 

A difference in sound between two keyboards comes from plucking the strings at different distances from the front bridge 

or “nut”.  Guitarists make dramatic changes in sound using this same principle by sometimes plucking strings close to the 

bridge and other times further away. The difference between harpsichord string sets is much more subtle, but the small 

difference in timbre is useful for expressing contrast. These phrases are from Bach’s Allemande and Gigue played first with 

a brighter sound and immediately again with the mellower set of strings.  

♪+Track 03 ♪ Track 03 * Jean-Philippe Rameau, Aria - Gavotte & Variations in A minor   The mellow set of strings is perfect for this aria. 

 

♪+Track 04 

 

 

♪Track 04 

 

 

 * J.P. Rameau’s 4th Variation from the Gavotte in A minor    This variation from the same set by Rameau works very 

well by alternating the two different sets of strings. In other words, the right hand plays on one keyboard and the left hand 

answers from the other keyboard. 
 

♪+ Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05 

 

* Pietro Domenico Paradisi, Allegro in A major   By using a quiet registration on one keyboard (one set of strings) and a 

louder one on the other (with two or more sets playing at the same time) the two keyboards also provide a way to vary the 

repeat of a section of a piece. In this composition, the first section will be repeated using a quieter, single set of strings. The 

piece ends with the bright sound of two sets of strings - both played from the bottom keyboard.  

 

♪+Track 06 

 

♪Track 06 

 

* J.S. Bach, Goldberg Variation # 26   This is one of the few pieces that seem to demand the type of double manual 

harpsichord used in today’s program.  In this Goldberg variation, for example, the hands cross over one another and the 

two equal lines intertwine – making it difficult to sort out distinctly on the modern single keyboard piano.  The fast runs and 

slower sarabande melodies are traded between the two hands. Sometimes the runs sound from the top keyboard and 

sometimes from the lower.  This does not provide a striking contrast of one set of strings to the other, but rather helps the 

listener enjoy hearing the right and left hand melodies clearly and separately.   
 

♪+Track 07 

 

♪Track 07 
* F. Couperin’s Le Tic-Toc-Choc     Another example of music requiring two keyboards is “Tic-Toc-Choc” by Francois 

Couperin. Here the hands stay in a very small area on the keyboards, with one hand is directly over the other, like an 

umbrella.  Instead of hearing the two keyboards as distinctly separate qualities or timbres, the sound blends into a lively 

overall effect of perpetual motion.   

♪+Track 08 ♪Track 08 * J. S.  Bach, Prelude from English Suite II in A minor   With two keyboards, it is also possible to play a type of piece 

popular during the baroque period – the concerto.  Concertos feature a solo played by one or a small group of instruments 

alternating with a tutti, or refrain, played by a large group of instruments.  Since one keyboard of the double manual 

harpsichord can play a solo on 1 set of strings against the other keyboard playing 2 or 3 sets of strings, the harpsichord can, 

by itself, essentially play both solo and louder orchestral parts. This prelude is an example of a piece in concerto style for 

double manual harpsichord.  The quieter “solos” are played on the top keyboard using 1 set of strings and the louder 

sections from the bottom keyboard plucking all 3 sets of strings. The prelude opens with the tutti or “orchestral” part. 

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 
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                            Music for Program VIII – Classical Refinement 

 

♪ Track 01  ♪ Track 01 * Introductory theme - François Couperin, L’Epineuse   

 

Music+wor

d 

♪+ Track 02 

 

Music alone  

♪ Track 02 

* Mozart selection from Sonata K 332. Introduction to 18th century styles 

  The 18th century brought both the golden age of harpsichord music and the beginning of the instrument’s decline in 

popularity. The style of music had begun to change. Music was becoming simpler in texture (for instance, chords with a 

melody instead of several contrapuntally interweaving melodies). Also at this time period, music was filled with changing 

emotions, contrasts in tempo, and shaded dynamics. The pianoforte, in fact, was named for its ability to produce a range 

of dynamics from piano (soft) to forte (loud). To fit this particular musical ideal, harpsichord builders tried improvements 

to update their instruments, including machine stops or foot pedal mechanisms, leather plectra for special soft effects, 

and a venetian swell (looking like wooden venetian blinds set up over the soundboard), which could be opened or closed 

to produce a gradual decrease or rise in volume.  All of these effects, however, added greatly to the complexity, making it 

more expensive and harder to maintain. By the 1780s many harpsichord builders had turned to piano making.  . 

     During this time of musical transition, the standard harpsichord did not suddenly disappear. Music in fact was being 

written for both instruments – or even the two performing together. There is a C.P.E. Bach concerto for pianoforte and 

harpsichord. The early piano, in fact, sounded more similar to a harpsichord than its modern descendent. Pianos then 

usually had only about 61 keys and looked like harpsichords in size, shape and decoration. Much keyboard music from 

this period, therefore, seems to work quite well for either instrument.  Mozart’s Paris works written in the 1770s are often 

considered to have been harpsichord works. Haydn’s earlier sonatas likewise still have textures and musical figures that 

work well on harpsichord. There is even some evidence from written sources of the period that performers at times chose 

between the two instruments for practical reasons rather than on purely artistic grounds –choosing whichever happened 

to be in better playing condition at the time. 
 

♪+Track 03 

 

♪ Track 03 
* Thomas Arne, Allegro    This program features compositions from the last half of the 18th century that work well on 

harpsichord. This first piece is a lyrical composition in C major. It shows the taste for lightness and simplicity coming into 

favor at this time. Arne’s English contemporaries evidently especially enjoyed the particular genius he had for writing 

melodies like this one. The piece is actually the third movement of a concerto for keyboard, but this movement doesn’t 

require instrumental accompaniment. Like the music from many concertos from this period, however, this piece contains 

a spot for a short cadenza – a flourish supplied by the performer just before the ending chords. 

 

♪+Track 04 

 

♪Track 04 
 * Baldassare Galuppi, Adagio in D major  But all musical ideas from the baroque period were not abandoned during 

this transition time. Here the melody accompaniment is much like a realized version of the older style figured bass. 
 

♪+ Track 05 

 

♪ Track 05 
* Padre Martini, Siciliana in F Minor   In this Siciliana by Padre Martini the melody is treated contrapuntally throughout 

the piece – a common practice in older baroque music. 
 

♪+Track 06 

 

♪Track 06 

 

* Franz Joseph Haydn, Minuet and Trio from his Sonata Hob.XVI in B minor    An early piano would have given the 

performer varying shades of dynamics and differences in touch for interpretation.  Since a harpsichord doesn’t give direct 

touch control over volume, the performer produces subtle differences in volume by the length notes are held or by how 

they are separated or overlapped. And the harpsichordist has an additional option… to use different sets of strings for the 

minuet and the trio. This heightens the contrast between the two sections of a piece.  
 

♪+Track 07 

 

♪Track 07 
*  F.J. Haydn, Presto from Sonata Hob. XVI    This Presto from the same sonata fits the harpsichord particularly well. The 

style of this piece is often imitative like much earlier harpsichord music. In addition Haydn seems to have written into the 

music a texture that produces louds and softs by the relative “thickness” of the writing – the number of notes playing at 

any one time. Therefore, the piano’s gradation of touch is not really essential. To contrast strong sections against softer 

sections, or for echo passages, a single set of strings will alternate with two sets coupled together. 

♪+Track 08 ♪Track 08 * Christian Gottlob Neefe, Allegretto in C major  

TRACK NUMBERS ON THE LEFT:   MUSIC SELECTIONS + SPOKEN COMMENTARY     

 TRACKS ON THE RIGHT:  THE SAME MUSIC BY ITSELF WITH NO COMMENTARY 
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