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Abstract 
 
 

The eleven chapters included here are the outcome of interactions between many aspects 

of musical study, including historical musicology, music analysis, archival work, data 

management, editing, organology, performance and teaching. Keyboards and their music 

are a valuable area of study, as their uses and design are critically related to the 

development of music and performance over several centuries. This was a period that saw 

the rise of the public concert, significant technological developments in organology, the 

development of notated teaching methods and the origins of idiomatic instrumental 

composition. 

 

The four sections cover repertoire, composers, sources and instruments from the mid-16th 

to the late 18th centuries. Discussion of the virginalists includes a fundamental re-

examination of the surviving information relating to ornamentation and performance 

practice, together with a historiographical discussion of Giles Farnaby and his music. 

Four studies of Bach include practice-led research project, a consideration of a neglected 

group of pieces with intermittent pedal parts, a typological analysis of cadence types in 

Bach’s cantata recitatives, and an edition of all the surviving keyboard duos by J. S., W. 

F., C. P. E. and J. C. Bach. The third section describes a late 17th-century liturgical organ 

book and an early 18th-century teaching manuscript, while the fourth, devoted to the 

clavichord, includes a comprehensive discography, a discussion of the role the instrument 

may have played in French musical culture, and an examination of the sole surviving 

English clavichord. 
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Introduction 

 

The publications presented here are the outcome of interactions between many aspects of 

musical study over a period of 30 years, including historical musicology, music analysis, 

archival work, data management, editing, organology, performance and teaching. The 

origins of research questions emerged from all of these aspects at various times, and also 

from decades of experience working as a reviewer, journal editor and festival organizer.1 

 

The nine articles, book and edition are presented as eleven connected ‘chapters’ totalling 

some 550 pages, and are a selection from more than forty articles and editions about early 

keyboard music, many of which are related and most of which are referenced in the 

footnotes. After a summary and contextualization of the different chapters (in order) 

below, historical and methodological themes common to a number of them are drawn 

together. 

 

The majority of the chapters originated in conjunction with long-term performance 

practice-focused keyboard recital projects, mostly now completed, including: (1) 

complete performances of all the virginal and organ music by Tallis, Byrd, Bull, Farnaby, 

Morley, Philips, Gibbons and Tomkins; and the major sources of the period, including the 

                                                 
1 For anniversary festivals related to particular keyboard composers, including Louis Couperin (2011), 
Duphly (2015), Froberger (2016), Telemann (2017), Couperin (2018) and Marchand (2019), see 
www.francisknights.co.uk. 
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Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, My Lady Nevell’s Book, the Mulliner Book,2 Tisdale’s 

Virginal Book, Clement Matchett’s Virginal Book, the Dublin Virginal Manuscript, 

Parthenia and Parthenia Inviolata; (2) a series of all Bach’s keyboard and organ music; 

(3) a 40-recital series of clavichord music by German (or Germanic, broadly defined) 

composers of the 17th and 18th centuries;3 and (4) an ongoing series of 20th and 21st 

century solo and chamber music for harpsichord and for clavichord, including many new 

commissions. Of these projects, the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book (see Chapters 1-2) and 

Bach series (Chapters 3-6) are the most relevant here, although the German programmes 

have also provided much important context for Bach keyboard research, and the new 

music project will shortly result in a book.4 In addition, an ongoing computational 

analysis project with Pablo Padilla5 has investigated many issues of musical style6 which 

inform other recent research, such as issues related to the evaluation of evidence from 

early writers and copyists.7 

                                                 
2 On the Mulliner Book, see Francis Knights, ‘The Choral Foundation of Corpus Christi College, Oxford’, 
The Organ lxx: 275 (Winter 1991), pp.10-14 and ‘Thomas Mulliner’s Oxford Career’, The Organ lxxv: 
297 (Summer 1996), pp.132-135. 
 
3 The list includes Albrechtsberger, C. P. E. Bach, J. C. Bach, J. C. F. Bach, Beethoven, Benda, Böhm, 
Buxtehude, Fasch, Fischer, Forkel, Froberger, Fux, Goldberg, Graupner, Handel, Haydn, Kerll, Kirnberger, 
Koželuch, Krebs, Kreiger, Kuhnau, Marpurg, Mattheson, Mozart, Muffat, Müthel, Pachelbel, Reincken, 
Rust, Scheidemann, Scheidt, Telemann, Türk, Walther, Weckman, Wolf and Zachow. 
 
4 See Francis Knights, ‘Modern Music for Virginals’, Sounding Board xvii (2021), pp.50-53 and Modern 
Music for the Clavichord (forthcoming 2022). 
 
5 Francis Knights and Pablo Padilla, Computational Analysis and Musical Style (forthcoming 2022). 
 
6 These include attribution, reconstruction and stylistic chronology in various early music repertoires. See 
the list on the FMM website https://formal-methods-in-musicology.webnode.com, including Francis 
Knights, Pablo Padilla and Dan Tidhar, ‘Chambonnières versus Louis Couperin: attributing the F major 
Chaconne’, Harpsichord & Fortepiano xxii/1 (November 2017), pp.28-32. None are included as chapters 
here, nor are any of the virginalist editions, as they are all multi-author projects. 
 
7 See Francis Knights, ‘Guidelines for the systematic evaluation of early music theorists’, National Early 
Music Association Newsletter, iii/2 (Autumn 2019), pp.44-49; Francis Knights and Pablo Padilla, 
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The keyboard in music history 

Medieval and Renaissance repertoire often implies ensemble performance, with different 

sizes and ranges of instruments to cover the Gamut; the latter period saw the development 

of bass instruments within matched musical families (viols, recorders and so on) which 

made the downwards extension possible. At the same time, it seems that both advancing 

gut and metal string technology allowed for the longer, heavier strings of such 

instruments, and for the expanded compass of lute and harpsichord, these two types of 

instrument developing chordal techniques that meant that they were able to offer solo 

performance of what would have previously been ensemble music, including polyphony 

and dances. They could also be used for choral accompaniment of singers and 

instrumentalists. The flexibility of instruments that were both melodic and harmonic 

(and, in the case of some keyboards, loud enough to be used with other performers) gave 

these instruments new roles, and from the 15th century a rapidly expanding repertoire 

than moved away from vocal intabulations to self-contained solo works. The story of the 

keyboard partially branches in terms of sacred and secular usage also, with the organ 

having specific usages in church and chapel. The harmonic flexibility and textural variety 

available on harpsichord-type instruments in particular led to increasing use for 

accompaniment,8 aided by the use of figured-bass notation, and also eventually to solo 

and concerto repertoire. These latter roles were slow in coming, and it was not until the 

                                                                                                                                                 
‘Attributions in early music: a checklist for editors’, National Early Music Association Newsletter v/2 
(Autumn 2021), pp.56-67. 
 
8 This includes as an instrument for musical direction, before the origination of formal orchestral 
conducting techniques; see Peter Holman, Before the Baton - Musical Direction and Conducting in Stuart 
and Georgian Britain (Woodbridge, 2020). 
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late 18th century that the concept of a solo harpsichord recital as a public event arose;9 by 

this time, the new fortepiano was beginning to take over. The period from the mid-

renaissance to the classical period thus sees the keyboard expanding from its 

accompaniment, teaching and composition-tool roles to emancipation as a virtuoso and 

public solo instrument, a role which came to full flowering in the early 19th century, and 

which it retains to this day. 

 

Before the relative standardization of keyboards (at least, the piano) in the mid-19th 

century, the variety of types found across Europe was considerable; this is especially true 

for hammered instruments in the second half of the 18th century. While the tangent piano 

has been successfully revived in recent decades, the Clavecin Royal (a favourite of C. P. 

E. Bach) has only recently been reconstructed and recorded.10 In addition, combination 

instruments (claviorganum,11 ‘organized’ pianoforte, pedal harpsichord) are still under-

represented in modern performances and recordings. Historical national styles and 

designs partly depended on usage requirements, but also on furniture styles, materials and 

technology. There was also some international trade in instruments (Italian virginals and 

Flemish harpsichords12 to England, German harpsichords to Spain, English harpsichords 

to Portugal), which impacted to an extent upon native building styles. Expensive imports 

                                                 
9 The concept of an organ recital has much longer roots, going back to c.1600 or earlier, as seen in the civic 
organ recitals that emerged in the protestant northern Netherlands. 
 
10 See Kerstin Schwarz, ‘The Clavecin Roïal and the first copy in modern times’, Harpsichord & 
Fortepiano xxv/1 (Autumn 2020), pp.11-14. 
 
11 See Eleanor Smith, ‘The current state of Claviorgan Research’, Harpsichord & Fortepiano xxiv/1 
(Autumn 2019), pp.8-11. 
 
12 For example, the Ruckers ‘dobbel steart stick’ instrument ordered by Charles I in 1637; see Raymond 
Russell, The Harpsichord and Clavichord (London, 2/1973), pp.161-162. 
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would have been admired for their rarity and exoticism, but likely were not accessed by 

working musicians; survival rates of the former (as represented in decorative arts 

collections like that of the Victoria & Albert Museum) are not typical of the actual tools 

available to most composers. 

 

As today, many keyboard composers and performers of the past owned more than one 

instrument, but what use they made of them is less certain. Generally, pedal instruments 

(clavichord, harpsichord or piano) served for organ practice, quieter instruments for 

domestic practice and teaching, and louder instruments for public performance and 

accompaniment. The clavichord was one instrument of particular use for composition - 

both Haydn’s and Mozart’s surviving clavichords carry just such associations. However, 

the survival of documents is often poor in terms of understanding these specific issues of 

usage (makers’ names and dates are not given in archival or probate records, nor 

specifications). For example, J. S. Bach had five harpsichords, two lute-harpsichords and 

a spinet at the time of his death, while d’Anglebert had four harpsichords in 1691 and 

Nicolas Couperin had four harpsichords and four spinets in 1728.13 These collections 

would have been dispersed in one or more houses, places or rooms, and could have 

included instruments at different pitches, volumes, tunings and so forth, to be used for 

teaching, performing or composing, among other purposes. Some could have been part of 

a collection of valuable items, have been available for hire or loan, or have been inherited 

and just kept for sentimental value; there is no reason to suppose each one was 

necessarily in good playing order. In all these cases, one particular keyboard might in any 

                                                 
13 Frank Hubbard, Three Centuries of Harpsichord Making (Cambridge, MA, 1965), pp.316-317. 
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case have served as a primary workhorse for a musician,14 so it is remarkable that we are 

almost never able to able to link a specific instrument (or even maker) with the leading 

keyboard composers of the era: Byrd, Froberger, Couperin, Bach, Handel, Rameau, 

Scarlatti, among many others.15 By the time of C. P. E. Bach, Haydn, Mozart and 

Beethoven such documentation has improved considerably, even if the instruments 

themselves have often been lost. The modern desire to make such links can be seen by 

the flurry of Mietke harpsichord copies that were made following discovery in the 1980s 

of Bach’s interest in that Berlin workshop; and so the search for the ‘ideal’ composer 

instrument goes on. 

 

The Virginalists 

A relatively large number of mid-17th century English virginals survive, and from them 

has come the term for Tudor and Stuart keyboard composers from before the Civil War: 

the Virginalists.16 This repertoire was an early goal of the Musica Britannica series of 

scores (founded in 1951) and Thurston Dart, his students, colleagues and successors 

worked through the major composers over the following half century. As well as the 

collected keyboard music of Bull, Byrd, Farnaby, Gibbons, Philips and Tomkins, the 

complete Mulliner Book was produced, with later miscellaneous volumes gathering 

                                                 
14 Of course, some players owned only one instrument, such as François Couperin senior (1671), Nivers 
(1688) and Jollage (1753). 
 
15 The situation is somewhat different with organs, especially for those performers who were employed at 
major institutions on the continent. Whether or not that organ was their ideal instrument, it would certainly 
have been the one on which many of their compositions were heard. 
 
16 Other keyboard instruments were of course known and used, including harpsichord, clavichord and 
organ, but virginals appear to have been the most common keyboards. 
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together music by Morley, Richardson, Tisdall, Weelkes and many others.17 The early 

16th-century liturgical organ repertoire (of which Preston and Redford are the most 

significant composers) appeared separately in two volumes in the Early English Church 

Music series.18 However, all these expensive collections have been embraced more by 

libraries than performers, and it is unfortunate that affordable reprints of outdated 

editions, especially the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book and My Lady Nevells Book, have 

instead dominated the repertoire choices of harpsichordists and organists.19 Both of these 

collections have at last been recorded complete,20 but the perspectives of both musicians 

and listeners have for a century been skewed by the early availability of such collections. 

Only a wider knowledge of the entire surviving repertoire, catalogued twenty-five years 

ago by Virginia Brookes, will enable an understanding of the stylistic context of this 

music, and many more editions and recordings are still needed.21 Similarly, while the 

                                                 
17 Alan Brown (ed), Elizabethan Keyboard Music, Musica Britannica LV (London, 1989); John Caldwell 
(ed), Tudor Keyboard Music c.1520-1580, Musica Britannica LXVI (London, 1995); Alan Brown (ed), 
English Keyboard Music c.1600-1625, Musica Britannica XCVI (London, 2014); and Christopher 
Hogwood and Alan Brown (eds), Keyboard Music from Fitzwilliam Manuscripts, Musica Britannica CII 
(London, 2017). 
 
18 Tallis had already been edited by Denis Stevens for Peters: Thomas Tallis, Complete keyboard works 
(New York, c.1953). 
 
19 J. A. Fuller Maitland and William Barclay Squire (eds), The Fitzwilliam Virginal Book (Leipzig, 1894-
99), facsimile reprint by Dover, 2 vols. (New York, 1963, rev 1979-80); Hilda Andrews (ed), My Lady 
Nevells Booke (London, 1926), facsimile reprint by Dover (New York, 1969). Both have now been 
superseded by new scholarly editions: Jon Baxendale and Francis Knights (eds), The Fitzwilliam Virginal 
Book (Tynset, 2020) and Jon Baxendale and Francis Knights (eds), Byrd: My Ladye Nevell's Booke 
(Tynset, 2021a). The first printed sources have also been re-edited – see Jon Baxendale and Francis 
Knights (eds), Parthenia and Parthenia In-violata (Tynset, 2021b) - and further volumes in this ongoing 
virginalist series will include complete manuscripts such as Will Forster’s Virginal Book. 
 
20 The Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, Pieter-Jan Belder (harpsichord, organ, muselar, virginals), Brilliant 
Classics 95915 (2020); William Byrd: My Ladye Nevell’s Booke, Christopher Hogwood (harpsichord, 
virginals, chamber organ), L’Oiseau-Lyre 430 484-2 (1976); Byrd: My Ladye Nevell’s Booke, Elizabeth 
Farr (harpsichord, lute-harpsichord), Naxos 8.570139-41 (2007). 

 

21 Virginia Brookes, British Keyboard Music to c.1660 (Oxford, 1996). 
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keyboard music of Byrd and Bull was explored in monographs some four decades ago,22 

the last book-length surveys of the virginalists date back about a century.23 

 

Ornamentation 

One of the main areas of difficulty with the virginalist sources concerns keyboard 

ornament symbols; as with contemporary lute ornaments (see below), no tables survive 

either to name or explain these. Modern editors and performers have therefore had to rely 

on continental or later British tables as a guide to their interpretation, without shedding 

much new light on the matter. The two single- and double-stroke signs originated in 

about 1540 and 1570 respectively,24 and the latter seems to have been in use for more 

than a century. Rhythmic context, harmonic components, melodic context and fingering 

indications have all been used in support of various proposals for realizations, but there is 

still no universally-accepted solution. The symbols may have meant different things to 

different composers and copyists, and it seems very unlikely that they can have been 

intended as completely prescriptive. Many of these ornaments are quite technically 

demanding, yet relatively few of the performers of this largely amateur and domestic 

repertoire would have been of professional standard, and as the differences in touch or 

responsiveness of the various keyboard types was considerable, some flexibility or 

leeway in the quantity or execution of the ornaments was likely understood. Thurston 

                                                 
22 Oliver Neighbour, The Consort and Keyboard Music of William Byrd (London, 1978); Walker 
Cunningham, The Keyboard Music of John Bull (Ann Arbor, 1984). 
 
23 Edward W. Naylor, An Elizabethan Virginal Book (London, 1905); Charles van den Borren (trans. James 
E. Matthew), The Sources of Keyboard Music in England (London, [1913]); Margaret Glyn, About 
Elizabethan Virginal Music and its Composers (London, [1924]). 
 
24 Asako Hirabayashi, ‘The Authority of the Bevin table in the interpretation of ornament signs in 
Elizabethan virginal music’, Harpsichord & Fortepiano ix/1 (Spring 2001), pp.24-30. 
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Dart observed that ‘Different manuscripts containing the same piece commonly show 

such irreconcilable differences in the nature and placing of the ornaments that it is hard to 

believe these were taken very seriously’,25 while Robert Donington noted ‘the difficulty 

of finding two separate ornaments to fit equally well all the contexts in which this pair of 

signs are used’.26 More recently, David Wulstan27 and Asako Hirabayaski28 have 

proposed systems that assign consistent meanings to the ornaments, but the only 

generally accepted conclusions from more than a century of scholarly and practical 

investigation seem to be: that the double stroke ornament is some kind of trill; that the 

single stroke represents a simpler ornament; and that the musical context has implications 

for which choices are made for execution. 

 

A catalogue of the ornaments from the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book alone shows some fifty 

different written-out example types, mostly varieties of trills; these operate at a variety of 

rhythmic levels, from quavers to hemidemisemiquavers, with semiquavers being the most 

common. These include cadential upper-note trills with termination (all virginalist 

written-out trill sources include termination); cadential composite trills that start on the 

main note but with a preparatory note or pattern; turns; broken turns (four-note figures 

with the interval of a third in the middle); trill-like patterns that fill out a third or fifth; 

tirata scale patterns covering a fifth; and upper- or lower-trills that have a melodic rather 

                                                 
25 Thurston Dart, The Interpretation of Music (London, 1954), p.118. Dart’s loose generalization about the 
notation not being ‘taken very seriously’ (by copyists? by performers?) masks a more nuanced series of 
reasons that may explain such inconsistencies (see Ch.1). 
 
26 Robert Donington, The Interpretation of Early Music (London, 1963, r/1989), p.238.  
 
27 David Wulstan, Tudor Music (Iowa City, 1986), pp.125-155. 
 
28 Asako Hirabayashi, ‘A New Interpretation of the English Virginalists’ Ornament Signs’, Early Keyboard 
Journal xxv-xxvi (2010), pp. 93-123. 
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than harmonic function. Even with these thousands of examples, an insoluble problem 

remains: either the ornaments were only written in full when they could not be 

represented by the normal signs, or the fully-notated versions show what the signs 

actually represented. However, taking the latter as a starting guide is still a reasonable 

course of action.29 The playable length of an ornament is partly dependent on tempo, and 

Thomas Robinson (1603), describing lute ornamentation, makes an important distinction 

regarding the use of ornaments in a quick tempo: ‘in a quicke time a little touch or jerke 

will serve’,30 that is, where there is not time for a full ornament, a shorter one will suffice. 

 

The large Elizabethan lute repertoire should provide an interesting comparison, but the 

problem is very similar to that of the keyboard repertoire; the signs themselves are known 

but not named,31 and there are no descriptive sources until later in the 17th century. Many 

manuscripts have only two signs, # and +, distributed approximately 70/30 % 

respectively, and various modern attempts to classify them have been made, especially by 

Martin Shepherd.32 Robinson’s The Schoole of Musicke (1603) is particularly important 

here, and his verbal descriptions appear to encompass ‘falls’ and ‘relishes’, equivalent to 

short appoggiaturas and trills in modern usage; the implication of his text may be that the 

former are more often used than the latter. Shepherd’s hypothesis, based on counting 

                                                 
29 Original fingering should be used while experimenting, as it is highly likely that there is a relationship 
between ornament choice and the ‘strong’ fingers mentioned by keyboard (and lute) theorists of the period. 
 
30 David Lumsden (ed), Thomas Robinson, The Schoole of Musicke (Paris, 1971). 
 
31 Margaret Board’s Lute Book (c.1620) names and signs five ornaments, without describing them: pull 
back, fall forward, shake, long shake and slide. 
 
32 Martin Shepherd, ‘The Interpretation of signs for graces in English lute music’, The Lute xxxvi (1996), 
pp.37-84. 
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numerous ornaments, note durations, scale degrees and open string usage in two 

manuscripts from the early 17th century,33 is that the # includes graces which start on the 

main note and the + those which begin with an auxiliary; the distinction is thus one 

between consonant and dissonant starts (unfortunately this theory does not map onto 

virginal ornamentation). As with virginal music, there are numerous examples of written-

out (especially cadential) ornamentation, and divisions, and an examination of the 

complete lute works of John Dowland (1563-1626) shows a high level of overlap with the 

virginal ornament tradition. 

 

Many unanswerable questions remain: what were the purposes of ornaments? Were they 

understood in the same way by all contemporary composers, copyists and performers? 

Did the meaning or interpretation of symbols vary between styles and genres? Were they 

interpreted in the same way on all types of keyboard instruments? And were ornaments 

(either written-out or indicated by signs) performed with more or less metrical freedom 

than the music to which they were attached? Practical decisions nonetheless need to be 

made by performers, and careful and systematic experimentation offers some way 

forward on a case-by-case basis. 

 

Giles Farnaby 

Extensive work in museums and archives over the past century has left comparatively 

little for musicologists still to find, and the basic biographical data for most early 

composers is likely to remain unchanged. However, interpretations of both such 

                                                 
33 Shepherd (1996), p.57 examined more than a thousand signs in two manuscripts, showing for example 
that the + sign rarely occurs on short note values and is more common on the tonic note than is the #. 
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information or its absence can change, and assessments of composers are by no means 

fixed, even if the humanities has a tendency to leave the current view with the most 

recent published scholar. In the case of Giles Farnaby (c.1565-1640), this view dates back 

some sixty years, and the time seems ripe for a re-evaluation.34 Farnaby has suffered 

greatly from the archival discovery that he was professionally trained as a joiner not a 

musician, and might therefore be regarded as an ‘amateur’ composer, in a pejorative 

sense.35 Old biases, in part driven by judgements of trade and class, seem to have 

marginalized figures like Farnaby, but recent explorations (including a new edition with 

his complete keyboard music36 and a number of fine modern recordings), are beginning 

to have some success in shifting from perceptions and moving the focus to the quality of 

his music. 

 

The documentary evidence about Farnaby is also worth re-examining, as there are 

possible alternative explanations to the narrative presented by Richard Marlow in the 

1960s. First, there is no evidence for him having worked as a joiner after 1595, and his 

surviving music (including published works) comprises a substantial body of psalm 

settings, canzonets and virginal music (in the latter category, only Byrd, Bull and 

Tomkins produced more). The latter is found almost exclusively in the Fitzwilliam 

Virginal Book, and the mechanism by which that manuscript’s copyist accessed is 

                                                 
34 See Richard Marlow, Critical edition of the keyboard works of Giles and Richard Farnaby, PhD 
dissertation (University of Cambridge, 1966), ‘The Keyboard Music of Giles Farnaby’, Proceedings of the 
Royal Musical Association, 92nd Session (1965-1966), pp.107-120, and Richard Marlow (ed), Giles & 
Richard Farnaby, Keyboard Music, Musica Britannica XXIV (London, 2/1974). 
 
35 That usage of the term appears to date from the late 19th century onwards; see Noël Riley, The 
accomplished lady: a history of genteel pursuits c.1660-1860 (Plymouth, 2017), p.2. 
 
36 Baxendale and Knights (2020).  
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unknown (the variable quality of the copy-sources suggest they did not come directly 

from the composer). A possible transmitter was Farnaby’s musician son Richard (four 

pieces of his are also in the Fitzwilliam source), and the important discovery that the 

latter was working at the Pomerania-Wolgast court in the mid-1620s even suggests a 

possible explanation for the fact that Giles is missing from the historical record for more 

than two decades before 1634; did father accompany son abroad? Second, Farnaby was 

both a competent composer (BMus, Oxford 1592), with musical links to musicians like 

John Bull, and (almost certainly) a very expert performer. Finally, he may not actually 

have been a lifelong Protestant (the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book has been regarded as 

collecting principally Catholic composers, with Farnaby an inexplicable outlier); changes 

in religion were not uncommon in 16th and early 17th century England, and that he does 

not appear in his firmly Protestant mother Jane’s will in 1605 is curious, as is the use of 

numerous plainchant-like themes in his keyboard fantasias. These approaches chime with 

the broader need to re-examine persistent myths about confessional uniformity in 

England and their relationships to music-making. 

 

In the absence of any new biographical information, the fairest way to assess Farnaby’s 

contribution to the virginalist tradition is through the music itself, thus returning to the 

more open perspectives of the earliest commentators, who were generous in their 

assessment of his music as being ‘comparable with Byrd’s’,37 describing him as ‘the most 

original of all the virginalists’38 and ‘that special genius of virginal music’.39  

                                                 
37 Naylor (1905), p.199. 
 
38 Van den Borren ([1913]), p.355. 
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Bach’s keyboard music 

Scholarly engagement with historical music sometimes operates by focusing on only one 

particular aspect, whether it be sources, musicology, analysis or other perspectives; 

bringing multiple constituent elements together requires a wide set of skills, and this is 

even more true when performance is added. Chapter 3 is an example of the additional 

value that practical engagement can bring, especially with a whole-corpus study. Here, 

elements as diverse as pedagogy, instrumental technique, compositional practice, 

performance practice, attribution studies and organology are related to the music itself, as 

experienced by the player. New questions can and should arise from direct engagement 

with the scores, sometimes in a way which might not otherwise be possible, and a broad 

repertoire study also leads to the noting of patterns of compositional practice than can 

prove significant. ‘Completeness’ is also an important aspect, as it gives the full context 

for a composer’s style, even where differences are observed within genres, by chronology 

and so on. 

 

Bach’s process of collecting many of his clavier and organ works into fair copy sets of 

six or multiples of six appears to have begun in around 1720,40 and this process led to 

many surviving ‘orphan’ works. Some of these may have been early works that he did not 

consider worthy or were awaiting revision; and some were of the wrong scale (the 

preludes & fugues in the Well-tempered Clavier contents appear to have had a length 

                                                                                                                                                 
39 Margaret Glyn, ‘The National School of Virginal Music in Elizabethan Times’, Proceedings of the 
Musical Association, 43rd session (1916-1917), pp.29-49 at p.32. 
 
40 For the clavier works, this includes Clavierübung I, II, the Goldberg Variations, the 48, the English and 
French Suites and Partitas, the Toccatas, the Art of Fugue and the Inventions & Sinfonias. 
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limit, for example). Other pieces which only survived due to limited circulation amongst 

former pupils or collectors. The 21 recitals of the complete surviving keyboard works 

took place between 2017-2021, and works were grouped by genre as far as possible, 

allowing that larger sets had to be split: Clavierübung II, the Goldberg Variations, the 

French Suites, the Art of Fugue and the Inventions & Sinfonias were single concerts 

each, while the 48 was divided into five (Book 2 is longer than Book 1), and the English 

Suites, Partitas and Toccatas were split between pairs of concerts. Playing in sets allows 

for a greater appreciation of compositional variety, as for example in the six Partitas, 

where Bach makes a point of varying the content (for example, six different types of 

Sarabande) through the collection. In terms of attributions,41 a fairly generous approach 

was taken, which gave an opportunity to perform and consider a number of very early 

works that remain under suspicion.42 Preliminary reading involved revisiting the standard 

Bach texts in English, including the New Bach Reader and standard works by David 

Schulenberg, Peter Williams, David Ledbetter, Ralph Kirkpatrick and Richard Troeger,43 

as well as three more recent volumes by Richard Jones, Peter Williams and Robin 

                                                 
41 For a discussion of dubious attributions, see Knights and Padilla (2021). 
 
42 With respect to the early suites, see Francis Knights, Pablo Padilla and Mateo Rodriguez, ‘Chronology, 
Style and Attribution in the Early Keyboard Suites of J. S. Bach’ (forthcoming). 
 
43 Hans T. David and Arthur Mendel (eds), rev Christoph Wolff, The New Bach Reader (New York, 1998), 
David Schulenberg, The Keyboard Music of J. S. Bach (New York, 2/2006), Peter Williams, Bach: The 
Goldberg Variations (Cambridge, 2001), David Ledbetter, Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier: The 48 
Preludes and Fugues (New Haven, 2002), Ralph Kirkpatrick, Interpreting Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier: 
A Performer`s Discourse of Method (New Haven, 1987) and Richard Troeger, Playing Bach on the 
Keyboard: A Practical Guide (Pompton Plains, NJ, 2003). 
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Leaver.44 References to all these and a number of other books were then organized and 

presented as a short guide for the benefit of other players.45  

 

For the first time, a complete Bach cycle was given on the clavichord, the most common 

domestic keyboard instrument in 18th-century Germany; and, in the spirit of 

performances from before the invention of the public ‘keyboard recital’ in the late 18th 

century, were presented in small venues in front of invited audiences. The instrument 

used was a 1993 copy by Dennis Woolley of a Johann Adolph Hass of 1763, the original 

of which is in excellent playing order. Although this particular clavichord dates from 

after Bach’s death, the original design, by Johann’s father Hieronymous Albrecht Hass 

(1689-1746 or later) was very similar, and there are 18 or so surviving FF-f3 unfretted 

clavichords of this model by both father and son;46 the earliest is from 1732, and is 

already a fully worked-out design from the period of (for example) Bach’s mature clavier 

works. The clavichord worked well for the entire chronological corpus, and supports 

Forkel’s statement that Bach ‘liked best to play upon the clavichord’, considering it ‘the 

best instrument for study, and, in general, for private musical entertainment’.47 

                                                 
44 Richard D. P. Jones, The Creative Development of Johann Sebastian Bach, 2 vols. (Oxford, 2007, 2013); 
Peter Williams, Bach: A Musical Biography (Cambridge, 2016); Robin A. Leaver (ed), The Routledge 
Companion to Johann Sebastian Bach (Abingdon, 2017). 
 
45 Francis Knights, ‘The Musician’s Bookshelf: J. S. Bach’, Harpsichord & Fortepiano xxiv/2 (Spring 
2020), p.32. 
 
46 Donald Boalch, ed Charles Mould, Makers of the Harpsichord and Clavichord (Oxford, 3/1995), pp.365-
376. An online update of Boalch is to be launched in 2022. 
 
47 David and Mendel (1998), p.436. Many 20th century harpsichordists (especially Wanda Landowska) have 
found Forkel’s statements highly contentious; see Francis Knights, ‘Johann Sebastian Bach und das 
Clavichord: Argumente für ein verkanntes Instrument’, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik (November 1990), 
pp.15-18. 
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Experience showed that the very act of performing these particular works on such an 

instrument, proved to be a valuable and revealing research method in itself. 

 

The project began with the complete Well-tempered Clavier, on the basis that this is the 

most comprehensive survey of Bach’s technical demands. A formal study-structure 

scheme was devised and written up,48 using a six-level system of preparation (Analysis of 

the score and background reading; Fingering; Basic learning; Improving problem 

passages; Familiarity and revision; and Preparation for performance) with adjustable 

study times to allow for some flexibility. A list was also compiled of the individual 

technical components in the music, which was further developed for the Inventions & 

Sinfonias;49 this useful task does not appear to have been done before. It validates Bach’s 

own method of making these works an early goal of study, and reinforces that the full 

benefits of study only come if both sets of Inventions & Sinfonias are learned complete. 

 

The Art of Fugue (performed in the recital series both as a solo and as a duo on two 

clavichords) provides an interesting example of a technical issue, that of hand stretch. 

Normal practice for Bach - and all early keyboard composers - is for the octave span to 

be the normal limit, and a deviation in the mirror fugues (Contrapunctus XIII) of parallel 

tenths in one hand raises the issue of whether the work is indeed for solo keyboard, as 

was proposed many years ago by Donald Tovey and Gustav Leonhardt,50 among others. 

                                                 
48 Francis Knights, ‘Learning the 48’, Harpsichord & Fortepiano xxiii/1 (Autumn 2018), pp.21-31. 
 
49 Francis Knights, ‘Bach’s Inventions & Sinfonias and keyboard pedagogy’, Sounding Board xiii (2019), 
pp.24-30. 
 
50 Donald Tovey, A Companion to ‘The Art of Fugue’ (Oxford, 1931); Gustav Leonhardt, The Art of Fugue 
- Bach’s Last Harpsichord Work: An Argument (The Hague, 1952). 
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In fact, the work cannot be performed complete on a single keyboard due to such issues 

as hand stretch and keyboard compass,51 and this raises an interesting question as to 

whether the Art of Fugue is indeed an entity, in performing terms. The incomplete 

Contrapunctus XIV was also the subject of study, using computational methods which 

assess the similarity of a number of completions (there are more than two dozen in total) 

to the musical content of Bach’s surviving 239 bars.52 Using a mathematical method 

called Information Theory, it can be demonstrated that Tovey’s 1929 completion53 holds 

up well, but is eclipsed by the recent Göncz version.54 

 

The 21 solo clavichord recitals were supplemented by four others, which included a 

harpsichord performance of the Goldberg Variations; a repeat of one of the ‘48’ 

programmes on the organ; the Art of Fugue as a clavichord duo with Dan Tidhar; and an 

experimental sight-reading concert. This latter subjected a small invited audience, who 

were invited to pick works at random from supplied collections of German baroque 

works, to see both what it is like to perform – and to hear – a sight-read recital; this was 

in reference to an anecdote in Forkel’s biography of Bach, in which he told an 

acquaintance that he ‘really believed he could play everything, without hesitating, at first 

sight’. On being given a score with an unplayable passage which he failed to negotiate 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
51 Francis Knights, ‘Bach’s Art of Fugue as a keyboard work’, Dolmetsch Foundation Bulletin, New series 
No.38 (Autumn 2020), pp.8-12. The posthumous published edition also includes an organ chorale prelude, 
and an arrangement for two keyboards of the pair of mirror fugues, otherwise unperformable by a single 
player. 
 
52 Ivan Paz, Francis Knights, Pablo Padilla and Dan Tidhar, ‘An Information-Theoretical Method for 
Comparing Completions of Contrapunctus XIV from Bach’s Art of Fugue’, Empirical Musicology Review 
(forthcoming 2022). 
 
53 Donald F. Tovey, Bach, The Art of Fugue (Oxford, 1929). 
 
54 Zoltán Göncz, Joh. Sebastian Bach: Contrapunctus 14 (Stuttgart, 2006). 
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successfully, Bach is reputed to have said, ‘one cannot play everything at first sight; it is 

not possible’.55  

 

One simple observation from performing the English Suites – that Bach’s binary-form 

dance movements nearly always end with matching broken-chord cadential patterns (all 

six Allemandes, for example) – led to a parallel piece of research about Bach’s cantatas 

(Chapter 5).56 His recitative perfect cadences with obligato instruments are harmonically 

plain but quite varied in layout, and from this a typology of all such cadences (111 in 

total) can be created. This was intended to be useful for continuo players performing 

from the numerous cantata sources which are unfigured, where over-decoration is 

sometimes evident in modern concerts and recordings. The results from the written-out 

versions clearly suggest what is appropriate Bachian voice-leading, and what level of 

dissonance was typical (for example, dominant sevenths and falling sevenths are 

relatively rare in minor keys, and decorated cadence chords are far more common in 

some keys than others). The cantata texts set support cadence types being related to key 

words in the text: certain types of words evidently suggested melodic elaboration to 

Bach. 

 

Performance Practice 

Ornamentation is an area where ambiguity poses the performer many problems (see also 

chapter 1): sources may be unclear, may disagree with each other, or contain no 

                                                 
55 Forkel (1802), in Mendel and David (1998), p.435. 
 
56 Given the practical outcomes of the study, this was published in a widely-read open-access society 
publication (not peer-reviewed), where professional keyboard players were far more likely to read it. 
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ornamentation at all, leaving little concrete evidence of what was intended by the 

composer at the time of composition, For example, some Bach clavier works survive in 

highly-ornamented German sources that owe something to the French manner, with little 

sense as to what is derived from Bach. Of course, copies like those of Johann Peter 

Kellner (1705-1772)57 are highly instructive as to how one particular later musician 

understood the music, but connecting these back to Bach’s practice in 1710, 1730 or 1750 

(his own playing style is very likely to have changed over half a century) is uncertain. 

While his own highly ornamented alternative versions (for example, the Sinfonia in Eb 

BWV791a) are indicative of the possibilities, do they reflect exception usage (perhaps 

model examples for students) or normal usage? Certainly, by the mid-1720s onwards, 

when Bach published his Six Partitas there is relatively little added decoration to 

individual notes compared to complex notated patterns written out in full (Sarabande, 

Partita No.6 in E minor). In terms of keyboard technique, this might even point to 

clavichord rather than harpsichord. 

 

The differences in repertoire, style and use between organ and harpsichord is probably 

more marked today than it was in the Baroque, and both editors and publishers have 

tended to make a distinction between the two. In Bach, the organ works are usually seen 

as those with an obligato pedal part or a clear liturgical purpose (for example, a chorale 

prelude), with the remainder being seen as for clavier. However, this leaves an interesting 

small group of pieces (see chapter 4) which have an intermittent or very occasional pedal 

                                                 
57 See for example the excerpts or scores included in Rudolf Steglich (ed), J. S. Bach, Toccaten BWV 910-
916 (Munich, r/2008), p.87, Georg von Dadelsen (ed), J. S. Bach, Suiten, Sonaten, Capriccios, Variationen 
(Munich, r/2009), pp.6, 20-21 and Georg von Dadelsen and Klaus Ronnau (eds), J. S. Bach, Fantasien, 
Präludien und Fugen (Munich, r/2009), p.141. 



 21

part. These are more likely to be published with the clavier works (which are intrinsically 

more ‘miscellaneous’ in style and genre than the organ works. None appear to need a 16-

foot pedal, and the majority (while not precisely dateable) seem to come from around 

1710-1715. Not all sources even mention the word ‘pedal’ at points where it seems to be 

implied, or comment in any way on the impossible stretches for the left hand. The options 

for performance are: the use of a third hand; a pedal harpsichord or clavichord;58 putting 

the unreachable notes up an octave; using the ‘stick in mouth’ technique described by 

Charles Burney (see below); or the use of an instrument with pedal pulldowns (a small 

pedalboard connecting to the lowest notes of the manuals by cords or trackers). The eight 

works fall into two groups: those requiring just a few pitches at the end (Fugue in A 

minor BWV865 from The Well-tempered Clavier, Book 1, Fugue in C major BWV946, 

Fugue in A major BWV949, Fugue in A major BWV950); and those requiring a wider 

range of pitches (Fugue in D minor BWV948, Sonata in D major BWV963, Aria Variata 

BWV989, Capriccio in E major, BWV993). Both groups seem closer to clavier than 

organ in terms of texture and style (for example, dense left-hand chords in BWV993, 

wide-ranging arpeggios in BWV948). With reference to the plausible options suggested 

for performance, that of pedal pulldowns seems most likely with respect to Bach’s 

original composition environment. 

 

Burney’s reference to the anecdote about Bach using a stick in his mouth to play even 

more notes led to a practical experiment to test this. The results suggested that it is 

difficult to use on a touch-sensitive instrument like the clavichord, with issues of 

                                                 
58 See Joel Speerstra, Bach and the Pedal Clavichord (Rochester, 2005). 
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balancing the tone and volume with the notes played by the hands, but that it can work on 

harpsichord. It is far too inelegant to use in an actual recital, and angling the head to 

reach the low bass notes with the stick means the music cannot been seen while doing it, 

but it is not actually impossible as a technique. Such curious historical anecdotes as this 

one sometimes turn out to have an original basis in fact, rather than being simple 

biographical invention.59 

 

Manuscript Sources 

Given the long history of choral foundations in England, the number of surviving early 

manuscripts is remarkably small. Collections were built up for practical use, subject to 

various liturgical changes (for example, the back-and-forth upheavals of the 16th century), 

and as they became old fashioned or worn out, were discarded or put away on a shelf. 

Damaged material not in permanent bindings was always in danger, and this is likely the 

reason for major collegiate institutions such as King’s College in Cambridge and Christ 

Church and Magdalen College in Oxford having very few music manuscripts from before 

the 17th century.60 Items were even mislaid as late as the end of the 19th century, such as 

the Magdalen copy of Daniel Purcell’s Service in E minor that served a copy source for 

Stainer’s edition, originated during his time as Informator Choristarum there. What may 

be a companion organ book for that lost Purcell source has survived in the College 

archives, MS 347 (chapter 7); this dates from soon after the Restoration, and includes 

                                                 
59 For an example of such a ‘close-reading’ examination of a different anecdote about John Bull (also 
mentioned by Burney), see Francis Knights and Pablo Padilla, ‘Dr Bull and a motet in 80 parts’ 
(forthcoming). 
 
60 See for example the references in Francis Knights, ‘The History of the Choral Foundation of St John’s 
College, Oxford’, The Musical Times cxxxi/1770 (August 1990), pp.444-447, Knights (1991) and Francis 
Knights, ‘The historic chapel music manuscripts at Trinity’, Trinity College Annual Report (2007), pp.55-
59. 
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music from before the Civil War composed by Tallis, Farrant, Byrd, Patrick and Gibbons, 

and from after it by Rogers, Child, Blow, Purcell and Aldrich. The presence of several 

pieces by Benjamin Rogers suggests that he may have been involved in its compilation. 

The source is especially important as a performance practice document for several 

reasons: at a time when organs were being re-pitched lower, the transposition of Tallis’ 

Short Service suggests an attempt to retain the sounding pitch its composer might have 

expected; and Gibbons’ Short Service is highly ornamented in the Restoration manner 

(see Knights 1990 for a transcription of the Magnificat & Nunc dimittis).61 This is highly 

unusual (although not unique),62 and has significant implications for both tempo and 

style. As well as flourishes between verses, there are keyboard ornaments in the organ 

part which – it could be assumed, but is not completely certain – were reflected in the 

missing chorus parts. In other words, music by Gibbons was being updated into a 

contemporary style, and this also raises the obvious question as to whether, at this time 

and place at least, highly ornamented styles were usual for church music. This would 

certainly justify experimentation as to the results of this. 

 

As noted above, the survival of music manuscripts is often owed to a critical moment, 

when an old book is deemed to be worth keeping even though the repertoire is contains is 

obsolete. Collectors have always been attracted to large and highly decorated volumes, 

such as the lavish early 16th century choirbooks produced by the Alamire workshop in 

Antwerp, but more modest volumes started attracting the interest of antiquarians from the 

                                                 
61 Francis Knights, ‘A Restoration Version of Gibbons’ Short Service’, Organists’ Review lxxvi/271 (June 
1990), pp.97-100. 
 
62 See Knights (2007). 
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18th century onwards; many of these have now found their way into collections such as 

the British Library. The ‘Cinderella’ of such hand-copied collections are probably the 

teaching manuscripts created from after the Restoration until the early 19th century, where 

simple works of modest musical value intended for pupils have less to commend them in 

terms of musical contents. Some of these remained in their place of origin for many 

years, such as the ‘Cobham Hall Spinet Book’ (chapter 8), now in Cambridge University 

Library.63 This records the progress of an aristocratic young pupil in a grand country 

house in Kent from 1729 onwards. Teacher Charles Froud (a London organist) appears to 

have collected together works by Handel, Arne, Greene, Ariosti, Pepusch and others (no 

composers are named, but many works can be identified), and some of the contents 

parallel pieces in Peter Prelleur’s The Modern Musick-Master of 1731. 

 

Cobham Hall was the seat of the Earls of Darnley for more than 200 years, passing out of 

the family in 1957 after the death of the ninth Earl. The first Earl (d.1728) and his wife 

Theodosia (d.1722) had six children, and it appears that the youngest, Theodosia Bligh 

(1722-1777) was the pupil in question. Her older brother Edward (Second Earl of 

Darnley from 1728) became a Handel enthusiast as an adult, and the house later 

contained a both a chamber organ attributed to Samuel Green and a substantial Snetzler 

organ. The manuscript refers to lessons on the ‘Spinetto’, which may be a generic 

keyboard term or have referred to an actual spinet; these were much more common in 

England than harpsichords until the middle of the 18th century. However, a surviving 

single-manual harpsichord by John Hancock (London, 1720) was also sold in the 1957 

                                                 
63 GB-Cu MS Add. 9127. 
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estate sale, and it is possible that this instrument – which has the exact GG-e3 compass 

required by the manuscript – was the very instrument on which Froude gave his lessons. 

 

The manuscript starts with a concise set of instructions similar to those of the 

Harpsichord Master volumes published in London from the very end of the 17th century. 

Most importantly, it includes manuscript notes of great rarity concerning actual lesson 

dates, noting all ‘The Days Mr Froud came to teach me to play on the Spinetto’ (as with 

the history of rehearsal, the history of private music lessons at this early date is poorly 

supported by archival evidence, making such specific dates linked with one source all the 

more important). Between January and June 1729, 48 lessons were given, more than two 

per week, and the manuscript repertoire and difficulty appears to be progressive; the 

lessons likely continued to 1731 and possibly beyond, even though no later teaching dates 

are listed. It is a pity no further information is given. 

 

The Clavichord 

A final group of chapters relate to the clavichord. This has been a long-standing research 

interest, and started with the collection of data about recordings and publications. Chapter 

9 began as an article,64 but within a few years a revised version was large enough to 

become a substantial book in 2009,65 since expanded and updated in 2020; this was a 

reflection of the greatly increased interest in the instrument worldwide, supported by the 

foundation of clavichord societies in Finland, Germany, Japan, the Netherlands, 

                                                 
64 Francis Knights, ‘A Clavichord Discography’, Music Review li/3 (August 1990), pp.221-233. 
 
65 Francis Knights, Clavichord Discography (Cambridge, 2009). 
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Switzerland, the UK, and the US (sadly, several of these have now closed, more due to 

administrative and financial difficulties than lack of interest). A parallel project collected 

writings on the instrument,66 which (again) were much more extensive than previously 

thought; this bibliography has now been superseded by the comprehensive one published 

online by Lothar Bemmann.67 The discography, which was supplemented by an extended 

review-article of the main recordings then available,68 has in particular has become a 

resource for the study of repertoire interests and performance practice in the modern era, 

for example Paul Simmonds’ article about the (still-neglected) place of the clavichord in 

the late 18th-century German clavier repertoire.69 

 

A second strand concerned repertoire, both in general and in particular. As well as a brief 

overview of the possible music for which the instrument was historically suited,70 there 

were studies relating to the instrument in France (Chapter 10) and England (Chapter 11). 

Two particular composers also featured: Bach71 and Chopin.72 The former needed 

‘rescuing’ from harpsichord recitalists, who had chosen to ignore Forkel’s clear statement 

                                                 
66 Francis Knights, ‘The Clavichord: A Comprehensive Bibliography’, Galpin Society Journal xlviii 
(1995), pp.52-67. 
 
67 See http://www.clavichord.info. 
 
68 Francis Knights, ‘The Clavichord on CD’, in Judith Wardman (ed), International Clavichord Directory 
(London, 2/2008), pp.11-31. 
 
69 Paul Simmonds, ‘The Clavichord Revival’, Clavichord International xxv/1(May 2021), pp.21-23. 
 
70 Francis Knights, ‘A short guide to the Clavichord and its music’, in Wardman (2008), pp.9-10. 
 
71 See Knights (1990). 
 
72 Francis Knights, ‘Exploring Chopin on the clavichord’, Tangents xlv (October 2019), pp.1-4. 
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about Bach’s keyboard preferences (‘He liked best to play upon the clavichord’),73 as it 

did not accord with performing realities of today; it is gratifying to see that the composer 

is now featured on more than 160 recordings, even if Richard Troeger’s excellent 

ongoing complete series on Lyrichord is not now to be finished. Chopin is a more 

contentious matter, and was an idea borrowed from the performers Judy Conrad, Anna 

Maria McElwain and Wim Winters.74 The historical justification was that from the late 

18th century clavichords could have very large six-octave compasses (CC-c4 – Pehr 

Lindholm, 1794 onwards; FF-f4 – Carl Jacob Nordqvist, c.1820), which must have been 

related to the music they were intended for.75 One likely reason was to keep up with the 

expanding compass of the fortepiano, and clavichordists must to some extent been 

playing piano repertoire, even if the absence of a sustaining pedal caused difficulty in 

Romantic piano music. Clavichords were still being built in Poland during Chopin’s 

lifetime,76 and scholars have even suggested that Chopin could have used the instrument 

when young. A programme of mazurkas, preludes and waltzes falling within an FF-f3 

compass was devised and successfully performed in May 2019. 

 

                                                 
73 David and Mendel (1998), p.436. See also Knights (1990). 
 
74 The second of these also wrote an extensive study of the Preludes, and has recorded a number of them; 
see Anna Maria McElwain, A Clavichordist’s View of the Chopin Preludes (Sibelius Academy, 2010). 
 
75 Wide compasses were also found in the Czech lands and Iberia. 
 
76 Benjamin Vogel, ‘The Clavichord as an Instrument and as a Term in Polish Musical Culture’, in Bernard 
Brauchli, Susan Brauchli and Alberto Galazzo (eds), De Clavicordio I (Magnano, 1994), pp.209–213. 
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There is also a substantial modern repertoire for the instrument, now catalogued,77 which 

began with Herbert Howells in 1927 and follows a variety of paths across the world from 

the neo-classical to the avant-garde, resulting – in the interests of encouraging further 

commissions for the clavichord – in an article explaining some of the parameters for 

effective composition for an instrument which is not yet well understood by many 

musicians.78 

 

Clavichord Recordings 

The history of clavichord sound recordings dates back 90 years to Arnold Dolmetsch, 

who has been followed by no fewer than 250 performers on disc (Chapter 9). The 

instrument has greatly benefited from modern recording techniques, especially in terms 

of capturing low level dynamic range and nuance, and the sounds of the pioneers are now 

relatively dated. However, the ‘revival’ clavichords by Dolmetsch, Goff and others that 

were used up until the 1970s make a more attractive sound than do the equivalent 

harpsichords; the simplicity of the clavichord precludes the engineering-driven 

‘improvements’ that were made to the latter instruments before that time. Repertoire 

choices began with mainstream Baroque and Classical composers (Bach, Haydn, Mozart 

are well represented), but with increasing coverage of the 17th century subsequently. 

Certain composers, such as C. P. E. Bach, have been very fortunate, to the benefit of their 

reputations. In addition, folk, pop, jazz and contemporary music are now all represented, 

                                                 
77 Knights (forthcoming 2022). A selection of recent works by Alexander Blustin, Alan Bullard, Graham 
Lynch, Ivan Moody, Peter Nickol, Janet Oates and Julia Usher will appear as Francis Knights (ed), New 
Music for Clavichord (forthcoming 2022). 
 
78 Francis Knights, ‘Composing for the Clavichord’, in Wardman (2/2005), pp.9-10. A series of recitals in 
Cambridge since 2017 has explored the modern repertoire, including the complete clavichord works of 
Herbert Howells at the time of his 125th Anniversary. 
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and the instrument can also be heard in accompaniment role, with a solo voice or flute, 

and in its ‘pedal’ guise, an important historic use as a practice instrument for organists. 

 

Although a database provides advantages for searching, a printed discography allows for 

a better overview, and the layout adopted here is alphabetical by performer, followed by 

recordings in date order, with a numbered suffix to indicate reissues or versions of the 

original issue.79 The data also includes the full clavichord track list, instrument, format, 

label, date and reviews; separate indexes for composers and historic instruments are 

provided.  

 

The clavichord in France 

The distribution of surviving historical clavichords between the early 16th and mid-19th 

centuries suggests the popularity and usage made of it varied considerably between 

country and century. Some three-quarters are of German origin, by such esteemed makers 

as Friderici, Hubert and Hass, and literary and archival sources, as well as extant music, 

suggest that the heyday of the clavichord took place in 18th century Germany. However, 

the lack of named and dated instruments or identifiable repertoire in other clavichord 

centres, such as 16th-century Spain and 18th-century Sweden, makes such statements 

uncertain. In modern times, ‘players of the modern concert harpsichord … have 

enthusiastically laid claim to all early keyboard music whatsoever’,80 in the words of 

Thurston Dart, hampering our understanding of the sheer variety of keyboards in pre-19th 

                                                 
79 This format designed here is based on 15 years’ experience as a professional discographer and 
cataloguer. 
 
80 Thurston Dart, sleeve note to J. S. Bach: the Six French Suites, L'Oiseau-Lyre SOL 60039 (1961). 
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century Europe. In respect of the French tradition of the 17th and 18th centuries, the 

quantity and quality of music by Chambonnières, the Couperins, Rameau, Duphly, 

Forqueray and other members of the claveciniste school has partly overshadowed the 

contemporary organ and fortepiano traditions. While no known French clavichords 

survive, documentary evidence published half a century ago by Lesure, Hardouin and 

Hubbard indicate that the instrument was known and used (Chapter 10).81 Workshop 

inventories and estate valuations between c.1550 and c.1800 show instrument makers, 

composers and performers with clavichords in their possession, and include such 

illustrious family names as Denis, Jacquet, Baillon, Blanchet, Hemsch, Stehlin, Taskin, 

Goermans, Gigault, Couperin, Dumont, Nivers, Raison, de la Guerre, Thomelin, 

Marchand and Forqueray. For the most part, the condition and purpose of the instruments 

(none are attributed or dated in the records) is unknown, but it seems that a considerable 

number of French composers, players and makers owned clavichords; the preponderance 

of known organists among the second group suggest that (as elsewhere) they served as 

convenient practice instruments. Strikingly, the instrument owned by Nicolas Gigault in 

1701 represents only the second archival reference to an unfretted clavichord, after its 

mention in the preface to Johann Speth’s Ars magna consoni et dissoni keyboard 

collection of 1693.82 

 

                                                 
81 François Lesure, ‘La Facture Instrumentale à Paris au Seizième Siècle’, Galpin Society Journal vii 
(1954), pp.11-52; Pierre Hardouin, ‘Harpsichord Making in Paris: Eighteenth Century’, Galpin Society 
Journal x (1957), pp.10-29; xii (1959), pp.73-85; xiii (1960), pp.52-58; Hubbard (1965), pp.286-319 and 
89. 
 
82 One related outcome of the 1991 France article has been a 2014 CD recording by Terence Charlston 
called Mersenne’s Clavichord (Divine Art DDA25134), using an instrument by Peter Bavington based on 
Mersenne’s description. 
 



 31

The Clavichord in Britain 

As with France, documentary sources show evidence of knowledge and use of the 

clavichord in England, and from the 15th to the 19th centuries,83 although references seem 

to decline in number after the English Civil War. However, Handel reputedly owned a 

high pitch instrument by Ugo Annibale Traeri (1726), used ‘in composition, while 

travelling’;84 and references to instruments being played, auctioned, sold or made can be 

found between the 1740s and 1780s. Unlike France, an actual instrument of c.1780 now 

survives, signed by Peter Hicks (see Chapter 11). The authenticity of this clavichord has 

been debated for many years, mainly because of uncertainty about its date relative to its 

style; for example, it has been suggested that it might have been made by Rudolf Straube, 

that the inscription was later added to a clavichord of German origin, or that it could have 

been converted from a square piano. In addition, some poor 19th century restoration work 

(the bridge is currently fitted the wrong way round) has tainted the instrument.  

 

Peter Hicks is almost unknown, but appears in the Broadwood Books as a tuner between 

1769-1772, and he may have been related to a later Bristol family of instrument-makers 

who devised the portable street barrel piano. The instrument is small and triple-fretted 

(exceeding rare by the second half of the 18th century), but the mahogany casework is 

typical of English keyboard instruments from the second half of the century; a date of 

c.1780 seems plausible. The provenance of the instrument goes back to 1881, when it 

                                                 
83 Bernard Brauchli, The Clavichord (Cambridge, 1998), pp.44-46; Christopher Hogwood, ‘The Clavichord 
and its repertoire in France and England before 1700 - a summary and a new manuscript source’, De 
Clavicordio VI (Magnano, 2004), pp.157-176; Christopher Hogwood and Bernard Brauchli, ‘The 
Clavichord Britain and France: a selection of documentary references before 1700’, De Clavicordio VI 
(Magnano, 2004), pp.177-184; Francis Knights, ‘The clavichord in Tudor Cambridge’, British Clavichord 
Society Newsletter, xli (June 2008), pp.3-7. 
 
84 Boalch (1995), p.660. 
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was owned by John Gillis of Cardiff, who sold it to the scholar and collector Thomas Lea 

Southgate in 1892; in 1917 he passed it to the Victoria and Albert Museum, where it 

remains. Southgate appears to have been proud of his acquisition of the only known 

English clavichord, and exhibited it, with references to the instrument in print found from 

1894 onwards. 

 

The origins of the instrument can only be conjectured, but it can (for example) be 

imagined that Hicks built by modelling it an older fretted clavichord to which he had 

access – it is otherwise hard to understand why a triple-fretted (rather than an unfretted) 

instrument would have been wanted at this late date. One possible customer is actually Dr 

Burney, who in 1772 had visited C. P. E. Bach in Hamburg and heard him play, being 

very favourably impressed, and noting Bach’s celebrated Silbermann clavichord.85 The 

most likely use of the Hicks clavichord would have been as a portable practice or 

‘composer’s workbench’ instrument. 

  

Editing: principles and practice 

The laborious process of identifying, collecting and collating musical scores to produce 

editions has undergone profound changes in the past two decades. On the one hand, 

accessing material digitally has enabled significant cost reductions, with the flexibility of 

computer typesetting programmes allowing elegant scores and performing material to be 

produced easily and cheaply. On the other hand, the widespread free online availability of 

outdated or inferior public domain editions has diminished the market for printed 

                                                 
85 See Francis Knights, ‘Charles Burney’s keyboard music’, Harpsichord & Fortepiano xxv/2 (Spring 
2021), pp.13-23. 
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scholarly editions, at the same time as expert editors find the professional or financial 

returns on such work much less worth such effort. The result is that ongoing series such 

as Musica Britannica, Early English Church Music and composer collected works 

continue to proceed slowly and expensively. However, markets do still exist for key 

works and sources aimed at performers, and the need to revisit antiquated editions such 

as the 1899 Fitzwilliam Virginal Book is clear. In recent decades, performers have 

become much more aware of the nuances and variety that early sources present, and are 

more willing to engage with notational difficulties; lute players have used facsimiles for 

years, and the time may even come when original clefs and six-line staves are seen as 

accessible to modern keyboard players. The major new editions of The Fitzwilliam 

Virginal Book, My Ladye Nevell’s Booke and Parthenia, produced in collaboration with 

Jon Baxendale, now makes available the three most important manuscript and printed 

sources of the virginalists.86 As well as including extensive introductions (covering 

history, notation, instruments, performance practice and the like), commentaries and 

bibliographies, these editions also retain almost all original notational features apart from 

clefs and six-line staves.87 These include the hitherto-unnoticed ‘dots of alignment’ 

intended to help the player of the Nevell manuscript align long beamed passagework with 

the accompanying chords, a challenge about which 16th-century keyboard copyists could 

be remarkably cavalier. 

 

                                                 
86 Baxendale and Knights (2020); Baxendale and Knights (2021a); Baxendale and Knights (2021b). 
 
87 Some other editions in the Lyrebird Music keyboard series present duplicate texts, with the alternative 
version using original clefs throughout. 
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One particular issue – that of added editorial ties in keyboard music – was explored 

separately, with the conclusion that editors should more carefully think about why and for 

what instrument these might be considered.88 In particular, it often seems to be assumed 

that long repeated organ notes are to be sustained, the evidence for which is by no means 

certain. 

 

Chapter 6 comprises the complete keyboard duos by members of the Bach family. Music 

for pairs of keyboard instruments - harpsichords, clavichords, fortepianos and organs – 

originated in the 16th century, and the genre attracted works by leading composers in 

France, Spain, Italy and Germany during the Baroque.89 Works for stringed keyboards 

fulfilled a social musical purpose, while some of the multiple-organ compositions 

reflected the availability of instruments in the largest churches and cathedrals, such the 

Monastery Church of Einsiedeln in Switzerland. The Bachs were a major contributor, and 

Johann Sebastian and three of his sons, as well as a number of his pupils (Johann Ludwig 

Krebs, Johann Gottfried Müthel), composed for such instrument pairs. 

This edition gathers all the Bach family works together for the first time in accurate 

modern editions, using a single-source rather than Urtext methodology intended to reflect 

the practical reality that comparative source studies would not have been possible at the 

time: musicians worked with the copy they had available, and had to interpret it in the 

light of their own experience and taste. The C major concerto by Johann Sebastian, the 

W. F. Bach Duetto a Due Cembali (also called ‘concerto’ and ‘sonata’) and the Sonata in 

                                                 
88 Francis Knights, ‘To tie or not to tie? Editing early keyboard music’, National Early Music Association 
Newsletter v/1 (Spring 2021), pp.15-19. 
 
89 See Francis Knights, ‘Early keyboard duets’, Sounding Board xvi (2021), pp.21-33. 
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G by Johann Christian are the most substantial works here, to which the C. P. E. Bach 

Vier kleine Duetten and J. S. Bach’s Contrapunctus XIII arrangement (a pair of four-part 

mirror fugues) from the Art of Fugue form a supplement. The latter are quite challenging, 

and the two-keyboard layout presents a practical solution to performance of the entire 

work, which is otherwise problematic.90 In terms of performance practice, it is especially 

noted that matched pairs of instruments are not necessarily required (for example, Burney 

and his family used fortepiano and harpsichord together in the 1770s), and that the 

narrow compass of most of these Bach works may suggest a smaller, domestic scale of 

keyboard, rather than the pairs of large harpsichords commonly used today in 

performance and recording. 

 

Collecting musical information 

As with editing, the production of data collections such as indexes, catalogues and 

bibliographies has now become a lower priority for individual scholars. These projects do 

not receive the professional credit they once did, and it is often assumed that online 

resources and aggregated collections will provide sufficient information to support 

research questions for their users. However, much material is still not digitized, or is 

found only in obscure journal and society publications (few of which will appear in 

JSTOR and RILM, for example). In addition, scholars both often have quite specific 

requirements, and can neglect to share their own material publicly.91 As well as the 

discography that comprises Chapter 9 here, a number of other indexes made accessible 

                                                 
90 See Knights (2020) and Francis Knights (arr), Bach: The Art of Fugue (forthcoming 2022). 
 
91 Publications like the Royal Musical Association’s Research Chronicle (1961-) were founded to help 
address this problem. 
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online in pdf form were designed to help keyboard researchers find some rare material 

from past decades. These include Harpsichord & Fortepiano, Complete Index 1972-

201992 and National Early Music Association, Complete Publications Index 1991-2019,93 

each some 60 pages in length, both of which are found on their respective publisher’s 

website. 

 

Conclusion 

While enormous numbers of pre-Romantic compositions have survived, music-historical 

archival sources are fairly scanty, especially for the period before the 18th century. 

Creating narratives by filling in those gaps from other times and places is both necessary 

and dangerous; the world, and the musical world, operated on a much more local basis 

before the invention of newspapers, affordable travel and universal education. While 

accurately outlining the generalities of music history is therefore difficult, some of the 

specifics lie on much stronger ground, and information from particular times, places, 

people, documents and instruments can at times combine to give a focused picture. The 

study of early keyboard music is one of the strongest of these areas, with some continuity 

as to the creation and use of keyboards, for performance, composition and teaching, as 

well as useful information about some aspects of performance practice, such as pitch, 

tuning and ornamentation. There is much still to be done, and those with broad skills that 

encompass archival work, editing, performance, analysis and so forth are best equipped 

to understand these aspects of music and musical practice of the past. A case can be 

                                                 
92 Francis Knights, Harpsichord & Fortepiano, Complete Index 1972-2019 (2019). 
 
93 Francis Knights, National Early Music Association, Complete Publications Index 1991-2019 (2019). 
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found in Couperin, where studying today his harpsichord music using facsimiles of his 

published scores, with the detailed guidance of his treatise L’Art du toucher le clavecin, 

on surviving instruments he could have known, tuned as he would have expected, and in 

venues he knew, may get us as close as any historically informed performance of the past 

can. 
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Revisiting the keyboard music of   

Giles Farnaby

A
nthony wood appears to have left the first assessment of  Giles 
Farnaby (c.1565–1640) in the late 17th century, but perhaps with
out having much acquaintance of  his music: he calls him simply 

‘An eminent Musician’.1 It was not until the publication of  the complete 
Fitzwilliam Virginal Book edition in 1899 that his keyboard corpus – FVB 
being the only source for the great majority of  it – could at last be examined 
and compared with that of  his contemporaries.2 Early commentators were 
enthusiastic, Edward Naylor in 1905 saying Farnaby was ‘as interesting as 
any composer’ in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book and that ‘in sentiment and 
musical feeling Giles Farnaby’s music is comparable with Byrd’s’.3 Charles 
van den Borren described him as an ‘inexhaustible melodist’ and ‘the most 
original of  all the virginalists’;4 and according to Edmund Fellowes in 1918 
his keyboard music is ‘surpassed in beauty and style only by that of  William 
Byrd’.5 Slightly later Margaret Glyn provided a broader and fairly balanced 
commentary, giving the composer his due but not seeking to rank him with 
Byrd, Bull or Gibbons, except in his song variations;6 but even she called 
him ‘that special genius of  virginal music’.7 However, the 1899 Fitzwilliam 
Virginal Book edition was not widely available until a 1960s Dover reprint, 
and most players (and that at first meant pianists) came across Farnaby’s 
music through anthologies and selections, such as the dozen works selected 
and edited for piano by Granville Bantock in Album of  selected pieces by Giles 
Farnaby for Novello in 1920. As a result of  these highly selective choices, 
the composer’s reputation was for short character pieces (the titles of  which 
invited a Romantic interpretation, such as ‘Farnaby’s dream’), even as a 
‘miniaturist’, a title which Joel Newman objected to as early as 1960.8 At 
this point, almost nothing was known about the composer’s life, and he was 
thought to have died soon after 1600.
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The subsequent discovery that Farnaby lived until 1640, and was pro
fessionally trained as a joiner not a musician, has been quite problematic for 
his reputation, and nearly all commentary on him as a composer since then 
has mentioned the word ‘amateur’, in a negative sense;9 his music is now 
seen principally through this lens, and all technical deficiencies explained as 
a lack of  professional training. However, this is unfair; Farnaby’s level of  
technical skill may not be that of  a Byrd or Tallis, but is entirely comparable 
with numerous other composers in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book such as 
Mundy or Peerson. Indeed, it would be very difficult to point to specific 
grammatical errors which are the result of  Farnaby being an ‘amateur’. 
Although there has been little recent research on his life or music, and our 
view has essentially remained unchanged for more than half  a century, a new 
edition of  his keyboard music,10 together with a number of  recordings,11 
offers a longoverdue opportunity to revisit the composer’s work, and 
con sider whether there may be alternative interpretations to the standard 
narratives of  Farnaby’s abilities, style, career and even religion. 

Farnaby the joiner
Almost nothing further has been found about Farnaby’s life since Richard 
Marlow’s thorough archival searches for this ‘fascinating but elusive figure ’ 
in the 1960s.12 Two distinct strands of  his life emerge, Farnaby the musician 
and Farnaby the joiner, and it is worth trying to disentangle these a little 
(bearing in mind that it is always possible that there was more than one 
person in England at that period called ‘Giles Farnaby’).13 Dated events 
for Farnaby’s musical activities, employment and title are 1592, 1598, 1608, 
c.1625–39 and 1640, and for his role as a joiner in c.1583, 1590–93 and 1595.14 
From this, extrapolating to say that ‘music was his hobby, not his livelihood’ 
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19. Henry Laverock Phillips: 

may be a step too far.15 It is entirely possible that he was solely a musician, 
music teacher and composer from his early 30s;16 his surviving music from 
this later period includes psalm settings, canzonets and virginal music 
(and in the latter category, only Byrd, Bull and Tomkins produced more 
surviving works).17

The Worshipful Company of  Joiners and Ceilers or Carvers, to which 
he first belonged, following in the footsteps of  his father Thomas, were 
separate from other craft trades working structurally in wood, and dealt 
with furniture and with complex shaping and carving. Medieval in origin, 
they were granted a Charter by Queen Elizabeth in 1571. It is not known 
to what extent Elizabethan members were involved with the construction 
or decoration of  musical instruments (carving being required for organ 
cases, scrolls of  viols and violins and so on),18 but it is quite likely that Giles 
Farnaby would have had an interest in any such aspect of  the Company’s 
work. Their later records also include numerous references to music at 
their celebratory events,19 and one Georgian member (William Fay, 1785) is 
specifically listed as ‘Musical Instrument Carver to the King’.20

On Farnaby’s identity, and the possibility of  others having had that or a 
similar name, it is worth also reconsidering the single reference to ‘George 
Farnaby’. USNYp Drexel MS 5612 is a substantial collection of  English 
keyboard music from the first half  of  the 17th century,21 and appears to have 
been completed before the Restoration, possible in the region of  Salisbury. 
It contains a short Alman by ‘Gorge Farnaby’, as well as two short pieces 
possibly by Giles (for which there are conflicting attributions to Tomkins 
and Bull elsewhere), which Marlow believed was an ‘evident error’ for 
Giles.22 This is the only ‘Giles’ Farnaby work not in the Fitzwilliam Virginal 
Book, and as the piece does seem slightly later in date than those works, 
the possibility of  there being a separate ‘George Farnaby’ should not be 
discounted.

The Fitzwilliam Virginal Book’s sources
The means by which copyist Francis Tregian accessed copies of  Farnaby’s 
keyboard music for the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book is not known; there are no 
known mutual contacts, even if  the latter had moved back to London from 
Lincolnshire in the second decade of  the 17th century, as Marlow suggested. 
It could be assumed – given the apparent lack of  circulation of  his music 
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– that the only way of  accessing Farnaby’s complete keyboard works was 
directly from the composer, but the variable quality of  the sources Tregian 
evidently used argues strongly against this. Another possible mechan ism 
was via Giles’s son Richard. He married in London in 1614, at about the age 
of  20 and before the end of  his formal indenture to Sir Nicholas Saunderson, 
then seems to disappear permanently from English records. However, he 
turns up as a musician at the court of  the Duke of  PomeraniaWolgast 
on the Baltic coast in the mid1620s, and would have been in a position to 
send back both his own and continental music (and of  course the music 
of  Giles) for Tregian’s use, if  his departure from England had taken place 
before 1617.23 Three mysterious works in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book by 
Galeazzo, Jehan Oystermayre and Giovanni Picchi (the first two composers 
are unidentifiable) might have travelled in this manner, or else with works 
by John Bull in the Netherlands, after the latter’s own move to the continent 
in 1613.24 Richard Farnaby would surely have been both Tregian’s conduit 
for his own piece ‘Nobody’s jig’ and the eastward transmission for his 
father’s ‘Bonny sweet Robin’25 and ‘Muscadin’ (complete with a reference 
to his Oxford degree) to the important Lübbenau manuscript, DB Lynar 
A1, which was copied in the 1620s.26 

Knowledge of  Richard Farnaby’s travels lead to a further surprising sug
gestion: that Giles might have gone with him. Between about 1610 (1614, 
if  we assume he attended Richard’s wedding in London on 13 April 1614) 
and 1634 (when Giles is listed as a householder in Grub Street, London), 
there is no record of  his existence. As Marlow suggested, he may have been 
in London that entire time, working as a musician and joiner, but it is also 
possible he was elsewhere – even abroad – for those 20odd years. Might 
this also offer a possible explanation for the manuscript Psalms of  David 
he presented to Dr Henry King of  St Paul’s Cathedral some time between 
1626 and 1639:27 a bid for patronage on Farnaby’s return to London, or 
England?

Farnaby attributions
The Farnaby canon has both gained and lost in the past few decades: while 
the number of  identified arrangements of  other composers’ work has in
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creased, several suggestions have been made as to pieces that may be by 
him, or arranged by him. There are some 45 anonymous works in FVB, and 
Farnaby is a promising place to investigate likely composers. He has been 
proposed for a Coranto (FVB 266), a Toy (FVB 268) and a Galliard (FVB 
21), as well as arranger for Robert Johnson’s Prince ’s alman (FVB 145) and 
another Alman (FVB 146).28 Possibly his most famous work, Tower Hill 
(FVB 245) turns out to exist anonymously in two other sources under the 
titles ‘A jig’ and ‘Rosemont’, so the Farnaby version may also be just an 
arrangement rather than an original work. 

As well as music by Coperario (FVB 209), Dowland (FVB 290), Earl 
(FVB 235), John Johnson (FVB 284), Robert Johnson (FVB 39, 147) and 
Rosseter (FVB 283), several other works are probably arrangements of  
music by others: three masque tunes (FVB 198–199, 239) and Farmer’s Pavan 
(FVB 287), while another Pavan (FVB 285) is based on a work by Morley.29 
While the Fantasia FVB 233 has been identified as Farnaby’s ‘Ay me, poor 
heart’ from the Canzonets for four voices (1598) – an interesting example of  
a composer intabulating his own vocal work – two other Fantasias, FVB 
234 and 236, are arrangements of  unidentified contrapuntal originals, which 
may not be by him; for example, the first uses opening material similar to 
Giovanni de Macque ’s madrigal ‘Non al suo amante ’, which appeared as 
‘The fair Diana’ in Musica transalpina (1588). Perhaps more than a quarter 
of  Farnaby’s extant keyboard music is thus arrangements.

Technique and skill
Critical comment about moments of  ineptitude in Farnaby’s keyboard music 
are mostly based on a misunderstanding of  the difference between the ‘rules’ 
of  vocal polyphony and the way keyboard music was constructed, in terms 
of  voice leading, dissonance treatment and so on. Even Tallis and Byrd 
wrote passages in their keyboard music which would have been completely 
unacceptable in their motets. That Farnaby was capable of  writing good 
counterpoint is seen in the 20 madrigals he published in London 1598, 
near the beginning of  his career: Canzonets to four voices.30 Apart from the 
occasional parallel fifths which so disturbed editor Edmund Fellowes (for 
example, in ‘Susanna Fair’, bar 20),31 there are only a couple of  instances 
of  inelegant voice leading at cadences,32 and Farnaby also shows himself  

anonymous form (Brookes: 
British keyboard music, 
no.681) as ‘A Scottish jig’.

30. See Edmund H. Fellowes: 
The English madrigal 
composers (London, 1921), 

pp.232–36 and McCray:  
‘The canzonets’.

31. Giles Farnaby: Canzonets, 
p.47.

32. Fellowes is unfair to 

suggest the composer had 
an ‘imperfect mastery of  
technique ’ (ibid., p.iv), a 
harsher judgment than he 
had made in Fellowes: Giles 
Farnaby: Canzonets, p.235 the 
previous year.
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33. As a churchwarden he 
even gave his first name in 
Greek, ‘Egidius Farnaby’.

34. Holland, a Cambridge 
academic (and later a 
recusant poet) also wrote 
a commendatory poem 
for Parthenia (1612/13) 
and a sonnet prefixed to 
Shakespeare ’s First Folio 
(London, 1623).

35. ‘Bonny sweet Robin’ 
contains the only example 
of  handcrossing in FVB; 
the passage in Bull’s 
‘Walsingham’ (FVB 1), 
variation 28, varies between 
sources, and handcrossing 
may not have been intended 
in the original.

36. CF Abdy Williams: A 
short historical account of  the 

capable of  writing well in eight parts, in ‘Witness ye heavens’ at the end 
of  the volume (this might possibly be his BMus exercise from six years 
previously). The composer’s wish to be seen as well educated is apparent 
in his dedication to Ferdinand Heyborne (a fellow Fitzwilliam Virginal 
Book composer), which starts with a reference to Chaucer,33 and continues 
with conventional platitudes of  modesty. Four commendatory poems (poor 
verse indeed) follow, by three musicians and a poet: Anthony Holborne, 
John Dowland, Richard Alison and Hugh Holland.34 Farnaby was certainly 
musically well connected for an ‘artisan’, and familiar with the latest vocal 
and keyboard styles. He may also have been the originator, or an early 
exponent, of  the keyboard duet and of  crossedhand performance, at least 
in England:35 see ‘For Two Virginals’ (FVB 55) and ‘Bonny sweet Robin’ 
(FVB 128), variation 5.

John Bull
The influence of  Bull on Farnaby – evident both in keyboard compositional 
style and keyboard technique – is usually regarded as oneway, with the 
suggestion that Bull may have been Farnaby’s teacher. However, it worth 
remembering that they were almost exactly the same age (the latter’s 
birthdate is unknown, but regardless he cannot have been more than a few 
years younger). The idea that Bull and Farnaby might have had the same 
teacher is another possible explanation of  some shared stylistic traits. The 
only time they are known to have met is at Oxford University on 7 July 
1592, when Bull was granted his DMus (incorporated from Cambridge) 
and Farnaby his BMus; Edward Gibbons was also awarded his BMus on the 
same day.36

If  Farnaby was able to play all his own music (which is equal to that 
of  Bull in technical difficulty),37 he would have been one of  the best 
virginal performers in Britain. Where he might have acquired such skills 
is unknown, but he must surely have studied with a professional. Whether 
this was Bull or not cannot be determined; Farnaby’s thorough absorption 
of  Bull’s keyboard style could have happened either through direct study 
with the composer or by immersion in Bull’s music only via the scores, 
even if  the former is more likely.38 In addition, studying composition 
and studying performance are to an extent two separate activities; even 

degrees in music at Oxford and 
Cambridge (London, 1893, 
rpr. 2009), pp.73–74.

37. This is plausible because 
it contains many examples 
(like Bull) of  difficulty for 

difficulty’s sake, which 
belongs more to a performer 
than composer mindset at 
this period.

38. None of  Farnaby’s 
surviving keyboard music 

is dateable, although it must 
have all been composed 
before the completion of  the 
Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, 
and the intabulations FVB 
233 and 237 must postdate 
the 1598 Canzonets.
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39. See, for example, Pieter 
Dirksen: ‘Towards a canon 
of  the keyboard music of  
John Bull’, in Smith, ed.: 
Aspects, pp.184–206.

40. Against this must be 
set the fact that Tregian’s 
attributions seem generally 
reliable.

if  nothing is known about Farnaby’s education before his BMus, he was 
clearly a trained performer. It is also striking that Bull is the most common 
crossattributed composer to Farnaby, with FVB 128, ‘Bonny sweet Robin’, 
FVB 143, ‘Rosasolis’, and FVB 291, ‘Meridian Alman’, under their names in 
different sources. Modern scholars have not been able to disentangle these 
solely on grounds of  style with any certainty.39 In addition, there are two 
contrapuntal works attributed to Farnaby in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, 
FVB 232 [Fantasia] and FVB 240 ‘Ground’, which seem to be rather closer 
to Bull than Farnaby in terms of  refinement and style, especially with the 
complex mensural structures in the latter case.40

Farnaby the Protestant
The recusant Francis Tregian has been thought as a collector of  specifically 
Catholic music in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, and certainly many of  
the major composers there were Catholic or had Catholic sympathies or 
inclinations; from that perspective, Farnaby the Protestant has been seen as 
an outsider or interloper in that source.41 However, it is worth considering 
an alternative view: in the same way as with his professional role as a joiner, 
it may be a mistake to assume that Farnaby necessarily maintained the same 
beliefs throughout his long life. Although it is clear that he was certainly 
a conforming Protestant (and indeed a parish churchwarden in his 30s), 
evidence of  Puritan tendencies noted by Richard Marlow may be overstated: 
for example, his children’s names: Joyus (a son, 1599) and Philadelphia 
(two daughters, 1591, 1602). The latter is from a city mentioned in the New 
Testament, and in the 1650s would even become the label of  a particular 
Protestant dissenter group founded by John Pordage (1607–1681), but this 
is slender evidence for Farnaby’s beliefs in the second half  of  his life.42 
He might later have become sympathetic (or more) to Catholicism, and 
there is certainly something perplexing about the Will made by his firmly 
Protestant mother Jane in 1605: this ignores Giles (her only surviving 
child), and instead leaves the substantial sum of  £40 in charitable bequests 
to the poor of  the Dutch and French Protestant churches in London and 
for ‘poor maides marriages’; Marlow notes that Giles and his mother were 
‘probably estranged’43 – could one possible reason for this have been that a 
confessional difference had arisen between them?

41. This has also been given 
as an explanation for the 
very little Gibbons included.

42. Christopher Thomas: 
‘Some English composers 
and their religious 

allegiances: 1550–1650’, 
in Churchman vol.103 no.4 
(1989), pp.326–31, argues 
that the dedication text in 
Farnaby’s manuscript Psalms 
of  David shows the influence 
of  Puritan thinking, but it 

might also be read as  
sincere devotional feeling 
rather than a theological 
statement.

43. Marlow: Giles & Richard 
Farnaby, p.xx.
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44. See www.globalchant.org 
for a searchable database.

45. But see above the 
reference to Bull.

46. His fourpart canzonet 
‘Susanna fair’ (1598) is 
unique in having a cantus 
firmus; again, it is chant
like but not identifiable as a 
specific piece: see Marlow: 
‘Critical edition’, p.200.

The keyboard music itself  offers further circumstantial food for thought. 
In Farnaby’s fantasias there are a number of  cantusfirmus like passages; 
and while plainchant themes, hexachords and In Nomines were widely 
used in music education and were common in keyboard music by Bull, 
Tomkins and the like, an examination of  some of  these longnote passages 
in Farnaby shows resemblances to chantlike material that was not part of  
that educational tradition. For example the opening of  the Fantasia FVB237 
(ex.1) is similar to numerous passages of  plainchant,44 and a different pseudo
cantus firmus bass (CDEEDCC) occurs later in the work. The theme of  
the ‘Ground’ FVB 240 has melodic similarities with several plainchant 
melodies, including ‘Venite benedicti patris’,45 while the final third of  the 
tenor voice of  the Fantasia FVB 231 is again very chantlike. Were these 
longnote passages standard teaching canti firmi no confessional implication 
could be posited, but it is just possible that (if  they are not just melodic 
coincidences) they reference an aspect of  Catholic musical tradition, or at 
least demonstrate an absence of  hostility towards it.46

Our view of  Giles Farnaby has essentially remained unchanged for 
more than half  a century, since Richard Marlow’s researches established 
the scanty facts of  his biography. Although virtually no new evidence has 
emerged since then, a reexamination of  his keyboard music offers the 
opportunity to revisit the composer’s life and music, and consider whether 
there may be alternative interpretations as to Farnaby’s abilities, situation 
and even religion. In addition, a fairer way of  evaluating his music can only 
be achieved by placing less emphasis on the circumstances of  his early life, 
and removing the pejorative ‘amateur’ label from such commentary. It is 
unlikely much more will ever be known about Farnaby’s life, and the music 
must now be allowed to stand for itself.

Ex.1: Giles Farnaby: 
Opening of  Fantasia 
FVB237. The theme is 
heard on G and D.
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Abstract

Practice-led research in classical music has tended to deal with specific and lim-
ited case studies, examining in detail the ways in which one musician’s individ-
ual responses to a work or genre can lead to a new understanding of that object, 
and assessing the different forms of knowledge generated. This project discus-
sion however deals with a complete corpus created over one composer’s lifetime, 
Bach’s works for clavier, and looks at the very many different aspects of musical 
understanding – including pedagogy, technique, compositional practice, perfor-
mance practice, attribution studies and organology – that can be enriched by 
hands-on engagement with a substantial and high-quality repertoire.

Keywords: J. S. Bach, keyboard music, performance practice, research, pedagogy.

Апстракт
Проучавање уметничке музике вођено праксом, по правилу је усмерено 
на конкретне и ограничене студије случаја, у којима се детаљно истражују 
начини на које индивидуалне реакције музичара на дело или жанр могу 
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довести до новог разумевања предмета, те испостављају различите врсте 
тако створених сазнања. Међутим, ова расправа се бави комлетним 
корпусом створеним током живота једног композитора – Баховим делима за 
клавијатурне инструменте – и сагледава бројне аспекте музичког разумевања, 
укључујући педагогију, технику, композициону и извођачку праксу, студије 
ауторства и органологију – које може обогатити практичан рад на обимном 
репертоару високог квалитета.

Kључне речи: Јохан Себастиајн Бах, музика за клавијатурне инструменте, 
извођачка пракса, истраживање, педагогија.

Introduction

Any subject that relies on data in order to undertake research, such as musicology, 
has to engage with the problem of incompleteness: full information for analysis is 
rarely available, even within one corpus.2 With increasing digitization of scores and 
the increased use of coding systems, it may one day be possible to (for example) 
provide a complete chronological typology of cadence structures in Haydn. But the 
questions asked of this data are most fruitfully originated from direct engagement 
with the scores,3 and this often means from those who engage most intimately with 
such representations of the musical text – the performers. The project described here 
shows how a performer perspective can generate direct research questions, and how 
some of these questions would not have arisen without such a perspective. Much 
practice-led research in classical music has tended to deal with specific and limit-
ed case studies,4 but the Bach project discussed here deals with a very substantial 
and complete corpus created over one composer’s lifetime. Through performance of 
Bach’s clavier works, issues lying within the very varied fields of pedagogy, keyboard 
technique, compositional practice, performance practice, attribution studies and or-
ganology arose, and have been the stimulus for about a dozen published articles and 
essays.

The issue of ‘completeness’ – here, of the surviving Bachian canon – is an import-
ant one, as it provides the background to a problem that has been troubling both the 
humanities and social sciences for some while, particularly in respect to a theoretical 
grounding of observation: the relationship between the particular and the universal. 
No artistic corpus is uniform – composers write differently at different times and 
places, for different performers and venues, for different scorings and so on – but 

2 This is described as the ‘against the world’ problem in Burrows and Love 1999: 156–157.
3 See Francis Knights and Pablo Padilla, Computational Analysis and Musical Style (forthcoming).
4 See, for example, Doğantan-Dack 2015. Early music repertoire has not been a major part of the 
debate to date.
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there is nevertheless often a strong compositional ‘voice’, even if chronological divi-
sions are imposed upon it (for example, Beethoven’s ‘late’ period) by later scholars 
in order to make sense of a developmental narrative. Without knowing every pos-
sible musical component of every Beethoven work, what observations enable us to 
meaningfully describe what Beethoven ‘is’? Or why it sounds like ‘Beethoven’? The 
obvious answers lie in headline features that the ear can assimilate easily – melody, 
harmony, musical rhetoric and so on – but this leaves out many smaller components 
that also contribute. Contextualizing these specific components – the ‘particular’ 
– into the sense of compositional identity – the ‘universal’ – is not easy, but such 
engagement can be quite revealing. It can be positive as well as negative: Palestrina 
always does this, Byrd never does that. Even the observation of one such small fea-
ture can lead to the asking of these fundamental questions.

Numerous performers have written on music since the Middle Ages, but the bi-
furcation between composers and performers that started in the 19th century and 
accelerated and further divided in the 20th century has sometimes led to a gulf of 
understanding between those who create music, who study music and who perform 
music (composer, musicologist, performer). In the early music world, revival pio-
neers from Arnold Dolmetsch onwards were forced to become their own scholars, 
in order to access, edit and understand manuscript and other sources, and there is 
a strong tradition of professional performers writing about music. However, when 
they do this, the perspective is often pedagogical rather than self-reflexive (see Kirk-
patrick 1987, Valenti 1990, Troeger 2003, Booth 2010), and the knowledge trans-
mitted is intended to help a prospective student understand the context and techni-
cal components of a repertoire or style rather than explain how the writer/perform-
er gained and assimilated that knowledge themselves. The formal authorial voice of 
a text is probably a necessary component in such cases, by way of reinforcing the 
expertise and credibility of the writer, but it tends to blur the sources of knowledge 
obtained, and any ambiguities and doubts about the interpretation of the informa-
tion presented.5

Repertoire and Instrument

From his mid-30s, Bach started collecting many of his works in fair copy sets of 
six or multiples thereof, possibly even revising some with a view to making sure that 
bar number tallies for sets were adjusted according to numerological principles (see 
Tatlow 2015). While the process was not completed, or at least fair copies of some 
sets may not have survived (for example, the flute sonatas), it is the keyboard and 
organ works which include many of the uncollected miscellanea. The reasons for this 
are probably varied: some were early works that he did not consider worthy, or were 

5 Similar issues are doubly relevant when assessing the historical treatise writers who have formed 
the greater part of our understanding of music from before the 19th century: how much did they really 
know, and how far is it applicable? See Knights 2019a.
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awaiting revision; some were probably of the wrong scale (the Preludes & Fugues 
in the Well-tempered Clavier appear to have had a length limit); and some he may 
have mislaid. We know of pieces which only survived due to very limited circulation 
amongst former pupils or collectors, for example. This raises the interesting question 
as to what Bach might have considered his ‘complete’ clavier works to comprise,6 
and indeed whether he would even have approved of performances and recordings 
of works such as the Suites in A minor BWV 818/818a and Eb BWV 819/819a: 
both of these were ‘French suites’ that did not make it into his final set of six. Bach 
seems to have been an excellent judge of his own works in making his collections, 
and allowing for particular one-off works such as the Chromatic Fantasia & Fugue 
BWV 903, that leaves many single preludes, suites, fantasias and fugues remaining. 
Among them are many pieces of great quality, but also many lesser works. Given 
Bach’s serious concern about revising his music to bring it up to standard (an entire 
chapter of Forkel’s 1802 Bach biography is entitled ‘Bach the Reviser of His Own 
Works’, David and Mendel 1998: 474–476), which is often forgotten when we use 
only his final versions today, it may be the case that he would have objected to the 
lesser works being performed, as being unrepresentative of his highest standards. 
The moral question of whether a composer ‘owns’ his own works in perpetuity is 
unanswerable at this distance in time, but certainly exploring every note of Bach’s 
surviving clavier music allows that particular canon to be put into context, and an 
understanding of his musical development, compositional technique and perform-
ing practices to be refined.

This project arose as a follow-up to a final-year undergraduate course I taught 
a few years ago, on Bach’s clavier and organ music. Although I knew the repertoire 
very well as a listener, teacher and record reviewer, I had actually learned relatively 
little of it myself, and so set out a plan to cover all of the keyboard (that is, non-or-
gan) music over a period of four years. The programmes were divided into groups of 
approximately 60 pages of score each (without repeats, average duration worked out 
at a little over a minute per page), and the 21 resulting recitals took place between 
Spring 2017 and Autumn 2020.7 By happy coincidence, that meant it was possible 
to perform one concert on the very day of Bach 333rd birthday (a programme reflect-
ing the composer’s numerological interests (see Tatlow 2015), consisting of music 
entirely in triple time, in three flats or sharps. in three sections or in three parts, plus 
BWV 333 and the Canon at the Third from the Goldberg Variations); and to give a 
performance of the Wilhelm Friedemann Bach Book, 300 years to the day since the 
composer began the manuscript on 22 January 1720. At the beginning, there was no 
intention to do any writing as part of the project, but hands-on engagement with the 

6 This would presumably have included at least the Clavierübung I, II, the Goldberg Variations, the 
48, the English and French Suites and Partitas, the Toccatas, the Art of Fugue and the Inventions & 
Sinfonias.
7 For the sake of variety, these recitals alternated with others from three ongoing projects using early 
keyboard instruments (harpsichord, virginals, spinet, ottavino, fortepiano and organ), including the 
complete Fitzwilliam Virginal Book, a sequence of 40 German Baroque clavichord programmes and a 
contemporary music series; see www.francisknights.co.uk.
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music, and queries about some of the ideas presented in the standard narratives of 
Bach, led to almost continuous note-taking and eventual publications. This research 
could and would not have arisen without the performances.

The recitals grouped works by genre as far as possible, allowing that larger sets 
had to be split: Clavierübung II, the Goldberg Variations, the French Suites, the Art 
of Fugue and the Inventions & Sinfonias were single concerts each, while the 48 was 
divided into five (Book 2 is longer than Book 1), and the English Suites, Partitas and 
Toccatas were split between pairs of concerts. Playing in sets allows for a greater un-
derstanding of the internal structures, as for example in the six Partitas, where Bach 
makes a point of varying the content (eg six different types of Sarabande) through 
the collection as widely as possible.

In terms of attributions (see Knights and Padilla 2021), a fairly broad approach 
was taken; after careful examination, a number of pieces from the Neue Bach Aus-
gabe volume Keyboard Works of Doubtful Authenticity (Bartels and Rempp 2008) 
were included in the series,8 but none from its Keyboard Works attributed to J. S. Bach 
(Bartels and Rempp 2008a). One near-canonic suite, the Präludium et Partita del 
Tuono Terzo in F BWV 833, was discarded. Although this appears in the Möller 
Manuscript (Berlin Staatsbibliothek Mus.ms.40644), a very important early Bach 
source, not one of its movements seemed to me to contain any Bachian fingerprints, 
despite the copy and attribution coming directly from the composer’s older brother 
Johann Christoph (Schulenberg 2006: 35–38).9

The secondary source material in English was very familiar at the start, having 
been used for teaching for years, but a search for recent material proved very useful. 
As well as the essential New Bach Reader, David Schulenberg’s Keyboard Music of J. S. 
Bach, and specific repertoire volumes by Peter Williams, David Ledbetter and Ralph 
Kirkpatrick (David and Mendel 1998, Schulenberg 2006, Williams 2001, Ledbetter 
1987, Kirkpatrick 1987), three new books were particularly stimulating: Richard 
Jones on The Creative Development of Johann Sebastian Bach, Peter Williams’ Bach: A 
Musical Biography and Robin A. Leaver’s Companion to Johann Sebastian Bach ( Jones 
2007, Williams 2016, Leaver 2017); the latter is an invaluable digest of the state of 
Bach research. References to all these and many other books were then organized 
and presented as a short guide for the benefit of other players (Knights 2020: 32). 
Following this, an edition had to be chosen. The choices were between Urtext copies 
without fingerings, and the project started using the Neue Bach Ausgabe (Bärenreit-
er), but soon transferred to the Henle series after working with its exemplary copy of 
Book 2 of the Well-tempered Clavier. The reasons were as much practical as scholar-
ly: the Henle volumes are more clearly printed on better paper, with fewer page turns 
and more informative critical commentaries.

8 It is very surprising that no Critical Commentary is included in this volume.
9 Schulenberg seems inclined to accept it. For a discussion of stylistic development in Bach’s earliest 
keyboard music, including the dubious Neumeister Chorales, see Knights and Padilla, forthcoming.

FRANCIS KNIGHTS
J. S. BACH’S KEYBOARD WORKS: FROM PERFORMANCE TO RESEARCH
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All the concerts were performed on the clavichord (a first, for a complete cy-
cle),10 the most common domestic keyboard instrument in 18th century Germany 
(see Brauchili 1998); and in the spirit of performances from before the invention 
of the public ‘keyboard recital’ in the late 18th century, they were presented on a 
small scale, with an audience of listeners who were expert in Baroque music.11 The 
historical conceit imagined here was of a complete Bachian cycle performed to the 
composer by his pupils in the 1740s, bringing together all the clavier music he had 
written in the previous half-century. The venues were nearly all very small, main-
taining a sense of domestic intimacy, and allowing the clavichord (a quiet but very 
expressive instrument) to sound out well.

Perhaps surprisingly, the concept of ‘interpretation’ as such did not arise as a sep-
arate idea; after a lifetime listening to (and especially, reviewing) this music, clear 
ideas about the parameters for tempo, articulation, dynamics, ornamentation and so 
on were already very well formed; the concern was the application of fingering and 
other performance techniques to make these a reality.

The clavichord used was a fine copy by Dennis Woolley (1993) of an instrument 
built by Johann Adolph Hass (c.1720–c.1773/6) in Hamburg in 1763, the original 
of which is now in the Russell Collection at Edinburgh University.12 The 1763 Hass is 
in excellent playing order,13 and has been copied successfully many times. Although 
this particular instrument dates from after Bach’s death, the original design, by Jo-
hann’s father Hieronymous Albrecht Hass (1689–1746 or later) was very similar, 
and the 18 or so surviving FF–f3 unfretted clavichords of this model by both father 
and son vary in length only between 170 and 176cm (Boalch 1995: 365–376). The 
earliest is from 1732, and is already a fully worked-out design from the period of (for 
example) Bach’s mature clavier works. A close comparison I was able to make by giv-
ing recitals on the 1742 instrument in the Bate Collection, University of Oxford and 
the 1763 copy, confirms their great similarity in terms of tone, touch and response.14 
The Hass family instruments (including their very large harpsichords) were often 
highly finished, expensive and complex, using exotic materials such as mother of 
pearl and tortoiseshell for the keys; it is likely that they would have been well out of 
Bach’s price range, but something he might well have coveted. The only element of 
query as regards a suitable clavichord for Bach is the use by Hass of 4’ strings in the 
bottom octave and a half; C. P. E. Bach did not like these,15 but we do not know that 
his father would have concurred.

An examination of the changes in Bach’s clavier style between 1700 and 1750 
leads to further speculation about the instruments he used and had access to. The 
estate inventory at his death notes that he had five harpsichords (clavecin) of various 

10 Richard Troeger (clavichord) began an excellent recorded cycle on Lyrichord in 1999, but it 
ceased after only four volumes; See Knights 2020b for details.
11 All the concerts were by invitation, and free.
12 See Whitehead 1996; https://collections.ed.ac.uk/mimed/record/15366?highlight=*:*.
13 See Knights 2020b for a list of recordings.
14 At other times I have also tried the original 1763 Edinburgh Hass and another Hass of 1761.
15 Noted in a letter to Johann Nikolaus Forkel in November 1773.
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sizes, two lute harpsichords and a spinet, and that three ‘clavichords with pedals’ had 
previously been given to the young J. C. Bach (David and Mendel 1998: 251–252). 
How long he had all these instruments and what they were used for is unknown,16 
but they give no information about his previous collection. For example, his earliest 
work specifying a two-manual harpsichord is Clavierübung II (1735);17 did he him-
self even own a double before that date,18 or was its acquisition the inspiration for 
this collection and the subsequent Goldberg Variations (1741)? Many of his earlier 
works use full-voiced chords, rather in the manner of Kuhnau’s keyboard music, in 
an attempt to produce what looks like a big tone – see BWV 832, 903 (octaves in the 
bass), 922, 923, 944, 963, 992, 993 etc – while the later works focus more on formal 
contrapuntal clarity. Large chords are less effective and indeed less necessary on an 
instrument like the clavichord, with its possibility of dynamics instead, and so is it 
possible that this change is related not only to the development of Bach’s stylistic 
thinking, but also to the instruments he preferred to work on? Although Forkel’s 
statement that Bach ‘liked best to play upon the clavichord’, considering it ‘the best 
instrument for study, and, in general, for private musical entertainment’ (David and 
Mendel 1998: 436) has been disputed for obvious reasons by generations of modern 
harpsichordist recitalists since Landowska (Knights 1990), it could be the case that 
Bach actually conceived his earlier clavier works for the harpsichord, then moved 
to the clavichord as wider-compass unfretted instruments became available in the 
1720s.19

Pedagogy

The first goal of the series was learning the complete Well-tempered Clavier, on 
the basis that after this compendium, all of Bach’s other technical demands would 
seem relatively straightforward. For an early keyboard specialist, the major difficulty 
is remote keys (very little harpsichord music strays outside four sharps or flats), so 
the decision was made to group the works by key rather than book, and work to-
wards the extreme sharps and flats in the fourth and fifth programmes. In addition, 
a formal study-structure scheme was devised, which was then written up (Knights 
2018), with suggested times for the benefit of amateur players with variable levels of 
technical skill and practice time; between three and five months per concert was sug-
gested. The order of preparation for each unit was as follows: 1. Analysis of the score 

16 See Francis Knights, ‘J. S. Bach as instrument collector’ (forthcoming).
17 The two manuals are needed for the notated forte and piano dynamics only, not for any hand-
crossings, and thus work well on the clavichord too.
18 He would of course have had access to institutional double-manual harpsichords throughout his 
career. Forthcoming research by Leonard Schlick indicates that two-manual instruments were much 
more common in 18th century Germany than previously thought.
19 Early examples include the FF-d3 Johann Christoph Fleischer (1723) now in the Drottningholm 
Museum Theatre (Boalch 1995: 316–317), which is only a little smaller than the Hass clavichords 
described above.
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and background reading; 2. Fingering; 3. Basic learning; 4. Improving problem pas-
sages; 5. Familiarity and revision; and 6. Preparation for performance, each of which 
was described in detail. This kind of structure20 is especially useful for those without 
regular access to a teacher, and the point was made that there had to be a purpose: 
‘Each unit must end with a performance of some kind: this is the goal that defines the 
end of a unit, and is absolutely vital’ (Knights 2018: 26). As well as the structured 
learning system proposed, a list was made of the individual technical components 
in the music, which included the following: interleaving of voices; independent 
moving parts within one hand; metrical arpeggiation and patterns; reading double 
sharps and double flats; clarity of trills and ornaments; trills on weak fingers; extend-
ed trills; wide-range arpeggios; wide leaps; hand crossing; hand rotation; playing 
quickly; complex chromaticism; performing in the free fantasia style; voicing large 
chords; wide stretches; cantabile and legato style; consistent and clear articulation 
in fugue subjects; overholding techniques; and playing in up to five voices at once. 
The idea that a new technique (such as hand crossing) only needs assimilating once 
is not quite true, as such techniques will feel different according to style, key and so 
on.

The principal challenge for the 48 is fingering; there was no contemporary meth-
od and little precedent for fingering in remote keys, and the lack of fingering in Bach’s 
pupils’ copies is intriguing. In the 1754 Obituary written by C. P. E. Bach and Agri-
cola, Bach’s own fingering abilities are described in some detail: 

All his fingers were equally skillful; all were equally capable of the most perfect accu-
racy in performance. He had devised for himself so convenient a system of fingering 
that it was not hard for him to conquer the greatest difficulties with the most flowing 
facility. Before him, the most famous clavier players in Germany and other lands had 
used the thumb but little. All the better did he know how to use it (David and Mendel 
1998: 306). 

The point about use of the thumb is very important, and there are numerous in-
stances where Bach has the player using that digit on a black key; in fact, throughout 
the two Books there are many instances where the composer virtually forces the 
student to make the right choice. Thus, the only way of learning workable fingering 
for the 48 is to learn the 48 itself, and perhaps this is why J. S. Bach (unlike C. P. E. 

20 The method was successful, and used for all subsequent concerts, with the additional refinement 
that sections one and two were overlapped, so that the start of each recital learning process, fingering 
and so on were ready in the next score. My own learning times for each programme turned out to be 
three weeks ordinarily, with four weeks for the Art of Fugue and the 48, and five weeks for the Goldberg 
Variations. Ton Koopman (2009: 27) notes in his complete Bach organ set that ‘doubtful’ works 
required ‘more extensive preparation than other pieces which are technically much more difficult’. The 
reason is likely that they do not use the familiar hand shape vocabulary that is built up playing the 
mainstream Bach repertoire; and I find the same holds true of genuine Bach works which use patterns 
he never returned to, such as the very chromatic Allemande from the Suite in Eb BWV819a and the Bb 
Fugue on a theme of Reincken BWV 954.
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Bach) did not feel the need to write a keyboard method. Learning the music actually 
teaches the technique, a reversal of later keyboard pedagogical methods using tech-
nical etudes and the like in order to be able to learn the repertoire.

Players’ hands are all different sizes, and keyboards vary too (for example, it is 
harder to play with good tone in extreme sharp and flat keys on the clavichord, as the 
finger has to be kept nearer the front of the key, due to the position of the balance 
pin), but it would be possible to produce a worked-out fingering guide to Bach from 
the experience here, even if it would not be applicable to every player and instru-
ment.21 One point of note was that so-called ‘early fingering’ (as used in the 16th and 
17th centuries, and taught for white-note scales by Bach in the Wilhelm Friedemann 
book of 1720 [Plath 1979: 4] and noted as normal by C. P. E. Bach too in 1753 [Bach 
r/1974: 46]),22 is often extremely useful in counterpoint where one part is held and 
another moves scalically: in (for example) a rising right-hand scale, paired fingers 
3-4 3-4 are used, with the longer finger leading. An example occurs in the final bar of 
the very first Fugue of the Well-tempered Clavier (Book 1), right hand.

A further unexpected observation from performing the Well-tempered Clavier 
is that Bach mutates the fugue subject - that is, the statement in the original key, 
not the answer – quite often; this is not something that is mentioned (or would be 
approved) in fugue theory texts. A good example occurs in the Eb Fugue from Book 
1, where in bars 28–29 the first note of the subject is a tone lower, and tied back over 
the barline. The purpose seems to be to disguise the entry, and a look over all the 
fugues in the 48 shows that such changes of pitch or rhythm occur no fewer than 
38 times (Knights, forthcoming). Further examination suggests fifteen different 
categories of changes, including lengthening or shortening the first note, changing 
tonality, rhetorical interruption and so on. That the fugue subject, the building block 
of the entire piece, is not inviolate is itself interesting, but it also has implication for 
Bach’s compositional method: the structure of a fugue (exposition, episodes, modu-
lations etc) is assumed to be planned on paper so that the subject can be placed first 
and the additional counterpoint built around it. But the composer seems willing to 
compromise the integrity of the subject after those other parts are created - in the D 
minor Fugue of Book 1, bars 34–35, the subject is even partly in the major.

Following on from these technical studies of the 48, a more detailed account was 
made of the earlier Inventions & Sinfonias as a result of the performance (Knights 
2019). These two sets were put into final form when Wilhelm Friedemann was about 
ten, and the composer’s manuscript Preface explains the dual purposes, for student 
performer and composer: “to learn to play clearly in two voices” then “deal correctly 
and well with three obbligato parts”, as well as learning how to develop good musical 
ideas and “a singing style of playing”. What is not evident from modern editions23 

is that two thirds of the works also involve reading the alto clef, an additional im-

21 Throughout the entire project, I only found one bar it was impossible to finger satisfactorily with 
the method developed: the Prelude in E minor, Well-tempered Clavier (Book 2), bar 30, right hand.
22 It was unchanged in the 1787 edition.
23 An exception is Pickett 2004.
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portant skill. The works have been an important part of piano pedagogy since the 
19th century, but without ever explaining what specifically was being taught. A close 
analysis of the score shows just how much needs to be assimilated: matching figu-
ration patterns in both hands; continuous semiquaver movement; division of the 
inner voice between two hands; scale patterns of more than a octave; leaping down 
with the RH 5th finger; leaping up with the LH 5th finger; long trills; trills against a 
moving part; broken thirds; parallel thirds and sixths in one hand; broken chord pat-
terns and figuration; one held and one moving voice in one hand; chromatic scales; 
wide leaps and stretches; arpeggios of more than an octave; part crossing; legato; 
two against three; syncopation; fast demisemiquavers; double sharps and flats; com-
plex ornamentation and much else.24 This list absolutely validates Bach’s own meth-
od of making these works an early goal of study, and it is worth noting that the full 
benefits only come if both sets are learned complete.25 It also removes the element 
of personal preference: when you can choose which pieces to learn, it will often be 
those for which one’s technique is already sufficient - few students choose to learn a 
difficult piece just because of its difficulty.

The Art of Fugue

One aspect a player becomes very aware of in keyboard music is hand stretch-
es, where more than an octave is asked for. Although physical keyboard compass 
varied slightly in Bach’s Germany, between different regions, types of instrument 
and makers, the composer’s usual practice was to make the octave span the normal 
limit (that is, after all, why the keyboard octave is the size it is), with an occasional 
ninth and an even rarer tenth at cadences. This is information well ‘known’ to the 
fingers, and deviations from it are noticeable. An interesting case arises in the Art 
of Fugue (Knights 2020a), which has generally been accepted as a keyboard work 
for many years, since the writings of Donald Tovey and Gustav Leonhardt (Tovey 
1931; Leonhardt 1952). As with the problematic A minor fugue in Book 1 of the 
48 (see below), some sections of this ask for ‘impossible’ stretches, a fact which is 
glossed over. In reality, the Art of Fugue cannot be played on a single keyboard un-
less the player has very large hands indeed; the posthumous published edition also 
includes an organ chorale prelude, Vor Deinen Thron, and an arrangement for two 
keyboards of the second pair of mirror fugues. Experience with the ongoing recit-
al project meant that the mirror fugues and chorale were performed separately as 
part of a clavichord duet concert, and the solo clavichord Art of Fugue was given as 
Contrapunctus I–XI, XIV plus the four canons. The completion supplied at the end 
of the Henle edition (Moroney 1989: 69) was also omitted, and this tied in with a 
further piece of related research, described next.

24 In Knights 2019 all these components are identified by specific bar.
25 This is one of the justifications of ‘completist’ projects; as expressed by Damian Thompson in 
a different context, “The most perceptive performances of Beethoven’s sonatas tend to come from 
pianists who play all of them” (Thompson 2020: 36).
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Computational tools have developed sufficiently that they are able to process 
symbolic music data meaningfully, and have many applications, such as in attribu-
tion studies. The comparison problem is that works by the same composer can be 
quite varied, and a sufficient corpus is needed to compare (for example) an anony-
mous 18th century German fugue with other known repertoire to have any chance 
of a plausible identification result. The systems used can be simple enough to be 
considered robust,26 but Contrapunctus XIV offers another way of comparing re-
constructed music to actual Bach (Paz, Knights and Padilla, forthcoming). There are 
some two dozen completions of the Art of Fugue, of varying levels of success, but 
they all tightly use Bach’s existing material and contrapuntal structures to try and 
produce a seamless finish to the concluding fugue. By measuring the shape (interval-
lic rise and fall) of the individual lines and comparing them with the surviving 239 
bars of Contrapunctus XIV, the closeness of the various completions can be mea-
sured. This does not of course directly correlate with any guaranteed sense of artistic 
or contrapuntal success, but does show which scholars have been able to create lines 
that are very similar to Bach’s own. Using a mathematical method called Information 
Theory, it can be demonstrated that Tovey’s 1929 completion (Tovey 1929) holds 
up well, but is eclipsed by the recent Zoltán Göncz version (Göncz 2006).

Performance Practice Issues

A number of Bach’s early works survive in sources that are very highly ornament-
ed in the French manner, some of which derive from later copyists;27 it is not certain 
how much this tradition has a direct line to Bach – there are very few early Bach 
autographs, for confirmation. While there certainly are examples of Bach providing 
highly ornamented alternative versions (e.g. the Sinfonia in Eb BWV 791a), there 
appears to be a difference in the amount and type of ornamentation used from the 
mid-1720s onwards, when he started to publish his clavier music. There, added dec-
oration to individual notes gives way to complex notated patterns written out in full 
(see the Sarabande of Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830, for example). There is thus 
a case to be made that Bach’s ornamentation practice changed during his composi-
tional lifetime, and in the spirit of the ‘1740s’ approach outlined above, the decision 
was made to use throughout the type and quantity of ornaments from the later pe-
riod.28 This also seemed to work better on the clavichord, where excessive French-
style decoration makes it more difficult to produce good tone – Hass clavichords are 
notorious in their demands in that respect (see Bavington 2019: 7–14).

26 See as an example the Formal Methods in Musicology project, https://formal-methods-in-
musicology.webnode.com.
27 See for example the excerpts or scores included in Steglich (r/2008: 87); von Dadelsen (r/2009: 
6); von Dadelsen and  Ronnau (r/2009: 141).
28 This raises a very interesting question: did Bach play his early works in later years using the 
ornaments he had first envisioned, or in his current playing style, if these were different?
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Performance of the English Suites led to an interesting tangential piece of re-
search about Bach’s cantatas (Knights 2020c). Observing while playing that Bach’s 
binary-form dance movements nearly always end with matching broken-chord ca-
dential patterns (all six Allemandes from the English Suites, for example), a parallel 
listening project working through all of Bach’s cantatas29 with scores in hand noted 
that recitative perfect cadences with obligato instruments were both generally har-
monically plain but rather varied in layout. This resulted in a typology of all these 
111 cadences, the purpose of which was to provide practical guidance to organists, 
many of whom (on the evidence of concerts and recordings) have been providing 
excessively florid continuo parts in Bach recitative. This is particularly useful for the 
many basso continuo parts which are unfigured, and hence where no guidance is giv-
en by the composer. The sometimes surprising results indicated what was appropri-
ate voice-leading, and what level of dissonance was typical (for example, dominant 
7ths and falling 7ths are relatively rare in minor keys). A comparison of the cantata 
texts being set for the cadences indicated that certain types of words evidently sug-
gested melodic elaboration to Bach, and that decorated (as opposed to plain V-I) 
cadence chords were far more common in some keys than others, major and minor 
keys having some further differences also.

One interesting performance issue noted during the ongoing series was one of 
relative accuracy; as Bach’s numerous finger-patterns and hand-shapes were ever 
more thoroughly assimilated, a ‘backup’ for mistakes started to appear. That is, 
where a note or pattern was misread in concert, the actual notes played would be 
replaced not by (for example) just one too high or too low, but by something else 
from the ‘Bachian’ finger-palette, which was often fitted sufficiently well that listeners 
were not aware of a mistake. The same process must surely support improvisation 
in historical style, as practiced by expert performers like Mikko Korhonen,30 where 
a whole repertoire of unconscious patterns under the fingers can be drawn on; and 
it would of course have been true for Bach himself, in his own improvisations. A 
further manifestation of this unconscious activity occurred in the F major Prelude 
from Book 2 of the Well-tempered Clavier: in bars 5 and 61 the tenor voice has two 
crotchets, the first of which is tied over from the previous bar, but the same passage 
in bar 21 has a minim; despite the latter being a fourth lower, my fingers would rou-
tinely play the version from the other bars. Here, finger memory trumped reading 
the actual score.

One interesting set of works noted for consideration during the project were 
those which use occasional pedal notes.31 The usual distinction in Bach between 
organ and clavier works is that the former either have an obligato pedal part or a 
liturgical purpose (eg a chorale prelude). This leaves a small group of works which 
are unplayable as they stand on harpsichord and clavichord, but have been largely 

29 Collected recording by the Vienna Concentus Musicus and the Leonhardt Consort, Teldec 
Classics 2564 69943-7 (2007), recorded 1971–1989.
30 See for example Korhonen 1997.
31 For a detailed discussion, see Knights 2020d.
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ignored by organists as they are usually included in editions of the clavier works: 
pieces that require an intermittent or very occasional pedal part, such as at the end of 
a fugue. None of them appear to need a 16’ pedal, and the majority (while not pre-
cisely dateable) seem to come from around 1710-1715. Not all sources even men-
tion the word ‘pedal’, or comment in any way on the impossible stretches for the left 
hand. The options for performance are the use of a third hand; a pedal harpsichord 
or clavichord (see Speestra 2005); putting the unreachable notes up an octave; us-
ing the ‘stick in mouth’ technique described by Charles Burney (see below); or the 
use of an instrument with pedal pulldowns (a small pedalboard connecting to the 
lowest notes of the manuals by cords or trackers).32 The eight works fall into two 
groups, those requiring just a few pitches at the end (Fugue in A minor BWV 865 
from The Well-tempered Clavier, Book 1, Fugue in C major BWV 946, Fugue in A 
major BWV 949, Fugue in A major BWV 950), and those requiring a wider range 
of pitches (Fugue in D minor BWV 948, Sonata in D major BWV 963, Aria Variata 
BWV 989, Capriccio in E major, BWV 993). Both groups seem closer to clavier than 
organ in terms of style (for example, dense left-hand chords in BWV 993, arpeg-
gios in BWV 948). While BWV 948 looks like an organ fugue for the most part, it 
concludes with two entire pages of wide-compass demisemiquaver arpeggios that 
modulate wildly, rather in the manner of the clavier Fantasia in A minor BWV 922; 
it also requires top c#, which was not available on most organs. The apparent pedal 
part is rather unusual in its demands, and resembles no known Bach organ or clavier 
fugue in its layout here; see Example 1.

By way of an applied musicology experiment to follow this up discussion of these 
‘occasional’ pedal parts, the ‘stick in mouth’ method (option four) was tested. This 
was referred to by Burney as an evident absurdity: Bach “was so fond of full harmo-
ny that, besides a constant and active use of the pedals, he is said to have put down 
 
 

32 In performance, the third option was taken, apart from BWV 948, which was omitted as impossible 
without a proper pedalboard.
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Example 1: Bach, Fugue in D minor BWV 948, bars 64–66
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such keys with a stick in his mouth as neither hands nor feet could reach”,33 and has 
so been treated by later writers, but what if it had some basis in fact? While hardly 
seeming necessary for the organ, with its additional pedals, it could be applied to the 
harpsichord and clavichord, and was tested using a long and thin wooden spoon of 
35cm, which could be easily held between the teeth. The conclusion was that it was 
very difficult to use on a touch-sensitive instrument like the clavichord, with issues 
of balancing the tone and volume with the notes played by the hands, but that it 
could work on harpsichord. It is probably too inelegant to use in a normal recital, 
and angling the head to reach the low bass notes with the stick means the music 
cannot been seen while doing it, but it is not actually impossible as a technique. 
Accurately hitting sharps is much harder than naturals.

Further experiments

In addition to the 21 clavichord performances, four other concerts took place 
by way of appendix: a repeat of one of the ‘48’ programmes on the new organ of 
St Edmundsbury Cathedral, demonstrating the easy transferability of the music be-
tween various keyboard instruments (there are at least five complete recordings of 
the ‘48’ on organ); a second complete performance of the Goldberg Variations on 
harpsichord, including those two-manual variations which cannot be comfortably 
be played on the single keyboard of the clavichord; a duet recital on two clavichords 
with Dan Tidhar of the Art of Fugue, including the two-keyboard versions of the 
mirror fugues; and a special sightreading concert early on. In this last, an invited 
audience was invited to pick works at random from supplied collections of pieces 
by Bach, Böhm, Buxtehude, Reincken and others distributed among them. The pur-
pose of this was twofold: to see what it was like for an audience to knowingly hear 
a sight-read recital, and for the performer to experience the pressures of playing at 
prima vista. Much of the music was straightforward, and the experiment appeared 
to work well; it was not evident that there was much additional tension for either 
player or listeners caused by concern about misreadings or slips happening, proba-
bly because we were ‘among friends’. This was all done in reference to an anecdote 
in Forkel’s biography of Bach: at Weimar he told an acquaintance that he “really 
believed he could play everything, without hesitating, at first sight”. Nemesis came 
when the friend deliberately supplied a score with an unplayable passage, to which 
Bach responded, after failing to negotiate it successfully: “one cannot play every-
thing at first sight; it is not possible” (Forkel, in Mendel and David 1998: 435). One 
assumes that Bach must have told this story against himself, for it to have become 
part of family lore. The essential point is that the German organist tradition placed 

33 Charles Burney on Bach, Rees’s Cyclopaedia, Vol. 3, section 2, part 6 (1804). His original notebook 
comments (c.1772–c.1790) were “This Musician was so fond of Polyphonic Music & full harmony that 
besides a constant & active use of Pedals, he is said to have had a stick (some say a short Tobacco-pipe) 
in his mouth, by wch. he put down such notes as neither feet nor Hands cd. get at”; see Gilman 2014.
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a considerable premium on the ability to sightread (and of course, to improvise), 
practice access to the instrument being problematic when an additional person or 
two were needed to work the bellows. In addition, the modest level of technical diffi-
culty of early 18th century German keyboard music, and the lack of indications such 
as fingering in manuscript scores, leads one to ponder whether indeed many players 
simply read through the music domestically as best they could, by way of a kind of 
personal ‘performance’.34 Such an attitude is hardly possible with Bach’s own music 
of course, which really does need learning; Forkel also notes that the compositions 
of Bach’s contemporaries were all ‘easier than his own’ (ibid.: 435).

One additional skill in learning music is retaining it; it is hard to keep a ful-
ly-worked version of a Bach piece under the fingers without deterioration for very 
long, so an experiment was added to the project in which either Book 1 or Book 2 of 
the 48, the Goldberg Variations or the Art of Fugue, was played though alternately 
on the first day of every month. Some sense of decline could then be measured for 
works not kept up to concert standard by continued performance (a familiar problem 
for professional recitalists). The Goldberg Variations fared well, but some of the most 
intricate hand-crossing passages fell away and would have needed re-learning; and (as 
expected), the Preludes & Fugues in remote (and therefore rarely-used) keys did not 
do so well during the following year or two. The Fugues in C# (Book 1) and F# (Book 
2) were particular victims; whether repeated performances would have embedded 
the finger-memory more strongly than for a single concert seems highly likely.

The performances of the 48 and of the many other miscellaneous preludes 
and fugues led to what is perhaps a quixotic editing project: a ‘third’ Book of the 
Well-tempered Clavier, assembled from the latter material (Knights, forthcoming a). 
Many of the miscellanea are high quality but not well known, and there seemed mer-
it in collecting these together for the benefit of players; to fit the 24 major and minor 
keys, all were transposed by a tone or semitone,35 and some additional material was 
also sourced from the unaccompanied violin and cello works. Perhaps the greatest 
value of the new collection is the fact that – unlike Bach’s own Books 1 and 2 – the 
works in remote keys are deliberately short and easy, and thus ideal preparation for 
study of the real Well-tempered Clavier.

Various follow-up recital projects are now under consideration; an obvious one 
is the exact same repertoire but on harpsichord; and another is a complete perfor-
mance of Bach’s organ works. This second idea has a particular appeal: much of Bach’s 
music for string and wind keyboard instruments utilizes a very similar technique (it 
was not until the 19th century that organ technique became clearly distinguished 
from piano technique, for example), yet there are both notational differences (espe-
cially with regard to the sustain of voices)36 and differences in the use of the left hand 
in particular. The end of the first Prelude from Bach’s Well-tempered Clavier (see ex-
ample 2) shows one interesting notational example: the bass C minims in the penul-

34 We know very little of how thoroughly music was learned by non-professionals in this period.
35 As Bach appears to have done when compiling part of Book 1, at least.
36 For a discussion of editorial concerns about the tying of notes for different keyboard instruments, 
see Knights 2021.
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timate bar are always tied in modern editions (sometimes without even mentioning 
it in the Commentary), to match the layout of the previous bar. On the clavichord at 
least, the written version works perfectly well; it might be done differently on organ.

Overall, a detailed comparative study of the precise technical demands of Bach’s 
clavier and organ works arising from performance would be most instructive.
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Франсис Најтс

Дела Ј. С. Баха за клавијатурне инструменте: 
од извођења до проучавања

(Резиме)

Пројекат описан у овој студији показује како извођачке перспективе производе 
конкретна научна питања у проучавањима руковођеним праксом, овде на при-
меру  истраживања комплетног циклуса Бахових дела за клавијатурне инстру-
менте, спроведеног од 2017. до 2021. године. 
Дела су, колико је то могућно, груписана према жанру, уз пажљиво разматрање 
коришћених инструмената, нотних издања и услова извођења. Пројекат је за-
почео циклусом Добро темперовани клавир, садржао је шест делова, од анализе 
до коначне припреме извођења, што је постало основом за педагошку студију. 
Уследила је дискусија о прецизним техничким компонентама двогласних и тро-
гласних инвенција. По извођењу Уметности фуге настала су два истраживачка 
есеја, један о делу као композицији за клавијатурни инструмент (то је био закљу-
чак, али не постоји јединствена клавијатура), а други о различитим модерним 
завршецима последњег, незавршеног Контрапункта. Овде је заједнички рачу-
нарски пројекат идентификовао завршетке који највише личе на Бахову музику 
у погледу вођења гласова и мелодијске контуре. 

FRANCIS KNIGHTS
J. S. BACH’S KEYBOARD WORKS: FROM PERFORMANCE TO RESEARCH
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Извођачка пракса је била још једно кључно поље интересовања, укључујући 
и орнаментацију (различити рукописи из XVIII века, различите датације, нуде 
велики број различитих опција), повезивање баховских прстореда са извођач-
ком техником и могућне утицаје на савремену импровизациону праксу, као и 
повремену употребу педалних тонова у малом броју раних, за Баха нетипичних 
дела, где се сугерише да је композитор у том периоду имао инструмент с педа-
лама које повлаче дирке.

Даљи практични експерименти спровођени су како би се тестирала инте-
ресантна прича Чарлса Бернија о Баху, који је „дирке повлачио наниже помоћу 
штапа у својим устима, а који није могао да дохвати ни рукама ни ногама“. Ко-
начно, на додатним реситалима истражена је разлика између извођења Добро 
темперованог клавира на оргуљама и на клавикорду, вештина читања с листа 
(према сведочењима, Бах је могао да „свира све, без оклевања, на први поглед“), 
и идеја техничког урушавања наученог репертоара током времена. Већина тих 
истраживачких питања не би могла да се постави без извођачке перспективе. У 
том смислу, сасвим је јасна важност међусобног разумевања научника, уредника 
и извођача када је реч о њиховим различитим приступима.

Кључне речи: Јохан Себастијан Бах, музика за клавијатурне инструменте, из-
вођачка пракса, истраживање, педагогија.
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useful guidance can be gleaned from the many examples of accompanied recitative Bach 

composed, and this study creates a typology of perfect cadences from these sources in order to 

identify the chord patterns that he actually used, both simple and decorated. 

 

Accompanied recitative8 is probably most familiar to listeners of Bach through the string ‘halo’ 

that accompanies Jesus in the St Matthew Passion. However, as Basil Smallman points out,9 it is 

the absence of such strings for Jesus in the St John Passion that is the exception, and this style of 

instrumental accompaniment is derived from the traditions of Bach’s predecessors. There are 

actually numerous examples of strings and other instruments accompanying recitative in Bach’s 

cantatas, both sacred and secular, and from these, four clear groups of perfect cadence types - 

major and minor, simple and decorated - can be identified. These are models which continuo 

players today can use when playing recitatives without surviving bass figuring. 

 

Cadence categories 
 

The following groupings are derived from the 111 examples of perfect cadences in accompanied 

recitative in Bach’s sacred and secular10 cantatas, plus the St Matthew Passion and the Christmas 

Oratorio. Perfect cadences are almost invariable at the end of recitatives, although they can also 

be found as ‘punctuation’ earlier in longer examples, up to a maximum of four in the longest 

recitatives. 

 

The groupings below use the Bach Gesellschaft numbering for the cantatas,11 with lower-case 

Roman numbers to indicate the movement number, followed by the original cadence key (upper 

case for major, lower case for minor) and date of composition. Thus ‘185ii b (1715)’ indicates 

Cantata BWV185 (composed 1715), second movement, perfect cadence in b minor. Multiple 

examples are given in chronological order. Only those cadences which are a syntactical 

‘punctuation’ (that is, not continuing from previous arioso orchestral lines, or where repeated 

patterns accompany the vocal recitative) have been included, and the final chord has in each case 

been schematically represented by a crotchet. In order to make possible a comparison of the 

chordal disposition and voice leading, all cadences have been normalized to C major or A minor, 

with the upper voices placed within the octave above middle C; they can of course be transposed 

to any key for use by continuo players today. The falling-fifth or rising-four bass line layout has 

been represented as correctly as possible, with some allowance made for compressed ranges as a 

result of transposition here. 

 

The four categories include major (M), minor (m), simple (s) and decorated (d); thus ‘Ms1’ is the 

first example of the simple major cadence grouping. The ‘simple’ groups contain two-chord 

cadences with no passing notes, suspensions or decorations, and form the majority (66% of the 

total). All are scored for four-part strings with basso continuo unless indicated; in the latter cases, 

there appear to be some connections between Bach’s decorated cadence types, instrumentation, 

keys and texts. 

 

Major keys, simple cadences (Ms) 
 

There are 39 examples (ex.1), of which 27 (69%)12 are of the first type, with the leading note at the 

top of the dominant chord (Ms1a-d); the two of these which are non-standard (1c-d), in five and 

three voices, are the only ones not scored for strings, which may be significant. It is interesting to 

note the paucity of 6/4-5/3 and 4-3 cadences (3% each) and dominant chords without the leading 

note at the top (5%), and that 7ths are present 31% of the time. 

 



26 

 

 
Ex.1 Major keys, simple cadences 

 

Ms1, plain cadences in close (1a) or open (1b) position, in four parts: 
 

 Ms1a (14 examples): 28iv C (1725), 32iv G (1726), 84iv F# (1727), 244xxvii Eb (1727), 

 201xiv D (1729), 140v b (1731), 213xii F (1733), 214vi A (1733), 214viii D (1733), 207x D 

 and D (1735), 206x D (1736), 210i E, D (c.1740) 

 

 Ms1b (11 examples): 63ii F (1714), 77iv G (1723), 62v E (1724), 78v Eb (1724), 87iv D (1725), 

 47iii Eb (1726), 55iv Bb (1726), 244xvii Eb, xxxiv A (1727), 207x A, G (1735), 197iv A c.1736) 

 

 Ms1c (1 example): 183i E (1725) (2 oboes d’amore, 2 oboes da caccia) 
 

 Ms1d (1 example): 248xxxii G (1734) (2 flutes) 
 

Ms2, 4-3 suspension at the top of the dominant chord: 
 

 Ms2 (1 example): 132ix D (1715) 

 

Ms3, with dominant 7th;13 3c-d with five-part wind instruments; 3e with full orchestra and 

dominant seventh at the top: 
 

 Ms3a (4 examples): 132iv D (1715), 22iii F (1723), 198x b (1727), 244xxxiv E (1727) 

 

 Ms3b (3 examples): 48ii Bb (1723), 59ii C (1723), 140vi A (1731) 

 

 Ms3c (1 example): 119v F (1723) (2 recorders, 2 oboes d’amore) 

 

 Ms3d (1 example): 119v C (1723) (2 recorders, 2 oboes d’amore) 

 

 Ms3e (1 example): 205ii G (1725) (3 trumpets, timpani, 2 horns, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 

 strings) 

 

Ms4, 6/4-5/3, with falling 7th: 
 

 Ms4 (1 example): 116v A (1724) 
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Major keys, decorated (Md)  
 

 
 

Ex.2 Major keys, decorated cadences 
 

 

There are 16 examples of major cadences with some kind of harmonic or melodic decoration 

(ex.2); all are unique examples, and tend to be later rather than earlier in date, taking the first 

Leipzig cantatas as a mid-point in this genre of Bach’s. As these elaborations are likely the result 

of a mood (although not actual word painting) indicated in the text, translations14 of the final text 

phrase before the cadence have been provided in each case. 

 

Md1, in 3rds or 6ths, with appogiatura (1a), mostly in three rather than four parts: 
 

 Md1a (1 example): 23ii Eb (1723) (violin 2, viola), ‘and do not let You go without your 

 Blessing’ (241) 

 

 Md1b (1 example): 248xxvii E (1734) (2 flutes), ‘Go, this is what you shall find!’ (131) 

 

 Md1c (1 example): 112iii G (1731), ‘I devote myself to your Word’ (303) 

 

 Md1d 195iv D (1736) (2 flutes, 2 oboes d’amore), ‘And lets that which He began  / Also 

 achieve its desired end’ (754) 
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Md2, 4-3 suspension with decoration: 
 

 Md2a (1 example): 206x A (1736), ‘The earth’s sweetest delight / Derives his precious 

 name’ (846) 

 

 Md2b (1 example): 180iv Bb (1724) (2 recorders), ‘And marks the greatness of His Love’ 

 (590) 

 

Md3, with dominant 7th, decorated with anticipations or suspensions: 
 

 Md3a (1 example): 214vi D (1733), ‘Indeed, they that with her life / May long give us 

 delight’ (828) 
 

 Md3b (1 example): 140v Ab (1731), ‘And my right hand shall kiss you’ (649) 
 

 Md3c (1 example): 187vi Bb (1726), ‘Thus I know that he has determined my lot’  (450) 
 

 Md3d (1 example): 69iv F# (1723), ‘You will chasten but not kill us’ (738) 
 

 Md3e (1 example): 170iv G (1726), ‘When will He indeed give you / His Heavenly Zion?’ 

 (434) 
 

 Md3f (1 example): 209ii A (c.1734), ‘And satisfy the zeal of Minerva’ (922) 
 

 Md3g (1 example): 205x D (1725) (2 flutes), ‘Your wish shall come true’ (853) 
 

 Md3h (1 example): 204iii F (c.1727), ‘to despise them / is incomparably more’ (903) 

 

Md4, 6/4-5/3, decorated (both from the Christmas Oratorio): 
 

 Md4a (1 example): 248xxxviii C (1734), ‘Your Name inscribed within me / Has driven away 

 the fear of death’ (158) 
 

 Md4b (1 example): 248lii A (1734) (2 oboes d’amore), ‘And gives itself to Him all as His own 

 / Is my Jesus’s throne’ (171) 
 

Minor keys, simple cadences (ms) 

 
Ex.3 Minor keys, simple cadences 
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There are 34 examples here (ex.3), of which 24 (71%) are of the plain type, without dominant 7th 

and with the leading note at the top of the dominant chord. The layout of the inner voices is more 

varied than in the major cadences (Ms1), and there is not a single 6/4-5/3 or 4-3 cadence. 

Dominant 7ths are present (15%) half as often as in major keys, although with more of a tendency 

for the seventh to appear at the top of the chord. 

 

ms1, plain cadences in four (ms2d, three) parts: 
 

 ms1a (15 examples): 185ii b (1715), 187vi g (1715), 40v f (1723), 59ii d (1723), 75ii e, f# 

 (1723), 76ii e (1723), 2iv g (1724), 62v b (1724), 244xx e, xxvii g, xxx g#, xxxiv f# (1727), 

 213xii a (1733), 215viii b (1734), 248lvi f# (1734) 

 

 ms1b (8 examples): 148iii e, b (c.1723), 146iv g (c.1726), 244viii e, xxx b (1727), 201xiv f# 

 (1729), 207x b, a (1735) 

 

 ms1c (1 example): 112iii f (1731) 

 

 ms1d (1 example): 174iii f# (1729) (3 violins, 3 violas) 

 

ms2, with dominant 7th: 
 

 ms2 (1 example): 56iv g (1726) 

 

ms3, melodic descent from B to A, with dominant 7th: 
 

 ms3 (1 example): 119iv e (1723) (2 recorders, 2 oboes d’amore) 

 

ms4, 3rd at top of tonic chord: 
 

 ms4 (1 example): 244xv e, lii c (1727) 

 

ms5, 5th at top of tonic chord: 
 

 ms5 (1 example): 76ix a (1723) 

 

ms6, with dominant 7th, and 7th at top 
 

 ms6a (1 example): 159i c (1729) 

 

 ms6b (1 example): 48ii bb (1723) 

 

 ms6c (1 example): 171v b (c.1729) (2 oboes) 
 

Minor keys, decorated (md)  
 

There are 22 examples of decorated minor cadences (ex.4); all are unique examples except md4a, 

and they also differ from the Md group in their layout. 
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Ex.4 Minor keys, decorated cadences 

 

md1, melodic descent from B to A, with anticipation in upper voices and dominant 7th: 
 

 md1 (1 example): 186vii g (1723), ‘And pronounce blessing upon them’ (492) 

 

md2, melodic descent from C to A, sometimes 6/4-5/3, and with a falling 7th: 
 

 md2a (1 example): 204iii d (c.1727), ‘Nevertheless hovers in constant apprehension of it’ 

 (903) 

 

 md2b (1 example): 39vi g (1726), ‘So that what You promised I may one day yield from it’ 

 (394) 

 

 md2c (1 example): 120v f# (1742), ‘And Your blessed Name / May be glorified among us’ 

 (736) 
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 md2d (1 example): 22iii c (1723), ‘For flesh and blood quite fail to understand / - With your 

 disciples - what was said’ (245) 

 

 md2e (1 example): 37iv b (1724), ‘That before God we are justified and saved’ (325) 

 

 md2f (1 example): 19iv b (1726), ‘For his guard and defence / For his protection’ (698) 

 

 md2g (1 example): 113vi b (1724), ‘I have chosen you to be my friends’ (498) 

 

md3, with semiquaver patterns in 3rds or 6ths: 
 

 md3a (1 example): 113vi e (1724), ‘Shall henceforth be a child of Heaven’ (497) 

 

 md3b (1 example): 168ii c# (c.1725) (2 oboes d’amore), ‘And from the lightning of his 

 countenance’ (474) 

 

 md3c (1 example): 205x b (1725), ‘Since eternity / Prophesied his wise name’ (853)  

 

 md3d (1 example): 180iv d (1724) (2 recorders), ‘Who array themselves themselves in faith’ 

 (590) 

 

md4, with chordal anticipation or appogiaturas: 
 

md4a (3 examples): 128iii b (1725), ‘And do not seek to fathom this!’ (329), 244xxx a 

(1727), ‘The flesh is weak’ (87), 209ii f# (c.1734), ‘Comes his mother to console him’ (922)  

 

 md4b (1 example): 157iii f# (1727), ‘Unless your blessing remains with me’ (765) 

 

md5, falling 7th: 
 

 md5 (1 example): 190vi f# (1724), ‘Then shall we live this whole year in Blessing’ (146) 

 

md6, 6/4-5/3 with angular melodic line: 
 

 md6 (1 example): 147ii g (1723), ‘...the wonders the Saviour / Has done for her as His 

 handmaid’ (670) 

 

md7, dominant 7th falling to leading note: 
 

 md7a (1 example): 130iv b (1724), ‘Even now the angel’s help appears’ (696) 

 

 md7b (1 example): 244viii d (1727), ‘that I may be buried so’ (32) 

 

md8, upper voices in falling 3rds: 
 

 md8 (1 example): 107ii f# (1724) (2 oboes d’amore), ‘With joy you will see / How God will 

 deliver you’ (445) 

 

md9, dominant chord suspended, with decorated resolution: 
 

 md9 (1 example): 117v f# (c.1729), ‘Give honor to our God!’ (784) 
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Key usage 
 

An examination of the major and minor decorated cadences shows no real statistical significance 

either for liturgical purpose (sacred cantatas) or the solo voice used: soprano, alto, tenor or bass.15 

However, there is a significant difference in the variety of key usage in these cadences. Whereas 

there are examples in ex.1 in every major key except C# and B, but no more than three even for 

those most commonly used (D and A), for minor keys there are none at all in eb, f, g# or bb, only 

one in c, c#, e and a, but 18 in d, f#, g and b (82%). It is not evident that this is related to the 

probable keyboard temperaments in use, which suggests instead that certain key colours 

encouraged Bach to provide more complex recitative cadence types in particular minor keys, or 

(stepping further back) that certain texts suggested the use of certain keys. This may well be 

relevant for modern performers when deciding when decorated perfect cadences should be used 

instead of the simple type. 

 

The relevance of the text 
 

Although some of the text phrases in Md and md seem relatively neutral, a number of clear 

themes do appear in the sacred texts, particularly as relating to faith (‘deliver’, ‘save’, ‘Word’, 

‘Zion’, ‘faith’). ‘Soft’ words such as ‘delight’, ‘kiss’, ‘love’, ‘console’ and ‘help’ appear, and 

‘blessing’ or ‘blessed’ and ‘God’ or ‘Jesus’ occur six and four times respectively. These seem to be 

the components of the text that draw from Bach more elaborate cadence formulas, and more 

colourful orchestration (pairs of recorders, flutes or oboes, for example). Notice should be taken of 

the text content for those recitatives with unfigured basses, for the same reasons. 

 

Evidence from Bach’s bass figuring 
 

Although the numbers above are drawn from a sizeable statistical group, it should be remembered 

that Bach’s organ continuo practice may not have been identical to his cadence disposition in 

composed recitativo accompagnato. However, it is rather unlikely that the improvised continuo 

cadences were more ornate than the notated ones.  

 

By way of a comparison sample, the equivalent recitative cadences for Cantatas 1-10 can be 

counted:16 there are 24 in total. Discounting the six that are unfigured, the statistics show that 

eight are 6/4-5/3, seven are plain V-I cadences (three with a dominant 7th) and three are 4-3 

suspensions. The percentage figures for the 6/4-5/3 and 4-3 cadences are 45% and 17% of this 

sample, compared with the 15% and 2% for the accompanied recitative versions. Performers can 

therefore expect to make fairly frequent use of 6/4-5/3 and (less so) 4-3 cadences when playing 

unfigured recitatives. 

 

Guidance for performers 
 

Drawing on the evidence of the accompanied recitative data above, performers should expect the 

majority of major and minor unfigured perfect cadences to be of a simple two-chord form, with 

the leading note at the top of the dominant chord, and sometimes with a 6/4-5/3 or 4-3 

elaboration. Dominant 7ths and falling 7ths are relatively rare, as are parallel 3rds and 6ths. There 

are also some differences between chord layouts in major and minor keys. 

 

While it is possible that nothing beyond this was ever part of Bach’s continuo (as opposed to 

accompagnato) recitative practice, special texts, and certain minor keys, may encourage slightly 

more complex harmonic or melodic decoration, with very occasional anticipations, appoggiaturas  
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or trills. The use of any other note than the tonic for the top of the final chord should be regarded 

as unusual, and for a particular purpose; the decorated examples of exx.2 and 4 will serve as a 

useful guide in all these circumstances. 
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Notes 

 
1 Alfred Dürr, trans Richard D. P. Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach (Oxford, 2005), pp.48-49. 
2 For the background to Bach’s continuo sources and usage, see Laurence Dreyfus, Bach’s Continuo Group: Players 

and Practices in his Vocal Works (Cambridge, MA, 1987). 
3 See Dreyfus (1987), pp.183-207 for a catalogue of surviving cantata parts. 
4 For a discussion as to the use of the harpsichord in Bach cantatas, see Dreyfus (1987), ch.2. Remarkably, there 

are no fewer than 15 surviving unfigured Chorton parts (Dreyfus (1987), p.53); Dreyfus is perhaps optimistic in 

thinking how much a Bach pupil could achieve with only this resource.  
5 Typical harmonies can of course be gleaned from figured examples (see below), but the chordal layout and 

level of decoration is never indicated. 
6 One fine example is the final cadence of BWV52iv, as recorded by the Leonhardt Consort (Teldec Classics, Das 

Alte Werk 2564 69943-7, disc 17, track 4, (P) 1976). The debate on the performance of written long bass notes 

as short (Dreyfus (1987), ch.3) is not considered here. 
7 There are numerous examples on record, including some which owe rather too much to French or Italian 

baroque practice. 
8 The relevant English-language literature on Bach recitative and its performance is not large, but see Jack 

Westrup, ‘The cadence in baroque recitative’, in Knud Jeppesen, Bjørn Hjelmborg and Søren Sørensen (eds), 

Natalicia musicologica: Knud Jeppesen septuagenario collegis oblata (Oslo, 1962), pp.243-252 and Mark Radice, 

Scripture recitative from Schütz to Bach, dissertation, Eastman School of Music (1984). Some practical guidance is 

provided by Peter Williams, Figured Bass Accompaniment (Edinburgh, 1987),  Bradley Lehman, ‘Performance 

Practice: Plain Recitative in Bach's Vocal Works’, http://www-personal.umich.edu/~bpl/recits.htm (2003) and 

Kevin Class, ‘On the Accompanying, Coaching, and Conducting of Recitative: A few introductory thoughts on the 

art of coaching and performing recitative’, http://www.kevinclass.com/on-the-coaching-accompanying-and-

conducting-of-recitative. 
9 Basil Smallman, The background of Passion music: J. S. Bach and his predecessors (London, 1957), p.51. 
10 Bach appears to make no stylistic distinction between sacred and secular recitative style; where one type of 

work was repurposed for the other, the replacement text required new recitatives but the melodic and harmonic 

style remains similar. For a discussion of some of the literary and aesthetic concerns around such reworkings, 

using Cantata 198 as an example, see Laurence Dreyfus, Bach and the Patterns of Invention (Cambridge, MA, 

1996), pp.232-41. 
11 All are available conveniently online at IMSLP. 
12 Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number throughout. 
13 Viola normally at the lower octave (48, 59, 140), but may be above violin 2 (244). 
14 From Dürr (2005) for the cantatas and the Christmas Oratorio, and for the St Matthew Passion from Bach ed 

Alfred Dürr, trans. H. S. Drinker, St Matthew Passion [vocal score] (Kassel, 1974), with page numbers in 

parentheses afterwards. 
15 The alto is the least used voice, and in minor keys there is a preponderance of tenor and bass. 
16 These are not in chronological order in the BGG numbering; all but two date from the mid-1720s. 
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