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ABSTRACT 	

	

 This dissertation investigates how historical musicians’ relationships to harmonic 

or contrapuntal rules intersected with their individual and collective experiences of fully 

improvised or improvisatory music. Within the realm of interpersonal relationships, 

musicians experience and develop powerful mental and artistic bonds through 

improvisation. Deep levels of sympathy and communication were documented in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, within the cultural contexts 

of Bernardo Pasquini (1637–1710), Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714–1788), 

and Christopher Simpson (1602–1669), the three musicians I focus on in this study.  	

  	In the arena of harmonic rules and parameters, I contend that what appears to be 

“rule-breaking,” when it shows up on paper can instead be viewed as a frozen-in-time 

representation of the type of liberties that may have been commonplace in seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century improvisation.  Improvisers in this era seem to have been more 

concerned imparting a large-scale sense of harmony and producing engaging melodic 

variety than with compliance to the most formal rules of counterpoint.  Through studying 

surviving documentation of historical improvisation, I show how its spirit can suffuse 

formal composition. By shifting focus from fine points of historical musical style to a 

discussion of generalized artistic and conceptual concerns around improvisation, I 

suggest that modern day musicians can discover how they themselves relate to baroque 

works that demand performers’ agency and creativity.  My approach aims to suggest 

ways in which performers today can apply lessons from the past in modern 

interpretations of improvisation-based baroque music.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

  

In recent years, musicological studies and early music performers' projects 

revolving around historical improvisation have proliferated. For some, this may represent 

a “final frontier” in the pursuit of authenticity; after all, improvisation is the most 

transient of musical practices, and therefore a great prize to capture. For others, 

improvisation offers the promise of renewed and sustained energy in the early music 

field. Recent work on the subject has produced a vibrant literature and scholarly 

community, where specialized subtopics, including partimento, improvised polyphony, 

and ground bass improvisation are being actively investigated. The emphasis in current 

approaches has skewed toward description and analysis of these individual subtopics, 

with some notable exceptions described in the literature review below. I aim to add a 

voice to the discourse that leans much further into the synthesizing realm and is informed 

by my own experience as an early music player using improvisation in my daily musical 

practice (most notably in the practice of basso continuo).  	

I offer an intertextual reading of three historical improvisers' written music and 

treatises: Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714–1788), Bernardo Pasquini (1637–1710), and 

Christopher Simpson (1602–1669). I examine their techniques, aesthetics, and concepts 

with the aim of uncovering traces of their respective improvisatory methodologies. The 

goal of this investigation is to reveal new paths of exploration for performers and scholars 

who seek to engage with improvisatory music from this era. My comparative bent is 

intended to mirror the frequently collaborative nature of improvisation. Pasquini, unlike 
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Bach and Simpson, did not leave a treatise on his performance practice. His partimenti 

(pieces notated as figured bass sketches) however, can fulfill a pedagogical purpose. 

Partimenti, frequently used as teaching tools,  impart lessons on counterpoint, harmony, 

imitation, and form, without using words. 	

Proceeding from the notion that improvisers’ practices across eras and styles are 

tied together by a common denominator of spontaneous creation not linked to a fixed 

text, I shift focus from what early improvisers might have improvised to how they 

thought of their practice. How did they conceive of the matrix of techniques, ideas, and 

strategies that allowed them to function as improvisers? In examining improvisation, I 

home in on two aspects of the practice: musicians’ relationships to one another 

and musicians’ relationships to the harmonic parameters or rules that informed 

improvisation in the years c. 1600–1800.	 	

Bach, Simpson, and Pasquini can be linked together on the basis of their 

pedagogical activities. Bach and Simpson both stand out as composers who included 

chapters on improvisation within technical handbooks on playing an instrument, 

keyboard in Bach’s case, and the viol in Simpson’s case. Although they are of different 

generations, both Simpson and Bach discuss improvisation from a foundation of basso 

continuo-based music theory. 	

My rationale for choosing these composers also lies in their difference. Simpson 

wrote divisions, dances, and viol consorts in a decidedly English taste. Bach worked in 

several national styles, including the international galant style and with more specifically 

French and Italian sounds. Pasquini wrote operas and oratorios, and, while he had contact 

with the nascent galant style, he was also a follower of the older, Frescobaldian school. I 
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could have chosen to focus in on a more specific musical moment in time; Christopher 

Simpson, for instance, names a group of division-playing musicians in the The Division-

Violist who could themselves be studied as a battery of improvisers collectively working 

on common music and concepts.  Although each individual within a musical “scene” is 

unique, this can be harder to perceive when a great deal of similar stylistic stock material 

is shared among musicians.  A different type of study could focus on the exchange and 

transmission of musical language, style, and concepts, between musicians within the 

same circles.  	

 	 That is not my focus here, although it is greatly valuable to search out the ways 

that historical composers’ musical personalities come out in the context of their milieu 

and historical context.  So, while Bach, Simpson, and Pasquini all “spoke” a broadly 

similar musical lingua franca, I believe the differences in the surfaces of their 

respective bodies of work can help shift focus from note-and-rhythm based theory and 

technique to extra-stylistic factors like creative process and methodology. 	

 

Literature Review 

The study of historical improvisation brings to the fore all of the most contentious 

issues of the authenticity debates of the twentieth century; after all, how can we know 

with any degree of certainty what was “authentic” when considering the most ephemeral 

of musical phenomena as it was practiced before the recording era?  The scholars 

represented in Nicholas Kenyon’s 1988 Authenticity and Early Music: 

A Symposium proffer ideas on authenticity that range from the benign to the provocative. 

Howard Mayer Brown asserts that authenticity truly happens when a performance is 
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artistically compelling—this is applicable to improvisation and through-composed music 

alike—while Richard Taruskin and Laurence Dreyfus call out authenticity proponents for 

moral posturing. More recent scholarship related to the authenticity debate from John 

Butt (2007) has addressed the progress of the early music movement in the two decades 

that had passed since the Kenyon symposium was published, as well as the 

countercultural trappings of early music in relation to its mainstream (“classical”) cousin. 

As discussed by Dreyfus (1983), where the practice of improvisation is concerned, the 

limits of empiricism may reveal themselves most vividly, since it is a practice that is, by 

its nature, undocumented in the pre-recording era, and therefore not objectively knowable 

in its original form.  

Primary sources from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (here focusing on 

keyboard) address improvisation in various forms, from minor departures from the 

notated score, to figured bass, to full-fledged improvised pieces. As basso continuo, a 

semi-improvised art, gained prominence, composers including Agostino Agazzari (1578–

1640) recognized its potential for liberating the mind from the shackles of prescriptive 

notation (1607). By the eighteenth century, when “rules” of harmony became more 

codified, Alessandro Scarlatti (1660–1725) warned potentially overly literal-minded 

students that certain elements of music could only be shown and not described in words 

(2009). Similarly, Francesco Geminiani (1687–1762) advised that concepts like the “rule 

of the octave” were not, in reality, hard and fast (1755). The partimento approach 

predominated in Naples and the rest of the Italian peninsula, from ca.1650–ca. 1800.  In 

the seventeenth century, non-Italians offered fully notated models for improvisation, 

sometimes focusing on harmonic variation 
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(Muffat, Regulae Concentuum Partiturae, 1699) and other times focusing on 

contrapuntal scaffolding and diminution-style elaboration 

(Spiridionis, Nova Instructio pro Pulsandis Organis, Spinettis, Manuchordiis, 1670–71). 

Italian partimento was not the only improvisation method to use figured (or unfigured) 

bass as its basis; a whole dance suite (Niedt, Musicalische Handleitung, 1700) or a free 

fantasy (C. P. E. Bach, Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, 1753/1762) 

could be spun out from, or collapsed into, a figured bass.  

 Recent writing on historical improvisation idioms has introduced lost pre-1800 

extempore practices to the wider musical community. In the realm of keyboard 

music, partimento, or semi-improvised compositions notated in figured bass, has served 

as an important window into musical pedagogy of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Robert Gjerdingen (Music in the Galant Style, 2007) organized partimento-

derived harmonic patterns into schemata of his own devising to shed light on how stock 

material could be used to create composed or improvised musical content. Giorgio 

Sanguinetti authored the first monograph on partimento (The Art of Partimento: History, 

Theory, and Practice, 2012), dealing in detail with the theory, history, and sources of the 

practice, while offering metaphors to describe partimento as a phenomenon, including 

the Commedia dell’Arte (which employs stock gags and plots) and the rhetorical structure 

of classical oratory. Gjerdingen has also used interdisciplinary metaphors to 

describe galant musical practice, including draughtsmanship technique, which, 

like partimento, proceeds from simple to more complex constructions (Gjerdingen 2009), 

and aristocratic etiquette (Gjerdingen 1996). Van Tour (2015) has sought to elucidate the 

rich interconnections between improvised keyboard practices like partimento, sung 
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practices like solfeggio, and the discipline of written counterpoint. He has also explored 

previously overlooked embodied methods of improvisation pedagogy in the eighteenth- 

century in Musical Improvisation in the Baroque Era (2019) edited by Fulvia Morabito.  

The collection Musical Improvisation in the Baroque Era (2019) contains three 

articles that relate closely to one of the subjects of this dissertation, Bernardo Pasquini. In 

“Bernardo Pasquini’s Pedagogy at the Keyboard: A Case of Composition in 

Performance?” Massimiliano Guido examines Pasquini’s counterpoint exercises and 

partimenti in order to form a picture of who Pasquini was as a teacher. He focuses on 

three manuscript sources, stating that “Pasquini’s commitment as a teacher can be 

evaluated by looking at his works, especially the Saggi di Contrappunto (1695), the 

Sonate per uno o due cembali (1703–1704), and the Versetti con il solo basso cifrato 

(1708)” (Guido 2019, 33). Guido identifies in Pasquini’s teaching an ability to impart 

musical lessons without the aid of a written text, noting that “In Pasquini’s teaching, 

music speaks without words” (Guido 2019, 34). In discussing Pasquini’s counterpoint 

exercises in the Saggi, he observes that “Though patterns are explicitly used in the 

exercises, they are never repeated mechanically. The player is, therefore, guided to 

develop his musical invention achieving variety” (Guido, 2019, 36). The ability to 

achieve variety, whether in improvisation or composition is a key concept in this 

dissertation, one that is remarked upon directly and repeatedly by Christopher Simpson in 

The Division-Violist (1659).  

In “Two New Sources for the Study of Eighteenth-Century Composition and 

Improvisation,” Marco Pollaci introduces two previously unexamined sources for 

partimento improvisation and pedagogy in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin Preussischer 
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Kulturbesitz, Mus.ms.theory 1417 and D.Bsb Mus.ms.theor.1438m. Pollaci notes that the 

presence of a partimento by Alessandro Scarlatti (1660–1725) in 1417 may point to links 

to Roman musical circles, of which Scarlatti was a part. Of 1438, Pollaci notes that “we 

can observe a link with the Roman chapel master Raimondo Lorenzini... The second 

section of the manuscript 1438 appears to be a replication of Lorenzini’s rules (Pollaci 

2019, 349). Pollaci brings attention to the wealth of musical examples in these sources 

and contrasts it with the relative scarcity of verbal explanation. This is, in his view, 

evidence of “the will to steer student proficiency towards improvisation through actual 

practice of partimento methods at the keyboard” (Pollaci, 2019, 349). The non-verbal 

character of the two manuscripts discussed by Pollaci is not unique to these sources; most 

partimento collections share this quality. To conclude, Pollaci contrasts the Romantic 

ideal of individual genius with the overriding ethos of partimento collections: that use of 

stock material in music is no sin, and that it can be made fresh with each iteration through 

a present-minded, improvisatory approach.  

In “On the Origin of Partimento: A Recently Discovered Manuscript of Toccate 

(1695) by Francesco Mancini,” Giorgio Sanguinetti introduces and discusses an 

important early source of partimento repertoire. Like Pasquini’s Add MS 31501, 

discussed in this dissertation, Mancini’s pieces are more involved than purely 

pedagogical etude-like partimenti. Intriguingly, they contain “a remarkable amount of 

performance directions: hence this manuscript can shed light on both the origin of 

partimento and on its early performance practice” (Sanguinetti 2019, 354). Sanguinetti 

hypothesizes that Mancini’s first toccata in this collection may have been conceived for a 

chromatic harpsichord with split keys and extended enharmonic capabilities. The 
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discovery of Mancini’s Toccate adds to our understanding of early partimento, where 

figured-bass form did not necessarily indicate purely pedagogical aim, but could also 

simply serve as an alternative form of notation for a fully-fledged piece of music.  

The collection of essays, Studies in Historical Improvisation: 

from Cantare Super Librum to Partimenti, edited by Massimiliano Guido, is a 

comprehensive and wide-ranging resource on the subject of historical improvisation 

(2016); major subtopics within the field are addressed in this collection. These 

include partimento, improvised vocal counterpoint, diminution practice, and keyboard 

improvisation.   

In “Music and the art of memory” (Chapter 1), Thomas Christensen addresses the 

current surge in interest on improvisation and the cognitive and practical considerations 

performers must take within the practice across genres. He expresses what he regards as 

the need to reform music pedagogy to incorporate improvisation. Christensen aims to 

bring historical traditions and contemporary idioms that students come into contact 

with under a wider umbrella, where their relationships become evident: when 

improvisation is incorporated into study of historical music, that music can come alive in 

the present moment. This makes older music more relatable and more meaningful to 

student performing musicians.  

Stefano Lorenzetti and Guido address the use of memory in improvisational 

contexts.  Lorenzetti explores the intersection of classical rhetoric in the form of oratory 

and memory practice with early seventeenth-century conceptions of mentally worked out 

counterpoint (contrappunto alla mente) and diminution practice (Chapter 2: “Musical 

inventio, rhetorical loci, and the art of memory”). Guido delves into how early 
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seventeenth-century keyboardists’ cognitive processes, strategic instrumental practice, 

and the setting down of ideas in treatise form were shaped by practice with early modern 

methods of the system of loci, or memory theater. Guido follows the processes of these 

keyboardists as they navigated their own movement back and forth between the 

interrelated practices of composition and improvisation (Chapter 3: “Climbing the stairs 

of the Memory Palace: Gestures at the Keyboard for a Flexible Mind”). The second 

section of the book deals with improvised vocal counterpoint.  In “Toward a Stylistic 

History of Cantare Super Librum” (Chapter 4), Philippe Canguilhem searches for 

evidence of the sounds and social practice of collective vocal improvisation through 

exploration of sixteenth-century accounts of the practice and related through-composed 

music. He attempts to target and identify those elements of through-composed music that 

leave traces of a now-extinct oral tradition. Giuseppe Fiorentino, in 

“Contrapunto and Fabordón: Practices of Extempore Polyphony in Renaissance Spain” 

(Chapter 5), proceeds from questions of mind-body dualism to an exploration of 

sixteenth-century sources that focus on historical musicians’ understandings of what was 

“intuitive” vs. “learned.”    

He explores the tensions inherent in such subjective categorizations, bringing 

light to the possible social and aesthetic resonances that historical musicians experienced 

as they negotiated, within their own minds, the coexistence of simpler practices 

(like fauxbourdon, or, improvised homophony in what we now call first inversion chords) 

with more complex improvised counterpoint (i.e., what we now categorize as stile 

antico). Jean-Yves Haymoz, in “Discovering the practice of improvised 
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counterpoint" (Chapter 6) discusses his work since the 1980s on the reconstruction of 

improvised vocal counterpoint.  

Written from a performer’s perspective, Haymoz addresses improvisational 

strategies, techniques, and forms, including fauxbourdon, canon, cantus firmus and psalm 

tone singing, and freely improvised counterpoint. He considers the freedoms and 

parameters contained within improvised vocal practice and concludes by pointing toward 

means by which modern performers can channel personal creativity by exploring ideals 

drawn from classical rhetoric.   

The third part of the collection deals with keyboard improvisation. In “Composing 

at the Keyboard: Banchieri and Spiridion, two complementary methods” (Chapter 7), 

Edoardo Bellotti presents a comparative study of two early keyboard sources by 

Adriano Banchieri (L’Organo Suonarino, 1605) and Spiridion (Instructio Nova, 1670), 

authors who wrote about, respectively, verset-style (short 4–8 bar ecclesiastical organ 

pieces) proto-continuo practice, and keyboard diminution based on bass motions and 

models from repertoire and improvisation. Bellotti concludes that the 

continuo/counterpoint binary that is sometimes advanced in standard narratives on the 

subject is oversimplified and that examination of seventeenth-century sources points to a 

more interconnected relationship between “horizontal” (i.e. contrapuntal) and “vertical” 

(i.e. harmonic) practices.  In “Partimento Teaching According to Francesco Durante, 

Investigated Through the Earliest Manuscript Sources” (Chapter 8), Peter van Tour peels 

away layers of nineteenth-century reception and categorization of Durante’s partimenti to 

reveal the progressive pedagogical structuring of the order of exercises in eighteenth-

century sources. He argues that the type of pedagogical thinking embodied in the 
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exercises’ order and content was an underlying force in eighteenth-century conceptions 

of these works. He divides Durante’s partimenti into two categories: “rules leading 

to partimenti exemplifying and applying these rules” and partimenti “based on 

the moti del basso leading to partimenti applying these bass motions.” In “Partimento and 

Incomplete Notations in Eighteenth-Century Keyboard Music,” Sanguinetti addresses the 

quality of inherent incompleteness in musical notation by imagining a spectrum that runs 

from partimento to through-composed grand-staff. He presents mid- and high-baroque 

examples of the use of figured bass in keyboard music where improvised 

accompaniment, counterpoint, or a combination of the two, could serve as artistically 

viable strategies to the challenge of ambiguous, hybrid, or “incomplete” notation. In the 

second half of the essay, he considers classical era examples by Giacomo Tritto (1733–

1824). Sanguinetti provides a through-composed realization for a partimento-notated 

score by Tritto and discusses ornamentation and cadenza performance practice in 

Mozart.   

In the last section, “Nova et vetera: Pedagogy,” Michael R. Callahan and Peter 

Schubert describe how to incorporate improvisation into music theory and keyboard 

pedagogy. In “Teaching Theory Through Improvisation,” Peter Schubert contends that 

improvisation lends practitioners a flexibility with material that can be positively applied 

when engaging in analysis, particularly in the area of imagining musical “paths not 

taken” by a composer. This type of imaginative exercise allows the analyst to appreciate 

more fully the composer’s final decisions on musical structure by conceptualizing what I 

characterize as the “positive space” of what is notated and the “negative space” of what 

could have been. Schubert emphasizes the corporeality and mind-body integration of 
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improvisation practice by approaching his subject from varied relevant points along the 

Cartesian continuum of thought and action. He discusses five areas of inquiry related to 

his subject: embodiment, visualization, hearing, and memory. Callahan, in “Learning 

Tonal Counterpoint Through Keyboard Improvisation in the Twenty-First Century,” 

describes his real-life experiments in incorporating tonal counterpoint into his 

pedagogical process in the teaching of keyboard skills and analysis. He advocates for an 

attitude of “low-stakes” openness around improvisation that privileges exploration and 

learning over right and wrong answers. Callahan aims, like Schubert, to create a 

“feedback loop between improvisation and analysis,” and, in the spirit of improvisational 

flexibility with material, he provides concrete, notated examples of harmonic stimuli that 

he uses in his teaching practice. These stimuli revolve around multiple possible harmonic 

paths that start in the same manner; this is intended to bolster, in the minds of students, 

the perception of music as dynamic and mutable.  

Jazz-inspired resources on historical improvisation include the paper, 

“Improvisation in Sixteenth-Century Italy: Lessons from Rhetoric and Jazz,” concerning 

diminution practice in relation to jazz (Bass, 2009) and Editions Fuzeau’s jazz-inspired 

pedagogical material for ground-bass improvisation, 50 Renaissance & Baroque 

Standards: with Variants, Examples & Advice for Playing & Improvising on Any 

Instrument” (Boquet and Rebours, 2007). Cory Gavito‘s “In Search of the 

Improvising Froberger” (2018) identifies possible “traces and palimpsests” of 

improvisation in keyboard works of Johann Jakob Froberger (1616–1667). Although the 

paper is not jazz-oriented, Gavito is a practicing jazz improviser and this influence can be 

discerned in his writings on historical improvisation.   
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In the realm of dissertations, relevant monographs have addressed German 

baroque improvisation, particularly in relation to partimento practice (“Techniques of 

Keyboard Improvisation in the German Baroque and Their Implications for Today’s 

Pedagogy,” Callahan, 2010); the creation of a modern partimento method based on 

Neapolitan models (“Going Old School: Using Eighteenth-Century Pedagogy Models to 

Foster Musical Skills and Creativity in Today’s Students,” Monique Arrar, 2017); 

division style improvisation (“Playing Upon a Ground: An Analysis of the Improvisation 

Technique of Christopher Simpson as Presented in The Division-Violist (1665) with an 

Edited Transcription of Simpson’s Musical Examples,” Bonneau, 2000) and the decline 

of improvisation in classical music (“The Legacy of Genius: Improvisation, Romantic 

Imagination, and the Western Musical Canon,” Sancho-Velásquez, 2001).   

Bonneau’s dissertation constitutes a wide-ranging exploration of the 

theoretical, technical, aesthetic, and improvisatory aspects of Simpson’s The Division-

Violist.  He addresses musical language, Simpson’s methods for spinning out a bass line 

into a variation set, and how his thinking on division playing informed his real-life 

practice. Additionally, he investigates how related improvisation techniques in popular 

music compare with Simpson’s and explores how The Division-Violist might be relevant 

to contemporary musicians.   

Bonneau, in acknowledging the limits of his study, concedes that writing about 

improvisation, and even recordings of improvisation cannot capture its transient nature. 

He contends that although “[t]here is no reason to question Simpson’s musical integrity 

and we can safely guess that he [Simpson] transcribed his improvisation practice as 

closely as he could… some adjustments and corrections were likely introduced after the 
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fact.” I take a different position on the issue of transcriptions. I do not believe any of 

Simpson’s composed examples constitute attempts at literal transcription of 

improvisation (although portions of the notated material may have started life in this 

way). I believe there is evidence of this that can be observed by paying attention to how 

his treatise is organized: in his most detailed discussion of fully improvised division 

practice (for two viols and organ), Simpson, notably, includes no notated examples, 

though the rest of the treatise is full of such material.  

In the interest of manageably limiting the scope of Bonneau’s inquiry, he included 

music examples on sixteenth and seventeenth-century diminution that were, in his 

estimation, “most relevant to the musical style at hand.” While I understand Bonneau’s 

rationale in doing this, in my own study I am aiming to compare composers’ 

improvisatory methodologies, and not their styles; as such, I purposely cast my net wider 

in terms of the sources I consider in tandem with Simpson.  

In the area of Simpson studies, Sheila Marshall’s brief but groundbreaking study, 

“Putting Simpson into Practice” (1969) sets out the goals and spirit of The Division-

Violist, addressing Simpson’s musical strategies, with principles from his original text 

explained in modern English, and short musical examples by way of demonstration. 

Marshall addresses why modern performers might take on the performance ethos of a 

bygone era. She delves into subtle issues around Simpson for which there are no clear 

answers, addressing, for instance, the fact that his descant demonstrations 

have figures, but his grounds do not. How would a player avoid harmonic chaos? 

(Marshall 1969, 9). Marshall adds that “It would be interesting if any research worker 

could throw some light on this. The discovery of a figured ground (or indeed of any 



	15	 	

ground divorced from written divisions and clearly intended for extemporisation) would 

be enlightening. Failing this we must work out our own solutions” (Marshall 1969, 10). 

In this paper, I have accordingly supplied my own solution for a piece of Simpson where 

figures are absent (see p. 26).  

On the subject of fantasy, Elaine Sisman has explored how the imagination recalls 

and conjures musical ideas and forms in “Memory and Invention at the Threshold of 

Beethoven’s Late Style” (an essay in Beethoven and His World, edited by Scott Burnham 

and Michael P. Steinberg, 2000). Her focus is on Beethoven, but she ties notions of 

fantasy to an older tradition of improvisation that goes back to Czerny, Beethoven’s 

teacher, C. P. E. Bach, and the Stylus Phantasticus of the baroque. Sisman states that 

“rhetorical phantasia is a two-way street: It stirs the appropriate images in the composer's 

own memory in order to create new or newly alive memories in his listeners.” Here she is 

referring to the “rhetorical figure phantasia, in which a speaker uses an image to make an 

absent thing appear to be present, to call an experience vividly to mind” (Sisman 2000, 

55). Sisman’s two-way street between the composer and listener brings to mind C. P. E. 

Bach’s conviction that a performer must be moved themselves in order to move an 

audience.  

Annette Richards has made an in-depth exploration of C. P. E. Bach’s Free 

Fantasy style, as well as that of Haydn and Beethoven in The Free Fantasia and The 

Musical Picturesque. By drawing interdisciplinary parallels with Free Fantasy and 

depictions of landscape in the visual arts, Richards conjures a powerful metaphor. 

Playing or hearing Free Fantasy is like moving through nature. It can evoke physical 

landscapes, the landscape of the mind, or an inherent spatial quality of the music itself. In 
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keeping with eighteenth century Enlightenment mores of rationalism and scientific 

progress, Richards notes that Bach’s explanation of his own Free Fantasy “harmonic 

‘deceptions,’ at first hearing surprising, are shown to be grammatical” (Richards 2001, 

42).  

The collection Improvising Early Music contains one essay which concerns this 

dissertation directly. Menke’s essay “‘Ex centro’ improvisation: Sketches for a theory of 

sound progressions in the early baroque” explores the idea of ex centro improvisation, 

that is, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century improvisation built on a skeleton of outer 

voices. In his view, the practice of “finding as many variants as possible has an ex centro 

quality (for a skeleton or for a diminution see Spiridionis!)” and “The unfolding of 

infinite variations over relatively simple ostinato patterns is an ex centro activity” 

(Menke 2014, 90). The connection with the art of variation, or division in the case of 

Christopher Simpson, a chief subject of this dissertation, is of interest here. Menke 

reminds readers of	the	primacy	of	skeletal	musical	structures	that	underpin	music	that,	

on	the	surface,	seems	based	in	variation	and	decoration.		

	

Chapter Overviews 

	 In Chapter 2 I discuss Christopher Simpson’s work on improvisation and 

the music theory that he linked with both improvisation and composition. The two main 

sources I draw from are Simpson’s The Division-Violist (1659) and his Compendium of 

Practical Musick (1667). The Division-Violist (DV) is a primer for viol players who 

aspire to improvise (or, at the very least, compose) sets of divisions, or variations over a 

repeating bass-line. In the first part, Simpson discusses the general fundaments of music, 

in viol-specific fashion, covering notation, viol technique, and basic harmony. Simpson 
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builds chords from the bass upwards and uses figured bass notation to indicate harmony 

parts in whichever register they occur. In the second part, Simpson breaks down basic 

division technique based on how the viol divides: at times, the bass is divides, at other 

times a new melody is played over the bass, and still at other times, division of the bass, 

and melody above the bass are mixed. Simpson shows how, with mostly-scalar passage-

work, a player can get from one harmonic note to the other, while playing over a ground. 

As the treatise progresses, improvisation and musical aesthetics take center stage. 

Simpson describes a two-viol improvisation, and lays out aesthetic ideals, from moments 

of harmonic rule-stretching to maintaining pleasing variety.  

Simpson’s Compendium of Practical Musick (1667) is a general book on the 

fundaments of music and composition. As the name suggests, it is aimed at practitioners 

and, as such, contains numerous musical examples that the reader can emulate in 

composition (or improvisation, as the harmonic principles are the same in DV). The 

Compendium, unlike DV, does not address improvisation directly. It covers notation, 

rhythm, consonance and dissonance, melody writing over a bass, canon, fugue, 

polychoral writing over two bass lines, and composition in multiple parts, up to seven.  

I start Chapter 2 by explaining Simpson’s basic techniques for division 

improvisation, and show how one of his pedagogical methods, a chart of melodic 

prompts to elaborate ad libitum, intersects with his aesthetic of free musical variety 

balanced with rigorous, economical motivic development.  I go on to discuss the 

harmonic freedoms prized by Simpson, his contemporaries (such as Henry Lawes, 1596-

1662) and those influenced by the English division style, like Nicola Matteis (seventeenth 

century). I investigate, in examples from Simpson and the anonymous composer of The 
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Division Flute (1706), how harmonic freedoms can intersect with distinctive rhythmic 

features of a composition and how the instrument playing variations can play against the 

grain of the harmony, i.e. the ground bass. On the subject of collective improvisation, I 

present an overview of Simpson’s description of a two-viol improvisation and compare it 

with C. P. E. Bach contemporary Quantz’s description of two melody instruments 

playing an extempore cadenza. Quantz, like Simpson, addresses communication between 

players and the potential for melodic or harmonic collision. To conclude Chapter 2, I 

identify the attributes of Simpson’s improvisation pedagogy that will inform the Chapters 

3 and 4.  

Elements of Christopher Simpson improvisation can be found in the works of C.P.E. 

Bach and Bernardo Pasquini. Rapport between players or between a soloist and their 

musical material, and harmonic freedom and flexibility, coupled with a robust system of 

harmonic rules and conventions figure prominently in DV. Likewise, in the works of  

C. P. E. Bach and Pasquini, both based in thoroughbass harmony, players and soloists 

interact with one another, with a score when a score is present, and with the imaginary 

dialogue created by implied polyphony in solo contexts. At the end of the chapter, I offer 

a keyboard ground of my own creation: divisions on Simpson’s E minor G 

round (which appears as a solo viol piece in DV). Before providing  I explain how my 

real-time musical decisions relate to division practice as described by Simpson. 

In Chapter 3 I discuss C. P. E. Bach’s improvisation practice and artistic ethos, as 

expressed in his Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen (1753/1762). Written 

during Bach’s period of employment at the court of Frederick the Great (1712–1786), 

Bach’s Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen (1753/1762). is an exhaustive 
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pedagogical work on the art of keyboard playing. In Part I (1753), Bach covers fingering, 

ornamentation, and performance. He treats fingering for major and minor scales in all 

keys and offers fingerings for challenging passages of music, both scalar and arpeggiated. 

Each ornament is discussed one by one, including the traditional eighteenth-century trills, 

turns, mordents, and appoggiaturas. Bach advises the reader to synchronize their 

ornamentation with the affect of the music. At the end of his remarks on ornaments, he 

offers demonstrations of elaborated fermata passages, where he shows readers how to 

synthesize knowledge of ornaments in an improvised musical situation that depends 

heavily on them. Bach’s chapter on performance addresses how a player may bring 

together the musical tools he has introduced. He values technique but warns the reader 

that it must be coupled with a focus on music’s expressive content. He advises musicians 

to monitor their own emotions, those of the audience, and the emotions represented by 

the music, in order to perform compellingly. He includes musical examples to show, 

practically, how to play expressively through articulation, dynamics, and touch. At the 

end of the performance chapter, he touches on cadenzas, which he says are like 

improvisations, and may be only notated approximately.  

 The second part of the Versuch (1762) covers intervals and key signatures, 

figured bass, accompaniment, and improvisation. In the figured bass section, Bach 

addresses smooth voice leading and discusses the figures found in composition, one by 

one. His section on accompaniment touches on how to work well in an ensemble 

situation, and what to play over a figured bass. Although the section is titled, 

“Accompaniment,” Bach’s idea of what to play when accompanying is, at times, as 

complex and melodic as the lines that might be found above it. This section comes before 
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the one on improvisation, but a player wishing to accompany as Bach did would likely 

need to improvise: composing such accompaniments would take time, and figured bass 

is, in the end, intended as a shorthand to play from directly. The Improvisation chapter, 

discussed at length in Chapter 3, covers free fantasy, that is, largely unmeasured music 

that modulates more freely than typical measured pieces. Bach comments on the 

relationship between composition and improvisation and employs figured bass as a 

primary tool for getting the musician to play “off the page,” and understand musical 

structure. To conclude, I summarize C. P. E. Bach’s principles for achieving a proper 

mind-body connection in music, communicating with the audience, and improvising 

engagingly. At the end of the chapter, I offer an example that I created of a type of 

improvisation C. P. E. Bach discusses in his Versuch (1762), that which precedes a 

composed piece of music. 

In Chapter 4, I discuss the partimenti of Bernardo Pasquini. Pasquini’s autograph 

manuscript, Add MS 31501 in the British Library, consists of three volumes. The first 

volume contains 28 sonatas for figured bass, half in duo and half solo. The second and 

third volumes contain through-composed pieces and small-scale pedagogical partimenti. 

The small scale (approximately 4–8 bar) partimenti display principles like diminution, 

rhythmic mutation (a motive is recast in a new time signature), harmonic rules, and 

imitation (sometimes indicated in the score).  In my discussion of Pasquini, I apply 

Simpson’s thinking on bass-lines, and motivic improvisation, and examine related music 

and art that relates to Pasquini through musical structural links, or metaphor. Simpson 

discusses antiphonal contexts where two basses are employed, each a varied version of 

the other (essentially one bass). Taking Simpson’s discussion as a jumping off point, I 
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examine Pasquini duo sonatas and derive a bass to imagine a hypothetical point of focus 

for both players, one that leads to deeper rapport and communication in improvised 

contexts. In Pasquini’s solo sonatas, I search out nuanced internal dialogue in between 

the lines of a single bass line. I consider that the use of short motives for musical 

development in Pasquini’s solos may be evidence of improvisatory methods related to 

Simpson: Simpson’s method of improvising on a “point” (a short motive) and sticking to 

one idea, while adding a little bit of engaging variety comes to mind. On the subject of 

rules, Pasquini’s flexibility in this arena asks players’ to bypass rule-based thinking in 

favor of pure expression of affect (even when the music is based in harmonic rules). At 

the end of the chapter, I offer a written-out version of a Pasquini partimento, based on 

improvisation practice that I have done on that piece.  
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CHAPTER 2  

 
CHRISTOPHER SIMPSON 	

 

Christopher Simpson was born around 1602 in Yorkshire, England. He enjoyed 

the patronage of Sir Robert Bolles, Baronet, and developed the ideas contained in The 

Division-Violist: or An Introduction to the Playing upon a Ground in the process of 

teaching Bolles’s young son. Simpson’s contribution to the public musical life of his time 

lay in his published pedagogical writing on music and viol-playing. The Division-Violist 

contains original music by Simpson, yet he never published his own music. His 

compositions exist in manuscript, however.  	

The DV, which expressly specifies improvisation as its end goal, had origins in 

the tutelage of a young aristocrat. This speaks to the high regard in which the practice 

was held in; improvisation was not only the domain and interest of music professionals, 

but also of their students and audiences. Simpson remarks that composed divisions, 

though “perhaps better” are “lesse to be admired, as being more studied” (Simpson 1659, 

21). This sentiment is echoed again in his description of two viols improvising—that he 

has “known this kind of Extemporary Musick, sometimes (when it was performed by 

hands accustomed to play together) pass off, with greater Applause, than those divisions, 

which had been most studiously composed” (Simpson 1659, 49).  	

A ground (Ex. 1) is a short, repeated bass line that is used to improvise or 

compose over. Variations over a ground are called divisions. A ground can be a 

preexisting tune or dance, like the passacaglia, but in Simpson’s circle, the ground itself 

(usually around 4–8 bars) was often an invention of the composer or musician(s).  
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Example 1. Christopher Simpson, Divisions for the practice of Learners, The Division-
Violist (1659), p. 54. 	

 

 	

Simpson breaks the practice of division up into several parts. He demonstrates 

how to divide (that is, how to create variations of smaller note values) by showing how 

reference notes can be connected, by passagework scalar and otherwise, to other notes. 

He organizes this demonstration according to intervals. 	

Next, as shown in Ex. 2, he discusses how to “break a ground,” that is, how to 

create variation based on the ground bass itself, meeting the notes of the ground in 

octaves or unisons.  

 
Example 2. Christopher Simpson, An Example of Breaking the Ground, The Division-
Violist (1659), p. 26.	
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The final level of division is descant, or, melody over the bass. Simpson advises 

the student that the rules of harmony apply in the practice of descant, and thus one must 

avoid parallel octaves and fifths. For the student’s reference, Simpson outlines the rules 

of harmony. He covers modulation, four-part harmony, and dissonance preparation.  	

Ultimately, the player aims to strike a balance between “breaking the ground” and 

descant. This is called “Mixt-division.” A word that shows up with great frequency in DV 

is “variety,” and that word epitomizes the general strategy of division playing on the viol: 

mixing variation of the bass with melodizing above the bass. This strategy provides some 

built-in variety. 	

Simpson provides the would-be improviser with a semi-composed chart of improvisation 

prompts. The player is meant to take a melodic fragment and use it over the course of a 

ground, transposing it to whatever harmony the ground dictates. Here too, Simpson 

stresses variety, advising the student to introduce a little variation (as in Ex. 3), in order 

to avoid tedium. 
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Example 3. Christopher Simpson, Improvisation prompts, The Division-Violist (1659),  
p. 45. 	

 

Later, Simpson realizes the prompts (seen in Ex. 4) to give a sense of the little bit of 

variation in the working out of a division that is needed to engage the player and listener. 

He does not realize all of the 24 prompts, however. After prompt 6, he skips to prompt 

16, omitting 7–15. After 16, he skips to 21, omitting 21–24. By omitting some prompts, 

Simpson may be inviting the novice divider to try it out themselves. 	
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Example 4. Christopher Simpson, An Example for carrying on a point upon a Ground, 
from The Division-Violist (1659), p. 46.  
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In 1671, Simpson provided annotations for Thomas Campion’s The Art of 

Descant. Campion (1567–1620) remarks that “He that will be diligent to know, and 

careful to observe the true allowances, may be bold in his Composition, and shall prove 

quickly ready in his sight, doing that safely and resolutely which others attempt 

timorously and uncertainly” (Campion 1671, 30).	

Such boldness as Campion describes is called for in improvisation when decisions 

must be made on the spot. The player can, as Simpson’s prompts show, execute a single 

idea. It is just as possible, however, to change course mid-journey. Simpson gives the 

learner permission to do this at their liberty (Simpson 1659, 47). Here, the boldness that 

Campion describes could serve the player well.  	

We can glean from Simpson’s comments on certain bold harmonic moves, his 

music, and the music of his contemporaries (and later division masters) that this more 

adventurous quality had an appeal that was sought after. A certain stretching of the rules, 

mixed with music that conforms to them, added yet another layer of variety to the mix. 	

An example of a harmonic allowance that stretches the rules, but was considered 

desirable by Simpson, is that of parallel fifths where one fifth is diminished (or, in 

Simpson’s language “false”). Simpson avers, “I do not only allow Consecution of Two 

5ths, when One of them is Defective; but (being rightly taken) esteem it among the 

Elegancies of Figurate Musick” (Simpson 1659, 34). 	

 It is a bold sound, and the following example from Henry Lawes, which could, 

plausibly, have been inspired by the hymn text, demonstrates this sound in its ascending 

form.  The “strong Arme” in Ex. 5 does some heavy harmonic lifting here: hefty parallel 

fifths, where the first is diminished. 
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Example 5. Henry Lawes, Psalm XXXI, A Paraphrase upon the Divine Poems (1638),  
p. 35.  
	

	
 

In Simpson’s E minor ground (Ex. 6) the descant of Division 9 traces downward 

parallel fifths with the bass (note that the second fifth is diminished). The top line is the 

viol, the bottom the ground. In the manner of a musical pun, this harmonic feint is 

deployed in tandem with a rhythmic feint: the viol leaves out notes on the strong 

beat. This passage can be heard in two ways: as parallel fifths where one is diminished, as 

per my reduction, or as parallel tenths (if matching the last note of each group of 

sixteenth notes to the bass).  

 
Example 6. Christopher Simpson, Ground in E minor [Division 9] and counterpoint 
reduction, from The Division-Violist (1659), p. 63. 	

		
The previous example displays a common harmonic-rhythmic technique of the era where 

notes are omitted on the strong beat. Simpson discusses this technique in his treatise, A 
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Compendium of Practical Musick (1667). He provides the following chart (Ex. 7) to 

demonstrate the technique. 

 

Example 7. Christopher Simpson, Chart of rhythmic feints, from A Compendium of 
Practical Musick (1667), p. 29.  
 

 
 

 

This type of rhythmic figure, Simpson notes, is most common in instrumental music. He 

suggests a practice method to tighten up one’s rhythmic execution of it: the empty notes 

are added back in, only to take them out again later. (Simpson 1667, 28). Staves 2 and 4 

in Simpson’s demonstration show the rhythmic figure with the “missing” notes 

included. Simpson uses the words “supposed or feigned” (Simpson 1667, 28) to describe 

this figure. Is this a fake-out for the audience, for one’s chamber music partners, or both? 

In any case, “feigned” suggests that some communication is taking place. 	  

 The improvisational strategy of leaving out notes (and, by extension, the idea that 

leaving out can be just as important as adding in) is hinted at by Simpson in his 
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discussion of division upon the figured basses of madrigals. In this context, Simpson 

suggests the viol leave off for a few moments after some virtuosic exertion at a 

cadence, before “letting the ground go on, and then come in with some Point: after which 

you may fall to Descant, Mixt-Division, Tripla’s, [sic] or what you please.” (Simpson 

1659, 47). Here, leaving out serves as a palate cleanser. 	

Strategically placed musical silences are illustrated vividly in The Division Flute (1706), 

in a piece called An Italian Ground (Ex. 8).  

 
Example 8. Anonymous, An Italian Ground, from The Division Flute (1706), p. 8.  
 

 
 

 

If we view this piece as a representation of something akin to an improvisation, 

then how would the continuo “respond” to the flute’s absence in the division illustrated 

below (Ex. 9)? Could the plucked/keyboard continuo player anticipate the flute’s music 
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which the flute then “imitates?” This would necessitate advance study of the score by the 

continuo player (or, at the very least, following along with the flute part at sight and 

looking ahead two measures).  

 
Example 9. Anonymous, An Italian Ground, Division 8, from The Division Flute (1706), 
p. 8.  
 

 
 

This piece also shows a high degree of harmonic variation. While the continuo 

player can look along with the score and play harmonies that line up perfectly, without 

any special ceremony, they could, just as well, “respond” to the flute’s unexpected 

moments, as if both flutist and continuo player were improvising. In Division 6 (seen 

below as Ex. 10), when the flute adds a C# where the chord is G minor (final bar in Ex. 

10), the harpsichordist could, for instance, play G minor initially, mixing in a C# a bit 

after the flute, in the manner of an Italianate acciaccatura (i.e., a dissonant, extended 

chord, for instance, a G minor chord with an A and C# added to it.) The example below is 

in treble clef. The second C# is played over a G minor chord in the ground. It is notable, 

too, that that the first C# is played over F major: this adds an extra layer of harmonic 

surprise to the variation.  

 
Example 10. Anonymous, An Italian Ground, Division 6, from The Division 
Flute (1706), p. 8.  
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When the flute starts a variation with F# (Division 9, seen below in Ex. 11), 

creating a major chord where it is usually minor in the ground, the flutist could swell or 

glissando into that note (i.e. between measures) in order to communicate their next move 

to the continuo. Alternatively, the flutist could play the F# without any warning. The 

plucked continuo may be playing D minor underneath, but in hearing the F#, can quickly 

lift off of the F natural, creating the effect of an on-the-beat glissando between the 

continuo and flute.  

 
Example 11. Anonymous, An Italian Ground, Division 9, from The Division 
Flute (1706), p. 8.  

 
 

Over the course of an improvisation, Simpson suggests saving the best for last: “If 

you have anything more excellent then [sic] other, reserve it for the Conclusion” 

(Simpson 1659, 47). This could be something virtuosic, but it could also be some kind of 

special stretching of harmonic rules. In the final division of Simpson’s E minor ground 

(Ex. 11). a descant-drone note (a repeated note that acts as a drone) is introduced that 

does not conform to the rules of harmony. As the bass moves up to C, the viol stays on D 

(a ninth to the bass), resolving up to a tenth. Ordinarily, the ninth resolves down to an 

octave. Since this is at the end of the ground, it may be just the type of feature that 

Simpson deemed special enough to save for last.  
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Example 12. Christopher Simpson, Ground in E minor, Dissonance resolution [Division 
13, figures added by Katz], from The Division-Violist (1659),p. 64.  
 

 
 

To complement this moment, the division proceeds with uncommon variety to the end of 

the piece. Instead of expressing just one idea, this final phrase expresses three: the 

repeated drone note, a scale-based 32nd note figure, and a leaping sixteenth figure, all in 

rapid succession.  

 
Example 13. Christopher Simpson, Ground in E minor [Division 13], from The Division-
Violist (1659), p. 64. 
 

 
 

 In Simpson’s D minor ground (Ex. 14) the harmony suggested by the viol as the 

ground cadences changes frequently. This suggests a level of nonverbal communication 

between the soloist and accompanying continuo players. The continuo must be on their 

feet to pick up subtle cues that might hint at a harmonic variant. In the following passage, 

for instance, a passing downward C natural, a note outside of the chord, could serve a cue 
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for the next chord, a G minor in its 6/4 position. Although peculiar or “forbidden” 

harmonies or notes were clearly appealing to seventeenth-century listeners in some 

contexts (we may think of dissonances in Matteis or Simpson’s beloved almost-parallel 

fifths) I do not feel this is one of them. These harmonies are austere and by-the-book. The 

two viol bars correspond to the final two whole notes of the ground. Here I address the 

issue raised by Marshall in 1969, set out in the literature review of this dissertation: if the 

ground is not figured, and the viol divisions vary the harmonies as well as the figurations, 

how does the continuo player know which chords to play next?  

 
Example 14. Christopher Simpson, Ground in D minor [Division 2 and ground], 
from The Division-Violist (1659), p. 65. 

 
 

Communication between players was especially crucial in division playing. In 

Renatus Des-cartes Excellent Compendium of Musick, With Necessary and Judicious 

Animadversions Thereupon (1653), cited in The Division-Violist, Viscount 

William Brouncker (1620–1684), author of the “animadversions” (commentary), 

describes a “Cryptological Musick, whereby the secret Conceptions of the mind may be, 

by the language of inarticulate sounds, communicated to a friend, at great distance” 

(Descartes 1653, Preface).  
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This comment arises in Brouncker’s discussion of what makes a complete 

musician. He concludes this discussion by musing that “Lastly, He must, so far, be a 

Magician, as to excite Wonder, with reducing into Practice the Thaumaturgical, or 

admirable Secrets of Musick” (Descartes, Preface). This type of communication has a 

certain magical, or thaumaturgical, quality to it, because it occurs between mind without 

using speech or writing. Here we can recall Simpson’s remark, after describing two viol 

players and an organist improvising on a ground, that “I have known this kind of 

Extemporary Musick, sometimes (when it was performed by Hands accustomed to Play 

together) pass of, with greater Applause, then [sic] those Divisions which had been the 

most Studiously Composed” (Simpson 1659, 49). 	

A “cryptological” affinity develops between musicians’ minds when they develop 

a rapport through playing. Simpson comments that “I would have the better Invention 

Lead, but the more able Hand still follow, that the Musick may not seem to go less in 

Performance,” a note concerning communication and clarity of intention (Simpson 1659, 

48). Armed with such clarity, and a command of how to divide, players can express to 

one another what direction they intend to take a musical line, and go in that direction 

together. Marshall notes that Simpson “does not say what happens when the better 

invention and the more able hand belong to the same person, which probably often was 

the case when he himself was playing!” (Marshall 1969, 11). In any case, Simpson’s 

comment does sensitize the reader to the idea that improvisation requires a special effort 

to bring artistic vision in line with physical capability.  	
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Simpson does not provide hypothetical musical examples of a two-

viol improvisation. For a book so full of examples, this absence is telling: now we are 

dealing with an activity better practiced than discussed. 	

There is no score to accompany Simpson’s description of a two-viol 

improvisation; nevertheless, it is one of the most detailed accounts of how division-style 

improvisation might have played out in the seventeenth century (Simpson 1659, 

47).  This is Simpson’s method: 

 

1) First, a ground is written out on three pieces of paper, for two viols (B, C) and organ 

(A).  	

2) They start together, with B playing the ground and C playing a descant (melody) in 

slow notes. 	

3) C plays the ground while B plays a descant. B expands on what C has done, with some 

variation. 	

4) C plays a quicker division, after which B responds with further variation, trying 

somehow to up the ante.  	

5) The organist is invited to improvise a division, while one viol plays descant, and the 

other plays the ground.  	

6) Each viol improvises a division in response to the organist’s division. 	

7) The two viols improvise a division at the same time. One viol may break the ground 

(i.e. divide the notes of the ground itself, landing on a unison or octave with the ground) 

and the other play descant division, playing a 3rd or 5th above the (broken) ground if the 

motion is contrary (here, instead of reading ahead, the descant viol must “listen ahead”).	
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8) One viol player says “breve” or “semibreve” out loud, then divides alonge those lines, 

after which the other viol player answers with their own division. They may continue (at 

their discretion) with a new time value, such as minims.  	

9) The organist makes their own division on the given time value. The viols answer this, 

either after the organist’s variation, or at the same time in slow note values, as in 2). 	

10) The viols play a strain again together quick or slow, perhaps adding another division 

if the situation calls for it (here we can imagine the ensemble reading the room), where 

they play together or trade phrases back and forth. The ending affect can be “thundering” 

or “sweet…according as may best suit the circumstance, of Time, and Place” (Simpson 

1659, 49). 	

 When Simpson says that “These directions observed, the Two Viols may move a 

whole strain together in extemporary Division, without any remarkable clashing in 5ths 

or 8ths” (Simpson 1659, 48), we may ask if some clashes (even octaves of 5ths, as we 

will soon see in the work of Nicola Matteis), in the heat of the moment, might be 

expected. When Simpson says “These directions observed” (Simpson 1659, 48), the 

“directions” in question are the rules of counterpoint. Almost one hundred years later, in 

1752, Johann Joachim Quantz (1697–1773) described two flutes improvising cadenzas 

together, in his Versuch einer Anweisung die Flöte traversiere zu splelen (1752). He 

notes that if two musicians know the rules of counterpoint “they can move from one 

dissonance to another without prior consultation and without overstepping the rules of 

composition” (Quantz 1752, 187). This feat can be achieved notwithstanding one of the 

chief challenges of this type of improvisation, that “neither person can anticipate the 

thoughts of the other” (Quantz 1752, 186). Knowledge of the rules of counterpoint, 
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coupled with Brouncker’s “cryptological musick,” a sympathy developed through playing 

together, can create compelling improvisations. The improvisational methods and the 

issues that duo improvisation brings up are strikingly similar in Quantz. In Simpson’s 

discussion of two viols improvising, when he says he “would have the better Invention 

Lead” (Simpson, 1659, 48), the skill in communication and clarity of intention I refer to 

earlier can include a knowledge of contrapuntal rules (working in real time). Quantz 

expresses this in a double-cadenza context, noting that  

 
The first part, which is generally the leader, not only must give the second the 
opportunity to answer, and wait for it to do so, but also must frequently know how 
to select during the answer an interval that permits a new suspension, so that all 
the suspensions are not of the same sort. (1752, 188).  

 

Quantz’s comment on how to lead “so that all the suspensions are not of the same sort” 

takes into account not only the ability to create correct suspensions, but also to create a 

pleasing variety of suspensions. Variety, for Quantz, was highly valued in cadenza 

improvisation, just as it was for Simpson in division improvisation.  	

Rather than something that was tolerated as an unfortunate side effect for lack of 

planning, serendipitous and unexpected clashes were prized, just as much as tidy, by-the-

book harmony and counterpoint (judging from Simpson’s glowing attitude to almost-

parallel fifths, and the harmonically and contrapuntally daring music of his 

contemporaries Matthew Locke (1621–1677), John Jenkins (1592–1678), William Lawes 

(1602–1645), et. al.). 

Neapolitan musician Nicola Matteis (seventeenth century) pursued his career as a 

violinist and composer in England and published four books of violin music there. 

Matteis incorporated the English division style, as outlined in the works of Simpson, into 
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his own works. His English division-style variation sets, divisions on dance tunes, use of 

the word “divisione” and explicitly English-themed works like the violin piece, 

“Il Genio Inglese,” (the English genius) suggest that Matteis consciously sought to 

incorporate division style practice into his compositions. The following passage from 

Matteis illustrates harmonic clashes that may have been characteristic of extemporaneous 

division. Even for the ever-extreme Matteis, the following clashes are extraordinary. The 

ground is displayed for the continuo in the bottom final two measures.	 	

 
Example 15. Nicola Matteis, Andamento malinconico, from Ayrs for the Violin (Book 
2, ca. 1676), p. 21.  

 
At the open-ended conclusion of this piece (or, in Geminiani’s words, its “fine senza 

fine”), is the directive “divisione ad libitum” (i.e. improvise divisions). My annotated 

edition of an excerpt of Matteis’s Andamento Malinconico makes note of its special 

features.  
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Example 16. Nicola Matteis, Andamento malinconico [annotated edition], from Ayrs for 
the Violin (Book 2, ca. 1676), p. 21.  

 
 

Could Matteis’s sprezzatura (artful negligence) regarding harmony (an evocation 

of musicians’ spontaneous interaction?) and his tossed-off smoke-and-mirrors stretto 

point to features of improvisatory style? In his discussion of collective improvisation in 

an early seventeenth-century context, Hall muses that “Improvised polyphony very likely 

included heterophony, ad hoc doubling, a waxing and waning of real parts, even 

‘forbidden’ parallels, much of which may seem to stretch modern notions of polyphony 

almost to breaking point” (Hall 2020, 188). Matteis’s ad lib “starter divisions” gesture 

toward such a “breaking point.” His example serves to invite the ad libbing division-

violinist to take bold risks; Matteis’s personal risk-taking (manifest in his divisions’ 
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strange and rare harmonic language) gestures toward an enterprising player’s potential 

rewards.  

Simpson considers that improvisation, though potentially less polished, can be 

more exciting than written music. In his musical ideal, composers and players should 

embrace boldness and take risks. He regards the rules as necessary for division playing 

and composition but believes they can be stretched. Often, stretching of the rules, seen in 

composers like Henry Lawes and Matteis, makes music more exciting and evokes the 

excitement of improvisation. Simpson’s division players develop rapport through playing 

together and communicate through music alone. Communication between players is a key 

element in collective improvisation. Simpson describes it and so do composers like 

Quantz, writing later in 1752, at the time of C. P. E. Bach. In the next chapter I will 

discuss how players develop sympathy (like Brouncker’s “cryptological musick”) with 

their own emotions and with harmonic rules during the course of a performance (whether 

playing in solo or ensemble contexts) and, in doing so, move themselves, as well as the 

audience.  

At the conclusion of The Division-Violist, Simpson provides a group of grounds 

of his own composition. These serve as models and study piece for aspiring division 

players. They are, in his own words, “Divisions for the Practice of Learners” (Simpson, 

1659, 54). His ground in E minor, with thirteen variations, is a lengthy tour de force of 

division style. I have used Simpson’s ground to create the start of a keyboard division set. 

On the keyboard, there is opportunity for dialogue between the right and left hands; I 

have taken advantage of this in my own divisions. I start with a simple statement of the 

ground with a matching melody over top. My first division breaks up the harmonic 
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moves between the hands, and introduced a dactyl figure that I repeat over the course of 

the division. In m. 14, both hands play that figure simultaneously, building up in energy, 

before a calmer second division. I introduce my melodic “point” for the second divison in 

the measure before the division starts (m. 16). I then bring back the dactyl rhythm, but 

shape it into arpeggiated and mordent-like figures. Shortly before the start of the fourth 

division (this is where I leave off, for myself or the next division keyboardist to take it 

up: divisione ad libitum, in Matteis’s words), a new figure is suggested for elaboration. 

Like Simpson, I stick to one or two points, or ideas, per division, and I do not hesitate to 

introduce new ideas mid-stream. When I mix in a new idea, I make sure to fold it into 

what has come before through combination and recontextualization.  

 

Example 17. Christopher Simpson, Ground in E minor, from The Division-Violist (1659), 

p. 62.  
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Example 18. Simpson/Katz, Divisions in E minor 
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  CHAPTER 3 
 

CARL PHILIPP EMANUEL BACH 	
 
 

The most prized mode of music-making that a viol player could aspire to was, for 

Christopher Simpson, division improvisation. It was in this practice that Simpson found 

the most freedom and variety. C. P. E. Bach found these same engaging attributes in the 

free fantasy. In his Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen (1753/1762) Bach 

defined free fantasy as a piece that is “unmeasured and moves through more keys than is 

customary in other pieces” (Bach 1762, 430). This workaday definition omits the fact that 

free fantasy also moves through more affects than is customary in other piece. The highly 

changeable, quixotic movements of free fantasy mirror the irrational whims of human 

emotion. This emphasis on sharp contrasts has a quality of variety built into it. The 

changing characters of each division in a Simpson ground is mapped onto a metered 

harmonic skeleton. In contrast, Bach’s depiction of morphing emotions in free fantasy, 

untethered by barlines, finds its voice through extreme harmonic shifts and a quality of 

prose-like musical declamation.  In the Performance chapter of the Versuch, Bach 

acknowledges the full emotional complexity of fantasia. He draws a comparison with 

recitative and free fantasy, stating that:	

Unbarred free fantasias seem especially adept at the expression of affects, 
for each meter carries a kind of compulsion within itself. At least it can be seen 
in accompanied recitatives that tempo and meter must be frequently changed 
in order to rouse and still the rapidly alternating affects. Hence, the 
metric signature is in many such cases more a convention in notation than a 
binding factor in performance. It is a distinct merit of a fantasia that, unhampered 
by such trappings, it can accomplish the aims of a recitative at the keyboard 
with complete, unmeasured freedom. (1753, 153) 	
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Here, Bach acknowledges the full emotional complexity of fantasia. In his 

Critique of the Power of Judgement, Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) classes fantasy (music 

without a theme) and all music not tied to words as a “free beauty” (pulchritudo vaga), 

i.e., not tied to any intrinsic meaning (Kant 1790, 114). In Bach’s conception of free 

fantasy, the music gives us a feeling of intrinsic meaning, like a recitative; meaning here 

may be ambiguous, or phantom-like, but its immediacy (whatever it may or may not be) 

moves the player and listener. Therein lies its complexity. The hiddenness of musical 

meaning in this context gives it a “cryptological” quality (as described by Brouncker in 

Descartes 1653); in the same way that players communicate through mind alone, free 

fantasy communicates through music alone (untethered to words). François Couperin, in 

L’Art de toucher le claveçin, remarks that music has its prose (unmeasured music) and its 

verse (measured music) (Couperin 1716, 60). Bach’s expression, “complete, unmeasured 

freedom” can be understood, in Couperin’s terms, as a kind of musical “prose” (or, if you 

will, free verse). It is a music that “speaks” directly to the listener. 	

	 For Bach, spoken or sung declamation and the human voice provided useful 

models for keyboardists seeking to access direct emotion. René Descartes (1595–1650) 

states that “the Voice of Man… holds the greatest conformity to our Spirits” (Descartes 

1653, 1). In the Performance chapter of the Versuch, Bach suggests singing instrumental 

melodies “in order to reach an understanding of their correct performance (Bach 1753, 

152). This act compels an act of imagination from the player: they must imagine, away 

from the keyboard, by using their body, how a piece might sound. Here, he is using 

a tried-and-true method of learning instrumental music deeply. Decades earlier, for 

instance, the harpsichordist Gaspard Le Roux (fl. ca. 1700), in the preface to his 
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1705 Pièces de Clavessin, notes that his trio versions of the keyboard pieces can serve as 

simple melodies for learning his pieces through singing (Le Roux 1705, Preface). For 

Bach, this practice sets the creative impulse in motion: after singing, the player comes 

back to the keyboard more present-minded and engaged with the emotional content of the 

piece.  	

Bach states that while sight-reading or playing the notes perfectly is a valuable 

ability, players must not lose sight of the composition and the emotions it suggests. He 

states that “a mere technician… can lay no claim to the rewards of those who say in 

gentle undulation the ear rather than the eye, the heart rather than the ear, and lead it 

where they will” (Bach 1762, 147). Bach’s acknowledgement of how notation or rote 

learning can limit the imagination is indicative of his background as an improviser. 	

Just as a player monitors the progress of their practice on fingerings and 

ornaments, Bach suggests they must also practice self-monitoring where emotion is 

concerned. He states that “a musician cannot move others unless he too is moved” (Bach 

1753, 152). This way of approaching music-making has much in common with dramatic 

practices, like method acting. The practitioner must not only spark and access particular 

emotions within themselves; they must also observe themselves to ask whether they are 

moved or not. The ability to monitor and modulate one’s emotions is of paramount 

importance in Bach’s musical cosmos. The musician is, for Bach, like Antonin Artaud’s 

ideal actor: an “athlete of the heart” (Artaud 1958, 133). 	

While it is important to feel the emotion of the piece, Bach cautions that one must stay in 

touch with the reality of playing a keyboard instrument. If one goes too far in the 

melancholic direction, for instance, the player’s energy can flag and the overall 
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performance will suffer. If a piece is melancholic, the player must feel this and show it. 

At the same time, however, “the error of a sluggish, dragging performance must be 

avoided, caused by an excess of affect and melancholy” (Bach 1753, 152). Ideally, the 

practical considerations of keyboard playing and the need to sustain robust energy 

throughout a performance work in tandem with the player’s handling of affect and 

emotion. 	

From Bach’s comments, we may surmise that some kind of mitigating force must 

come between the artist, open and susceptible to emotion, and the danger of “going too 

far.” This is not to say that in music some emotions are good while others are bad. Music 

can depict the full spectrum of human emotion. instead, what we receive from Bach is 

simply a reminder that particular colors or textures of emotion may elucidate or cloud the 

piece’s emotional message, based on their particular frequency and intensity. In order to 

“make the ear conscious of the true content and affect of a composition” (Bach 1762, 

148), therefore, “rules,” or parameters that give a piece its contour, profile, and 

perspective, must be employed.  	

 	 In his Philosophische Schriften, Fourth Letter: Theocles to Euphranor, the 

philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729–1786) vividly describes how rules function in 

poetic terms. His conception of poetry, and activity of a virtuoso places a premium on 

emotional engagement. The rules help to reveal the beauties of art and set them in higher 

relief.  He states that  	

The rules are preparations by means of which the poet should be putting himself 
and the object to be worked over into a state where the beauties are	shown in their 
most flattering light. As preparations they can be enormously useful to the 
virtuoso, but in the heat of the work itself they must not disturb him. As soon as 
he takes a step toward the work, the theme and nothing but the	must be the 
dominant idea in his soul. At this moment he must take care 	not to have his rules 



	49	 	

all too distinctly before his eyes. They are not supposed to 	put a rein on his 
imagination, but rather are supposed to show it the way from a 	distance and call it 
back when it is in danger of losing itself. (1771, 18).	
 

Rules, in Mendelssohn’s conception, can aid imagination. In music, the patterns 

of tension and release modeled by continuo rules, outlined in Bach’s Versuch and typical 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century music treatises, can be seen as carriers of affect that 

serve as guideposts for players seeking to align their emotions with the affects of a piece. 

The relegation of rules to a secondary role during the act of creation creates some risk, as 

we have seen examples from Matteis and others in the previous chapter, that rules may be 

stretched or broken. The helpful structural quality of recognizable, rule-based patterns is 

strengthened by some rule-breaking; the listener and player see the boundaries of the 

rules in these moments and this strengthens whatever perceived meaning those rules 

carry. Clearer boundaries mean clearer contrasts between harmonic rules and, by 

extension, affects (if harmonic patterns are viewed as a carriers of affect). Clearer 

contrasts between affects, in turn, produces a more distinct feeling of intrinsic meaning. 

The music, however, is not required to carry (and perhaps cannot by nature carry) 

intrinsic meaning. It is, in a word, free.   

The image of the virtuoso who, in order to stay engaged and inspired in the 

moment, must relegate “the rules” to the back of their mind, brings up the idea of a 

perennial tension between theory and practice in art. Just as an improvisation and 

composition binary is, in practical music (to use Simpson’s term), false, I posit that the 

idea of a binary between theory and practice is also false.  I ally myself with Moses 

Mendelssohn’s conception of an intertwined artistic theory and practice: “rules” and art-

making work in harmony, assuming, at any given moment, roles conducive to creativity. 	
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Mendelssohn, while acknowledging the value of rules and parameters, cautions 

his readers about the danger of fetishization of the written text, a favorite refuge of the 

most slavish rule-followers or rule-makers. In the First Letter: Theocles to Euphranor, he 

states that 	

Those who read the immortal words of ancient writers only for the sake 
of analyzing them and assembling rhetorical figures are to be pitied. They are 
alike students of insects, who gather the dried remains of worms. They look for 
and find the rules of eloquence, they become legislators in the fine sciences, 
but 	they no longer feel the beauties that they commend to us. Their feeling 
is 	transformed into a logical inference. (Mendelssohn 1771, 10) 	

		
To be sure, Mendelssohn is no enemy of logical inference; in philosophy, for 

instance, logical inference is crucial to the discipline.  He does make a case, however, for 

letting art express itself in its own language.   	

 	 Bach expresses similar sentiments in the Versuch.  In discussing the “embodied” 

practice of singing instrumental melodies he states that  	

this way of learning is of far greater value than the reading of voluminous 
tomes or listening to learned discourses. In these, one meets such terms as 
Nature, Taste, Song, and Melody, although their authors are often incapable of 
putting together as many as two natural, tasteful, singing, melodic tones for they	
dispense their alms and endowments with a completely unhappy arbitrariness. 
(1762,152)  	

 
Bach’s attitude, expressed in today’s terms might be, “Don’t just talk about being 

embodied. BE embodied.” Similarly, in the preface to The Division-Violist, in a poem 

praising Simpson, Matthew Locke admires how Simpson can teach his art in few words, 

declaring,	

How have the Learned Theoricks of their Ages 	
Burd’ned the World with Volumes; When Three Pages 	
Formed by your Nobler Muse, have given Us more 	
Then [sic] They, or Knew, or Saw, or Heard before!  	
  
Matthew Locke (Simpson 1659, Preface) 	
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The inadequacy of words or musical notation to fully capture practical music, and, 

for our purposes here, the practice of improvisation, is a common theme. Indeed, using 

less notation rather than more, or briefly suggesting ideas or sentiments that point 

a player’s mind toward creative music, rather than exhaustively explaining things, seems 

to be the way forward for Bach. 

In Bach’s free fantasy practice, and Simpson’s extempore division-making, 

improvisation restricts how much input written text can contribute. In contrast, the 

attention that must be paid to musical structure while playing a formal (i.e. notated) 

composition may restrict improvisation. In discussing ornamentation of a composition, 

Bach remarks that the player must look ahead and at what comes before to gauge how 

well their improvised ornaments might work (Bach 1762, 165).  Here, Bach is asking 

players to pay attention to the composition’s proportions and overall form. Just as less 

notation or less verbal instruction serves well for improvisation, sometimes less 

improvisation (within the context of formal composition) better serves a composition. 

The wrong kind of improvisation within a composition can turn it into an altogether 

different piece. Bach does not give a specific example of this type of hazard, but his 

strong words on the matter suggest to the reader that care should be taken in deciding 

where to deploy improvised ornaments: even a minor improvised element can shift the 

overall feeling of a piece. Engaging with composition is like engaging with traces of the 

composers’ thought processes and musical decisions. Bach notes that “Many variants of 

melodies introduced by executants in the belief that they honor a piece actually occurred 

to the composer who, however, selected and wrote down the original because he 

considered it the best of its kind” (Bach 1753, 165).  He is urging us to be mindful of the 



	52	 	

composers’ intention. Today, this is often thought of as sacrosanct. It is telling that Bach 

feels he needs to remind players of this; this may point to the presence of much more 

improvisation in typical notated-music practice than we are used to today (sometimes 

successful, in Bach’s eyes, and sometimes not).  	

Bach’s chapter on improvisation focuses on the free fantasy. He opens the chapter 

by noting that  	

It is quite possible for a person to have studied composition with good success 
and to have turned his pen to fine ends with having any gifts for improvisation. 
But, on the other hand, a good future in composition can be assuredly predicted 
for anyone who can improvise, provided that he writes profusely and does not 
start too late.  	
(1762, 430)  

 
What quality does an improvisation-inclined player possess that may serve well in 

composition? Campion’s words come to mind here: a musician who is “bold in his 

Composition” (Campion 1671, 30). The relationship between composition and 

improvisation is not discussed further by Bach. Quaerendo invenietis, perhaps? (Seek and 

you shall find.) The interconnectedness of the two practices is complex and Bach may 

have sensed that an in-depth discussion of the cognitive mechanisms at play during 

improvisation was beyond the scope of a practical music treatise, or perhaps not even 

fully observable or expressible in words. Bach concludes the chapter with a notated free 

fantasy, an exercise in engaging variety, alternating between consonance and dissonance, 

fast filigree, arpeggios, recitative and love-duet vocal style writing, and French-overture-

like dotting.  
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Example 19. Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Free fantasy, from Versuch über die wahre Art 
das	Clavier zu spielen (1762), unpaginated.  
 

 
 
Before revealing this piece, he presents its harmonic skeleton as a figured bass (Ex. 20).  
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Example 20. C. P. E. Bach, Free fantasy as figured bass, 
from Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen (1762, 341).  
 

 

 
 The figures and simple note values do not produce a full picture of the emotional 

content of the fantasia. Instead, the use of figured bass, a semi-improvised practice, 

inclines the learner’s mind toward space, absence, and disjunction. Study of such an 

example is meant to prompt the learner to “fill in the blanks” or “read between the lines,” 

and create continuity where there was none before. This presupposes skill in 

improvisation and fluency in the harmonic language at hand. The continuity in question is 

that which exists between the “rules” (the figured bass) and the “virtuoso” (the notated 

fantasia, or the “performer”). The fantasia, as it is notated and fixed, is not an actual 

improvisation. It can, however, represent a type of improvisation in the mind of the 

player who studies it, and inform their future extempore practice.  The figured bass 

reduction is designed as a tool to prime the mind for improvisation, “preparation” in 
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Mendelssohn’s words, and is to be relegated to the back of one’s mind once actual 

improvisation takes place.  

In	the	arena	of	priming	the	mind	to	attain	an	improvisatory	flow,	Bach	provides	a	series	

of	scales,	each	harmonized	differently	(Ex.	19).	He	demonstrates	differently	harmonized	

scales	in	C	major,	its	relative	minor,	scales	over	drones,	and	chromatic	progressions.	 

 

Example 21. C. P. E. Bach, Harmonized scales, from Versuch über die wahre Art das 
Clavier zu spielen (1762, 329). 
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Bach instructs the player to practice by transposing and combining his prompts at 

will. In the Versuch, the “rules” governing the scale harmonizations are standard figured 

bass gambits. Bach’s practice method of transposing and combining, however, involves a 

true leap of imagination.  	

		 Such an exercise inclines the ear toward an ideal of variety. Variety is key here; it 

is also of utmost value for Simpson:   

Variety it is which chiefly pleaseth. [sic] Without which the best Division in the 
World still continued would become tedious to the hearer; and therefore you must 
so place and dispose your Division; that the change of it from One kind to 
Another, may still beget a new attention. (Simpson 1659, 47)  
 
Variety is meant to function not only as a mere trifle or adornment, but rather a 

representation and manifestation of our changeable emotional landscape. Armed with this 

mindset, the virtuoso can focus on “theme and nothing but the theme” that Mendelssohn 

refers to: the poetic subject. So, in the act of creation, the “rules” exit the foreground of 

the virtuoso’s mind. Practicing an improvisatory and freely combinatorial harmonic art in 

order to achieve creative fluency and flow is demonstrated in the work of Bach’s 

predecessor Francesco Geminiani (1687–1762). Geminiani, like Bach, provides scales, 

each freely harmonized, remarking that “As for the Rules which some Persons have 

given, for accompanying the several Notes of the Octave or Gammut, they are very 

uncertain and precarious; and therefore ought to be proscribed and forsaken by all true 

Harmonists” (Geminiani 1755, Preface). His Guida Armonica (1752) offers a system for 

combining short harmonic progressions; in a “choose-your-own-adventure” manner, the 

user is instructed to connect each short progression to another one that fits with it on a 

page indicated at the end of the progression. Geminiani remarks that “By observing the 

foregoing Directions, it is impossible for the most ignorant to err. But the good effect of 
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the Melody and Harmony will be greater or less, according to the Choice of the Passages” 

(Geminiani 1752, Preface). The element of choice here is similar to that which comes 

into play in Bach’s free-combination scalar harmonization exercise. His exercise is more 

challenging however: in the absence of a system for connecting musical passages, it is 

possible to err and show poor taste, all at once.  

 
Example 22. Francesco Geminiani, Harmonic pattern, from Guida Armonica (1762),  
p. 34.  
 

 
 

The Guida ultimately serves to grant access, for those so inclined, to an infinite musical 

force: he ends his treatise “Fine senza Fine”— open ended, like Matteis’s ad lib ending.   	
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Geminiani’s harmonic progressions are, in reality, governed by harmonic rules 

and limitations of pitch and rhythm. The suggestion of the infinite, however, is enough to 

conjure it up in the mind of a player. This suggestion is combined with parameters that 

limit the scope of decision making in the user of the Guida. Ultimately, the user of the 

Guida drives the shape of the composition they create by which harmonic patterns they 

choose. 	

The idea of freedom and its manifestations in music comes to fore in the study of 

Free Fantasy. Bach frames fantasy as “free” in two senses: rhythmically and 

harmonically. The lack of barlines and harmonic freedom work together. Whereas, in 

measured music, barlines provide rhythmic continuity that holds the listener’s attention, 

in free fantasy extreme contrasts and discontinuity is on full display, as in the example 

piece provided by Bach at the end of his improvisation chapter. 	

Instead of leaving the player to their own devices with the figured bass reduction, 

Bach “realizes” it. Just as Christopher Simpson implores the player to make sure they 

introduce a bit of variety, even when improvising on a single “point,” to stave off tedium, 

then provides through-composed examples of his short division prompts, Bach may also 

be anticipating a novice improviser’s lack of variety by modeling a fantasia that is at first 

“flat,” (i.e. a figured bass) but demonstrating, in his realization, varied textures, gestures, 

affects, and use of register. These textures include passages of scalar 32nd notes, 

punctuated by sudden melodic turnarounds, French-overture-like dotting, a joining 

together of the voices in sympathy after a harmonic surprise, and use of the extremes of 

the keyboard’s register. It remains an open question how much any of these elements are 
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intimated by the figured bass, or manufactured from the mind of the player. This may be 

where the artist’s free will, i.e. the “free” part of free fantasy, comes into play. 	

 	 In Ex. 23, a joining together in sixths denotes a sympathy between the two voices, 

alto and soprano, which can be viewed as if they are separate players in a musical drama. 

This moment suggests a feeling of Mitleid (sympathy) between the voices. The 

eighteenth-century concept of Mitleid, with regard to C. P. E. Bach,  is explored by Sara 

Gross Ceballos in “Sympathizing with C. P. E. Bach’s Empfindungen.” She discusses 

how bonds of sympathy explored in empfindsamer texts correlate most closely in music 

with the sympathetic relationships that emerge in performance” (Ceballos 2017, 7). A 

feeling of sympathy can occur between musicians, but it can also be simulated as in the 

example below where a love-duet-like passage contributes a poignancy to the 

composition that could prove moving for the player and listener alike.  

 
Example 23. C. P. E. Bach, Free fantasy excerpt, from Versuch über die wahre Art das 
Clavier zu spielen (1762), unpaginated.  
 
 

 
	

 
In his Versuch, Bach reminds us that instrumental music can speak without words. 

Improvised idioms that reference speech-like music, like recitative, speak especially 

strongly. He suggests that keyboard players sing to help connect internal vision to the 



	60	 	

external expression of an instrument. Singing connects the mind and body, and keeps the 

player present-minded. While in the present, he says, the player must monitor their own 

emotions. In Chapter 2, I discuss the connection between players in seventeenth century 

English division-playing and related styles. Brouncker’s term “cryptological musick” 

describes how players communicate through musical sound alone. Bach describes 

players’ connection to self as much as to others. Players also relate to harmonic “rules” 

(regole, in partimento parlance) Rather than telling musicians what to do or not do, rules 

can carry emotion. As Bach-era philosopher Moses Mendelssohn notes, their tendency to 

restrict or create boundaries does not come into play in the moment of creation. In the 

next chapter, on Bernardo Pasquini, I discuss how rule-based harmonic patterns can serve 

as a meeting point for two or more musicians who are in the midst of collective 

improvisation. 

The fantasy and preluding tradition continued after C. P. E. Bach with keyboard 

performers including Mozart and Liszt. The harmonic language changed in each era, but 

the spirit of poetic speech- or recitative-like keyboard “oratory” remained constant. 

Introductory, short improvised preludes before through-composed pieces remained part 

of western music keyboard culture into the twentieth century, in contexts like solo piano 

recitals. C. P. E. Bach tells readers in the Versuch about a type of improvisation that can 

come before a piece. Bach states that when extemporizing before a piece, “the content or 

affect of this piece becomes the material out of which the prelude is fashioned” (Bach 

1762, 431). Below, I provide an example of the type of prelude I imagine could be played 

before a piece like C. P. E. Bach’s first Württemberg sonata (Wq. 49, No. 1). My prelude 

contains elements of the sonata itself, like its opening filigree, as well as features of the 
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free fantasia style, like a dotted French-overture type moment in m. 4, block chords that 

can be arpeggiated at will, as in mm. 5–8, and a recitative like vocal-style interjection 

from mm. 9–10. Most importantly, I aim to match the tenebrous, feral mood of Bach’s 

sonata.  

 
 
Example 24. C. P. E. Bach, Sei Sonate Per Cembalo, Wq 49 no. 1 (1742), Moderato.   
 

 
 

 
 
 
Example 25. Benjamin Katz, Prelude to C. P. E. Bach Sonata, Wq 49 no. 1. 
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CHAPTER 4	
 

BERNARDO PASQUINI	
 	

 

Bernardo Pasquini (1637–1707) was renowned in his day as a composer, 

keyboardist, and improviser. Based in Rome, His patrons included the most powerful 

men and women of his age including Cardinals Chigi and Ottoboni, Queen Christina of 

Sweden, and his violin duo partner was the illustrious Arcangelo Corelli. He was a 

pioneer in the art of partimento, the semi-improvised figured bass pieces that would 

dominate Neapolitan pedagogy until the turn of the nineteenth century. 

Pasquini’s partimento output may have been composed for the education and recreation 

of his nephew Bernardo Felice Ricordati. His twenty-eight sonatas for figured bass, 

fourteen duos and fourteen solos (in Add MS 31501) are more like performance pieces 

than etudes (unlike later partimenti written primarily for study contexts) and offer 

interpreters rich opportunities to explore musical form through interactive study and 

improvisation. Alexander Silbiger notes that  	

with their continuous rhythmical activity they do not really resemble actual 
continuo parts of ensemble pieces, which tend to have frequent rests or sustained 
notes to allow for 	more activity in the solo voices. In fact, usually it is difficult to 
realize these basses in 	such a manner that the result resembles either ensemble or 
solo compositions of the 	period. (1988, vii) 	
 

Their ambiguity, in this respect, gives them the quality of Zen koans, games, or 

riddles. Mysterious as they are, their clear-cut harmonic sequences and memorable 

melodies make them an accessible and attractive set of sonatas for modern performers 

and audiences. Unlike Bach and Simpson, Pasquini did not leave a treatise or realizations 

of his partimenti. This chapter investigates Pasquini’s music through the lens of 
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Simpson’s theoretical writings and music and art of Pasquini’s epoch. I will consider how 

Pasquini’s partimenti might hint at his unwritten practice and improvisatory ethos, before 

any realization is factored in.  	

In his Compendium, Simpson discusses how “Many compositions are said to have 

two basses… when, in reality they are but one Bass divided into several parcels” 

(Simpson 1667, 73). Although these basses appear to be distinct, they are, in fact, 

variants of one another. He then demonstrates use of such a technique in a tiny, 

imaginary polychoral composition. Simpson shows, with figures, how these basses use 

the same chords, even when those chords might be different inversions.  

 
Example 26. Christopher Simpson, double bass-line demonstration, from A Compendium 
of Practical Musick (1667), p. 75.	
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His double bass-line uses contrary motion as well as inversions to create a subtle 

differentiation between the parts. The strong presence of contrary motion in Simpson's 

two basses offsets the sameness of the frequent octaves and unisons. When mixed with 

other parts, the two basses may be perceived as one. Simpson remarks that either may 

work by itself to accompany all the other voices. In the interest of simplicity, he limits 

himself to first inversion or at-the-octave type of variances within double bass lines. 	

Pasquini employs similar techniques in his double sonatas. In the following D 

major sonata (Ex. 23), note on note counterpoint moves through different inversions of an 

(almost) identical progression, using mostly contrary motion.  

 

Example 27. Bernardo Pasquini, Sonata in D major, from British Library Add MS 31501 
(f. 3b). 	

		
	
 	
In an E minor double sonata (Ex. 28), a descending tetrachord is broken up into dialogue. 
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Example 28. Bernardo Pasquini, Sonata in E minor, with bass reduction, from British 
Library Add MS 31501 (f. 55b). 	

	 	
	
	
	

 In a sonata like the following D minor one. unisons, octaves, and contrary motion 

enrich a shared harmonic template. A type of “meta-bass line” can be perceived in real 

time or charted out in analysis, as I have done below for an excerpt of the piece. Each of 

the two bass lines represents a different potential reading or hearing of the larger 

harmonic scheme. 	
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Example 29. Bernardo Pasquini, Sonata in D minor, with bass reduction, from British 
Library Add MS 31501 (f. 11b). 	
	

		
 	

In the performance of Pasquini’s duo sonatas, the two players’ perception of the 

meta-bass and its attendant details (i.e. the composed bass line) comes together with the 

indeterminacy of collective improvisation to form a compelling whole.  	

These duos, so seemingly distilled in their written expression, suggest mirror-like 

infinitude when opened up to extemporaneous possibility. In these pieces, the ludic and 

mystical are in harmony. Claude Mellan’s (1598–1688) celebrated image of the Sudarium 

(Ex. 26) comes to mind. In the image, Jesus’s face is formed from a single line that 

spirals out from his nose. You can see the image as a human face, or stare into the never-
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ending spiral.  The Latin motto, Formatur Unicus Una (formed as one out of one), 

indicates that Mellan’s singular technique and virtuosity has entered the realm of the 

miraculous, while embracing the earthy playfulness of human art-making. To encounter 

this engraving is to encounter the artist, his theme, and if the viewer is so inclined, a 

living relic. Formatur Unicus Una captures, as a motto, Pasquini’s technique in 

his partimento sonatas. The duos are formed in this manner. Like the single line in 

Mellan's Sudarium, an imaginary thread, a “meta-bass,” provides the unseen foundation 

for the entire composition; it is concealed somewhere between the two written basses. 

Each person hearing the basses may hear their own version of that meta-bass.	

 
Example 30. Claude Mellan, Formatur Unicus Una, 1649 [full engraving and detail], 
RISD Museum Accession no. 78.017. 
 

 
	

	
	
 Study of Pasquini’s sonatas, where this two in one or one in two aesthetic is 

central, could sensitize musicians to the rich layers of subtext that inhere within bass 

lines. In the following Scherzo movement of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750), for 

instance, internal dialogue is evident in the bass line. 	
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Example 31. Johann Sebastian Bach, Partita in A minor, Scherzo, from Clavier-Übung 
(1731), BWV 827, p. 30. 	
 	

	
	

 

In a Sonata di basso solo of Gregorio Strozzi (1615–1687) (Ex. 28), a Latin 

quotation from Ecclesiastes 4:10 describes the interaction between the players: 

“Væ Soli, quia cum ceciderit, non habet sublevantem” (“For if they fall, the one will lift 

up his fellow: but woe to him that is alone when he fallen; for he hath not another to help 

him up”). Marshall notes, on the subject of Simpson, that “Curiously enough a “shared” 

division, which sounds rather difficult, can sometimes prove easier than a solo one, where 

a player’s invention is liable to flag about halfway through” (Marshall 11, 1969). 

Sometimes, where extempore creativity is concerned, “Two are better than one; because 

they have a good reward for their labor” (Ecclesiastes, 4:9). 	

 	

 	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	69	 	

Example 32. Gregorio Strozzi, Sonata di basso solo, from Elementorum Musicae Praxis 
(1683), modern edition by Lucas Harris, Toronto Continuo Collective  
(www.continuo.ca).  
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	 Strozzi’s music, like Pasquini’s sonatas, is playful and spacious. Could there be a 

connection between Strozzi’s (and Pasquini’s) use of continuo and the moral of 

Ecclesiastes that all is vanity? For modern players, continuo’s indeterminacy and 

transience may signify a type of vanitas message in Strozzi’s sonata, even as the piece 

moves through spaces of joy and exhilaration. At its nucleus is an improvised division set 

(Piano, e vi si puo diminuire / softly, and if you can, improvise diminutions) marked 

piano, and starting on a tenebrous C minor; perhaps this is where the familiar skull or 

wilting flower might appear in the seventeenth-century listener’s imagination.  	

The spirit of the metaphor of Eccelstiastes 4:10 to describe how improvisers 

depend on one another will be familiar to practitioners of collective improvisation. In 

describing Simpson’s division practice, Marshall notes that “It is a game as well as an art 

— a strange game that is at once competitive and cooperative. Each player aims to 

outplay the others but not to catch them out or trip them up; accident to one is accident to 

all” (Marshall 1969, 12). Even while vying with one another, players work together with 

a common focus, whether that be the harmonic pattern or the large-scale gesture of the 

piece.  Since improvisational decisions occur in real time, Strozzi may be describing the 

type of unspoken mind-meld that seems to be a common theme in the improvised 

spheres; in Simpson’s milieu this could be called “cryptological musick,” and in Bach’s, 

“Mitleid.”  	

Part of the “cryptological musick” that is experienced between musicians or 

between a musician and score involves interaction with harmonic rules which, far from 

being abstract, creates tangible and meaningful resonances in our bodies and minds. The 

conventional baroque harmonic rules address preparation of dissonances at moments like 
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suspensions and syncopations. In his Compendium, Simpson shows that dissonances can 

happen more freely in passing contexts, when the larger melodic contours move toward 

consonances.  Ex. 29, below, demonstrates how medium-length note values, like quarter 

notes and eighth notes, might acceptably clash while moving toward a consonance.  

 
Example 33. Christopher Simpson, Passing dissonance demonstration, from A 
Compendium of Practical Musick (1667), p. 89.  
	
	

	
 
 
He goes on to say that   
	

there may be other wayes wherein a Skillful Composer may upon design set a 
Discord, for which no general rule is to be given; and therefore, not to be 
exhibited to a Beginner; there being a great difference betwixt that which is done 
with judgment and design, and that which is committed with oversight and 
ignorance. (Simpson 1667, 90) 	
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Pasquini’s sonatas are full of “skillfully discordant” moments. Sometimes the 

passing interest is in dissonances. At other times, an unrelated consonant harmony passes 

through. In the following passage (Ex. 34), a C major sonority passes along twice through 

unrelated D minor and G minor: “gently stirring beauties,” indeed! The following 

example shows both consonant and dissonant passing interest. The noted dissonances are 

passing 2nds and 4ths.  

 

Example 34. Bernardo Pasquini, Sonata in D minor, m. 13, from British Library Add MS 
31501 (fol 11b).	

	 	

 	
 

In this example, Pasquini could have opted for a melodic minor scale in the primo 

part, if both basses stayed in D minor, but the harmony changes to G minor in the second 

beat. A scale in melodic minor would, therefore, create a dissonant clash. The presence of 

C natural coupled with E natural (a rather “modal” sound) creates a desirable contrast 

between all the A major chords that follow, adding to the overall harmonic variety of the 

piece. The softness of the C major sonority, in a further layer of variety, is offset by the 

passing dissonances in the beat on which it occurs (marked above the staff in the 

example).  
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This is part of the of the D minor duo sonata. It unfolds as follows:  

	

A)  The theme, a D minor alternation between I and V 	

B)   A circle of fifths 	

C)   A cadence: modulation in F  	

D)   A sequence of rising fourths and falling fifths (quarter-note value harmonic rhythm) 	

E)   The previous sequence ends up in A minor; the theme returns (I-V alternation) 	

F)    A circle of fifths in A minor, moving toward G minor as flats are introduced 	

G)   A modulation to G minor 	

H)  A down-a-third, up-a-second sequence (traceable in the the quarter beats) that moves 

back to  D minor and into a half cadence on V 	

I)   A down-a-third, up-a-second sequence (traceable in the the quarter beats)  that hints at 

G minor and F major (as if recalling) then cadences completely on D minor 	

J)    A climactic push with contrary motion for an almost-final cadence 	

K)  A passage of alternating I V sonorities, with the first sixteenth of the theme cut out. 

This might indicate a textural special effect, like a fade out. 	
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Example 35. Bernardo Pasquini, Sonata in D minor, from British Library Add MS 31501 
(f. 11b).  
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 	 The duo sonatas are, in and of themselves, a type of musical “special effect,” like 

antiphonal choral singing: they create an impression of stereo sound. Though they are 

more planned-out than the free-verse-like single line sonatas, they represent a similar 

process: a working out of the theme in several ways, involving cadences in different keys 

that prolong the piece on a linear level and ultimately develop it. In a solo context, this 

process may represent an improvisatory type of playing; the player (as in the example of 

Simpson’s improvisation prompts) need only hold one or two “points” or themes in their 

imagination, summoning focus on the “the theme and nothing but the theme,” in Moses 

Mendelssohn’s words (Mendelssohn 1771, 18). Variety is achieved by the journey 

through different keys and small variations that seem to occur organically (free beauties). 	
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The following E major solo sonata (Ex. 36) takes one motive, stated in the first 

two bars of the piece, and develops it over the course of twenty bars. The movement 

takes the player and listener on a real journey, despite being short in scope. Measures 2, 

4, 6, and 7 develop a theme of E–F#–G#, traceable in larger note values, quarter notes in 

mm. 2 and 4, and half and quarter notes in mm. 6 and 7. In m. 2, E–F#–G# stays in E 

major. Measure 4 ventures, through a deceptive cadence, to a plaintive G# minor. In mm. 

6 and 7, the theme presents upward in augmentation, then in retrograde (moving back 

down in quarter notes). On a more granular level, a third motif that is traced upward or 

downward can be seen throughout the piece. This motif reflects the larger-note-value 

traced-third theme established on E–F#–G#. About halfway through the piece, we 

cadence on C# minor, at m. 9. After that, Pasquini presents a development section, that 

touches briefly on three different keys, in rapid succession: A major, B major, and C# 

minor. Next, we casually return to E major / B major territory. Could the “accidental” 

sharp figure, denoting E major at m. 13, mean that E minor might have been chosen by a 

figure-realizing keyboard player, had Pasquini not preemptively “corrected” it? To 

conclude, our casual return is made more formal and more final by the closing “final 

couplet” (like the end of a Shakespearean sonnet), written out in my edition, but indicated 

by a repeat sign in the original, where a Romanesca pattern sums up the proceedings, 

moving through places we have already “visited” along our journey. The following 

analysis documents the aforementioned compositional development, as well as the 

“micro-level” of small-scale variation that is trackable in the different ways Pasquini fills 

in the interval of a third, on the eighth and sixteenth note levels.  	
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This movement of Pasquini’s E major sonata is a miniature. Unlike eighteenth-

century Classical sonatas, which develop bars-long themes over longer spans of time, 

with large sections that repeat, Pasquini’s music develops only a single motive, and does 

not repeat in the middle. If it were representative of an improvised form (which, I 

suggest, it could be), it would only require the player to hold a small melodic fragment in 

the memory. 	
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Example 36. Bernardo Pasquini, Sonata in E major, from British Library Add MS 31501 
(f. 38b). 	
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How can we experience “rule-breaking” moments in Pasquini in a way that focuses on 

affect and expression? Rather than relating to the following or breaking of a rule, these 

moments can be viewed as expression of particular emotions, not tied to any notion of 

rules.	

 	 Moses Mendelssohn remarks that musicians  
 

never want to conceal their expertise in the art. They take note of nothing but the 
rule-governed quality of a melody; they are on the lookout for some serendipitous 
combination of the most discordant sounds. Before their very eyes, gently stirring 
beauties slip by, unnoticed (Mendelssohn 1771, 19). 

 

 Musical moments of interest, some which may apparently break with rules or 

conventions, and some which may not, can all qualify as “gently stirring beauties,” 

worthy of notice. 	

In Pasquini’s cantata, “Seppi appena” (Ex. 37) for instance, the text is 

complemented by an arresting tritone skip in the bass, which stretches the “rules” of 

harmony. The words of the aria 

are:  “Mio cor che farai / lontan dal tuo bene?  Costante amerai / soffrendo le pene” 

(Heart of mine, what will you do / far from your beloved? Faithfully will you love / 

enduring pains). The longing cantata text points to the emotional impetus for such a 

peculiar harmonic move. This special tritone moment, as well as the whole poetic line 

peppered with harmonic extravagances, indicated in Ex. 37, can aid the player in creating 

an emotional arc over the course of the piece. 	
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Example 37. Bernardo Pasquini, cantata “Seppi appena” Vatican Library, Barb.lat.4157 
http://www.mss.vatlib.it/guii/console?service=shortDetail&id=297758. 	

	
 

In Pasquini’s Arpeggi (Ex. 35) similarly unorthodox intervallic skips can be 

observed The player takes this score and creates, extemporaneously, a flowing stream of 

arpeggios, like the first prelude in J.S. Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier.  Ultimately, 

these Arpeggi demand an improvisatory response from the player that moves beyond the 

binary of “rule-governed” vs. rule-compliant.  	
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Example 38. Bernardo Pasquini, Arpeggi, from British Library Add MS 31501 (f. 39b). 	
 	

	

		

Pasquini’s sonatas in Add MS 31501, for one or two keyboard instruments 

contain rich layers of musical dialogue. In the duo sonatas, the two written lines are in 

dialogue with one another, as well as the two players’ spontaneous responses to those 

lines. In the solo sonatas, what appears to be a single line contains within itself dialogue-

like gestures and interjections that exist in conversation with what the player adds above 

it. In playing the duos, players develop the type of rapport with one another that would 

have been crucial in a two-viol division improvisation in Simpson’s milieu. The 

introspection required to crack through the exterior of a Pasquini solo partimento may be 

the same type of emotional self-monitoring that C.P.E. Bach asks of his players. 

Below, I provide an example of an original partimento realization, informed by 

my work improvising at the instrument. The piece is an Allegro by Pasquini from Add 

MS 31501. My version demonstrates my general approach as well as freedoms I have 

taken with the original score. I have re-barred the piece in 4/4 rather than the original 

time signature of 4/2. I modify the first note of the bass to an eighth note pick up; after 
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that, running eighths continue as the general rhythmic feel of the piece. This rhythmic 

feel is determined in that very first moment. The treble melody is inspired Roman and 

Neapolitan string music. I was thinking of the violin writing of Pasquini’s duo partner 

Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713) and the contrapuntal sensibility of composers like 

Francesco Durante (1684–1755) and Leonardo Leo (1694–1744). In the first four bars, I 

create a theme with skipping thirds and fourths, chromatics, and love-duet like paired 

thirds. For the second statement of the theme, I change the paired thirds to an 

arpeggiation of the harmony, for variety. In mm. 8–11 I introduce a repeated-eighth 

theme that fills out the void left by the bass’s rests, and I bring back a small fragment of 

the original beginning-theme in the second half of m. 10, tenor line, as a reminder of the 

general mood. In mm. 12–16, major keys predominate. I freely fill out rests with eight 

notes in the bass to keep the motion going and harmony full. Sometimes I add rests, as in 

mm. 20 and 22. In m. 17, a fragment of the partimento bass from the beginning of the 

piece returns, followed by a circle of fifths progression. I add imitation to the circle of 

fifths. On the ending tag of the piece, I add piquant trills: F# upon F natural. The skip 

from F# to G at the end of the piece is inspired by Corelli. My main goal in this 

realization was to create singable, danceable melodies that matched the playful, sprite-

like affect of the bass-line.  
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Example 39. Bernardo Pasquini, Allegro, from British Library Add MS 31501 (f. 45b).  
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Example 40. Pasquini/Katz, Allegro, from British Library Add MS 31501 (f. 45b).  
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CHAPTER 5	

CONCLUSION 	

 	

How can modern day musicians absorb the lessons of Pasquini, Simpson, Bach, 

and their contemporaries to aid in interpreting improvisatory baroque forms 

like partimento, division playing, and free fantasy? How can an awareness of the issues 

surrounding the use of harmonic rules and the collaborative elements of improvisation 

practice inform study and performance of these forms?   	

In creating a realization for a partimento, we may emulate Pasquini’s 

freedom with regard to consonant and dissonant passing notes (seen in the through-

composed elements of his duo sonatas). Pasquini’s light touch with regard to the 

harmonic rules can also be applied in the interpretation of free fantasy: an openness to 

unorthodox harmonic possibilities will serve well in hearing and thus communicating the 

chordal squinting modifiers so beloved by C.P.E. Bach. Using Pasquini’s duos as a 

model, we can search for large scale, slow moving harmonic progressions that are 

embedded in quicker music.  	

When improvising motivically (as in partimento or divisions), Simpson’s advice 

on adding in a little variation to stay engaged and engaging can help us keep our 

improvisation fresh and dynamic. If we are improvising motivically with another player, 

as in a double bass-line partimento or two-viol division, then our variation on a small 

scale-level can inspire further variation in the playing of our fellow musicians. This 

development on a melodic level can then cross-pollinate with players’ collective 

awareness of large-scale harmonic patterns, giving the music a feeling of multi-
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dimensionality and dynamism. Bach’s advice applies to all music: see to it that you 

yourself are moved if you wish to move others.  	

Baroque sources on musicians’ communication in improvisation contexts can 

serve as examples for modern-day performers. Like Strozzi, we can aim to musically 

commune with our cohorts, in situations where two minds might be better than one. Like 

Simpson, we can gain improvisation prowess by searching out 

“experimentall knowledge” (Simpson 1659, 48), that is, know-how gained by doing, in 

collaboration with other musicians. As in Pasquini, we can apply the lessons of collective 

improvisation in solo contexts. In playing a solo piece, we can emulate the feeling of 

joining together or coming apart that is most vivid when multiple minds are involved by 

strategically deploying contrary or parallel motion in our improvised additions 

to partimenti. The overall emotional experience of duo playing is vivid and memorable; 

we can bring it to bear on our real-time extempore responses to Pasquini’s solo sonatas.  	

To conclude, I will suggest two directions for further research. The first is more 

in-depth practice-based study of specific authors from the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Bach’s figured scale passages, which he suggests freely combining, 

or Geminiani’s Guida patterns, for instance could be explored deeply, over time. Bach’s 

approach to harmonizing a scale, where there is no right answer rules-wise and the player 

is charged with engaging their imagination, could spur powerful paradigm shifts in what 

is colloquially known as “classical music,” if put into practice on a widespread scale. 

Prolonged exposure and an experimental attitude may be what modern performers need 

to reach below the surface in historical improvisation. The second direction for research 

is to expand outward in the synthesizing realm and study and discuss Baroque 
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improvisers’ work in tandem with the work of more recent and contemporary 

improvisers. Bypassing specialized stylistic study and searching for a common human 

thread that connects improvisers and their work (within or across historical epochs) will 

help performers find ways in which they personally relate to musical and interpersonal 

issues. In this way, even when dealing with a musical language from the distant past, 

performers can seek out their own musical voices, creating art that speaks directly to their 

own sensibilities and to an audience.  

Going forward, my feeling is not that we necessarily need more improvisation in 

classical music concerts, though performers who choose to may do so. Rather, I believe 

that deeper study of historical improvisation sources will lead to a greater appreciation of 

how the written scores that we have are not as fixed as they may seem; they are marked 

indelibly by the fluidity and flexibility of the historical improvising musicians who 

produced them. Our performance ethic can aim to recognize this. Of course, the gold 

standard is a performance that has presence and moves listeners, whether the music is 

improvised or not. To bring early music alive in such a way requires that we view the 

historical composers as humans who walked on earth, rather than deities in an 

untouchable pantheon. Study of their improvisation practice, that is, the part of their 

music most connected with both their vibrant living spirits and with transience and 

absence, humanizes these composers. Humans, not Egyptian pharaohs or demigods, they 

took their improvisations with them, and not their scores, when they left this world.  
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