
Boismortier
Sonatas Opp.44 & 91

Suites Op.35

Jed Wentz
flauto traverso

Musica Ad Rhenum



JOSEPH BODIN DE BOISMORTIER 1689-1755
Sonatas Opp. 44 & 91, Suites Op.35

6 Suites Op.35 for flute and b.c.
Suite No.1 in E minor
1. Prélude: Lentement 2’32
2. Allemande: Modérément 1’36
3.  Rondeau ‘Les Charites’: 

Gracieusement 2’33
4. ‘L’Emerveillée’: Gaiment 0’32
5. Gavotte 1’48
6. Menuet 0’59

Suite No.2 in G
7. Prélude: Lentement 3’03
8. Bourée 0’49
9.  Musette en Rondeau:  

Gracieusement 1’47
10. Gigue 0’52
11. Rigaudon 1 & 2 2’30

Suite No.3 in G minor
12. Prélude: Lentement 2’40
13. Courante 1’42
14. Rondeau: Gravement 3’46
15. Autre Rondeau: Gaiment 1’18
16. Sarabande 1’48
17. Gavotte 1’39

6 Sonatas Op.44 for flute and b.c. (1733)
Sonata No.1 in D
32. I. Adagio. Allegro. Adagio 2’00
33. II. Allegro 2’31
34. III. Siciliana 3’34
35. IV. Allegro 2’28

Sonata No.2 in B minor
36. I. Vivace 1’50
37. II. Presto 1’27
38. III. Aria. Affettuoso 2’42
39. IV. Giga 1’22

Sonata No.3 in G
40. I. Vivace 2’24
41. II. Allegro 2’32
42. III. Adagio 1’49
43. IV. Allegro 2’22

Suite No.4 in D 
18. Prélude: Lentement 2’33
19. Air: Gaiment 0’51
20. Rondeau: Gaiment 1’31
21. Air: Doucement, et mesuré 1’51
22. Musette: Gracieusement 2’07

Suite No.5 in B minor
23. Prélude: Lentement 2’40
24. Bourée en Rondeau 0’57
25. Rondeau: Graciesement 3’06
26. Fantaisie: Vivement 1’00
27. Gigue 1’52

Suite No.6 in A
28. Prélude: Lentement 2’30
29. Allemande: Modérément 1’34
30. Ramage: Doucement. Gaiment 2’38
31. Menuet 1 & 2 2’46

Sonata No.4 in E minor
44. I. Largo 3’21
45. II. Allegro 3’22
46. III. Aria. Andante 2’34
47. IV. Allegro 2’31

Sonata No.5 in A
48. I. Andante 2’38
49. II. Allegro 2’57
50. III. Adagio 2’04
51. IV. Gavotta 2’23

Sonata No.6 in G minor
52. I. Andante 3’48
53. II. Allegro 1’29
53. III. Aria. Affetuoso 2’07
55. IV. Giga 1’24



There is a consistent and convincing discourse running through the historical sources 
about eighteenth-century French performance practice that centers on two somewhat 
surprising characteristics: firstly, the great force or volume with which French 
musicians performed; and secondly, their extreme freedoms with tempo. Much of 
the information concerning these characteristics stems from the famously virulent 
and histrionic pamphlet war that shook Paris mid-century known as the Querelle 
des Bouffons, and therefore concerns opera singers. However it is clear that not only 
singers, but also instrumentalists performed both freely and loudly. Rousseau, in his 
very popular and respected Dictionnaire de musique (1768) notes that forcer la voix 
means ‘to scream instead of sing. All voices that are forced lose their just intonation: 
this even happens with instruments when one forces the bow or the air: and that 
is why the French rarely sing in tune’. Rousseau’s claim can be corroborated by 
looking at Blanchet’s L’art du chant (1756), a vocal treatise in which seven different 
characteristics of French singing are described, the most energetic of which are the 
sons violens. These violent sounds were produced by ‘forcing the air with extreme 
rapidity through the glottis’, a pendant to Rousseau’s assertion the wind-players 
forced the sound with their breath. It is, however, important to remember that if 
French singers could produce violent sounds, they also produced, according to 
Blanchet, delicate ones: ‘exhale as gently as you possibly can in order to reduce the 
vocal chords to feeble vibrations […] and you will produce sons délicats’.

The best known sources for a freedom of tempo in the performance of French music 
are also taken from polemic pamphlets about opera singers and often ascribe their 
near constant tempo fluctuations to a lack of musical skill; but it is clear that French 
vocalists consciously took time in order to act, and that they strove to declaim 
the text, rather than merely to sing it in time. For instance, Rousseau praised the 
orchestra of the Paris opera for the ability of its musicians to follow the singers:

There is little value in performing the music exactly as written: one must enter 
into all the ideas of the composer, feel and render the fire of the expression, and 

6 Sonatas Op.91 for flute and 
harpsichord (1741)
Sonata No.1 in D
56. Sicilienne 2’38
57. Gayement 2’53
58. Gracieusement 3’17
59. Gayement 3’03

Sonata No.2 in G minor
60. Gayement 3’24
61. Gracieusement 4’19
62. Gayement 2’51

Sonata No.3 in G
63. Rondement. Gayement 3’53
64. Air: Gracieusement 2’26
65. Gayement 3’06

Sonata No.4 in E minor
66. Gayement 3’10
67. Gracieusement 3’14
68. Gayement 3’46

Sonata No.5 in A
69. Legerement 3’49
70. Gracieusement 2’43
71. Gayement 3’26

Sonata No.6 in C minor
72. Gayement 3’34
73. Gracieusement 2’12
74. Menuet I & 2 2’51
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above all [one must] have a just ear that is always attentive to listen to and follow 
the ensemble. The leader, especially in French music, must know to rush or slow the 
tempo according to the demands of the singer’s ornamentation, the loudness of the 
voice and the extension of the singer’s arms; and consequently, all the other parts 
must unremittingly be attentive to follow him. And thus the ensemble of the Paris 
Opéra, where the music has no other tempo than that of the [singers’] gestures, would 
be, in my opinion, the most admirable in terms of execution.

Here again, the practice was not limited to vocal music: there are sources pointing 
towards an instrumental practice of tempo fluctuation used as an expressive device. 
Diderot, for instance, in his Mémoires sur différens sujets de mathematique (Paris: 
1748) notes that connoisseurs of music object to metronomes because:

there are perhaps not even four bars of an air that have exactly the same duration. 
Two things necessarily contribute to slowing down some and speeding up others: the 
ornamentation and the harmony […]. The musician who knows his art has grasped 
the character of an air after four bars, and abandons himself to it: it is the pure 
pleasure of the harmony that suspends him; here he wants the chords to be struck, 
there he wants them to be veiled; which is to say that he sings or plays more or less 
slowly from one bar to the next, and even from on beat, and from one quarter beat, 
to the following one.

It was with such thoughts in mind that these recordings of Joseph Bodin de 
Boismortier’s Six suites de pieces pour une flute traversiere seule, avec la baße Op.35 
(1731), Six sonates pour la flûte traversiere avec la baße Op.44 (1733) and Sonates 
pour un clavecin et une flûte traversiere Op.91 (ca. 1741) were made. One might, 
perhaps, question whether the passionate performance style of the Paris Opéra and 
the tragédie en musique is appropriate for the instrumental music of Boismortier, who 
in his stage works favored the pastoral and comic over the tragic. 

Certainly the suites Op.35 are good candidates for a truly French style of 
performance, as the influence of Italian composers is at a minimum in this 1731 
collection. Indeed, one year later the famous French flute-player Michel Blavet would 
publish his more up-to-date Sonates melées de pieces Op.2, in which French and 
Italian elements are brought side by side; this work must have made Boismortier’s 
suites seem quite old-fashioned. It is not surprising, therefore, that the latter’s sonatas 
Op.44, following close on the heels of Blavet’s publication and mixing French airs 
with highly virtuosic Italian allegros, conform much more to the stylistic contours 
carved out by the flutist. Rather remarkably, in these sonatas Boismortier also 
touched on the learned style by including a canonic movement and even a dense (and 
intense) fugue. 

However, it is with the sonatas for flute and obbligato harpsichord Op.91 that we 
find Boismortier at his very best. In these pieces, published in between two well-
known sets of sonatas for harpsichord and obbligato violin (Jean-Joseph Cassanéa de 
Mondoville’s opus 3 of 1734 and Michel Corrette’s Op.25 of 1742), Boismortier has 
achieved a perfect, an almost seamless blend of the French and Italian styles. The set 
was dedicated to none other than flutist Michel Blavet. Indeed, it is the link between 
the performer Blavet and Boismortier’s music that most emboldened me to search for 
18th-century freedoms in these performances; for, as was noted in the Dictionnaire 
de la conversation et de la lecture (Paris: 1834), Blavet was amongst those French 
musicians who rejected contemporary metronomes because it was believed that:

a perfectly regular tempo, like that of a mechanized pendulum, was incompatible 
with the inspirations of ornamentation, the mobility of the passions that the music 
must express, and which now precipitated certain notes, now slowed down some 
others. Such reasoning was well-founded in that period, for the musicians of our 
nation prided themselves somewhat on not playing in time.



As proof that the use of a metronome was considered undesirable, the article in the 
Dictionnaire goes on to tell us about the inventor Jacques de Vaucanson, who in 1737 
created a mechanical flute player, a much admired musical automaton that worked 
rather like a cylinder organ:

When the celebrated Vaucanson created his flute-playing automaton, his statue 
imitated the playing of a virtuoso of that time named Blavet. [Vaucanson] himself 
regulated, on the cylinder on which the airs were notated, the space occupied by 
each note according to the length that the artist (whose playing he followed exactly) 
assigned to it. This difficult operation succeeded perfectly, and those listeners who had 
not been warned in advance believed they were hearing Blavet himself [...].

Vaucanson programmed his statue not to realize a musical score, but rather to 
reproduce Blavet’s musical interpretation. The present recording is not performed 
– alas! – by an Enlightenment automaton, but rather by a 21st-century flutist; one 
who never heard Blavet play and who therefore cannot imitate his style. I do hope, 
however, that here at least some faint echo of an 18th-century practice, some dim 
reverberation from Boismortier’s own sound-world, may, however feebly, tickle the 
more curious and attentive ears of my contemporaries.
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