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The first volume of the four-tome General 
History of Music by Charles Burney 
(Shrewsbury, 1726 – Chelsea, London, 1814) 
came out in 1776, and was the first work of 
its sort to be published in England. Though 
Burney’s lasting fame is largely due to his 
diaries, which he wrote during his travels as a 
preparation for the major undertaking that he 
had in mind. These journals contain a great 
deal of information about musical life in the 
places the author visited, thereby providing 
posterity with a wealth of facts relating to 
music and musicians in Europe during his 
lifetime that would otherwise probably have 
been lost. There are descriptions of musical 
circles and activities in Italian, German, 

Dutch, French and English cities, and mention is made of Handel, Metastasio, 
Sammartini, Mozart, Carl Philip Emanuel Bach and many others. Burney’s approach 
to his subject was not so much that of the professional musician, but rather of the 
inquiring reporter, full of passion for the art of sound, ready to be surprised and also 
capable of formulating a critical appraisal of what he saw and heard.

Burney’s musical personality was actually deeper and more complex than 
reading his diaries might lead one to believe. For the fact is that he was not only a 
‘musicologist’, but also a practising musician active as a composer, a professional 
organist, harpsichordist and violinist. The problem is that his reknown as a composer 
was soon overshadowed by the enormous fame of his writings, even during his 
own lifetime, to the extent that later generations considered his compositions to be 
marginal and insignificant. Take the pages of the New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, for example: the 1980 edition blithely described him as «No more than 

Charles Burney 1726-1814
Sonatas or Duets for Two Performers on One Piano or Harpsichord

 Book 1 38’31
 Sonata No.1 in F 
1. Largo 3’46
2. Allegro 6’10
 
 Sonata No.2 in D 
3. Affettuoso 4’35
4. Allegro 5’06
 
 Sonata No.3 in B-flat
5. Affettuoso 3’40
6. Allegro moderato 4’21
 
 Sonata No.4 in C
7. Affettuoso 4’15
8. Allegro 6’17

 Book 2 43’24
 Sonata No.1 in E-flat
9. Andante grazioso 5’50
10. Allegretto 4’00
 
 Sonata No.2 in G
11. Allegro 6’29
12. Grazioso 4’54
 
 Sonata No.3 in D
13. Affettuoso 5’23
14. Allegro 5’19
 
 Sonata No.4 in F
15. Andantino con espressione 7’44
16. Rondo – Andantino 3’25
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one who had competence in the syntax of his art, though C. P. E. Bach did him the 
compliment of performing his doctoral exercises in Hamburg». The work mentioned 
was an anthem that Burney composed in Oxford for his Doctorate in 1769.

Burney’s activity as a composer has thus been largely neglected. He wrote 
consistently from the 1740s through to the late 1760s, and thereafter more 
sporadically up until the last decade of the 18th century. Such an extensive timespan 
led him to address different musical idioms, starting from the late baroque, then the 
rococo, and finally classicism, with a hint of pre-romanticism. This accounts for the 
great variety of styles, and a tendency towards eclecticism that is sometimes even 
perceptible within a single composition.

The taste for mixing styles, genres and modes of writing is also evident in the 
two volumes of the Four Sonatas or Duets for two performers on one Pianoforte or 
Harpsichord, which Burney published in London in 1777. When the first volume 
came out, it attracted considerable attention, certainly more than the composer’s 
other instrumental works in view of the fact that it was the first printed edition of 
keyboard works for four hands. Burney was well aware of fact that the publication 
constituted a complete novelty, paying for it out of his own pocket and entrusting it 
to the London publisher Bremner for printing and sales. In the preface he underlines 
the value of the enterprise, claiming to be the first composer to have written keyboard 
music for two players on the same instrument. In actual fact this was not the case: 
Nicholas Carlton and Thomas Thomkins had written analogous Fancies for four 
hands at the beginning of the 1600s. That said, however, there is no denying that 
up to Burney’s time the genre was rare indeed, since duets envisaged two players 
on different keyboard instruments. Burney’s efforts to persuade his readers of the 
excellence of his idea must have proved effective, to judge by the fact that within two 
years not only had his Second set of four Sonatas or Duets been published in the same 
manner as the earlier volume, but also the Sonata Op.15 No.6 by Johann Christian 
Bach and the Three Duets Op.3 by Muzio Clementi. Within a relatively short time, 
audiences and players began to take this kind of performance in their stride, such 

that the repertoire grew enormously. Yet Burney’s sonatas, which certainly paved the 
way for this development, were not reprinted until 1988, when the German publisher 
Möseler produced a facsimile edition of both volumes edited by Pieter Minden that 
has since become rare. It is on this latter edition that the current recording is based.

Although Burney called his sonatas “for four hands duets for Pianoforte or 
Harpsichord”, they are essentially works for the piano. The indication of an 
alternative instrument was added on commercial grounds, since the harpsichord 
had certainly not disappeared from circulation, even though by that time it had 
become marginal in London, where audiences had been converted to the aesthetics 
of instruments with a hammer mechanism. In particular they favoured the model 
known as the square piano, or fortepiano equipped with a Stossmechanik action. 
Known as the English model, it was inexpensive and sturdy, not too big, and well 
suited to experimenting with new sound effects. Burney himself bears witness to this 
predilection in his markings for phrasing, accents and dynamics, from pp through to 
ff in all their possible hues. In his Preface he specifically refers to the “chiaro-scuro 
produced by different degrees of Piano and Forte”, and in the scores he exploits the 
entire range of the new instrument. What is left to the sensibility of the performers 
is the choice of register (moderate, forte), which is not indicated in the score but can 
sometimes be inferred from the notes, as in the case of the C1 that resonates for eight 
bars in Sonata 1 from the first volume. While it is thus possible to perform these 
sonatas on the harpsichord, in so doing the player must forgo the special qualities of 
timbre and expression that are meticulously indicated in the score. For this recording, 
we have opted for the square, English model fortepiano precisely because it is ideal 
for reconstructing the original atmosphere of Burney’s sonatas.  
© Elena Previdi
Translation by Kate Singleton



Square english piano signed Josephus Kirckman Londini fecit - N°19 Broad street 
Soho – 1800

Measure (mm) — length 1655, width 570, case depth 225, stand height 640
Case — inlaid mahogany. Separate stand
Extension — FF-c””
Dating — 1800

The instrument has a single action mechanism
Overspun strings from FF-E, red brass to A, yellow brass to e and iron to c”’. Bichord
The linden hammerheads are covered with the original deer leather
One pedal for damper mechanism
The fortepiano has been restored and it is playable at 430HZ
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with numerous musicians of note, including Andrea Tacchi, Pietro Bosna, Severino 
Gazzelloni, Howard Arman, Anthony Pay and the “Soloists of the Maggio Musicale 
Fiorentino”. She has also collaborated with l’Homme Armé and Pro Cantione 
Antiqua.  She participated in the production of the soundtrack for the movie “La 
Primavera di Michelangelo” produced by RAI and Tiber Cinematografica. 

In constant demand as a soloist, her vast repertoire includes Bach’s Brandenburg 
Concertos. She also plays frequently with orchestras and ensembles at events such as 
the “Itinerari 2000” in Zagarolo, “Giubileo in Musica” in Rome, Il Saloncino della 
Pergola in Florence, “Concerti di Pavia” in Tavarnelle, “Un Castello di Suoni” in 
Empoli. She played with the Orchestra da Camera Fiorentina and with the orchestra 
of the University of Florence. She has also recorded works by J.P. Sweelink and J.S. 
Bach for Map Aicsound.

She currently teaches harpsichord and early keyboard instruments at the Arcangelo 
Corelli Conservatoire in Messina.

Anna Clemente received her diploma in piano at age 18, and then continued her 
musical training in Florence, obtaining a further diploma in harpsichord. She 
subsequently furthered her studies at the Accademia Chigiana in Siena with Kenneth 
Gilbert and in numerous masterclasses with Robert Kohnen and Andrew Lawrence 
King.

She has performed at prestigious musical gatherings throughout Italy and Europe, 
including Estate Fiesolana, Ceresio Estate (Lugano, CH), Altstadtherbst Kulturfestival 
(Düsseldorf), Arsenale Musica, Theate Musica Antiqua Festival, Accademia 
Bartolomeo Cristofori, Festival Barocco di San Gimignano, Filarmonica Laudamo di 
Messina, Effetto Venezia, La Voce delle Donne. 

She has been a guest performer for the Amici della Musica of Florence, Ferrara, 
Pescara and Monopoli. In 1984 she recorded the Symphony Op.2 of P. Sanmartini 
(Florentia Musicæ, 1996) with the ensemble Alamire. From 1989 to 1996 she 
performed with Modo Antiquo, recording works by Vivaldi, Scarlatti and Locatelli 
for Tactus. For Amadeus she recorded the Carmina Burana. The Tactus CD of Vivaldi 
was nominated for a Grammy award.

From 1991 to 2002 she was active in a duo with guitarist Carlo Mascilli Migliorini, 
performing at prestigious musical gatherings and for the National Television of 
Montenegro. The duo has recorded The Art of Playing the Guitar by Geminiani, 
which was warmly received by the New York Times and many Italian magazines. 
They also recorded Streams, music specifically composed for and dedicated to the 
duo. In 2012, together with Susanna Piolanti, she recorded the Boccherini quartets 
Op.26 for two fortepianos. For the performance they played original XIX century 
Schantz fortepianos, receiving enthusiastic reviews from the magazine Musica. The 
CD was also presented in the “Primo Movimento” program broadcast by RAI 3, 
Italian National Radio. In 2013 and 2014 for the Tactus label she and Fabrizio Longo 
recorded the Sonate Messinesi by Giovanni Antonio Pandolfi, and the Sinfonie a 
violino solo, opus VII by Angelo Berardi. In 2015 with the ensemble Soavi Affetti 
she recorded the Trio Sonatas Op.1 for Brilliant (95224). She has collaborated 



We would like to thank Dante Pastorelli and the Confraternity of San Francesco 
Poverino in Florence for allowing us to use the Oratorio di San Francesco Poverino 

for this recording.
Our thanks are also due to Elena Previdi for writing the booklet, and Barbara 

Mingazzini of LRF, the Fortepiano Workshop in Florence, for her technical support 
and for tuning the instrument.

Susanna Piolanti took a Diploma in piano, music teaching and harpsichord at the 
G. Rossini Conservatoire in Pesaro. She then continued her studies at the Centre 
for Early Music in Geneva, where she specialized in early music and obtained a 
further Diploma in harpsichord. She has been awarded many grants to further her 
studies, taking part in numerous courses held by internationally acclaimed experts in 
harpsichord, organ, fortepiano and basso continuo.

In 1995 she received a “Mention Honorable” at the International Harpsichord 
Competition in Bruges (Belgium). 

She has performed as a soloist and with chamber music ensembles in important 
musical events. In 2002 the first album in the 3-album set of her recording 
of Father Giovanni Battista Martini’s Sonate d’intavolatura per l’organo e il 
Cembalo Op.2 (Amsterdam 1742) for the Tactus label won the Preis der deutschen 
Schallplattenkritik (German recording critics’ prize). In 2012, together with Anna 
Clemente, she recorded the Boccherini quartets Op.26 for two fortepianos. For the 
performance they played original XIX century Schantz fortepianos”.

She currently teaches harpsichord and early keyboard instruments at the Foggia 
Conservatoire in Italy.
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