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Basso Ostinato
Through the ages, repetition in music has been appealing to music lovers and is 
found in many forms: couplet and refrain form (already in the psalms), the variation 
form, and even the ferocious repetitions of minimal music in the 20th century. 
Simeon ten Holt’s Canto Ostinato, hugely popular in the Netherlands, is a typical 
example. Lately in the field of early music, there has been a certain obsession with 
improvisations on the chaconne bass. In a way these improvisations are similar to 
the way jazz musicians improvise on harmonic progressions, although in my opinion 
jazz musicians are generally more eloquent in their improvisations, perhaps due to a 
greater variety of possible progressions.

On this disc I have assembled a collection of ostinato pieces, not necessarily 
chaconnes or passacailles, but all kinds of pieces that feature a certain obsessive 
repetition, usually on a harmonic basis. All of these pieces are in fact dances. 

Giovanni Picchi’s Pass’ e Mezzo is an exceptionally attractive piece, considering the 
very slow harmonic development, which is characteristic of the passamezzo. The 
harmonic scheme is varied six times, which results in a piece of considerable length. 

In the 16th and 17th centuries the passamezzo dance was in vogue. The passamezzos 
by William Byrd and John Bull in the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book are particularly fine 
examples, and can be heard in my complete recording of this legendary collection. 
This dance was popular in Italy as were the ciaconna and passacaglia, but where the 
chaconne and passacaille kept their attraction until the middle of the 18th century, the 
passamezzo disappeared during the 17th century. 

Hardly anything is known about Giovanni Picchi, who was an organist and lutenist 
in Venice. He had a position as the organist of the Casa Grande, and in 1624 he 
unsuccessfully applied for the post as organist at San Marco. In 1621, he published 
his Intavolatura di Balli d’Arpichordio, of which this Pass’ e Mezzo is the first piece.
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Henry Purcell was very fond of grounds, as he referred to ostinato basses, and used 
them many times in his theatre music, of which Dido’s Lament is probably the most 
famous example. Purcell’s keyboard music was largely pedagogic in its purpose and 
consisted of many harpsichord reductions of songs from his theatre music. A New 
Ground is based on the song Here the deities approve from his Ode for St. Caecilia’s 
Day Welcome to all the pleasures (Z.339/3).

Perhaps the most famous chaconne is Bach’s Chaconne for solo violin from his 
second violin partita (BWV1004). Bach reworked some of his pieces for violin solo 
into harpsichord pieces but unfortunately there is no transcription by Bach of this 
particular masterpiece. The chaconne, however, lends itself very well to transcription, 
and in fact many were made. Several transcriptions were made in the 19th century 
(Brahms, Busoni, Mendelssohn and Schumann) and more recently harpsichord 
transcriptions have been made, notably by Gustav Leonhardt and Lars Ulrik 
Mortensen. These transcriptions were an inspiration in making my own arrangement, 
a rewarding challenge, of which, I hope you like the result as much as I enjoyed the 
process. 

The ground was popular for at least two centuries in England, and is closely related to 
the passacaille and chaconne. Thomas Tomkins, the last of the so-called virginalists, 
did not use his ostinato theme solely in the bass, but let its position interchange 
between soprano and bass. The piece begins, atypically, with the theme in the soprano 
part. The theme reappears in different variations and is also used in canon in this 
ingenious and extremely virtuosic piece.

Louis Marchand is nowadays mainly known because of an anecdote of a musical 
competition between himself and Johann Sebastian Bach. On a visit to Dresden 
Marchand, considering himself a prime keyboard virtuoso annoyed his colleagues at 
court with his arrogance. The court musicians challenged Marchand to a musical duel 

with Bach, the ‘local’ keyboard virtuoso, of whom Marchand had obviously never 
heard. He sneaked into the place where Bach was preparing for the competition and 
upon hearing Bach, decided to run away to escape certain defeat. He didn’t show up at 
the venue and appeared to have fled Dresden a couple of hours before the event took 
place. Although this anecdote lacks proof, Marchand did visit Dresden and was known 
for his temper, arrogance, and talent for scandal. Bach on the other hand seemed to 
value the composer’s work, which he, according to the sources, played by heart.

The chaconne on this recording is from his premier livre de clavecin of 1702, and it 
is quite likely that Bach knew this work. 

One of my favorite passacailles from the French repertoire is the C major passacaille 
by Louis Couperin. Couperin was, along with Chambonnières, one of the first 
clavecinistes and one of the founders of a 170 year long tradition which ended around 
the French revolution, when all harpsichords were confiscated for being musical 
vehicles for the nobility. Couperin was the first harpsichord composer who tried to 
notate the free improvisation of the keyboard prelude. He used a notation which 
consisted solely of whole note values and slurs which connected these open notes 
into chords and passage work. It was on the one hand quite an enigmatic way of 
notation and on the other hand, full of precision. The passacaille is preceded by one 
of Couperin’s preludes in C.

Padre Antonio Soler was a monk who spent most of his life working at the monastery 
of El Escorial. He composed many vocal works but is best remembered for his 
keyboard sonatas, which are strongly influenced by Domenico Scarlatti, and for his 
double organ concerto. Perhaps ‘his’ most well-known piece is the Fandango, which 
was found as an anonymous composition alongside various keyboard sonatas by Soler. 
Since then it has been attributed to Soler, but no proof was ever found that he was 
the actual composer. It is one of the most technically demanding harpsichord pieces I 
know. The Fandango is composed of two alternating harmonies which are used in two 



even as it was being engraved for publication. He alternates the passacaglia and the 
ciaconna and also adds a corrente. It results in a varied but lengthy piece, which ends 
in a different key than the one it started in. It is considered his magnum opus and is 
therefore the perfect piece to end this album.

All the pieces here were recorded over a period of several years as ‘extras’ during the 
many recording sessions of other disks. We have tried to be consistent in microphone 
placement, but the various venues cause the sound to differ slightly between the tracks.

I would like to thank both my violin partners, Rémy Baudet and Rie Kimura, for their 
advice regarding the Bach Chaconne. Their knowledge helped me to stay close to the 
original material and not stray too far into overly keyboardistic habits. 
© Pieter-Jan Belder, September 2017

different tonalities. It was a dance described by Casanova as one of the most sensual 
and seductive he ever watched. Starting slowly, it becomes more and more intense, and 
after it abruptly ends, ‘no woman would deny anything to the man she danced with’. 
Certainly not the kind of composition you would expect from a clergyman!

Bernardo Storace worked in Messina. Little is known about his life, perhaps due to 
the fact that Messina was devastated several times by earthquakes. His Selva di varie 
compositioni was published in Venice, so it seems likely he was of Northern Italian 
origin. The lively Ciaconna recorded here is probably his best-known piece and is 
certainly attractive because of its syncopated rhythms and abrupt modulations.

The Passacaglia in G minor by Georg Muffat is of a completely different nature. 
Although from a collection of organ pieces, (Apparatus musico-organisticus, 1690), 
the full and arpeggiated chords seem to be conceived for the harpsichord rather than 
for the organ. Like the passacailles by Marchand and Couperin, the structure is based 
on couplets with a refrain. Muffat was born in France and received his education in 
Paris from 1663-1669, where among his teachers was Jean Baptiste Lully. After he 
held a position as an organist in the Elzas, he left for Vienna, then for Prague and 
eventually he got a post in Salzburg. The Archbishop sent him on leave to study in 
Rome with Pasquini where he also met Corelli. Back in Salzburg he developed a style 
which incorporated both French and Italian characteristics, which made him one of 
the first composers to work on the so called goûts réunis, of which this passacaille is a 
great example.

One of the greatest predecessors of Pasquini in Rome was Girolamo Frescobaldi, who 
experimented extensively with the ciaconna and passacaglia. This ultimately resulted 
in the Cento partite sopra passacaglia, which is of an extraordinary length and 
which consists of 144 variations rather than the 100 variations promised in the title. 
It seems likely that Frescobaldi was, still experimenting and working on the piece 



He regularly plays solo recitals, and is also very much in demand as a continuo 
player with such ensembles as the, The Orchestra of the Eighteenth Century, 
Camarata Trajectina, Bach Collegium Japan, Gesualdo Consort Amsterdam, and 
the Netherlands Bach Society, and has been working with conductors such as 
Frans Brüggen, Ton Koopman, Masaaki Suzuki, Jos van Veldhoven and Philippe 
Herreweghe, amongst others. Belder has also accompanied soloists such as Johannette 
Zomer, Nico van der Meel, Harry van der Kamp, Sigiswald Kuijken, Rémy Baudet 
and Wilbert Hazelzet. Belder conducts his own ensemble Musica Amphion.

In 1997 Pieter-Jan Belder was awarded the third prize at the Hamburg NDR 
Music Prize harpsichord competition. In 2000 he was winner of the Leipzig 
Bach harpsichord competition. In 2005 he made his debut as a conductor in the 
Amsterdam Concertgebouw, and was since then regularly conducting productions 
with soloists such as Michael Chance and Sarah Connolly (Dido & Aeneas) and the 
choir Collegium Vocale Gent.

He has made over 140 CD recordings, most of them solo and chamber music 
productions. Since 1999 Belder has worked on his integral recording of the Scarlatti 
keyboard sonatas, which was released in 2007. Since then he has recorded Bach’s 
Well-tempered Clavier along with the complete harpsichord works by Rameau and 
Soler. Recently Brilliant released two volumes with harpsichord music from the 
Fitzwilliam Virginal Book and a recording of the Kenner und Liebhaber series by 
C.P.E. Bach, recorded on the fortepiano and the clavichord.

Belder has also recorded several orchestral and chamber-music productions with 
Musica Amphion: Telemann’s Tafelmusik, the complete works of Corelli, Bach’s 
Brandenburg concertos, Bach’s concertos for 2, 3 & 4 harpsichords, and the complete 
chamber music of Purcell. Also he initiated Bach in Context, a concert and CD series, 
performing Bach cantatas in their thematic context, and in which also the organ 
repertoire was incorporated. This series was in corporation with Gesualdo Consort 
Amsterdam and issued on the label Etcetera.

Pieter-Jan Belder is currently working on recording the harpsichord works by J.S. 
Bach, Dandrieu and the Fitzwilliam Virginal Book. With violinist Rie Kimura he is 
working on recording the Mozart violin sonatas for the English label Resonus.

Belder’s new recording of Bach’s Goldbergvariations has recently been released on 
Brilliant Classics.

Pieter-Jan Belder (1966) studied recorder with Ricardo Kanji at the Royal 
Conservatium of The Hague, and harpsichord with Bob van Asperen at the 
Amsterdam Sweelinck Conservatorium. He has persued a flourishing career as 
harpsichordist, clavichord player, organist, forte-pianist and recorder player.

He has appeared at many international festivals, such as the Festival Oude Muziek 
Utrecht, the Berlin Musikfest, the Festival van Vlaanderen, the Festival Potsdam Sans 
Souci, Bremen Musikfest and the Leipzig Bachfest.


