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Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583-1643)   

 RICHARD LESTER
 Harpsichord by Giovanni Battista Boni (c.1619)

1 Capriccio ‘Or che noi rimena’ 4.32
2 Partite sopra l’Aria della Romanesca 12.40
3 Toccata Decima 4.49
4 Toccata Undecima 6.00
5 Toccata Ottava 4.29
6 Cento Partite sopra Passacagli 9.40
7 Toccata Nona 5.52
8 Toccata Prima 5.33
9 Canzona Quarta 3.30
10 Toccata Prima 3.56
11 Toccata Duodecima 5.04
12 Ancidetemi pur d’Arcadelt’s passaggiatto 6.25
 Playing time 72.29
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Harpsichord by Giovanni Battista Boni (c1619)
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Richard Lester’s FRESCOBALDI series:

Volume 2 Harpsichord
Toccatas, Canzonas, Capriccios and Partites from 
Il primo libro di toccate, Il secondo libro di toccate e canzone.

Volume 3 Organ
Toccatas, Canzonas, Capriccios, Fantasies and Ricercars from 
Il secondo libro di toccate, Fiori Musicali and the Chigi manuscript

Volume 4 Harpsichord
Toccatas, Gagliardes, Correntes and Capriccios from 
Il primo libro di toccate, Il secondo libro di toccate and 
Il primo libro di capricci.

Visit www.frescobaldi.org.uk or www.wyastone.co.uk for release dates and 
track listings.
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Track 1
Il primo libro di Capricci, Ricercari e Canzoni.  Rome (1624)

Tracks 2 - 8, 11
Il primo libro di Toccate e Partite d’intavolatura di cembalo (1615-1616/37)

Tracks 9, 10, 12
Il secondo libro di Toccate, Canzone.  Rome (1627/37)

Recorded by Raymond Fenton, Atkyns Sound.
This compilation c 2009 Wyastone Estate Limited  © 2009 Wyastone Estate Limited

Issued under license from the copyright owner Privilège Accord

VIDEO PROGRAMME
Richard Lester has created a supporting video to accompany this series. In a 20 
minute programme he discusses Frescobaldi’s life and expands on two aspects 
critical to the interpretation of his music—meantone and early fingering systems. 
Demonstrating on the ‘split’ key harpsichord used for this CD, he illustrates how 
the use of such apparently subtle differences can dramatically alter our 
appreciation of Frescobaldi’s complex musical language.

The video can be viewed online at www.frescobaldi.org.uk

Nimbus Records is also able to supply DVD copies of the video. Please send an 
e-mail to sales@wyastone.co.uk for more information.
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Girolamo Frescobaldi—luminary of the early Baroque and trend-setter 
straordinario was born in Ferrara in 1583, a town of immense cultural 
importance in Northern Italy, studying there with Luzzasco Luzzaschi, a master 
of the Italian madrigal style. Patronized by Cardinal Guido Bentivoglio who 
had taken up a papal position in 1599, Frescobaldi was appointed organist at 
the church of Santa Maria in Trastevere in 1607 before travelling with his 
patron to Brussels; an important centre for keyboard music in the North 
European tradition. In 1608 he took up a position as organist of St Peter's, Rome, 
held (with the exception of a brief spell in the service of Ferdinando Gonzaga, 
Cardinal-Duke of Mantua and a six year spell in the service of the Medici family 
in Venice) until his death in 1643.

During his employment at St Peter’s, Frescobaldi had been absent several 
times; the chapter allowing considerable time to pursue personal interests. His 
final return to the Holy City was at the initiative of Cardinal Franceso Barberini, 
nephew to Pope Urban VIII, and a connoisseur of the arts and music, who was 
in a unique position also to patronize the great musician who performed 
regularly at his palace. In recognition of this patronage the Cardinal's coat of 
arms appears on the 1637 edition of Toccata Prima (Track 10).

The keyboard works are of the greatest significance; the first in 1608 appearing 
in a volume of four part fantasias. This polyphonic style, inherited from the old 
Netherlands school, also embraced later works including the Ricercari, the 
Canzoni and Capricci which display a mellowing of that contrapuntal form 
stimulated by a new freedom of expression. The Capriccio Or che noi rimena 
(based on a Dutch student song) and Canzona Quarta both demonstrate that 
independence and are interspersed with sections of imaginatively contrasted 
passaggi.
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rare split naturals, may well have been a customised requirement of the original 
owner. The instrument is voiced in quill and the pitch is a little under 415Hz. 
It is a fascinating probability that during his employment in the Cardinal’s 
household in 1634, Frescobaldi performed on this harpsichord. I am indebted 
to Sandy Mackenzie for allowing the use of this beautiful instrument.

Richard Lester was described both by The Times and the Daily Telegraph as 
‘one of our leading players’ and more recently acclaimed as ‘one of the greatest 
early music keyboard players of this or any other time.’ In 1981, Sir William 
Glock, former BBC controller of music invited him to perform a solo 
harpsichord recital at the Bath International Festival. Countless engagements at 
major international music festivals followed including the Bruges festival, Bath 
Bach festival and concerts at the Wigmore Hall, Royal Albert Hall, and in 2007 
a sell out solo recital at London's South Bank Centre where regional Spanish 
dances were performed to the accompaniment of Scarlatti and Soler sonatas. 
Teaching posts have included Dartington International Summer School where 
he gave master classes, concerts and lectures. Lester’s Nimbus recordings of the 
only complete cycle of 600 or so Scarlatti sonatas have won international 
acclaim on an unprecedented level — especially in the United States and are 
frequently broadcast on BBC Radio Three and Classic FM.  He is a respected 
academic and has devoted much time to the study of early Italian keyboard 
music. Nimbus has also released discs of sonatas by Seixas and Soler and 
Haydn sonatas on historical instruments which have also been wholeheartedly 
recommended.
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Cardinal Francesco Barberini owned many instruments housed in the Pallazzo 
della Cancelleria, his residence as vice-chancellor of the Church of San 
Lorenzo in Damso. Giovanni Battista Boni da Cortona was a harpsichord and 
organ builder, tuner and repairer who worked for the Barberini family and he 
features prominently in their archival records. He also trained other 
harpsichord makers, notably Girolamo Zenti who took over his position after 
Boni's death.

The Cardinal’s inventories amongst other instruments, also mention a chamber 
organ, a spinet and two harpsichords—one with three registers and another 
with a single register built by Giovanni Boni, who specialised in making 
instruments with split keys. The instrument on this CD, owned by Alexander 
Mackenzie of Ord, is one of three surviving single-brass strung harpsichords 
made by Boni in 1619, (the other two are those in the Brussell's Collection and 
that in the Vizcaya Museum in Florida), of the three, it is, in several aspects, 
unique. It is the only one of false inner/outer construction. Moreover, it also 
differs in its particular keyboard compass. Beginning with what is, in the bass, 
apparently, an extended form of short octave, the compass extends to C’’’; it 
differs again in the manner in which the particular split accidentals in the tenor 
and alto octaves are arranged. In addition to the more usual E-flats/D-sharps, 
G-sharps/A-flats, it has B-flats/A-sharps—totalling 15 notes to these middle 
octaves. The more usually-required accidentals being those in the front: with 
their less-often required chromatic counterparts at the back.

A passage in the Cento Partite requires A-flats, which in mean-tone tuned as 
G-sharps, sound unacceptably sour. However, on this keyboard, the rear-half 
of the normal single G-sharp-key is tuned as a true A-flat—a pure major third 
below the C above. The unusual arrangement of notes in the bass, with its two 
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The interpretation of Frescobaldi's works, especially the toccatas, present 
several conundrums, but as if to anticipate these concerns he sets out in a 
helpful preface, a series of guidelines, indispensable in unmasking the 
complexities that lie within. In the toccatas for example we are requested to 
slowly arpeggiate the opening chords; to dwell on certain notes; to repeat tied 
notes and dissonances so as not to leave the instrument empty; to pause at the 
end of trills and approach cadences slowly; to perform sixteenth notes against 
eighth notes in Lombardic rhythm where shorter notes precede the longer; to 
pause before a leap, are just some of the many detailed instructions that assist 
in interpreting these great works. Although the historical evolution of the 
toccata arose not from a contrapuntal tradition, but from the improvisatory 
province of the performer, it should be remembered that it also had its roots in 
the expressive style of the madrigal; and any interpretation should arise exactly 
from that premise. The toccatas in particular are the fruit of an amazing 
imagination, evoking a myriad of creativity that reaches an almost ethereal 
plateau. Chromaticism, highly imaginative harmonic progressions, frequently 
oscillating major and minor thirds and rhythmic innovations, place Frescobaldi 
at the forefront of his contemporaries.

Of the seven toccatas on this CD, one is in mode V (Track 5),  mode XI 
transposed (Track 3), mode XII (Tracks 4 & 11), mode IX (Track 7) and mode I 
transposed up a fourth (Tracks 8 & 10). It has been suggested that Toccata Nona 
(Track 7) is a fantasia based on the opening four note phrase in the madrigal 
Amirilli mia bella by Giulio Caccini. This existed first as a five-part madrigal 
and then for solo voice with accompaniment. There is also a version by Peter 
Philips for keyboard. The opening four note motif is often used by Frescobaldi.
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The Cento Partite sopra Passacagli, arguably Frescobaldi's greatest keyboard 
work is the most brilliant example of the art of free variation, in this instance 
founded on three dance forms, the Passacaglia, Ciaccona and Corrente which 
according to Michele Pesenti (1630) and Scipione Giovanni (author of 
Intavolatura, 1650) were all taken allegro. The work itself modulates in the 
most astonishing ways and was undoubtedly intended for performance on an 
instrument with split accidentals similar to the one we hear. The Partite sopra 
l'Aria della Romanesca weaves its magic around a popular bass theme 
employed by Frescobaldi's predecessors and contemporaries, including 
Monteverdi.

The text of the madrigal Ancidetemi pur is almost impossible to translate 
literally, but expounds the immense problems of human existence and the relief 
and joy of death. Frescobaldi's version forms a very personal and passionate 
toccata-like tribute to Jacob Arcadelt's original.

I have long advocated the use of early fingering systems and their extended 
considerations through articulation and phrasing in the interpretation of early 
music. In the performance of these works I have applied a combination of these 
systems advised by Adriano Banchieri, Girolamo Diruta and Thomas de Sancta 
Maria, Frescobaldi's contemporaries. Early fingering encourages consideration 
of smaller units and there is no doubt that it has a direct bearing on phrasing 
and articulation. A quote by Antonio Libanori in 1674 states that, ‘He touched 
the keys of the organ with such art, and fine order, and quickness of hand, that 
he astonished those who saw and heard him.’ On a lighter note we hear that 
he was able to sight read the most difficult pieces with his hands reversed, ‘that 
is with his palms turned upwards’. It has also been suggested that fast flourishes 
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were possibly performed glissandi - providing a moment of whimsical 
innovation in Toccatas Prima and Ottava.

Ornamentation is another factor that contributes to the interpretation of these 
works and there is evidence for inclusion of Florentine vocal embellishments 
as laid down in contemporary treatises giving detailed examples of melodic, 
repercussive and compound ornaments that naturally and freely enhance a 
melodic line; evidence also of improvised passaggio, that is further highlighted 
in Frescobaldi's preface to Il primo libro di toccata, where he advises adopting 
the rubato style of a modern madrigal that emphasises the expression of the 
words (affetti), ‘in the fashion of playing with song-like affects and with diversity 
of passages’. Although the music itself is organised, the interpretation should 
communicate an impression of spontaneous improvisation.

The science and mathematics of tuning keyboard instruments using syntonic or 
Pythagorean commas is a complex subject. But it is important to understand 
that in the 17th century, modes governed composition: seven sharp keys and 
seven flat keys were not the norm. Over the centuries, temperament was 
modified to accommodate the modern key system and our ears are now 
accustomed to equal temperament; consequently mean-tone tuning which was 
practical in Frescobaldi's time may sound a little unusual on a first hearing. 
Harpsichords with split keys, quite common in Italy up until the 1640s, were 
built to facilitate more adventurous modulation.

Pitch varied considerably in Italy and was dependent on string material (brass 
or iron wire) which gives distinctly contrasting tonal effects. Research 
progresses on the subject and it appears that between Rome, Florence and 
Venice, ‘A’ varied between 390Hz and 520Hz, possibly lower and even higher.


