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Richard Lester’s FRESCOBALDI series:

‘If you enjoyed the first CD, this second will exceed your expectations. Now to have 
available as accomplished a projected series of recordings as this is truly a treat. 
Here is a performance and recording enterprise that deserves landmark status of its 
own. Unhesitatingly recommended.’

Mark Sealey. Classical Net

Volume 1 Harpsichord (NI 5850)
Toccatas, Canzonas, Capriccios and Partites from 
Il primo libro di toccate, Il secondo libro di toccate e canzone and 
Il primo libro di capricci.

Volume 2 Harpsichord (NI 5861)
Gagliardes, Toccatas and Partites from 
Il primo libro di toccata and Il secondo libro di toccate 

Volume 4 Organ 
Toccatas, Canzonas, Capriccios, Fantasies and Ricercars from 
Il secondo libro di toccate, Fiori Musicali and the Chigi manuscript

Visit www.frescobaldi.org.uk or www.wyastone.co.uk for release dates and 
track listings.
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Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583-1643)   
 Volume 3
 RICHARD LESTER

1 Toccata Seconda  4:33
2 Capriccio fatto sopra La Cucchu 5:45
3 Toccata Quarta 4:30
4-6 Balletto Primo - Corrente del Balletto Passacagli 2:28
7 Aria detta Balletto 7:08
8-9 Balletto Seconda - Corrente del Balletto 1:39
10 Toccata Undecima 5:19
11 Canzona Prima 3:51
12 Toccata Decima 4:35
13 Canzona Quinta 1:51
14 Capriccio di Durezze 2:48
15 Capriccio sopra l’aria di Ruggiero 6:22
16 Recercar Terzo 4:28
17 Capriccio Fra Jacopino sopra l’Aria du Ruggiero 4:02
18-20 Balletto Terzo - Corrente del Balletto – Passacagli 3:21
21 Capriccio sopra La Bassa Fiamenga 5:35
22 Correntes 1-4  4:21
23 Aria detta la Frescobalda  4:43
 Playing time 77.29
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Tracks 1, 3, 4-6, 8-9, 17, 18-20, 22 Il primo libro di Toccate e Partite 
d’intavolatura di cembalo (1615-1616/37)
Tracks 7, 10-13, 23  Il secondo libro di Toccate, Canzone.  Rome (1627/37)
Tracks 2, 14-16, 21  Il primo libro di Capricci. Rome (1624)

Tracks 1-14 Boni harpsichord (c.1619)
Tracks 15, 16, 21 Italian harpsichord (c.1590)
Tracks 17, 23 Siculus virginals (1540)
Tracks 18-20, 22 Vicentius Pratensis virginals (c.1600)

With thanks to the National Trust (The Benton Fletcher Collection),
Fenton House, London, England.

Recorded by Raymond Fenton, Atkyns Sound.
This compilation c 2011 Wyastone Estate Limited  © 2011 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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International Festival, Bath Bach Festival, concerts abroad in Switzerland and at the 
Bruges festival. In an academic capacity he has contributed articles in leading early 
music publications including the Hungarian book on early music, Regi Zene, the 
English Harpsichord magazine, Harpsichord and Fortepiano magazine; and also 
participated in a Scarlatti symposium with Peter Katin, Andreas Staier, Nikolai 
Demidenko and Yevgeny Sudbin for International Piano magazine. In 2005 he 
signed a contract with Nimbus Records to release globally the only complete 
keyboard set of sonatas by Domenico Scarlatti. The culmination of this landmark 
project led to world-wide recognition and a personal profile in Gramophone 
magazine. Since then he has recorded exclusively for Nimbus with a total of nearly 
fifty CDs in the catalogue including sonatas by Seixas and Soler, Haydn and Mozart 
piano sonatas on the Schantz fortepiano in the Bath Holburne museum. His 
recordings are frequently heard on BBC Radio Three and Classic FM and have 
received excellent reviews especially in the United States. 

In 2010 he began this major project to record Frescobaldi’s keyboard music on the 
Giovanni Boni harpsichord (c1619); an instrument it is thought, the composer 
played, and other instruments of the period. The first two volumes were acclaimed 
by Musical Pointers as a ‘distinguished series.’ And by Marc Rochester in 
International Record Review:- ‘This playing has an eloquence, vitality and freshness 
which blows centuries of metaphorical dust off a composer who has not been 
particularly served by past generations of keyboard players. The Toccatas are rooted 
in improvisation and it is that extemporaneous character which Lester most potently 
evokes in his marvellously free-flowing and coherently paced performances; as if he, 
too, is relishing the ideas as they come along and luxuriating in the music's 
numerous byways and diversions…join the queue for the third and fourth discs 
when they appear. This is clearly going to be a series of great musical value as well 
as of highly enjoyable music-making from an authoritative and compelling advocate 
of this music’.
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those keys sound the diatonic notes D and E respectively, while the rear portions 
sound the accidentals.) pitch a' = 409Hz., a Marcus Siculus virginals, dated 1540. 
C/E short octave-f''', pitch a' = 409Hz and a Vincentius virginals, c. 1600, C-d''', no 
C-sharp. pitch a = 440. 

Smaller instruments of the virginal type were made in large numbers in seventeenth 
century Italy, possibly for reasons of space and cost. As you will hear, the tone of the 
virginals is quite different to the harpsichord with a more ‘intimate’ sound and out 
of Frescobaldi’s harpsichord works, the dances and smaller variation sets sound 
charming on the Italian virginals. An amusing comment attributed to Quirinus Van 
Blankenburg (Elementa Musica 1739) states that muselars (a type of virginals) “grunt 
in the bass like young pigs.” The same comment could also refer to many virginals 
as the returning plectra sometimes rattle against the thicker and slacker bass strings.

I am indebted to Mimi Waitzman, curator at Fenton House for tuning and preparing 
the instruments with such loving care and for standing by throughout the session.

© 2010 Richard Lester

Richard Lester has been described both by the Daily Telegraph and The Times as 
‘one of our leading players’ and by International Piano magazine as ‘amongst the 
greatest Scarlatti performers of this or any other time.’ He studied piano with Bernard 
Roberts, harpsichord with George Malcolm and organ with David Lang and was 
subsequently awarded a Fellowship of the London College of Music. During a busy 
career spanning forty years he has held full-time teaching posts as Director of Music 
at the Mall preparatory school in Twickenham, Oakley Hall School in Cirencester, 
Master of the Choristers at Cirencester Parish Church and at Dartington International 
Summer school he has given concerts and master classes. His many solo 
engagements include broadcasts for BBC Radio Three, Classic FM, television, 
recitals at the Royal Festival Hall South Bank Centre, Wigmore Hall, Bath 
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 ‘As to Frescobaldi, he is the least tidy of all seeing that he is a very coarse man, even 
though he plays the organ perfectly……but for the use of words, he is extremely 
ignorant and lacks discrimination so that one can say that he has all his skill at the 
end of his fingers.’ So wrote Giovanni Battista Doni (private secretary to Cardinal 
Francesco Barberini in a letter dated July 22nd 1640 to Père Marin Mersenne. Earlier 
in a letter to Father Mersenne dated August 7th1638, Doni asserted that ‘I can assure 
you that he knows so little that he does not know what a major of minor semitone 
is, and scarcely plays on the metabolic keys (which are commonly called 
chromatic). And when he does not understand some rather unusual word in vulgar 
poetry, he asks his wife’s advice, who knows more about it than he.’

Judging from his correspondence, Doni obviously had great difficulty in 
appreciating Frescobaldi’s creative genius and in his position, and as a musician 
himself, it is difficult to understand his resentment towards the musician from 
Ferrara. Don Severo Bonini, a greatly respected musician and writer stated in his 
Discorsi e Regole (c1649-1650) ‘…and finally Signor Girolamo Frescobaldi, who 
has made an ‘anatomy’, as they say of music by having discovered a new manner 
of playing harpsichords in particular. As everyone knows, this manner has been 
adopted by the entire world so that today no one is regarded highly who does not 
play according to his style. Testimony to his worth is given by the universal 
reputation and renown that he enjoys, and by his manuscripts and published works 
containing toccatas, Ruggieri, Romanesche, Monache, passacaglias, canzone 
francesci, and solemn ricercars scored for four parts – all demonstrating his 
marvellous skill.’

Girolamo Frescobaldi had studied with the greatest musician in Ferrara, Luzzasco 
Luzzaschi, under whom he learned the old Netherlands school of polyphony and 
the new manner of madrigal writing. He was fourteen when he began his career as 
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organist of the Accademia della Morte following in the footsteps of Ercole Pasquini 
who had left the post to go to Rome. A more complete biography can be found in 
volumes one and two of this series. 

The Music
The works on this CD, scattered through three volumes, represent a fairly 
comprehensive selection. It has already been discussed in the notes to volumes 1 
and 2 that the historical evolution of the toccata arose not from a contrapuntal 
tradition, but from the improvisatory province of the performer. Studies of the 
keyboard toccatas of Andrea Gabrieli, published in 1593 and Claudio Merulo’s two 
collections of toccatas (1598 and 1604) present some extremely original ideas. 
Those by Giovanni Trabachi (1603) and Asconio Mayone (1609) also display some 
original material, acting not only as a paradigm, but also as a departure point for the 
more labyrinthine form by Frescobaldi, who elevated the genre to a greater level of 
sophistication. The toccatas of 1615 though, must have come as quite a shock to 
seventeenth century keyboard players who were suddenly faced with fresh technical 
challenges, harmonic and rhythmic daring that was revolutionary for its time. 
Toccatas Seconda and Quarta both in mode II transposed up a fourth move through 
a variety of contrasting emotions and in Toccata Quarta we catch a brief glimpse of 
the Caccini ‘Amirilli bella’ theme, a figure often alluded to by Frescobaldi. The two 
toccatas taken from the second volume also fleetingly hint at the poignancy of this 
wonderful madrigal as do many others scattered amongst the two volumes. An 
example of Frescobaldi’s harmonic ‘audacity’ can be heard towards the end of 
Toccata Undecima where the A flat on a standard meantone tuned keyboard would 
produce a teeth clenching clash well  outside of the comfort zone (see split key 
harpsichord referred to later). The Canzonas like the Capricci expand the variation 
concept, particularly well illustrated in Canzona Prima.
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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 around 1619; 
the other two are those in the Brussell’s Collection and that in the Vizcaya Museum 
in Florida, USA; 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 C3; 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 Eflats/Dsharps; Gsharps/Aflats, it has Bflats/Asharps – 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. The 
unusual arrangement of notes in the bass, with its two 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 Hz 415. It is a fascinating probability that 
during his employment in the Cardinal’s household in 1634, Frescobaldi performed 
on this very harpsichord. I am indebted to Sandy Mackenzie for allowing use of this 
beautiful instrument.

Three instruments in the Fenton House collection also feature on this CD. A 
Single-strung Italian harpsichord (anonymous, c. 1590, likely Neapolitan): C/E short 
octave - c''' (accidentals F-sharp and G-sharp are divided so the front portions of 



10                                                                                                NI 5870

There are eight pure major thirds; A-Csharp, Bflat-D, C-E, D-Fsharp, Eflat-G, E-
Gsharp, F-A, and G-B. The remaining major thirds in the scale are then 
unacceptably sharp. To accommodate increasing experiments in microtonality and 
just intonation, harpsichords with split keys, quite common in Italy up until the 
1640s, were built to facilitate more adventurous modulation. In meantone 
temperament, one normally tunes the G-sharp (more frequently used than its 
chromatic counterpart, A-flat) as a pure major third to E, rendering the A-flat 
unacceptably sharp. Toccata Undecima referred to earlier contains both a G-sharp 
and an A-flat which, on a split key instrument, renders the sudden modulation more 
acceptable.

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 
around 390Hz and 520Hz, possibly lower and even higher. On the subject of pitch, 
we have an interesting ‘anecdote’ by Doni published in 1647 entitled On the 
Excellence of Ancient Music where he declared that ‘a certain ragged old man’ had 
persuaded Frescobaldi by ‘frequent drinking sessions gratis’, to approve equal 
temperament ‘against the judgement of his ears.’ This is unlikely to be true and there 
is no other evidence that Frescobaldi subscribed to this view, but we do know that 
equal temperament was practised in the seventeenth century, but commonly as a 
compromise for fretted instruments.

For a fuller explanation of temperament and fingering practises, visit 
www.frescobaldi.org.uk 

The Instruments
Cardinal Francesco Barberini owned many instruments housed in the Pallazzo della 
Cancelleria, his residence as vice-chancellor of the Church of San Lorenzo in 
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Popular dance rhythms are in evidence in the Aria detta la Frescobalda which forms 
a short but delightful set of variations including both a gagliarde and corrente and 
reflects a growing interest in the genre. The gagliarde in this instance, unusually 
beginning on an upbeat is reminiscent of the concise Neapolitan ensemble variety. 
The corrente, beginning with an upbeat contains two sections and although in 3/2, 
has a rhythmic tendency that highlights 6/4. The variations based on the tune “Fra 
Jacopina went off to Rome, a staff on his shoulder and a pilgrim’s gown on his back” 
forms a charming melodic line over the Ruggiero bass (popular through the mid-
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries). This, together with the three balletti, the Cento 
partite sopra passacagli (volume 1), two dance pairs, a balletto and ciacona and a 
corrente and ciacona (volume 2) were published in a later edition (Aggiunta) in 
1637. The Capriccio sopra l’aria di Ruggiero belongs to the 1626 set of capriccios 
and explores the theme in a variety of innovative ways including chromaticism and 
rhythmic invention. 

Performance practices
Although several deliberations concerning fingering practices exist in Italian 
seventeenth century tutors and prefaces, little music actually includes fingerings.

The study and practice of early fingering is a prerequisite in presenting these works 
in a more authentic way as it encourages consideration of smaller units which 
consequently affects articulation, shape and direction. The employment of early 
fingering award phrases greater respect allowing clearer and more distinct contours 
and in many instances highlights dissonances with greater intensity.

Girolamo Diruta (Il transilvanno, 1593) gives comprehensive examples of ‘good’ 
(buone) and ‘bad’ (cattive) notes, explaining exactly which fingers to use in running 
passages; at times forcing the shorter finger over the longer digit which is most 
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uncomfortable. 

Adriano Banchieri (Conclusioni nel suona dell’organo, 1608) contradicts Diruta 
with a preference for passing the longer finger over the shorter in both hands. 
Overall I believe Banchieiri’s method to be more practical. Thumbs were used, but 
not as freely as they are today. One must remember however that both treatises were 
written before Frescobaldi’s revolutionary toccatas had hit the shops. 

One of the important aspects of historically informed performance of early music is 
the use of appropriate ornamentation. Musicians during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries would improvise elaborate decoration around the tune in a 
similar way to modern jazz performers. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries, the main forms of ornamentation were known as Divisions or Diminutions 
that produced florid passagework around the original theme.

There seems to be a consensus of opinion over tempo in certain genres. Costanzo 
Antegnati (L’arte organica), states that canzoni should be taken at a lively pace, to 
emphasise their ‘vivacity and motive allegri’, a statement supported by Bartolomeo 
Grassi, a pupil of Frescobaldi. Girolamo Diruta maintained that the tremolo or trill 
should be played at the beginning of a Ricercar, or Canzone, ‘or any other 
composition and again when one hand plays several parts and the other only one.’ 
Although there are exceptions, this would suggest that embellishment of 
contrapuntal music was widely practised.

Ornamentation in Frescobaldi’s music consists mainly of trills, either as a direct 
instruction (tr or t), or implied in a few oscillating semiquavers intended for 
protraction at the discretion of the performer. There is also strong evidence for 
inclusion of Florentine vocal ornamentation as laid down in the treatises of Caccini 
(1602), Mayone (1609), Rognoni (1620) and Fantini (1638), to name but a few. 
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These tutors give detailed examples including repeated note trills (ribattuta di gola) 
and other passages that are naturally enhanced by free ornamentation of the melodic 
line and endorses Frescobaldi’s own advice in ‘the fashion of playing with song-like 
affects and with diversity of passages…’ (Preface to Toccate e Partite d’intavolatura 
di cembalo)

An interesting manuscript in the hand of Frescobaldi’s colleague, Giovanni Battista 
Ferrini in the Vatican archives (Rome, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana. Mus. 569) 
shows how repeats were embellished; not only with trills but also by the florid 
melodic decoration of an elementary line (diminutions) referred to earlier. Around 
1640, Ferrini played second harpsichord to Girolamo in performances at the 
Oratorio del Crocifisso, a large hall-like building that attracted sizeable crowds by 
presenting musical performances of a high standard. The work in question is the 
Balletto Primo which I play in Ferrini’s version. The ornamentation and diminutions 
in other works, especially those with repeats, are my own.

Tuning and Temperament
The restrictions imposed by quarter comma meantone were largely eliminated by 
the split key arrangement discussed in volumes 1 and 2 of this series. Balletto Terza 
is a case in point where brief glimpses of D-flats and C-sharps appear in the same 
piece; an A-flat also causes a fleeting ‘ouch’ moment as it suggests a fleeting glance 
of C minor. 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 meantone tuning which was practical in 
Frescobaldi’s time may sound a little unusual on a first hearing. Quarter comma 
meantone fifths are noticeably narrower compared to equal temperament fifths. 
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Masterworks from a luminary of the early Baroque

Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583-1643)
RICHARD LESTER - VOLUME 3

Played on original Harpsichords and Virginals made between 1540-1619 
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1 Toccata Seconda  4:33
2 Capriccio fatto sopra La Cucchu  5:45
3 Toccata Quarta  4:30
4-6 Balletto Primo –  2:28
 Corrente del Balletto Passacagli  
7 Aria detta Balletto  7:08
8-9 Balletto Seconda –  1:39
 Corrente del Balletto  
10 Toccata Undecima  5:19
11 Canzona Prima  3:51
12 Toccata Decima  4:35
13 Canzona Quinta  1:51

14 Capriccio di Durezze  2:48
15 Capriccio sopra l’aria di Ruggiero  6:22
16 Recercar Terzo  4:28
17 Capriccio Fra Jacopino  4:02
 sopra l’Aria du Ruggiero  
18-20 Balletto Terzo –  3:21
 Corrente del Balletto – Passacagli  
21 Capriccio sopra La Bassa Fiamenga  5:35
22 Correntes 1-4  4:21
23 Aria detta la Frescobalda  4:43

  Playing time 77.29

“This is clearly going to be a series of great musical value as well as of highly enjoyable 
music-making from an authoritative and compelling advocate of this music.”

Marc Rochester International Record Review


