
character of the music. Only very occasionally have I 
tinkered with the distribution of notes in part-writing 
in order to render them less cumbersome. A good many 
ornaments have been excised in order to ease the musical 
flow (and indeed, to de-clutter the score). All dynamic 
and articulation markings, phrasings, tempo suggestions, 
pedalling, fingerings and additional expressive markings 
stem from my own instincts, and while some purists might 
take fright at my more extravagant inclinations, my target 
audience is the rather wider body of musicians whom I 
believe can gain a great deal from realising this marvellous 
music on today’s instruments. Better, I believe, that these 
pieces stride forward as a viable, lucrative body of work 
than for them to continue to languish in antiquity.

STYLE, INTERPRETATION  
AND A FEW PRACTICALITIES

It is worth bearing in mind that these pieces were not 
originally conceived as ‘performance’ items as one might 
be tempted to think of them today. The music’s intimacy 
is integral to what it is, and the keyboard it was written 
for – the virginal – was essentially a small, inexpensive 
salon instrument with comparatively little prospect 
for projection into wider spaces. That said, for modern 
purposes we may need to think a little ‘bigger’, and 
perhaps a little more theatrically too, if we are to hold our 
audience’s attention. Even by the time of Bach, whose first 
book of the ‘48’ was penned one hundred years after the 
last of the Fitzwilliam pieces, the convention was to not 
add the expressive markings that most diligent composers 
would want to include nowadays. So don’t shrink from 
your responsibilities as a performer – it falls on you to 
resolve what you think this ancient music amounts to; 
have the courage of your convictions and enjoy the 
effects your piano can bring to the music. By continually 
weighing up what works well and what does not, one can 
begin to think a little more like an editor, and hence a 
little more like a performer.

It is hardly surprising that ornaments have gradually 
played less of a role in keyboard music since Elizabethan 
times. Early keyboard instruments (especially the virginal, 
spinet, harpsichord and clavichord) benefitted from ways 
of sustaining notes beyond their natural life. And, as a 
consequence of limitations in respect of dynamics/touch 
control, ornamentation was seen as an immeasurably 
valuable tool for personalising one’s playing. Not only do 
we have rather less need for embellishments in such terms 
today, they are in any case much more cumbersome to 
realise on the piano, especially when forests of them crop 
up as they regularly do in the manuscript. As I mentioned 
a little earlier, I have sifted out many ornaments which I 
propose to be less than essential. Feel free to judiciously 
add mordents, trills and slides, although don’t guild the 
lily; CPE Bach’s cautionary observation in the mid 18th 

century might serve as a useful barometer for success, 
even today: “ornaments are like spices which may ruin 
the best dish.”

We cannot be sure whether the innumerable repeat 
markings encountered in the manuscript have been 
hitherto correctly understood. My personal feeling is that 
the music frequently does not benefit from them, and in 
any case, in some pieces they appear at virtually every end 
of phrase. Bear in mind that a number of these pieces 
are cast in simple variation form, so consider the need 
to keep the music gently on the move; I have retained 
some repeats and double-bars in cases that seem to 
warrant them, especially in some shorter pieces, but the 
player might consider exercising repeats more frequently, 
especially if something new and valuable to the overall 
musical setting can be added the second time around. 

Pedal is a double-edged sword in early keyboard 
music: delicate contrapuntal textures can quickly become 
submerged into an aquatic Debussy-like abyss, which 
does nothing to promote syncopations or the subtle 
interplay between parts. In the main, reserve dabs of 
pedal for occasional chords and slower-moving cadences. 
Having said that, abrupt shifts of position, particularly 
in the left hand, can seem quite awkward on our modern 
instrument and in some cases might benefit from deft 
assistance from the foot. Be prepared to use the thumbs 
consecutively, sometimes on black notes, and use 
transposition of fingers wherever possible to promote a 
good legato, rather as an organist might. The arpeggiation 
of chords can often sound characterful (and may prove 
helpful in negotiating some bigger stretches) but, as with 
ornaments, guard against predictability of effect.

THE AUTHENTICITY CONUNDRUM:  
A POINT OF VIEW

Mention the word authenticity too loudly in some 
circles and you might get short shrift. Authenticity is 
a slippery, to my mind often spurious topic that has a 
habit of bubbling to the surface, however obliquely, in 
theoretical discussions concerning performance practice 
and aesthetics. For me, an issue far more pertinent than 
what might be truly authentic is what makes musical 
sense in our time. The problem is that there is a prevailing 
mystique regarding what is permissible in bolting on our 
own ideas. At the same time of course, it is not feasible 
to opt out of making performance decisions, for the 
very act of choosing to do nothing becomes the act of 
doing something. One wonders how many lacklustre 
run-throughs of early keyboard music have resulted 
from a hedging of bets in some nonsensical bid to avoid 
offending. The inexperienced player reaches for the 
first note and is already worrying whether to include 
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