


he repertoire on this recording highlights a selection of dance 
music from 1550-1750 written for keyboard. The earliest 
existing keyboard compositions are dances found in the The 

Robertsbridge Fragment (or, Robertsbridge Codex) c. 1320. Called 
estampie (dances, or dance-songs), these works are actually intabulations 
meaning arrangements of instrumental pieces.

From the estampie compositions, keyboard works evolved to produce the 
branle (derived from the French branler, meaning swinging side to side). 
There are no real formalized or drawn out dance steps for a common 
branle [Tr. 1] as these compositions were meant more for the street 
than the music halls of high society. We get a hint of how this dance was 
performed from the title Malle Sijmen (literally translated to: Crazy Simon).

In any branle, the dancers form a circle, join hands and, in a very natural 
and improvised manner, step right to left and left to right. The galliard 
[Tr. 2], a more complicated dance, showcased male dancers and was 
recognized as the most virtuosic type. 

The mourisque [Tr. 3] may appear virtuosic if based solely on the 
individual dancer’s ability to leap high and side-to-side with quick 
improvised kicks. Listen to the reed stops of this fine instrument for a 
realistic impression of the rustic timbre of late Renaissance instruments 
referred to as The Loud Band. They would perform in the streets 
encouraging one and all to dance to the performance.

[Tr. 5] contains a more consistent set of variations over a clean and 
distinguishable ostinato (reoccurring melody) usually appearing in the bass. 
A ciacona [Tr. 6, 9], on the other hand, is a continuous variation in which 
the theme is a harmonic scheme. Some keyboard works are a dance, or 
become a dance, entirely due to the very nature of the performer’s routine 
at the console. 

The natural articulation of the work, the very manner in which fingertips 
and toes touch and release the keys, creates the dance. The performer 
becomes the dancer! This is true of the last work on this recording by 
Georg Böhm, organist in Luneburg [Tr. 15]. There are many such works 
for organ in the Baroque period. The roots of all three movements here 
are in the French classic style as mentioned above. Here, a north-German 
composer borrows the table of ornaments from a French colleague, 
D’Anglebert. As Böhm’s colleague, Johann Mattheson writes:

“...�this repertoire should sound 
free and unrestrained, creating 
all kinds of unusual progressions, 
hidden ornaments, turns and 
embellishments. Whoever can 
bring forth the most decorations 
succeeds best…”

It was Louis XIV who introduced the minuet [Tr. 4, 7, 14] c. 1650. 
He is said to have danced the very first minuet composed by Lully. 
The minuet has a grand lilt and swing to the full measure in ¾ time with 
a strong pulse on 1 (down beat) and weaker on the subsequent second 
and third pulse. The minuet was so admired it established a “new order” 
that superseded all other popular types of dance music.

During the Baroque period, the suite was one of the most common forms 
used in the composition of instrumental music, especially keyboard works, 
and was popular throughout Europe. A suite, in this meaning of the word, 
applies to a collection of small-scale pieces based on dance forms grouped 
together into a set [Tr. 10-14]. Georg Friderich Handel borrows from 
the French ordre principal, a style which prevailed with such well known 
French classic composers as Couperin and D’Anglebert. Here the ouverture 
[Tr. 10] (usually an instrumental introduction to an opera or oratorio) 
sets up the “scene” with the feeling of a stately procession.

In addition to the dances mentioned, other popular forms included the 
gavotte, bourrée [Tr. 13], passacaglia, chaconne (or ciacona), passepied 
and others. The chaconne and passacaglia are baroque forms composed 
in continuous variation, in a moderately slow harmonic rhythm. Attempts 
to argue the origins and original meaning of both titles have been largely 
academic. The one valid distinction between the two is that a passacaglia

*Track 5: recorded on the Bader organ (1639/42) in the St. Walburgiskerk, Zutphen, The Netherlands.
*Track 6 and 9: recorded on the Schnitger organ (1702) in the Aa Kerk, Groningen, The Netherlands.



he repertoire on this recording highlights a selection of dance 
music from 1550-1750 written for keyboard. The earliest 
existing keyboard compositions are dances found in the The 

Robertsbridge Fragment (or, Robertsbridge Codex) c. 1320. Called 
estampie (dances, or dance-songs), these works are actually intabulations 
meaning arrangements of instrumental pieces.

From the estampie compositions, keyboard works evolved to produce the 
branle (derived from the French branler, meaning swinging side to side). 
There are no real formalized or drawn out dance steps for a common 
branle [Tr. 1] as these compositions were meant more for the street 
than the music halls of high society. We get a hint of how this dance was 
performed from the title Malle Sijmen (literally translated to: Crazy Simon).

In any branle, the dancers form a circle, join hands and, in a very natural 
and improvised manner, step right to left and left to right. The galliard 
[Tr. 2], a more complicated dance, showcased male dancers and was 
recognized as the most virtuosic type. 

The mourisque [Tr. 3] may appear virtuosic if based solely on the 
individual dancer’s ability to leap high and side-to-side with quick 
improvised kicks. Listen to the reed stops of this fine instrument for a 
realistic impression of the rustic timbre of late Renaissance instruments 
referred to as The Loud Band. They would perform in the streets 
encouraging one and all to dance to the performance.

[Tr. 5] contains a more consistent set of variations over a clean and 
distinguishable ostinato (reoccurring melody) usually appearing in the bass. 
A ciacona [Tr. 6, 9], on the other hand, is a continuous variation in which 
the theme is a harmonic scheme. Some keyboard works are a dance, or 
become a dance, entirely due to the very nature of the performer’s routine 
at the console. 

The natural articulation of the work, the very manner in which fingertips 
and toes touch and release the keys, creates the dance. The performer 
becomes the dancer! This is true of the last work on this recording by 
Georg Böhm, organist in Luneburg [Tr. 15]. There are many such works 
for organ in the Baroque period. The roots of all three movements here 
are in the French classic style as mentioned above. Here, a north-German 
composer borrows the table of ornaments from a French colleague, 
D’Anglebert. As Böhm’s colleague, Johann Mattheson writes:

“...�this repertoire should sound 
free and unrestrained, creating 
all kinds of unusual progressions, 
hidden ornaments, turns and 
embellishments. Whoever can 
bring forth the most decorations 
succeeds best…”

It was Louis XIV who introduced the minuet [Tr. 4, 7, 14] c. 1650. 
He is said to have danced the very first minuet composed by Lully. 
The minuet has a grand lilt and swing to the full measure in ¾ time with 
a strong pulse on 1 (down beat) and weaker on the subsequent second 
and third pulse. The minuet was so admired it established a “new order” 
that superseded all other popular types of dance music.

During the Baroque period, the suite was one of the most common forms 
used in the composition of instrumental music, especially keyboard works, 
and was popular throughout Europe. A suite, in this meaning of the word, 
applies to a collection of small-scale pieces based on dance forms grouped 
together into a set [Tr. 10-14]. Georg Friderich Handel borrows from 
the French ordre principal, a style which prevailed with such well known 
French classic composers as Couperin and D’Anglebert. Here the ouverture 
[Tr. 10] (usually an instrumental introduction to an opera or oratorio) 
sets up the “scene” with the feeling of a stately procession.

In addition to the dances mentioned, other popular forms included the 
gavotte, bourrée [Tr. 13], passacaglia, chaconne (or ciacona), passepied 
and others. The chaconne and passacaglia are baroque forms composed 
in continuous variation, in a moderately slow harmonic rhythm. Attempts 
to argue the origins and original meaning of both titles have been largely 
academic. The one valid distinction between the two is that a passacaglia

*Track 5: recorded on the Bader organ (1639/42) in the St. Walburgiskerk, Zutphen, The Netherlands.
*Track 6 and 9: recorded on the Schnitger organ (1702) in the Aa Kerk, Groningen, The Netherlands.




