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The lessons were

In public masterclasses as a listener (auditor)

Did Gustav Leonhardt discuss and/or demonstrate keyboard technique, fingerings, hand 
and arm position,etc.? If so, did he relate these aspects to different periods, traditions and/or 
national styles of early keyboard music?



I attended a masterclass at the Baroque Performance Institute at Oberlin College in Oberlin, Ohio, 

on 17 June 1991. During the course of the masterclass I wrote copious notes into the score. The 

players were all very accomplished, and Leonhardt made virtually no comments on technique. His 

comments were almost exclusively musical. One memorable moment occurred when Leonhardt 

wanted to illustrate a point about a passage by demonstrating it. Though the passage had been well 

played by the student, Leonhardt's rendition not only transformed the music, but the sound of the 

harpsichord as well. There was an audible gasp from the audience the second he began to play.

How did he engage with the works you presented? For example, did he offer stylistic 
considerations or make a formal analysis? Did he place the pieces within a larger context, 
musical or other? Did he use metaphors or make analogies when talking about the music?

The program for the masterclass consisted of the following works: Toccata VIII from Book I--

Frescobaldi. Toccata I from Book II--Frescobaldi. Toccata II--Froberger. Fantasia in C--Byrd. 

Comments below in quotation marks are direct quotes from Leonhardt. About the Byrd he noted 

that the "madrigal-like sections" should be played with uncoordinated note releases "to avoid 

choking." In the Frescobaldi and the Froberger he noted that it was especially important to know 

which note formed the dissonance: "Only one voice forms the dissonance, so make sure that the 

other voices are soft." In his opening comments he noted that Frescobaldi's toccatas in Book I are 

"real" harpsichord music while Book II had both organ and harpsichord music. He noted that 

Book I can be played in meantone temperament, but that this was not necessarily true of Book II: 

"Nearly equal temperament must have been used." Most of the comments about specific 

performance techniques in my notes refer to the opening bars of Toccata VIII by Frescobaldi. I 

vividly remember his talking at length about how each new note was like a character entering the 

stage, i.e., a note to which all other notes had to react in some way. He talked this way for about 

twenty minutes before saying, "and now we come to the second measure." This comment made 

everyone laugh. Here are specific remarks from the masterclass about Frescobaldi's Toccata VIII 

from Book I: M. 1: The opening should be very static, played on 2x8'. The first quarter notes (B-

flat in the alto, D in the tenor) should be played together with much over-legato. The last note in 

the soprano should be played as softly as possible, using over-legato. M. 2: The trill figure in the 

bass (beat 3) should be played "not clearly." M. 3: Hold the F of the run in the alto. The fourth 

beat's top-voice D and middle-voice B-flat should be played softly and not together. M. 4: The 

bass in the second beat should be played with over-legato, as should the trill figure at the end of 

the bar. Leonhardt actually used the term "super-legato." M. 5: There is no stressed dissonance in 

the bar, so it can be played quickly. It contains "nothing but decoration." M. 8: The repetitive 

figure in the right hand should be varied--"make it different each time." The first note of each of 

those figures is consonant. "When a note comes in after a rest, the rest is strong, but the note is 

weak." M. 10: On beat 2 there is an F-sharp in the alto. This note is "nasty" and should be stressed. 

The inner voices in this bar are also "nasty dissonances" and should be stressed. M. 11: 

"Everything breaks down in this bar." M. 12: beat 2: take time at the top of the run for the 

dissonance. M. 15, before beat 7: change to 1x8'. M. 24, before the 32nd-note run in the left hand: 

2x8'.
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