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Pre CEMBat FILIRO
Bach on the Pedal Harpsichord

Hz 18TH-CENTURY GERMANY, many
works conceived for keyboard were
not identified with a specific instrument
— title pages of published keyboard
collections usually carried the vague
designation Clavier (such as Bach’s Well-
Tempered Clavier), which could mean
organ, harpsichord or clavichord (or,
later in the 18th century, fortepiano). Al-
though these keyboard instruments are
certainly very different in timbre and
character, much of the keyboard music
written in Germany was playable on any
of them. The 18th-century keyboard
player, therefore, had the widest dynam-
ic range one could wish for.

Much of Johann Sebastian Bach’s
keyboard music, in particular, can be
performed equally successfully on any of
the instruments of his time. The melod-
ic material and contrapuntal textures of
Bach’s “organ” preludes and fugues are
generally very similar to those found in

| Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, the collec-

tion of 48 preludes and fugues common-
ly played on the harpsichord. Both
instruments project complex contrapun-
tal textures with exceptional clarity,
although in very different ways: on the
harpsichord, the “transparent” texture is
achieved by the sharp attack of each
note; on the organ, the sustained notes,
and stops of contrasting timbre, help to

| differentiate the various contrapuntal

lines. On neither instrument can one, by
striking the keys harder or softer, achieve
the gradation in dynamics valued by
composers of subsequent generations;
rather, the preference was for melodies
shaped and coloured by varying the pre-
cise duration of the notes and the degree
of “space” between them.

The pieces on this recording, howev-
er, all feature complex bass lines for the
feet to play, so they are clearly intended
for an organ with pedalboard — or are
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they? Some North German organists,
Bach included, had a pedal harpsichord
(or, for less money, a pedal clavichord) at
home on which they could practise the
organ repertoire and develop their
pedal skills. The instrument is a wonder-
ful amusement for the keyboard player,
and, apart from organ practice, it served
as a musical vehicle in solo and chamber
music, adding depth to the fundamental
bass pitches.

No pedal harpsichord survives from
the 18th century, and we tannot even
know exact details of its construction
and appearance. But contemporary
accounts describe what is essentially two
instruments in one: a normal two-
keyboard harpsichord, and an indepen-
dent harpsichord in its own case resting
on the floor and played via an “organ”
pedalboard. Colin Booth, a harpsichord
maker from Westbury-sub-Mendip in
Somerset, has reconstructed such "an
instrument. It has 27 pedal notes, with a
16-foot register (one octave below stan-
dard pitch) as well as two 8-foot stops (at

| standard pitch). Its design reflects the

tonal ideal of instruments by Christian
Zell, the 18th-century Hamburg maker.
The two-keyboard harpsichord on top,
also made by Colin Booth, is a copy of
an instrument by Michael Mietke, the
Berlin maker whose harpsichords Bach
is likely to have known and played.

The pedal harpsichord effectively
allows the player to translate the great
Bach organ works into a chamber music
genre. The music can generally be per-
formed exactly as it appears in the 18th-
century source, but sometimes one has
to compensate for the loss of the organ’s
endlessly sustaining tone by choosing a
brisker tempo, replacing some tied notes
with block chords or arpeggios, and
adding some ornamentation — all stock-
in-trade elements of Baroque keyboard
performance. Just as with chamber
transcriptions of symphonies or concer-
ti, the advantages of the smaller scale
are clearer detail, and greater potential
for realising the expressive potential of
individual contrapuntal lines.
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