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1.1   Introduction 

For the past 21 years I had been involved in piano teaching at different levels. During the past 16 years I was 

frequently approached by teachers in Port Elizabeth, as well as the wider Eastern Cape, to assist them in 

preparing their piano students for the Unisa piano examinations which cover the spectrum of Pre-Grade 1 to 

Grade 7.I observed that the pieces from List A (which represent the Baroque period) were always the most 

problematic, as teachers generally have a very poor insight and understanding into the correct approach to 

Baroque performance practices as pertaining to the piano. 

 

It was when I started to examine for Unisa in 2003 that I realized that the lack of insight into teaching music 

from the Baroque period was not limited to the Eastern Cape, but that it was a national phenomenon. With 

my wider experience that included adjudicating, performing and the conducting of workshops, I had gained 

detailed insights into the particular needs of piano teachers with regard to the approach to and teaching of, 

Baroque keyboard music. 

 

1.2 The following observations around the teaching of Baroque keyboard music could be made: 

 

• To perform Baroque music is mainly to explore techniques and sound concepts no longer in use 

today, and the performer’s first priority must be to embrace the special characteristics of the piano, 

but always attempting to perform within a context of historical faithfulness by considering 

performance practices and historical circumstances of performance associated with the composer. 

One must strive for a performance that is uniquely one’s own, in other words one strives for 

individuality. On this level of playing the intuition of the performer will always be essential and 

must be well developed so that one can play with sincerity and originality so as to capture the 

audience. 

 

• It is this striving towards individuality that creates one of the basic problems with regards to 

the performing and teaching of Baroque music. As the Baroque score is so uninformative it 

leaves a wide scope for personal interpretation and taste, which vary greatly from performer to 

performer and from teacher to teacher. As performance today definitely aims to reflect the tastes of 

our time rather than that of the historical eras being reconstructed, we get as many different 

executions of the same work as the number of artists performing it. 
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• It is very difficult to change the unwillingness of especially tertiary students to commit themselves 

to the technical, intellectual and musical challenges of Baroque music. They are usually quite happy 

to listen to a ‘wonderful’ recording on you tube and then simply just copy that. We are today in the 

privileged position to listen to recordings of modern and Baroque instruments, and from one good 

recording one can learn more than by relying simply on your objective knowledge. But to just copy 

something without intellectual engagement is a pointless exercise. 

 

1.3  On primary, secondary and tertiary level teaching, the following aspects with regards to Baroque 

teaching must be underlined at all times: 

 

• All aspects of notation and performance indicators in the Baroque score, as well as the execution 

implications, must be fully understood so that the students’ perception can be one of textural 

transparency. It is possible and necessary to sketch this musical picture with all its detail already 

from Pre-Grade 1. 

 

• Without the development of stylistic perception and intuition, only the teaching of objective 

knowledge is possible, which leads to the consequence that the character of a piece will never be 

successfully taught.  

 

• Stylistic intuition leads to imaginative and varied playing. 

 

• Listen to recordings, not with the goal to escape from your personality or responsibilities, but to 

take from it what you feel you want to embrace in your own unique rendering. 

 

• The gift of musical independence with regards to informed decision-making must always be the 

goal of all teaching. The path that leads to that independence, is the responsibility of the teacher and 

must be a path grounded in knowledge and understanding.   

 

• The modern piano has its own challenges, and one should embrace the characteristics of the piano 

and not make it sound like a harpsichord or clavichord.  

 

• The importance of articulation as a tool of expression can never be underestimated.  

 

• It is important to underline the character of a piece in all the choices that you make with regards to 

articulation, tempo, dynamics and so on. 

 

• Each generation brings something new to a certain repertoire, and with Baroque music it is no 

exception. Listen for example to the originality with which Black children in South Africa approach 

Baroque music in their ensembles and orchestras that is part of the outreach programmes. 

 

• The use of the pedal is very important in Baroque music to provide mainly for tone color variation. 

Its application must never prevent clarity of texture. 
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• It is allowed to play with freedom and imagination, but the bottom line will be always to approach 

the music with good taste, which will include the judgment of the structures of the past with the 

intuition of the 21
st
 century. 

 

• A responsible teacher must teach the ‘middle’ road, in other words the teacher must cultivate in his 

students a sense of style and taste. Good taste will definitely include the development of an ease to 

read and interpret the various Baroque performance indicators that are not notated in the score. If one 

is comfortable with doing that, then any character could be enhanced and underlined by adding a 

little personal freedom that can easily be developed provided that it comes from ‘mother taste’. 

 

• By letting your students listen to old and new recordings is the only way in which a teacher can 

guarantee the development of each student’s own special sense of style. 

 

• You have to develop a taste for clarity (fingers and not arms) and not thick textures (then it will 

become a different style). If a student is secure in this ‘middle’ road, then he must be set free to move 

away if he wants to, for example, to add his own articulation like slurs. It is like putting make-up on 

a face – you enhance the features with personal choices, but the basic texture will not change and 

must be respected. 

 

• Articulation and fingering are interdependent. Always use a technically ‘clean’ approach which 

means use a closed hand position. Obvious fingering will not always be the best choice. Give 

preference to appropriate and not comfortable fingering. 

 

• There is no consistency in the application of ornamentation. The secret lies in the development of 

a sense of taste for what is clean, ordered and disciplined. 

 

• The Baroque spirit is definitely infused with dance. This sense of dancing must always be on the 

fore-ground and must bring a sense of lightness. 

 

• Imagine that you dance a piece and not play it. It is also beneficial to gain knowledge with regard 

to the movements of specific Baroque dances. It is even possible to ‘copy’ or co-ordinate some of the 

dance movements with the movements of the hands, which will definitely add some lightness to the 

playing. If you can imagine something you can successfully execute it. 

 

• When it comes to tempo choices, one will never go wrong if one takes the character of the piece as 

a guide. The implied tempo will emerge very naturally from this. 

 

• Age or the level of playing must never stand in the way or influence a teacher when teaching 

Baroque music. The younger the child the easier it will be to introduce him/her to dance, as 

movement comes so natural to children.  

 

2   Teaching orientations 

2.1 Then and now: finding a balance between authentic performance and  personal interpretation 

It is clear that much has changed since the start of the historical Performance Movement at the end of the 

19
th

 century, where the motto of historical performance changed from ‘as it really was’ to ‘how we really 
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like it’. In as far as early music goes we can only realize the composer’s intentions as far as our knowledge 

of them permits, which brings us face to face with the real problem, namely that notated music can never 

‘speak for itself’. It will need a middle man in the form of teachers, performers, listeners and researchers to 

“break down great claims for truth” (Butt 2002:125). 

The exciting challenge for us today is to search for the same spirit that the Baroque composers searched for, 

but from within the consciousness of the 21
st
 century. The only way in which we will be able to achieve 

authenticity in the sense of spontaneity, self-knowledge and emotional honesty, will be to rely on our 

creativity and intuition and to realize that there will never be only one way of interpreting a composition. 

 

2.2 The journey from the Baroque composer’s score to effective teaching today. Recommendations on 

how to successfully teach, interpret and perform the pieces from the Baroque period (List A) from the 

Unisa graded piano syllabuses, with an understanding of the musical performance practices that 

prevailed in the Baroque period. 

 

A note to the reader: The Unisa examination system is divided into three levels of competency which is 

based on a gradual and continuous increase in the demonstration of technique, musicianship and 

communicative ability. Level 1 is the basic skills level and include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4, while Level 2 

which include Grade 5 to Grade 7, is the advanced skills level. Level 3 represents Grade 8 and professional 

skills. Expected progress is from competency (Level 1) to command (Level 2) to mastery (Level 3). 

 

2.2.1 Performance indicators in Baroque music – from a teaching perspective 

 

2.2.1.1 The Baroque score 

Without having some background knowledge, a teacher may find a Baroque score forbiddingly 

uninformative, because it often shows a complete lack of indications with regard to mood, tempo, 

articulation, dynamics, as well as other detail that a modern-day pianist takes for granted in the later 

repertoire. In our current teaching, the approach to notation became a more practical one as we realized that 

its interpretation merely required that certain stylistic traits and notational signals be understood as 

conveying information that they no longer conveyed in 19
th

 and 20
th

 century music. 

 

2.2.1.2 Dynamics 

What makes the piano unique amongst keyboard instruments is the fact that the volume of tone produced 

depends entirely on the force with which the hammer strikes the strings, or on the force with which the 

player strikes the keys, which makes dynamics a function of touch. 

Dynamic indications are rare in music written before the mid-18
th

 century, but that does not mean that 

composers wished their works to be played at a uniform dynamic level. One of the primary problems that a 

teacher will have to solve will be to find a way of judging dynamic levels and variety judiciously in order to 

prevent a totally unsuited percussive tone quality, in other words the complementary role of dynamics in the 

musical communication must be emphasized. 

Expectations with regards to dynamics:  

(a)  The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• the pianist should understand that a uniform dynamic level will never lead to an interesting musical 

communication: rather aim for a dynamic variety; 

• the pianist should be able make the connection between texture and dynamics;  
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• the pianist should start the development of a control over the piano’s dynamic flexibility. A big 

sound is never the goal; 

• the pianist must start to cultivate  an energetic finger action. 

 

(b)  The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to 7: 

• the pianist should be able  to use dynamics as a tool in communicating emotion and transparency of 

texture; 

• the pianist needs to understand the vital role of dynamics in the shaping of phrases; 

• the pianist should be able to have a good control over the piano’s dynamic flexibility and 

• the pianist should be able to judge and control tone quality and quantity judiciously through the 

whole dynamic spectrum in order to avoid a tone quality that is excessively loud and percussive or 

too unenergetic and anemic. 

 

2.2.1.3   Notational elements:   Habits of notation in the Baroque score 

Baroque notation had an obvious meaning to the players of the Baroque period, but it also has an obvious 

meaning to our modern eyes. The problem lies in the fact that the two meanings are not the same!  

Some of the tools at our disposal to reveal the hidden musical journey behind Baroque notation are 

articulation and phrasing. A palette of articulation and phrasing will always be chosen with a specific 

character portrayal in mind. Incorrect articulation can ruin a musical journey but the opposite is also true. 

Correct choices can lead to excellent complementing and enhancing of the inherent character, for example 

that of a dance. 

Articulation, no matter how refined, will never be able to reveal the nuances of a line in isolation. It will 

always be necessary to remember that timing, dynamics and articulation are subtly intertwined, and only the 

right combination can guide the player to transparency. 

Expectations with regards to notational elements: 

(a)  The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• students must realize that without (the correct) articulation, musical communication is not 

possible, and that slurs and dots are the only punctuation tools available in establishing 

musical meaning and communication; 

• students must start to develop the use of the appropriate playing apparatus for Baroque music 

which include a light fore-arm and a firm and independent finger action; 

• students must start to develop an intuition for suitable articulation which will lead to 

complementing the texture and character of a piece. As a basic rule students must keep the  

articulation very simple and adhere to the chosen pattern throughout the piece;  

• students must start to realize the importance of musical planning towards cadence points; 

• an awareness of the above will set off the development of a musical intuition. 

 

(b)   The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7: 

• students must be able to incorporate timing, dynamics and articulation convincingly;  

• students must be able to control the muscle groups to such an extent that sound and 

articulation will always complement each other; 

• refinement of articulation and phrasing must be evident in choices towards textural 

transparency; 

• a reasonably well-developed intuition must assist students in choices of articulation; 
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• students should try to be spontaneous in the recapturing of the character of a piece. After all, 

it is the spirit of the music that needs to be captured through articulation choices; 

• students should realize that a transparent sonority and an incisive articulation are the basic 

components that  provide for the vitality that is so natural to Baroque music. 

 

2.2.1.4    Teaching polyphony 

When teaching polyphony the correct playing apparatus to use will not be the arm and shoulder, but a light 

forearm with a fixated wrist and fingers that stay near the keys. Each individual line in the contrapuntal 

texture must always be treated with the same independence with regards to dynamics and articulation. It is 

therefore very important for a teacher to approach that individuality by playing each line (in a lesson) 

separately and with individual care. Complete independence of fingers is the appropriate compulsory skill 

which must be developed. 

 

Expectations with regards to teaching polyphony: 

(a)   The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

•  students should have a good perception of what it means to play contrapuntal music. They 

must be able to play each line individually, and they must understand that all the lines are 

equally important but not at the same time; 

•  a basic approach to start off with will be the concept of legato for stepwise motion, and non-

legato for larger intervals; 

•  cultivate the ability in the students to be able to ‘find’ Baroque building blocks like 

sequences and imitations by themselves and to highlight them in the context with the help of 

dynamics and articulation; 

•  the cultivation of a reliable individual finger-action will be compulsory. 

 

(b)   The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7: 

• students should always aim for clear and transparent textures as well as rhythmic energy, and 

never allow weakly judged dynamic levels to stand in the way of textural transparency; 

• students should always produce a tone that is dynamically well-controlled, and a tone quality 

that is never percussive; 

• an independence of fingers must be well-developed so that students can manage individual 

fingers with care; 

• students must have a well-developed insight and awareness as to how to present the mood and 

structure of a piece; 

• students should strive towards artistic sensibility and a sense of performance. 

 

2.2.1.5    Rhythmic elements 

Precise rhythmic expression is very important to Baroque music and is, together with dynamic shading 

and tempo at the core of musical expression. Role players in this rhythmic diversity are contrasts in 

motivic character, the note value, rubato and the agogic accent.  

A modern musician who treats a Baroque score on face value or ‘as it is written’       will commit 

numerous errors as there are huge differences between the way they appear on a page and the way they 

should sound in performance. 
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Treatment of the following issues will always have to be approached by the teacher and player with 

‘good taste’ and in terms of the particular musical context to which they apply: namely strong/weak 

alternations, rhythmic inequality, the dotted note, double dotting, underdotting and dotted rests. 

 

Expectations with regards to rhythmic elements: 

 (a)   The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• students must be  aware of how important the rhythmic element is in Baroque music;  

• students must have an adequate to  good control over rhythmic execution and definition; 

• students must have an understanding of  the importance of note values and rhythms as 

part of the character  of a piece; 

• students must always strive to play with a comfortable forward drive to prevent a static 

feel to the flow; 

• students should have a comprehension of the fact that there are a large number of dances 

in the repertoire of Baroque music, and that the character of each dance depends on the 

correct rhythmic execution, understanding and control. 

 

                      (b) The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7: 

• students must be aware of rhythmic notation in the Baroque score that differs from 

modern practice, and the correct approached of informed interpretation must be 

underlined; 

• students must be able to apply and control conventional modifications of rhythm with 

good judgment and imagination; 

• students must be able to handle and judge the rhythmic contours as part of the sources 

of expression on the piano. 

 

2.2.1.6. Meter, tempo and time words 

Choosing the correct tempo is definitely one of the MOST important decisions that teachers and 

performers will have to make. What we know today for a fact is that lively tempi are generally more 

appropriate than those that drag. It is also useful to remember that the tempo of dance movements 

tended to slow down over the years. 

With all questions regarding tempo, the teacher and player should take into consideration the 

prevailing texture and movement of the music. Relevant factors such as the most prevailing note value, 

the intricacy of the ornamentation, as well as the underlying harmonic pace will definitely impact 

directly on the tempo choice.   

 

Expectations with regards to tempo, meter and time words: 

 (a)   The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• students must realize the importance of the correct tempo choice, and that speed goes 

hand-in-hand with the character of a piece; 

• students must realize that in the Baroque speed was judged through a combination of 

tempo, time signature and note values, but in modern times tempo words are the most 

important, while time signatures only indicate metrical structure; 

• students must know and understand the meanings of time words, as well as the ability to 

interpret the title of a piece with regards to character; 
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• students  must understand that clarity of texture and accurate playing are more important 

than too fast tempo choices.  

 

   (b)    The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7:   

• an interpretation instinct must be developed through experimentation, and the link 

between genre or character and tempo must be established as part of the musical 

approach;  

• students must understand that the use of the metronome has its limitations, as an 

approach of rigid evenness is definitely never the sound goal; 

• students must be comfortable in interpreting tempo words in the sense that the 

interpretation must not only include tempo, but also mood and style. 

 

2.2.1.7 Fingering 

The majority of modern players would find it impractical to follow the various older   fingering systems, for 

that would mean “unlearning” their own, but a knowledge of the principles on which these systems were 

based is useful, as it provides clues as to the type of articulation that was used earlier.  

Modern piano technique often involves indiscriminate application of scale fingering  without reference to 

metrical and rhythmic groups and can therefore destroy musical values in early music quite easily. It is 

therefore important that our approach to historical fingering must allow for the advantage of a closed 

hand position, which will involve aspects such as: 

(1) fingering by groups that lie under the hand,  

(2) the changing of position through finger crossing and/or thumb passing, 

(3) the occasional use of alternating hands, and  

(4) sometimes just lifting the hand. 

 

It is important for the teacher to always remember to write detailed fingering with regards to phrasing and 

articulation in the student’s copy, while the obvious should not be indicated. Such a method of indicating 

fingering draws the student’s eyes and attention to the appropriate places. 

 

Expectations with regards to fingering: 

 (a)   The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• a closed  and  comfortable hand position must be established; 

• students must avoid unnecessary movements  due to careless fingering; 

• students should steer clear of straining the hands, but rather concentrate on the most 

practical way of using the fingers; 

• once a fingering has been chosen, it must be marked in the score and ideally not changed 

again.  

 

(b)  The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7: 

• students must be aware that fingering and interpretative/articulatory decisions are 

closely related and can never be approached in compartments of isolation; 

• students must be aware that ill-judged choices of fingering can change the  intended 

character and musical effect  of a composition; 

• students must always choose fingering that assist phrasing and articulation, in other 

words, fingering must complement the musical communication positively.   



International Journal of Arts and Commerce                             ISSN 1929-7106                     www.ijac.org.uk 

 

 

114 

2.2.1.8    The use of the pedal 

 

When playing early music on the piano, we must try to underline the positive qualities of the instrument, and 

the intelligent application of the pedal is part of creating a beautiful sound. The secret is always to use the 

pedal sparingly and with judicious judgment. 

 

Expectations with regards to the use of the pedal: 

 

     (a)   The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• The application of the pedal finds no real place in this basic skills level as the emphasis here must be 

rather on the development of a clarity of texture, of an individual finger action, as well as the 

judicious judging and control of tone quality and quantity.  

 

   (b)   The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7: 

• students must realize that pedals are not crutches to lean upon in order to play with more or less tone; 

• students must be able to use their hands in total independence of the feet, in other words they should 

not rely on the pedal to fill in sound gaps or provide for continuation of the various voices; 

• students should cultivate the ability to pedal with their ‘ear’, as that is the only way to an intelligent 

application; 

• students should work out fingering as if for an instrument without a sustaining pedal; 

• students should use the  pedal sparingly and with great judgment to preserve textural transparency; 

• the characteristics of the piano sound can never be ignored – the pedal is the ‘soul’ of that specific 

sound. 

 

2.2.1.9   Ornamentation 

 

Ornamentation is definitely the most typical feature of Baroque style and equally prominent in all the 

different genres of Baroque art. The reason why the topic of ornamentation causes a lot of discomfort 

amongst teachers is the fact that they realize more and more that without the correct approach to 

ornamentation, a satisfactory performance of the Baroque literature will never be possible. A further 

troubling fact is that editions sometimes offer more confusion than help. The bottom line is though that the 

little ‘signs’ over and around some of the notes  cannot be wished away or ignored, as that would lead to 

unimaginative playing. Memorizing three or four standard signs will also bring no-one closer to the truth! 

 

 Expectations with regards to the use of ornamentation: 

 (a)   The basic skills level that include Pre-grade 1 to Grade 4: 

• Unisa specifies in their syllabuses that ornamentation is optional up to Grade 2; 

• students must have a knowledge of the execution pattern of the specific  ornaments in 

the pieces; 

• students must know what the function of ornamentation is; 

• ornaments should be practiced slowly to cultivate a fluent and comfortable execution; 

• a relaxed  arm and hand with firm finger action will lead to well executed 

ornamentation. 
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(b)  The advanced skills level that include Grade 5 to Grade 7:  

• students must approach the basic rhythm of ornamentation as built on the beat; 

• the approach to ornamentation must never be careless, and their execution must always 

be carefully judged with regard to harmony, the mood and their blending into the melodic 

contour; 

 

• when in doubt about an execution of an ornament, sing it – usually that leads to the 

correct intuitive response; 

 

• although ornamentation signs are stereotypical in shape, they are not supposed to be 

executed stereotypically; 

 

• decisions with regard to the execution of trills will always be based on what makes sense 

with regard to accent, rhythm, harmony, as well as other contextual elements; 

• try different fingerings to prevent clumsiness and a ‘force’ of the tone quality in the 

execution of especially trills. 

 

3   Performance analyses 

 

To communicate the nearly ‘incommunicable’ is a daunting task. To make some performance indications 

and ideas clear, the following explanatory indications are used in the score of the Minuet by JP Rameau 

from the Unisa Grade 3 exam syllabuses: 

• a comma indicates a break between phrases, 

• a dot with a short tenuto mark (—) over it indicates a slight detachment, while a tenuto mark above a 

note indicates an agogic or dynamic  accent which can be explained as a slight lingering which 

confers the effect of an accent; 

• slurs indicate that the notes under the slur should be played legato; 

• long phrase markings (that were not used in the Baroque) are sometimes indicated to highlight the 

shape and length of a phrase; 

• dynamic indications are added in such  a way as to highlight and complement the texture. 

 

Minuet/Menuet 

The character of this dance can be described as cheerful, but with a noble and elegant simplicity in moderate 

triple time. The name may refer to the short steps, pas menus, taken in the dance that featured as one of the 

popular group dances in 17
th

 century France. Joachim Quantz mentioned that the Minuet must be played 

lightly and in such a fashion that it can almost be imagined as to lift the dancers up.  

 

Key:   A minor 

The key characteristics associated with A minor are those of melancholy and tenderness, but also mournful, 

and calm. 

Composer: Jean Philippe Rameau (1683-1764) was a French composer and theorist. In 1722 he published 

his Traite de l’Harmonie reduite a ses Principes naturels in which he laid the foundation of the modern 

theory of harmony by setting forth the principles of key-centre, fundamental bass and the roots and 

inversions of chords. 
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Teaching approach: 

• an articulation palette of three slurred quavers followed by three non-legato quavers will underline the 

inherent grace in the music and will prevent an equal emphasis of the six quavers that could lead to a 

very static feel; 

• the difference in the lengths of the detached minims, crotchets and quavers must be audible, as it is this 

variety of touch that is partly responsible for a convincing musical communication;   

• a note that changes is always more important than a note that repeats: it is therefore easy to ‘lift’ out the 

melody notes in bars 1-2, 9-10, 17-18, 21-22, 25-26, etc.; 

• the feeling of a lightness of movement (in such a fashion that it can almost be imagined as to lift the 

dancers up) and direction, must be constantly present in the left hand to ensure rhythmic vitality and a 

comfortable shape and flow; 

• enough space between the eight-bar phrases must be created to allow for comfortable breathing and  

rhythmic flexibility at the cadence points; 

• the correct execution of the short trill (prall-triller) as well as the acciaccatura is required: the short trill 

starts on the beat from the note above the printed note and consists of four notes, while the acciaccatura 

(the Italian word acciaccare means to crush) is a one-note grace that is almost struck together with the 

main note but released immediately. In bar 7 there is a written out trill with a suffix; 

• trills should be played with a movement that is light and brisk and that will only require finger action: 

never aim for volume, but rather for lightness; 

• in bars 16 and 32 the written out roll should be approached in the following way: each note of the chord 

must be held down after being struck for the duration of the written value of the chord. 

 

Suggested tempo marking:   c. 120-126 for a crotchet. 
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