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Preface 
 Improvised rhythmic alteration is a practice usually associated with French music of the 18th 
century, on form of which is better known by its French term notes inégales.  It consisted of the 
alteration of sequences of notes in the context of certain meters and rhythmic levels that were written 
as equals but were performed unequally.  In fact, the first extant description of the practice dates to the 
mid-sixteenth century, and was published in French in Geneva in 1550, but of the six earliest sources 
three are Italian and two Spanish, and of the latter two one is by an Italian writing in Spanish.  No 
second text appears in French until that of Nivers in 1665, over a hundred years after the first.  It is very 
much worth observing that all of the earliest sources describe the practice as a common one long since 
established.  It is also worth observing that by the 18th century a major distinction in the geographical 
distribution of the practice was that it never was used in Italian music!  This was despite the fact that it 
and other improvisatory practices are well attested in Italian music in the 16th century. 
 Scholars have increasingly unearthed evidence that various improvisatory techniques, including 
improvised composition, have played a far greater role in music performance from the earliest times in 
western music.  From this perspective, rhythmic alteration appears as only one form, and in fact only a 
minor one, as compared, for instance, with its 18th-century French contemporary, chant sur le livre,1 
improvised vocal counterpoint on a plainchant melody that had a wide distribution across Europe and 
most likely dates back to the Middle Ages. 
 I have found that outside the field of historical performance this practice is little known and 
often entirely unknown.  Yet, in undergraduate music history classes I find that allusions to it are almost 
universally intriguing to the students.  This may be because they find in it an immediate connection to 
their own experience because it is so often described as like “swing rhythm” in jazz.  Though the analogy 
is correct (at least partly), it is limited, for the sources, beginning with Sancta Maria (1565) make clear 
that the possible alterations are diverse.  Sancta Maria refers to three basic forms, and many of the 
authors make clear that the ratio of alteration between notes varies considerably.  Engramelle and 
Bedos de Celles record their attempts to reduce the proportion of inequality to mathematical precision, 
while giving the impression that even they find such reductionism futile. 
 A reasonably proper application of rhythmic alteration today is not so simple as merely applying 
“swing rhythm” to eighth notes.  Apart from the kind of alteration and the ratio, other elements such as 
meter, tempo, rhythmic level, and genre are all involved.  The authors make clear such things as that 
alteration characteristic of one genre is inappropriate or forbidden in another, or that one tempo in a 
meter requires alteration at one certain level, whereas a different tempo in the same meter requires 
inequality’s application at a different level.  The authors also make clear that however ubiquitous it may 
be (cf. Couperin, L’Art de Toucher), it is not absolutely required unless the composer explicitly demands 
it, and it is not absolutely forbidden unless the composer explicitly forbids. 
 There is certainly not 100% clarity among the authors on the subject!  There are, as in all the 
primary sources on any subject in performance practice, contradictions among authors.  These often are 
apparent only, resulting from different authors viewing the same phenomenon from different 
perspectives, such as those who say the minuet is a slow dance because they consider the dotted-half as 
the beat, as opposed to those who say that it is fast because considering the quarter as the beat.  In 
personal observation this kind of discrepancy is not the major cause of confusion; far more important 
are the lack of anything resembling a standard terminology (which is dismayingly obvious below), and 
the simple inability of authors to write clearly.  We today cannot cast the first stone, as anyone will 
attest who has had to try to decipher the inexplicable instructions given by IT personnel.  It takes a high 

                                                            
1 Documented in Henri Madin’s book Traité du Contrepoint Simple ou Chant sur le Livre (1742). 
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development of self-reflective ability gained individually over years of life and the formulation over 
centuries of a language’s standards of “prose style” to produce anything approaching clear writing.  
Sylvestro Ganassi in 1543 was breathtakingly ahead of his time when he brilliantly pointed out the 
problem for one individual to communicate with a second individual through writing.2  Most authors, in 
a sense, assume that the reader already understands what the author is trying to explain.  It is not 
logical but it is a fact, as most teachers today have probably learned.3  Lack of clarity proliferates 
misunderstanding, a good example of which is the confusion over odd or even numbers of eighths in 
succession—see below Bordet, Engramelle, and Bedos de Celles for the accurate understanding. 
 My selection of texts is the result simply of what I had readily available in my own collection or 
could easily obtain through IMSLP Petrucci.  It amounts to a very respectable survey, thirty-five authors 
and forty texts, from 1550 to 1798.  I provide separate bibliographies in alphabetical and chronological 
order.  For those who have no real interest in the full historical development and do not wish to wade 
through all the material, I suggest the “catalog” approach of Lacassagne and Raparlier, though the latter 
says some startling things about compound meters.  Quantz, also, manages to pack more information 
into less space than anyone else, and he has the advantage of having been a performer of international 
fame in his time.  I found Duval exasperating and unreliable.  Hotteterre and Corrette are valuable as 
actual performers, especially the former.  Engramelle and Bedos de Celles are interesting but too 
absorbed in their own special needs to give much helpful information, and they give the impression of 
not possessing sufficient practical experience in performance. 
 I have arranged the texts in chronological order with one slight deviation.   An individual author 
with more than one text is placed in chronological order according to the date of the first text, and then 
the other texts follow thereafter, whatever their dates.  I also have used the publication date of the 
edition that I consulted, which is not always the first.  For example, the first edition of Brossard’s 
dictionary is 1701, but I used the third edition of 1708.  In the case of J.-J. Rousseau, I had access to both 
first and second editions, and so used the first. 
 I might risk a general and admittedly casual observation.  Apart from the issues of terminology 
and prose style, the authors seem to be most precise in the years surrounding 1700, when the practice 
seems to have been at its height.  Before that they seem to suffer more from those issues of 
terminology and prose style.  After the early 18th century, discussions often become more “vague.”  
From this, I received the impression that the practice was beginning to fade from what Couperin 
considered its enslavement of common practice, so that authors knew less well how to describe and 
apply it. 
 I also provide two appendices that should be either interesting or useful.  The first is a body of 
excerpts drawn from the volumes of Couperin’s Pièces de Clavecin that illustrate some of the issues 
involved, or simply illuminate current practice.  The second appendix is a catalog-digest of the authors’ 
statements on appropriate level(s) of alteration in the particular meter.  The reader should be prepared 
for contradictions and inconsistencies. 
 Finally, and by no means least important, this undertaking would have been completely 
impossible without the excellent bibliography of primary sources compiled by Stephen Hefling.4  My 
intention was twofold:  that this should be a practical guide of some value to performers and also a 
useful companion to Hefling’s book for those who might wish to see more of the texts in translation and 

                                                            
2 On the final page of his Lettione Seconda (1543), in the translation of Regola Rubertina by Hildemarie Peter (page 
108). 
3 And I also cannot cast the first stone. 
4 Stephen E. Hefling, Rhythmic Alteration in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Music (New York:  Schirmer 
Books, 1993). 
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musical examples that he provides.  All of the present translations are my own, and so I am solely 
responsible for any and all errors. 
 
 

Suggestions for Use 
 
I have designed this study in the hope that it may be of at least some practical value to those who have 
no other supplementary literature.  Ideally, it would serve as a supplement to Stephen Hefling’s text, 
providing more translations and musical examples in support of his discussions.  As I stated in the 
preface, it does not include all the primary sources that he lists; unfortunately, specifically vocal 
literature was least accessible but not wholly lacking.5  The authors make clear that improvised 
inequality was practiced in both vocal and instrumental music, so the instructions here should be largely 
if not entirely applicable to both. 
 I would hope that the dedicated historical performer could find time to read the entire study.  
Failing that, I see a possible shorter process as something like the following: 
 

• Selection of an item of appropriate repertoire and determination of date of composition. 
• Consultation of the chronological bibliography for authors appropriate to the specific period and 

repertoire. 
• Reference to the specific authors’ translations for their information. 
• Consultation of the “Catalog of Meters” for: 

o Appropriate general information in the preliminary remarks 
o Specific information regarding inequality and level, if any 

 
It is very important to understand the following points: 
 

• Although improvised inequality was very common, it was never entirely universal. 
• It was always possible for the composer 

o To require it on occasions where not expected 
o To prohibit it on occasions where normally used 

• It was also always to some degree at the performer’s discretion when not strictly forbidden or 
required by the composer or context. 

• Other factors impacting its use are: 
o Genre of the piece 
o Tempo within the meter 
o “Style” of the music 

 
This study is only a general guide and not a kind of “connect the dots” type of explicit rules. 
  

                                                            
5 What was available is of outstanding value, e.g., Bacilly and Montéclair. 
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1550 to 1700 
 

Loys Bourgeois, Le Droict Chemin de Musique (1550) 
 
Loys Bourgeois (c1510-c1559) was a theorist and composer involved in the production of the Calvinist 
Psalter, according to Oxford Music Online.  So far as can be determined, Bourgeois’ brief mention of the 
improvised practice of rhythmic inequality is the first recorded.  That he mentions it at all is rather 
strange, since Bourgeois and his book are in the orbit of the Calvinists of Geneva, and the book was 
intended as training in support of psalm singing, rhythmic inequality being associated most closely with 
secular music.  Thus, it is in a context in which this secular practice seems oddly misplaced. 
 

On Singing Quarter-Notes 
 

The manner of singing quarter-notes well in these signs of diminution6      
is of singing them by twos, delaying some little time to the advantage of the first than on the second, as 
if the first had a dot and the second were an eighth-note.  This is because the first is a consonance and 
second is most often a dissonance, or (as is said) a false consonance, for musicians have such liberty in 
their composition.  Also because the notes have better grace in singing them, as I said, than all equal as 
follows. 
 

 
 

It will be necessary to do similarly with eighth-notes in these signs of full value   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
6 Quarter-notes in these signs of dupla diminution would be half as long, so eighth-notes. 
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Thomas de Sancta Maria, Libro Llamado Arte de Tañer Fantasia (1565) folio 45v 
 
Thomas de Sancta Maria was born in Madrid, most probably in the early 16th century and died in Spain 
in about 1570, according to Oxford Music Online.  His book on improvisation for the keyboard includes a 
startlingly thorough discussion of rhythmic inequality within his discussion of the performance of 
ornaments.  It is particularly interesting that he includes three different types as in practice, the 
common long-short, but also a “Lombard” short-long form, and one that he does not attempt to notate, 
but he explains as in groups of four and something like short-short-short-long. 
 
 

Chapter 19:  On the Method of Playing in Good Style 

 [45v] As to playing with good style, which is the seventh condition, one should be advised that 
for this it is necessary to play quarter-notes in one way but eighth-notes in three.  The manner that must 
be maintained for playing quarter-notes is to hold on the first and hurry the second, and neither more 
nor less to hold the third and hurry the fourth, and in this way all the quarter-notes that one plays as if 
the first quarter-note had a dot and the second were an eighth-note and similarly the third had a dot 
and the fourth were an eighth-note and in this 
manner all the quarter-notes.  Further, take 
care that the quarter-note that hurries must 
not go very rushed but rather a little 
moderately. 
 So that one may see clearly and 
understand the difference there is in playing 
quarter-notes in the one manner and the 
other, notes are printed with and without dots.  
[Editorial note:  The example bore the original 
mensuration sign of tempus imperfectum 
prolatio imperfecta, χ, which proves 
extremely awkward to achieve in modern 
music writing programs.  Thus it has been 
omitted here, especially with the support that 
few of S.M.’s music examples give 
mensuration signs.] 
 Of the three manners of eighth-notes, 
two are made almost in the same way, which is 
holding on one eighth-note and hurrying the 
next.  They differ one from the other in that in 
one manner one begins to hold on the first 
eighth-note and hurries the next, and neither 
more nor less holding the third and hurrying 
the fourth, and all in the same way, which is done as if the first eighth-note had a dot and the second 
eighth-note were a sixteenth-note, and similarly the third eighth-note had a dot and the fourth eighth-
note were a sixteenth-note, and all after this form.  This manner serves for works that are all 
contrapuntal, and for extensive and short passages in diminution [Ex. DD]. 
 The second manner is made by hurrying the first eighth-note and holding back on the second, 
then neither more nor less hurrying the third and holding back on the fourth, and the rest in this 
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manner, which is done as if the first eighth-note were a sixteenth-note and the second eighth-note had 
a dot [46r] and similarly the third eighth-note were a sixteenth-note and the fourth eighth-note had a 
dot and proceeding in such a way.  In this way the eighth-notes that had a dot never strike on a beat but 
rather on the off-beat [Ex. EE].7 
 The third manner is made by hurrying three eighth-notes and holding on the fourth.  Further, 
one is advised that this delay must be all the time that would be necessary so that the fifth eighth-note 
is going to strike in its [proper] time in the half-tactus, and the rest in this way.  In such a way they go 
four by four, which makes as if the three eighth-notes were sixteenth-notes and the fourth eighth-note 
had a dot.8  This third manner is the very smartest of all, and it serves for diminutions9 both short and 
long. 
 Let the advice be taken that the delaying of the eighth-notes must not be much, but rather only 
so much as makes them stand out, which is given to understand “a little,” because too much delay 
causes a great lack of grace and ugliness in the music and likewise for this same reason the three eighth-
notes that hurry must not hurry excessively but rather with moderation relative to the delay that one 
plays in the fourth eighth-note. 

Both, so that everything may be understood with greater clarity and just as easily can be used in 
a composition, are printed here in examples, a dot on the head of each eighth-note and sixteenth-note, 
which would be played on the half-tactus.  [[DD = 1st manner.  EE = 2nd manner; FF = 3rd manner, but the 
exact rhythm is not indicated.  S.M. merely shows by means of the dot above the notehead where 
each new grouping would fall on the tactus or semi-tactus.] 
 

[46v] 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
7 The terminology of “beat” and “off-beat” is somewhat anachronistic but gives a good impression of what S.M. 
means. 
8 This is a superb documentation of earlier periods’ non-arithmetical approach to the representation of rhythm.  
Even though S.M. describes rhythms in terms of absolute note values, such as sixteenth-notes and eighth-notes, he 
then explains that this is not really the accurate rhythm. 
9 I.e., improvised reductions of longer note values into shorter ones. 
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Giovanni Battista Bovicelli, Regole Passaggi di Musica (1594), pp. 10-11 

Little more is known about Bovicelli than can be derived from the present book that instructs in the art 
of improvised vocal diminution.  The allusion to rhythmic inequality appears implicitly in Bovicelli’s 
famous book on the practice of singing improvised vocal diminutions.  He presents the practice as more 
graceful varieties of singing extended passages of improvised diminutions in notes that are at least 
visually conceived as equal. 
 
 So as not to have always, as the proverb says, to repeat the same tune many times with great 
boredom for the listener, the largest ornament, so it seems, often is being varied with the passaggio of 
the same notes, indeed, but diversely divided up.  Because as in writing or in speaking it is the greatest 
boredom to the listener or to the reader, if the oration goes dragging itself along without any color to 
the notes, so also in singing passaggi—if they are not with diverse styles, as if enlivened by color—in 
place of delight they introduce annoyance.  I mean to say that sometimes passages ought to be of 
sequential notes10 and of one and the same value, and the same notes at other times varied in a 
different way, in such a way that although they are the same notes [pitches], nonetheless they will 
appear different by means of the different style of performing them. 

                                                            
10 This apparently means “stepwise,” as the example supports. 
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 Mostly when one sings in order to add grace to the voice, either in the beginning or whenever it 
may be (but in this as in everything else one wants judgment in it) one begins a third or a fourth lower 
according to the harmony of the other parts, and particularly of the contralto, where the soprano easily 
can form a unison.  (And whatever one says of the soprano to the contralto, the same can hold good in 
all the other parts.)  In this, however, one ought to take care that by how much more one sustains the 
first note and the second is faster, one gives greater grace to the voice, which grace cannot be present in 
it every time when the notes are of the same value.  Because the elegance of the singing, as we say 
above, is nothing other than variations of the notes of more or less value, as also one sees below. 
 

 
 
 This is discerned very well in groppetti, which can be concluded in two ways.  The first in notes 
of the same value.  The second, where the end of the groppetto, so to speak, is prolonged.  This 
succeeds, for the most part, much better, because it gives greater grace to the voice and is also more 
appropriate for ending the words well, whence that flurry does not happen in ending, which has been 
said is necessary to avoid as much as one can.  Nonetheless, for variety one ought sometimes to make 
use of that equality of notes, and most of all when we are not constrained by the words. 
 

 
 
 
Giulio Caccini, Le Nuove Musiche (1601/2), Preface, unnumbered page 8 
 
Giulio Caccini (1551-1618) was a composer, professional singer of considerable renown, and teacher.  
Caccini’s very overt purpose in the preface to his collection is to establish a new manner of singing that 
departs from the older Renaissance style, and which is a founding statement of the new Baroque era.  It 
is, thus, somewhat ironic to find Caccini concerned to describe and utilize rhythmic inequality, a style so 
closely associated with the earlier practice as applied in diminutions, which latter he says are nothing 
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but expressions of singers’ egotism and fit only for instrumentalists.  It is, however, significant that 
Caccini causes the application of the technique to adhere to his aesthetic of communicating the affect of 
the text. 
 
 Because the two last verses above [appearing below here], the words “Ahi dispietato amor,” in 
aria di romanesca, and in the madrigal after it, ”Deh dove son fuggiti,” have in them all the best affects, 
which can be used in regard to the nobility of this style of songs, that I have wanted to describe for that 
reason.  If by showing where one ought to crescendo and decrescendo the voice for making 
exclamations, trills, and gruppos, and in sum all the treasures of this art, now as also so as not to be 
required another time to demonstrate this in all the works that follow hereafter, and in order that they 
may serve as example, in recognizing in this music the same places where they will be more necessary 
according to the affects of the words.  It may happen that noble style, so called by me, be that which is 
used without submitting to ordinary measure, many times making the value of the notes the half less 
according to the meaning of the text.  Whence, from it is produced, then, that song in sprezzatura, so 
called.  It ought, since there are so many effects, to be made use of for the excellence of this art where it 
is needed—in which [art] a beautiful voice is as necessary for these [effects] as is the respiration of the 
breath for making use of them, then—where it is needed. 
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Pedro Cerone, El Melopeo y Maestro (1613) Book 8, Chapter 1, p. 541-542 
 
Pedro (originally Pietro) Cerone (1566-1625) was born in Bergamo, Italy but served almost his entire 
career as singer and theorist in Spain or in Spanish Naples.  Thus, he wrote in Spanish.  Cerone’s book is 
perhaps the most truly monumentally encyclopedic work (1160 pages in folio!) of the turn of the period 
from Renaissance to Baroque—or perhaps of any period at all!11  He makes a rather passing allusion to 
inequality in the first chapter of his eighth book, which is devoted to the practice of improvised vocal 

                                                            
11 Michael Praetorius’ Syntagma Musicum, though somewhat less massive in bulk would rank higher in intellectual 
value for the period. 
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diminution.  Unfortunately, Cerone offers no musical examples of the technique, saying it is much better 
understood by ear than by eye. 
 
 Then it is not beyond the purpose, the singer having to be among diverse persons when 
engaged in a public performance, to display how it is done with grace, because it is not enough that he 
be restrained in all those practices that can condemn him, more is required in addition than that his 
manner of singing be accompanied by grace and skill.  This style of singing and these graces and beauties 
the common people usually call cantar de garganta (which is the same as cantar de gorgia according to 
the Italians).  It is nothing other than a joining of many eighth-notes and sixteenth-notes gathered and 
united under some portion of the tactus.  Further, it is of such nature that because of the swiftness in 
which so many notes are included, it is much better understood with the ear than by examples.  So then, 
the singer accompanies performances with grace every time that he sings, he accompanies the sounds 
of the voice with beautiful and graceful tones12 of voice. 
 Because compositions do not always proceed stepwise in their parts, more often the one is 
distant from the other by the leap of a third, fourth, fifth, etc., for this will be good for earning the 
geniality of the listeners, they endeavor to provide some graceful emphasis in the notes, which the 
composer who composed them did not give effort to anything else more than to arrange them 
according to convenience of the harmonic dispositions.  But, the singer is supposed to adorn them 
according as appropriate to the meaning of the text.  Because of this, he must know that the said notes 
are accompanied by some emphases productive of some delays and prolongations of the voice, which 
one makes by removing one part of the note and giving it to another.  Thus, so as to begin to provide to 
the understanding in what manner they are beautified artificially, I say that when one must perform the 
first note, one must extend some amount more of its value, which extension must be only of the value 
of one quarter-note (semiminima),13 and this value must make it run as if it were a dotted eighth-note 
and a sixteenth-note. 
 
Girolamo Frescobaldi, Toccate e Partite d’Intavolature di Cimbalo (1637), Al 
Lettore, Item #7 
 
Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583-1643) was a composer and one of the greatest keyboard virtuosos of the 
17th century.  Given Frescobaldi’s importance for keyboard performance, even his brief mention of 
inequality is significant, especially since it is the short-long form, Sancta Maria’s second type, that he 
describes.  Unfortunately, several factors impede clear understanding.  The Italian text is oddly archaic in 
spelling and vocabulary as compared to Bovicelli and Caccini.  The text is paratactical and so often gives 
only a tenuous idea of the syntactical relationships between component phrases and clauses.  The text is 
engraved in a very florid Italic cursive script that is often visually quite confusing, and finally, either the 
engraving or the printing is less than ideal, rendering some words effectively illegible.  Nonetheless, the 
critical passage is reasonably clear, and the obscurities mostly affect less important passages. 
 

                                                            
12 The word here is acentos.  Cerone, an Italian, introduces an ambiguity here as to whether he means the accento 
ornament.  It seems more likely that his meaning is not so specific in this context and that he means the more 
general “tone” of voice. 
13 The only way this can make sense is if Cerone means that the total value of the two notes together cannot 
exceed the value of a quarter note. 
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7.  When a passage of eighth-notes and14 of sixteenth-notes is found together in both hands,15 where it 
is not played too fast, then that hand that produces the sixteenths ought to make them somewhat 
dotted; that is not the first but the second, as with a dot, and thus all, the one not the other thus.  
Before (?) the double passages of sixteenths may be made with both hands, there ought to be a 
reduction to the preceding note; although16 [illegible] the passage will be made [regularly, steadily?] by 
so much more it makes the agility of the hands apparent. 
 

 
 
Eighths against sixteenths from the first book of toccatas, page 16, Toccata Quinta. 
 
Sixteenths against sixteenths from the same work, page 17. 
 

 
 
Guillaume Nivers, Livre d’Orgue Contenant Cent Pièces (1665) preface 
 
According to Oxford Music Online Guillaume Nivers (c1632-1714) was a very successful organist, 
composer, and theorist who was the first to establish the distinctive style and forms of the late 17th-
century French organ school.  He published three volumes of organ music, of which a single copy each 
was available for this study.  Two of the three possess essentially identical prefatory material of very 
considerable interest and printed from the same engraved plates.  The present book differs only by 
including an equally interesting first page on the “8 Tons de l’Eglise,” or the “church keys” derived from 
                                                            
14 Unfortunately, the script and engraving combine to create a real ambiguity.  The word could be either “o” or, or 
“e” and.  The engraver’s style tends to produce o’s that are more nearly closed at the upper right and e’s that are 
left far open with very little to suggest the crossbar.  Visually, the latter is closer in this case. 
15 I take this to mean a passage with eighths in one hand and sixteenths in the other, but because of the illegibility 
of the text, this is not certain.  A scan of the first book of toccatas finds a few occasions of each.  Since sixteenths in 
one hand and eighths is a little more difficult to imagine visually, I reproduce a sample.   
16 From this point the text is problematic.  A guess consistent with the context is that “when such passages as these 
are executed precisely, it makes the player’s agility apparent.” 
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the psalm tones (not the ecclesiastical modes) that played so great a part in the development of the 
major/minor key system.  The present excerpt is taken from his section “De la Mesure et du Mouvement 
des Pieces.”  The remarks that Nivers makes concerning the subject justify including a translation of the 
entire section here.  The entire preface appears separately in the Historical Translation Series. 
 

On the Meter and Movement17 of the Pieces 
 
 Ordinarily one accepts three kinds of meter:  meter of the major sign χ in four beats, that of the 
minor sign Χ or the binary sign 2 in two beats and that of the threefold sign 3 in three beats.  The two 
beats of the minor sign or the binary sign ordinarily are not worth more than two beats of the major 
sign. 
 The three beats of the threefold sign (or the sign of triple) when there are several eighth-notes 
in the rhythmical unit18 (mesure) are worth three beats of the major sign, as on page 101.19 
 

 
 
 When there are only some quarter-notes or some quarters and some eighth-notes in the 
rhythmical unit, in that case these three beats are worth only one-half of the three beats of the major 
sign [χ ], as on page 28 toward the middle. 
 

 
 

                                                            
17 The terminology relating to rhythm is far from being standardized among the French authors.  The term meter is 
best understood from the perspective of the older mensural system as the basic organization of the rhythmic 
values in their relationship to each other and as a basic unit.  The term mouvement in this case probably refers to 
implications of performance of that metrical organization such as implied tempos and the issue of inequality itself, 
but this is far from being consistent among other authors. 
18 This ugly circumlocution seems necessary.  Nivers does not seem to be talking about our concept of a modern 
measure but about the nature of the rhythmic organization. 
19 I have inserted excerpts from the examples Nivers mentions. 
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But the three beats of the triple meter in the Duos, as on page 60, are still one time faster than the 
preceding, and so this rhythm/meter (mesure) is very fast.20 
 

 
 The movement of the Preludes, Graves Fugues, Basses, and Recits of the Human voice and 
Pleins Jeux, is quite slow, these former from the other Fugues, Diminutions, Basses Trompettes, Recits of 
the Crumhorn, Duos, Cornets, Grad Jeux, which are more gay (quick), and this from the strict Duos in 
triple meter, quite light.21  There is still another movement (rhythmic style), special and quite gay/light, 
which is making half-dots after the first, third, fifth, and seventh eighth-notes in each rhythmic unit 
(mesure) (presuming these are eight of them).  That is to say of augmenting by the slightest bit the said 
eighths and diminishing by the slightest bit and in proportion those that follow.  One can give this 
rhythmic style (mouvement) to the Fugue on page 14 and to other similar pieces. 
 

 
 
This is performed with discretion as well as several other things that prudence and the ear should 
govern. 
 
Benigne de Bacilly, Remarques Curieuses sur l’Art de bien Chanter (1668), 
Chapter 13, § 7 pp.232-233, § 12 pp. 235-236 
 
Bacilly’s (1625?-1690) book is generally considered as the most important text on French Baroque vocal 
performance and one of the few most important on vocal performance in general.  His long section on 
how to apply music to French text is very important.  Chapter 13 is on the performance of passages 
(improvised ornamental sections) and diminutions, in the course of which he mentions rhythmic 
inequality.  A translation of the entire Chapter 13 appears in the Historical Translation Series.  The 
present excerpt is slightly revised. 
                                                            
20 Nivers’ terminology exhibits the usual kind of flexible inconsistency typical of almost all authors of the day, 
whatever the particular language. 
21 Apparently many organ pieces were named after typical stops or mixtures, such as plein jeu, grand jeux, 
cromhorne, etc.  According to Harvard Dictionary 4th the recit is a passage or entire piece for solo voice or 
instrument not identical to a recitative but which can be in the style of a recitative.  A brief but useful introduction 
to the 17th-century French organ can be found in the same reference work, s.v. “Organ.” 
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§7 pp. 232-233 
 
 7.  Although I say that there are in Diminutions some alternating and assumed dots, this 

means that of two notes ordinarily one of them is dotted.
22

  One has determined purposely not to 

mark them, lest one become accustomed to perform them by jerks (sacades).  I mean by skipping in 

the style of some pieces of music that are called gigues, according to the older method of singing 

that would now be quite disagreeable.  It is necessary, then, to make this kind of notes dotted so 

finely that it is not apparent, unless this is in some special cases that demand expressly this sort of 

execution.  It is even entirely necessary to avoid them in certain places,
23

 such as one can see in the 

Passage that I am going to cite, which is in the quarto book,
24

 page 51, on the word “se,” where after 

having made the dot that is expressly marked, it is necessary especially to beware of making it on the 

mi,25
 so as to ascend to fa and sol, but to attend to making one on the la, if one wants, but if [233] one 

does do so (which is at will) it is necessary to touch upon it much more lightly than the one that is 

marked in the score in the beginning of the passage. 
Example #17 = Example #15.  Lambert 4

o
, p. 51.  1  (e , f ):  G 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 It is necessary further to avoid this manner of performing alternating dots in the Passage that 

is on the first syllable of the word “extreme,” on page 22 of the same book. 

Example #18.  Lambert 4
o
, p. 22.   (b ):  D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But, at the end of this double the composer has 

appropriately marked the dots on the word “soûpirer” so as to advise not to avoid them in singing,
26

 

which would have no grace at all and would be what one calls “vulgar fiddling.”
27

 

                                                            
22 Bacilly has made clear that sometimes the notes inégales were actually notated and sometimes only assumed; 
thus, there was an alternative. 
23 To apply notes inégales, when not specified by the composer, was always at the option of the performer when 
certain conditions were met.  The composer could either explicitly require or prohibit them. 
24 The musical texts from which Bacilly draws his examples are fully identified in the longer translation of Chapter 
13 in this same Series.  In brief they are:  Quarto = Lambert, Airs de M. Lambert (corrected ed. 1669), 1st & 2nd 
Octavo = Les Trois Livre d’Airs Regravez de nouveau en deux volumes (1668). 
25 The “key” here is usually, but inaccurately called G Dorian; thus, B-flat would be mi and E is la.  Since inequality 
can be applied to sixteenths in some meters, Bacilly appears to be warning against its application in situations that 
would result in too great rhythmic confusion.  A dot on E would be allowable, followed by a shortening of the 
following D. 
26 This is consistent with practice.  The composer specifies that they are obligatory. 
27 Vieller.  Something closer in idiomatic English would probably be “sawng away on the fiddle. 
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Example #19.  Lambert 4
o
, p. 23.  (b ):  D  

 

 

 

 

 

 

§ 8, pp. 235-236 
 
 12.  Beyond alternating dots, about which I have spoken above, there are some other things 

that one ought to observe carefully and that are a great [236] beautification in song, in that they 

beguile the ear agreeably, which expects nothing less than that kind of dots that make for an 

agreeable suspension and that, moreover, are never designated in the score because it is not 

customary in music to put two dots in succession, seeing that the dot is always followed by a note 

twice as short, so that it is necessary only to assume them in the following examples.
28

 

 In the second octavo book, page 78, on the fourth note on the word “la,” it is necessary to 

assume an additional dot to the one that is marked on the fifth, otherwise the performance of the 

entire passage would be completely disagreeable. 

Example 21.  Trois Livres 4o
, pt. 2, p. 78.  :  C 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Wolfgang Caspar Printz, Musica Modulatoria Vocalis oder Manierliche und 
Zierliche Sing-Kunst (1678), Chapter XI, § 21, page 56 
 
Printz (1641-1717), according to his autobiography was a composer and theorist.  Oxford Music Online 
credits him with about 200 compositions, now all lost, and twenty-two theoretical works, all but six lost.  
It appears that his description of rhythmic inequality is the first in the German language. 
 
Chapter XI:  On the Simple Static, Leaping, and Mixed Figures 
 
§ 21.  Before we conclude this chapter, I remember in the first place that all continuous figures can be 
altered (slowed down?) by adding to the long notes by the intrinsic quantity of a dot.29  This is counted 
with the odd numbers and a diminution of the one following thereafter. 
 

                                                            
28 Bacilly is referring to the related but distinct practice of “double-dotting,” which goes beyond the present 
purpose but is worth noting “in passing.”  
29 Printz gives this phrase in Latin, creating the impression that it is a quote from another work.  Notis quantitate 
intrinseca longis.  Notis longis in the dative appears intended to depend upon the German zu denen.   Eines puncts, 
then is probably to be understood as dependent on the ablative quantitate intrinseca.  German authors of the time 
often thus “flipped back and forth” between German and the classical languages of Greek and Latin. 
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Nicola Gigault, Livre de Musique pour l’Orgue (1685), preface. 
 
The article in Oxford Music Online observes that Gigault (c1627-1707) presented most of his 
compositions already notated in the style of rhythmic inequality.  This is certainly most prominent in the 
case of the music in the present book.  Nonetheless, Gigault says that the player can add even more. 
 
Au Lecteur, first unnumbered page, excerpt. 
 
 I have also given to several pieces some new movements (mouvements).  Those who have 
already trained the hand30 will find something to exercise it and those who will want to train it will find 
some means for that.  It is not necessary that the eighth-notes with several flags frighten them, in as 
much as they must regard them as if they were only sixteenth-notes.31  . . . One will also be able to 
enliven his play by adding as many dots where one wishes.32 
 

 
 
Fugue à 3, page 11, conclusion. 
 

                                                            
30 This appears to be an idiom meaning “those who already have technical proficiency.” 
31 His compositions exhibit numerous examples of at least thirty-second notes. It is not clear whether Gigault 
means that the tempo will be slower and so not require a more rapid technique or that intellectually they are 
merely further subdivisions, like sixteenths. 
32 This probably refers to improvised inequality, but very many if not a majority of the pieces in his book explicitly 
notate it. 
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Kyrie, page 24 
 
 
Jean Rousseau, Traité de la Viole (1687), p.114 
 
Jean Rousseau (1644-1699), to be clearly distinguished from the later Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was 
performer, composer, and theorist, whose name appears much more frequently in music history of the 
time than his few works might lead to believe.  His exposition of inequality is remarkably clear, succinct, 
and useful. 
 
In the time signature of four beats [χ] the eighth-notes ought to be played equally.  That is to say that it 
is not necessary to mark (marquer) one.33  But, in regard to the sixteenth-notes, it is necessary to mark a 
little the first, third, etc. 
In the time signature of two beats [2, Χ] in typical melodies34 in eighth-notes, it is necessary to mark a 
little the first, third, etc. of each rhythmic group (mesure), but it is necessary to guard against marking 
them too aggressively. 
In the time signature of those beats in eighth-notes, it is necessary to mark a little the first of each 
rhythmic group (mesure) and to follow the others equally.35  It is necessary to observe the same thing in 
triple double [probably χ 3] for the quarter-notes in typical melodies (Airs de mouvements).36 
 

 

                                                            
33 The term marquer is Rousseau’s term for inequality.  There are many, divergent, ambiguous, and contradictory 
terms used for the technique. 
34 The term is a standard one, Airs de mouvement, which was used to mean typical melodies, often dance tunes, 
that established characteristic points of style, especially meter and tempo. 
35 Though quite vague, this may mean to prolong the first of three and to make the following two equal but 
necessarily a little shorter.  This has a certain vague resemblance to the reverse of Sancta Maria’s third type of 
inequality (short-short-short-long), which latter he says cannot really be indicated in notation. 
36 There were many ways of indicating triple time, Rousseau uses C3 to indicate ¾.  Loulié says triple double is 3/2 
(p.33). 
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Gilles Jullien, Premier Livre d’Orgue (1690), preface, 1st page unnumbered. 
 
According to Oxford Music Online the major contribution by Jullien (c1650/53-1703) may be his 
exposition of how to perform notes inégales in his Trio pour une Élévation in the third Ton (church key).  
The preface to the collection merely makes one brief statement in this regard. 
 
 I have put points after the first eighth-notes only in the piece that is on folio 51 in order to serve 
as an example for dotting the others the same, more or less casually according to the meter 
(mouvement) that will be indicated for it. 
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Georg Muffat, Florilegium Primum (1695), Preface, Latin version [DDT ed. p.6] 
 
Georg Muffat (c1653-1704) was born is Savoy of Scottish emigres.  He studied in Paris, possibly under 
Lully, and thereafter travelled extensively in Europe, ultimately settling in Passau with the duties of 
Hofkapellmeister.  Oxford Music Online states that he was particularly important in introducing the 
French and Italian styles to German music.  The instructions for performance practice contained in his 
Florilegium I  and II are considered important documents for aspects of the Lullian style.  Florilegium is 
merely the Latinized form of the Greek derivative “anthology.”  Muffat provided each of the collections 
with parallel introductory matter in Latin, German, Italian, and French.  The present translations are 
based on the Latin version, whose higher level of inflection provides greater clarity in many cases, 
despite the problems of 17th-century, non-syntactic punctuation.  David Wilson’s recent translations in 
Georg Muffat on Performance Practice (2001) are, as his preface makes clear, based on an updated 
version of the original 17th-century German text that was prepared for the purpose.  All the versions 
appear in the front matter of the editions of the music in Denkmäler Deutscher Tonkunst, which is the 
source of the Latin text from which this was prepared. 
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 Moreover, the tempus,37 under the sign 2 and Χ ,38 since it is divided solely into two chief parts, 
than this other, χ , which we are accustomed to be divided into four, it [the tempus of the former two 
signs] is necessary that it proceeds twice as fast.  Nevertheless, in those pieces placed under this sign 2, 
in Preludes, Symphonias, and those melodic compositions that they call Ouverture, the tempus is fairly 
slow, but the Ballet a little quicker, yet always in most cases more moderate than to be governed under 
the sign Χ , which latter notwithstanding is not in the Gavotte to be so accelerated as in the Bourée.  
Furthermore, when in this sign of 2, the tempus is divided in two quite slowly.  All the notes are of 
virtually the same value as in the case of χ among the Italians, when the word presto is added it is 
divided into four quickly.  In this only does it differ, that in this last [meter sign χ ] many continuous 
eighth-notes     etc. in no way at all in it [ χ ] are thus to be dotted .  .  .  .  in alternate 
succession for the sake of elegance, but are to be performed as equals strictly in turn, for which the 
Symphonia of the fourth fascicle provides an example. 
 Among the remaining signs of tempus this 3/2 is the slowest, this 3/4, however, is more 
sprightly, but somewhat grave in a Sarabande, Air or Arias.  In the Rondeau it is faster; in the Courante, 
Minuet, and very many others, as also many for the aforesaid Ouvertures attached to Fugues, the most 
lively motion yet without lack of restraint.  Finally those dance pieces that they call Gigues and Canaries, 
as are concerned, by whatever sign they are notated, they are always performed very fast. 
 
 
Florilegium Secundum (1698) Preface, Latin Version, [DDT ed. p. 11] 
 
  Subdivision notes of the first order39--of which kind are the sixteenth-notes in ordinary 
imperfect tempus of four divisions [= χ ], but in duple or alla breve are simple eighth-notes; under more 
lively triples or all these in the moderate proportions, which in the essential part of the tempus (= beat) 
are less by some half—when they are placed consecutively they are not by the Lullians [performed] 
equally just as they stand (for that would seem rather languid, coarse, and graceless), but they are 
performed changed by a very little, so as may be added about the value of a dot for whatever chances to 
fall on the odd number.  To the extent that it was prolonged, by that much the following one is faster.  
Examples under the letters QQ demonstrate diverse species of these under diverse tempus signs, letters 

                                                            
37 Unfortunately, there is no good alternative for the translation of tempus because it is essentially ambiguous (if 
not even “triniguous”!).  Its essential meaning relates to the measurement of time and so can be translated as 
tempo, beat, measure in a general sense, or measure in the specific sense.  This is a situation in which the 
“translator” truly can be a “traitor” to the reader by introducing clear-cut interpretations.  In the parallel texts, the 
German gives Tact, the Italian tempo, and the French mesure. 
38 This translation involves an important departure from Wilson’s own, which is “the beat or measure indicated by 
the sign [singular!] 2Χ .”  It appears, perhaps accidentally, that he understands 2Χ as one meter sign when it is 
really 2, as made clear in the Latin version, which is indisputably plural, “these signs,” with which the DDT German 
text agrees.  The Italian is ambiguous as is the French.  Both the Latin and German texts persistently make the 
plural nature clear by their verb forms used. 
39 This passage relies on a rather imperfect, late recollection of mensural notation, its signs, and its proportional 
formulas.  Without going into needless detail, χ was ordinarily tempus imperfectum, Χ was duple proportion of the 
same.  Triple mensurations are not those to which Muffat refers here.  His triples are 3/2 and 3/4, which are in 
origin also proportions such as he refers to, but they have become so standard as, apparently, no longer to be 
remembered as proportions.  Apparently his more modern proportions would include such as 6/8, 6/4, 9/8, 12/8, 
and probably 4/8, etc.  17th-century pedagogical texts usually exhibit the transitional stage between mensuration 
signs and time signatures in their charts, e.g., Georg Falck, Idea Boni Cantoris (1688), and even later, Johann 
Sperling, Principia Musicae 1705).  Muffat’s signs 3 and 2 are actually earlier proportional signs in origin. 
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RR [demonstrate] in which way they are performed when changed in more elevate style, when the 
tempus permits. 
 

 
Illustration from DDT pp. 53-54 
 
 
Étienne Loulié, Éléments ou Principes de Musique (1696), pp. 34-35, 62 
 
Étienne Loulié (1654-1702) according to Oxford Music Online was a practical musician and theorist, in 
the latter case of considerable significance for the development of French music theory at a time of 
particular importance.  He was also a close friend of the lexicographer, Sébastien Brossard, whose 
dictionary remains highly respected and has provided considerable help in the present study. 
Page 34-35: 
 
In any meter such as is particularly in the meter of three beats, the half-beats are performed in two 
different ways, although marked in the same way: 
First, one sometimes makes them equal.  This manner is called “separated notes” (detacher les Nottes), 
one makes use of it in songs in which the pitches follow in interrupted degrees. 
Second, one sometimes makes the first half-beat a little longer.  This manner is called Lourer.  One 
makes use of it in songs in which the pitches follow by degrees not interrupted. 
 
One says “degrees interrupted” when a pitch is followed by another pitch that is at the third or fourth 
degree or more than the first, whether ascending or descending, such as re, la, fa. 
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There is yet a third manner, where one makes the first half-beat much more long than the the second, 
but the first half-beat requires having a dot.  One calls this manner piquer or pointer.40 
 
Observe that the 4/8 is beaten in two beats, two eighth-notes for each beat for a greater convenience, 
but all the eighth-notes for each beat for greater convenience, but all the eighth-notes in it are equal, in 
distinction from 2/4, where the first and third eighths are longer than the second and fourth. 
 
Page 62: 
 
One forgot to say in the 2nd Part in discussing meter signs of three beats that the first half-beats can be 
performed in still a fourth manner, namely in making the first shorter than the second.41 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Michel L’Affillard, Principes Tre-Faciles pour bien Apprendre la Musique (1697) 
 
L’Affilard’s book enjoyed at least twelve editions from 1697 to 1747.  Perhaps part of its success lies in 
its predominance of musical examples over text descriptions, reversing the normal relationship.  This 
arguable advantage might also be an arguable disadvantage because the descriptions are often so terse 
as to leave doubt remaining, at least to the present mind.  Further, as is often the case, the author’s 
illustrations are often not entirely clear.  
 
Page 24:  In order to perform as is necessary two eighth-notes that follow a quarter note, one ought to 
dot (pointer) the first and pass quickly on the second.42 
 

                                                            
40 This appears to refer to the practice called “double-dotting,” also a form of rhythmic alteration but one that goes 
beyond the present purpose.  Terminology is without consistent usage among the authors, and sometimes these 
same terms are used for improvised rhythmic alteration.  See the entry for Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 
41 This is one of the few later pieces of evidence for the continued practice of Sancta Maria’s second type of 
inequality, in which the former note of the pair is shorter. 
42 L’Affilard appears to apply his instruction in he reprise only, but not in the first strain, perhaps as a “before & 
after” example. 
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Page 26:  When one performs four notes in one beat, the first ought to be long, the second short, the 
third long and the fourth short, that is to say that one dots (pointer) them by twos.43 
 
 

 
Page 28:  When one has two eighth-notes after a rest, one dots (pointer) the first and passes quickly on 
the second.  In the place where one has an eighth-rest,44 one passes quickly on the first and dots the 

                                                            
43 Here he apparently provides only the “before” stage of the example. 
44 The eighth-rest (demi-soupire) is almost indistinguishable from the quarter-rest (soupier). His instruction 
establishes the long-short succession, counting the rest in place of the first long.
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second, and one makes even the third promptly so as to be going to fall on the first note of the next 
beat. 
 

 
 
  


