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Professor Sanguinetti’s book, published by Ox-
ford University Press (2012), is the source for the 
tradition of partimento performance. The book 
includes not only a detailed history of the con-
servatories and master musicians of Italy who 
invented and perfected this tradition, but also 
practical guides to the realization of complete 
keyboard performances when only the single 
staff of a partimento is given.

For most of its history, the tradition of parti-
mento playing was passed down from teacher to 
student, with the teacher’s guidance hardly ever 
written down. Usually the hand-written music 
notation was the only survivor. Professor San-
guinetti spent decades searching through Euro-
pean libraries to uncover enough of the tradition 
to enable him to reveal its secrets to a modern 
readership.

Professor Sanguinetti teaches in Rome. He is an 
accomplished pianist as well as a distinguished 
historian of music.



Professor Baragwanath’s book, published by Ox-
ford University Press (2020), is the first to explain 
the method of singing melodies to syllables in 
the old conservatories of Italy. The Italian meth-
od was widely disseminated in its day, and it is 
likely that musicians such as Handel, Haydn, 
and Mozart would have been trained this way or 
were at least familiar with it. Professor Baragwa-
nath teaches in Nottingham.

Solfeggio was the foundation of music instruc-
tion at the old conservatories. It was the first 
subject studied, introducing students to reading 
music, to recognizing keys and modulations, 
and to understanding the structure of complex 
melodic flourishes. As Professor Baragwanath 
demonstrates in a number of extended analyses, 
a solfeggio performance could serve as a guide 
to finding the underlying simplicity of a com-
plex melody. In studying a repertory of similar 
melodic frameworks, students could develop fa-
cility in improvising melodic variations, a skill of 
great importance to opera singers and concerto 
soloists.



Professor Gjerdingen’s book, published by Ox-
ford University Press (2007), is a good starting 
point for understanding the schematic under-
pinings of eighteenth-century music. Compos-
ers of that era needed either to improvise music 
or to compose it rapidly for ready consumption.
Learning a repertory of simple musical patterns 
that could then be customized in improvisation 
or composition allowed musicians to satisfy the 
huge appetite of patrons for new works. It helps 
to explain how composers could compose mu-
sic almost as fast as they could write in down.

Professor Gjerdingen is a former editor of the 
journal Music Perception, and his work on the 
most common musical phrases in eighteenth-
century music can be understood as an applica-
tion of approaches typical of modern cognitive 
science to the problems of understanding the 
mental activities of the great musicians of the 
past. Just as knowing a large repertory of idioms 
helps us to speak a language fluently, so musi-
cians learned a huge repertory of musical phras-
es in order to improvise and compose with style.



Professor van Tour’s book, published by the Uni-
versity of Uppsala, Sweden (2015), examines the 
surviving manuscripts where students in the old 
Italian conservatories wrote out their lessons in 
counterpoint. In many cases these are the most 
detailed and extensive records that we have of 
how talented young musicians in the past learned 
the art of composition. Counterpoint training 
had its foundation in the art of partimento; in 
the school of Durante partimenti were used as 
bass lines over which students wrote numerous 
variations, in the school of Leo, partimenti were 
used to practice double counterpoint as a prepa-
ration for written lessons in fugue. That is, many 
of the same bass lines used to guide keyboard 
improvisations were used as reference voices in 
the teaching of counterpoint.

Professor van Tour has developed two databas-
es—UUPart: The Uppsala Partimento Database 
and UUSolf: The Uppsala Solfeggio Database—
that are freely available for online searches. One 
can, for instance, enter the first notes of a parti-
mento and search for the manuscripts in which 
it can be found.



Professor IJzerman’s book, published by Oxford 
University Press (2018), presents the first mod-
ern textbook to incorporate the old methods of 
teaching Harmony, Counterpoint, and Partimen-
to. The goal of the text is to enable the student to 
produce stylistically good examples of harmony 
in the European classical tradition. The text can 
be understood by beginners, but to complete all 
the assignments a student will need to master 
each of the many exercises. A productive knowl-
edge of harmony cannot be learned in a day or 
a week. But a talented student could complete 
the text in several months, and in doing so gain 
the ability to write and improvise various types 
of classical music.

Professor IJzerman is a distinguished teacher 
at the Conservatory of Amsterdam, one of the 
world’s leading institutions for the study of ear-
ly music. In his many years of teaching he has 
learned what an international group of students 
can acheive if given authentic and challenging 
material to study. All that knowledge has been 
distilled into this important volume.



Professor Gjerdingen’s book, published by Ox-
ford University Press (2020), tells the story of the 
children and teachers who lived and worked in 
the old conservatories. Children entered these 
institutions as early as age seven. They then be-
gan a comprehensive range of studies designed 
to make them working professional musicians 
by the time they were about twenty years old. 
The book examines each of the subjects studied 
by future composers.

Graduates of the Naples conservatories were so 
successful that in 1795 the French state set up 
the Paris Conservatory to offer young French mu-
sicians the same opportunities. Standards were 
raised to a very high level. Professor Gjerdingen 
illustrates, for example, how Claude Debussy 
completed his harmony assignments, and how 
Maurice Ravel analyzed one of his own compo-
sitions. These highly advanced young musicians, 
who had entered the Conservatory as children, 
studied the same regimen of partimenti and 
solfeggi first perfected in Italy. 




