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The art of accompaniment from a thoroughbass as practiced in the XVII and XVIII
centuries Volume I is a fascinating exploration of a pivotal aspect of Western music
history that shaped the development of harmony and accompaniment techniques. This
period, marked by significant changes in musical style and the emergence of new forms,
witnessed the evolution of the thoroughbass, also known as figured bass. This system not
only provided a framework for harmonic accompaniment but also laid the groundwork for
the harmonic practices that would dominate Western classical music for centuries to
come.

Historical Context

The XVII and XVIII centuries were a time of profound change in Europe, encompassing the
late Renaissance, the Baroque period, and the early Classical period. Music during this era
transitioned from the polyphonic textures of the Renaissance to more homophonic styles
characterized by a melody supported by harmony.

The Rise of the Thoroughbass

1. Definition and Origin:

- Thoroughbass, or basso continuo, refers to a system of musical notation that indicates a
bass line along with figures that specify the harmonies above it.

- Originating in the early Baroque period, it allowed for greater expressive freedom and
improvisation by performers.

2. Key Components:

- Bass Line: The fundamental note sequence that anchors the harmonic structure.

- Figured Notation: Numbers and symbols written above or below the bass notes that
indicate the intervals to be played above the bass, guiding the performer in constructing
chords.

3. Musical Context:

- The use of thoroughbass became prevalent in genres like opera, oratorio, and
instrumental music, which required a flexible accompaniment style that could adapt to
various musical textures and forms.



Techniques of Accompaniment

Accompanying a melody using thoroughbass involves several techniques that were
developed and refined throughout the XVII and XVIII centuries.

Improvisation

Improvisation was a vital skill for musicians of the time. The ability to interpret figured
bass and create harmonic textures on the spot distinguished skilled musicians from their
peers. Key points include:

- Understanding Figures: Musicians needed to be adept at interpreting the figures, which
represented various intervals and chords.

- Stylistic Awareness: Accompanists had to be familiar with the stylistic conventions of the
piece, including ornamentation and typical progressions.

- Creative Interpretation: While the bass line provided a foundation, the performer’s
interpretation could add personal expression and character to the music.

Chord Voicings and Inversions

1. Use of Inversions:

- Understanding how to use different inversions of chords provided a richer harmonic
texture and allowed for smoother voice leading.

- Musicians learned to vary the position of chords to enhance the musical line and create
tension and resolution.

2. Doubling and Spacing:

- Musicians practiced doubling certain notes within chords and adjusting the spacing
between voices to achieve a balanced sound.

- Knowledge of effective voicing techniques was crucial for creating a cohesive
accompaniment that supported the melody without overpowering it.

3. Bass Line Variation:

- While the fundamental bass line remained consistent, musicians often employed
embellishments or variations to create interest and maintain listener engagement.

Influential Figures and Treatises

The art of thoroughbass accompaniment saw contributions from several prominent
composers and theorists who codified practices and techniques.



Key Composers

1. Giovanni Gabrieli:
- His works exemplified the early use of figured bass and set a precedent for future
COMpOSETrSs.

2. Heinrich Schitz:
- Schutz integrated thoroughbass into his sacred music, demonstrating its versatility
across genres.

3. ].S. Bach:
- Bach’s extensive use of thoroughbass in cantatas, concertos, and keyboard works
showcased the system’s potential for complex harmonization and counterpoint.

Theoretical Treatises

Several influential treatises emerged that outlined the principles of thoroughbass and
accompaniment:

1. C. P. E. Bach's "Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments":
- This work provided insight into the practices of accompaniment, emphasizing the need
for expressiveness and stylistic interpretation.

2. F. Couperin's "L'Art de Toucher le Clavecin":
- Couperin discussed the nuances of keyboard playing, focusing on ornamentation and the
subtleties of thoroughbass accompaniment.

3. A. Corelli’s "Opus 3" and "Opus 6":

- These collections highlighted the importance of thoroughbass in instrumental music,
influencing future generations of musicians.

Evolution and Transition to Classical Practices

As the XVIII century progressed, the thoroughbass tradition began to evolve into more
structured forms of harmony, paving the way for Classical music practices.

From Baroque to Classical Harmony

1. Simplification of the Accompaniment:
- As composers like Haydn and Mozart emerged, there was a shift towards more diatonic
harmony and less reliance on improvisation.

2. Emergence of the Sonata Form:
- The development of the sonata form necessitated a different approach to



accompaniment, where the harmony became more predictable and less improvisational.

3. Written Out Accompaniments:

- By the late XVIII century, written-out accompaniments became more common, reducing
the need for extensive improvisational skills and focusing on a more standardized
approach to harmony.

Conclusion

The art of accompaniment from a thoroughbass as practiced in the XVII and XVIII
centuries represents a crucial chapter in the history of Western music. This system not
only fostered creativity and expression among musicians but also laid the groundwork for
the harmonic practices that continue to influence composers and performers today.
Understanding the techniques, historical context, and evolution of thoroughbass provides
valuable insights into the development of Western music and the artistry involved in
accompaniment. As we reflect on this rich tradition, it becomes clear that the
thoroughbass was not merely a functional tool; it was an art form that shaped the very
fabric of musical expression during a transformative period in history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is thoroughbass and how was it practiced in the
17th and 18th centuries?

Thoroughbass, also known as basso continuo, is a form of musical accompaniment used
during the Baroque period, characterized by a bass line with harmonies indicated by
figures. Musicians would interpret these figures to provide harmonic support for melodies,
often using instruments like the harpsichord or lute.

What are some key techniques for effective
accompaniment in thoroughbass?

Key techniques include understanding harmonic structure, utilizing figured bass notation
accurately, employing proper voice leading, and integrating stylistic elements such as
ornamentation and dynamics to enhance the overall musical texture.

How does the art of accompaniment differ between the
17th and 18th centuries?

In the 17th century, accompaniment was more straightforward and focused on supporting
vocal lines. By the 18th century, it became more complex with the development of sonata
forms and greater emphasis on the interplay between melody and harmony, leading to
richer textures and more elaborate accompaniments.



What role did improvisation play in thoroughbass
accompaniment during this period?

Improvisation was a crucial aspect of thoroughbass accompaniment. Musicians were often
expected to embellish the written bass line and add expressive elements spontaneously,
reflecting their understanding of harmony and stylistic conventions.

Can you explain the significance of figured bass in the
context of thoroughbass?

Figured bass served as a shorthand notation for performers, indicating the intervals and
chords to be played above the bass line. This system allowed for greater flexibility and
creativity in performance, as it empowered musicians to interpret the harmonic
framework in various ways.

What resources can be utilized to study the art of
thoroughbass accompaniment more effectively?

Resources include historical treatises on thoroughbass, instructional books on figured
bass realization, recordings of Baroque performances, and practical exercises with a focus
on improvisation and harmonic analysis to deepen understanding and skill in this art form.
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