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Riding the Horse: Time as a Form Generator in 
Frescobaldi’s Toccatas 

The art of playing with affetti cantabili on the keyboard is the instrumental equivalent of the 
vocal seconda prattica, and is fully illustrated in the toccatas by Girolamo Frescobaldi. In 
his prefaces he claims that his compositions come to life only in performance, since the 
passi diversi are built according to affect shaping: a musical idea which develops during the 
playing. Time and its perception are crucial for both composition and performance, which 
are inseparably connected in this genre. Frescobaldi tacitly applies the concept, introduced 
by Tasso, of a generative rule-bending to the expressive requirements of the artist. Expressing 
the affects means primarily manipulating time: the performer must determine the expressive 
mood inside every motive in order to give it the right pace. The comprehension of this process 
is the fundament of the toccata style: not only is it crucial for the rendering of the pieces, but 
it represents the Italian baroque philosophy of time. 

Avvertimenti

At first ... that this style of playing should not be a hostage to the beat, as it is [also] usually 
with modern madrigals, which although difficult, become easier by sometimes letting the 
pulse languish, sometimes moving it along, quickly, and even keeping it suspended in the 
air, in accordance with its affetti or the meaning of the words.1 

With these words Girolamo Frescobaldi, in the second version of his Avvertimenti to 
the Primo Libro di Toccate (Rome: Borboni, 1615), declares his entry into the realm of 
seconda prattica, and at the same time focuses on what would become the main difficulty 
in approaching his music for future generations. Breaking down, intentionally, a constant 
pulse, Frescobaldi renounces one of the most important elements in the creation of musical 
significance, at least for organization and structural coherence, as pointed out in an essay 
by Etienne Darbellay.2 This gap is filled with what the Swiss scholar calls the intrigue, the 
developing intricacy of melodic and rhythmical cells, the motives. They generate the formal 
structure and even the time, as if it were ‘la narration de son aventure.’ How this process 
could affect the concept and conception of time is the main topic of this essay. 
 On a broader extent, time is felt and treated as a living creature, and becomes a part 
of the compositional/performative game of playing. The matter is exactly described by 
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1 ‘Primieramente ... non dee questo modo di sonare stare soggetto a battuta, come ueggiamo usarsi ne i 

Madrigali moderni, i quali quantunque difficili si ageuolano per mezzo della battuta portandola hor languida, 

hor veloce, e sostenendola etiandio in aria secondo i loro affetti, o senso delle parole.’ Girolamo Frescobaldi, 

Toccate e Partite d’intavolatura di cimbalo... Libro Primo, Milano: Suvini Zerbone [1615], 1977.

2 Etienne Darbellay, ‘Forme, temps et memoire: l’intrigue  comme modèle d’unité chez Girolamo Frescobaldi’, 

in: Pio Pelizzari (ed.), Musicus perfectus: Studi in onore di Luigi Ferdinando Tagliavini “prattico & specolativo” 

nella ricorrenza del LXV compleanno, Bologna: Patron, 1995, 201-236.
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Giovan Battista Bovicelli’s comparison to horse-riding when he explains how to sing 
through a modern piece of music, to which I made reference in my title:

Because riding-masters are not used, when they have let the bridle loose, in the middle of a 
gallop, to pull it tightly in a moment; but they go little by little keeping the bit, and slowing 
the ride.3

This approach is common to all the seconda prattica; it is the Monteverdian tempo dell’ 
anima, where the pulse is not a metronomic pace, but becomes the spatial expansion of 
an affect, directly linked to the poetic text and its needs. But how can one apply the same 
concept in a toccata, where  there is no text but only bunches of black notes scattered on 
a page of chords? What then creates the affect, and implicitly, the timing of the piece? 
Frescobaldi does help – or maybe not that much – by saying that ‘only in playing do they 
(the affects) appear.’ So, how can one be sure of creating the right temporal structure, that 
leisurely gait, during which the composer’s ideas come to life? A good hint for solving these 
puzzling questions is hidden in what we have mentioned before, the intrigue, and in its 
governing rule.

La regola che si torce
It is not irrelevant that in the early Seicento the concept of form is not openly stated and 
discussed.4 What we find, in both theoretical and practical writings, is a strong commitment 
to the fazione, the making, the formal process (Formung, if I may use a modern concept.) 
The earthquake of expressivity, in the meanwhile, makes composers reject the old-fashioned 
rules of counterpoint, because, in the words of Rocco Rodio, ‘tied by many rules and precepts, 
the counterpoint can not make beautiful and sweet effect.’5 This urge is common to all the 
arts: the ‘new’ structural rule must be itself subject to changeability. This is what Torquato 
Tasso, in the dialogue La Cavalletta overo de la poesia toscana, suggests: 

The rule must be not as these rigid and hard, that cannot be bend in any way, but it should 
belong to the others, that are pliant and yielding.... The substance of contingent things, 
which is many times hard and difficult to handle, requires that its rule were able to wring 
and bend according to the occasions.6

Frescobaldi’s toccatas seem to obey this concept. There is not a forma certa, a given formal 
structure, but a forma percepita, a perceived form, generated by the deployment of the musical 
ideas in the single section. If, as we shall see in some detail further on, the motivic diminution, 
as I call the constant development of motives through a palette of compositional tools, is the 
‘formal engine’ of the toccatas, the tempo cannot be a standardized tactus, but has to arise 

3 ‘Perché non sogliono i cauallerizzi, quando c’hanno dato una longa scorsa ad un cauallo, nel mezo della 

carriera, tirar in un subito la briglia; ma uanno a poco, a poco ritirando il freno, e rallentando i passi.’ 

Giovan Battista Bovicelli, Regole, Passaggi di Musica, Madrigali e Motetti passeggiati, Venice, 1594, 12. For a 

general discussion of tempo in Frescobaldi’s toccatas, as related to affect, see Francesco Tasini, ‘“Vocalità” 

strumentale della toccata frescobaldiana: un linguaggio tradito’, Musica/Realtà 10 (1983), 143-162: 155-159.

4 Form and theoretical issues in the toccata summarized here are fully investigated in Massimiliano Guido, ‘La 

regola che si torce: alla ricerca del concetto di forma nella toccata del primo Seicento’, in: Gianmario Borio 

and Carlo Gentili (eds), Storia dei concetti musicali. Espressione, forma, opera, Rome: Carocci, 2007, 177-189. 

5 Rocco Rodio, Regole di Musica, Bologna: Forni [1600], 1981, 4.

6 ‘La regola non sia di queste rigide e dure, che non si possono torcere in alcuna maniera, ma de l’altre, che 

sono arrendevoli e pieghevoli. ... La materia delle cose contingenti, la quale è molte fiate dura e malagevole 

da trattare ricerca che la regola sua si torca e si pieghi secondo l’occasioni.’ Torquato Tasso, ‘La Cavaletta 

overo de la poesia toscana’, in: Enrico Raimondi (ed.), Dialoghi, Firenze: Sansoni [1584], 1958, 611-668: 655.
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from the motives themselves; and the performer’s way of intending and playing them may 
allow the structure to germinate, or it may not.

Motivic intrigue and Forma formans
Girolamo Diruta says in Il Transilvano that ‘the toccatas are all diminution’ (le toccate son tutte 
diminutioni), meaning that diminutional practice has to be taken as the key to understanding 
how a toccata is made.7 I would distinguish three kinds of diminutions used by Frescobaldi. 
The first is the ornamental type. It is the oldest, is common also in the sixteenth century, and 
consists of flourishing passages that fill up melodic intervals. The second is the expressive type, 
introduced in the last decade of the sixteenth century and in the early seventeenth century, 
especially by Rognoni, Bovicelli and Caccini. The aim here is, in a reciprocation of imitation 
between human voice and instrument, to make the music adhere to the supposed expressive 
content, through graces, passages and embellishments. Much emphasis is given by theorists to 
the way of performing them, in order to make them affettuosi or expressive.  The third kind of 
diminution is not found in the works of earlier composers, and is used by no one with such a 
degree of complexity as by Frescobaldi. I call this type motivic diminution. This is the deepest 
layer, because it acts as that generative flexible rule mentioned earlier. Virtually all the motives 
used in the toccatas can be explained as resulting from a diminutional process. Example 1 
shows all the motives belonging to the opening sections in Book I. 
 In taking a closer look at these, it is interesting to combine what two scholars, working 
in the specific field of toccata, have said. The first is again Etienne Darbellay:

Motives are final melodic cells, segmented by the speech through repetitions, or through 
a high level of local singularization, and are, for this reason, perceived as stable forms on a 
transforming sound basis.8

In relation to the structure of the toccata, Darbellay gives the motives two functions: they 
can be the vehicle of intensification, when the attention is focused on the gesture, the 
recitativo; or they can be the object of the process. In this case the whole section is based 
on a motivic transformation, anticipating the modern concept of thematism. Naomi J. 
Barker is even more precise:

A short musical idea usually but not always stated at or near the beginning of a piece, that 
is developed and transformed in various ways throughout the composition. Motifs have 
an identifiable and characteristic melodic-intervallic profile, are rhythmically active with 
a considerable variety of note-values and occupy a prominent position within the musical 
texture.9

Barker distinguishes between diminutional motives, incorporating an oscillation between 
two notes plus a prefix and a suffix, and interval-embellishing motives, related to diminution 
practice. Her analysis of the toccatas demonstrates that Frescobaldi is carrying out in the different 
sections a re-working of a combination of motives, adopting several kind of manipulations, 
both in pitch and in rhythmic content: complete or partial inversion, retrograde, mirror 
inversions, expansion or contraction, gradual fragmentation, sequences. 

7 Girolamo Diruta, Il Transilvano Dialogo sopra il vero modo di sonar organi et istromenti da penna, Bologna: Forni 

[1593], 1983, 36.

8 ‘Les motifs sont des cellules mélodiques ultimes que segmente le discours par des répétitions, ou par un 

haut niveau de singularisation locale, et qui sont de ce fait appréhendées comme formes stables sur le fond 

sonore en devenir.’ Darbellay, Forme, 220.

9 Naomi J. Barker, ‘Analytical Issues in the Toccatas of Girolamo Frescobaldi’, Ph.D. dissertation, Royal 

Holloway and Bedford New College, University of London, 1995, 53.
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The musical texture of every passo in the toccata results from this inner motivic 
development with which Frescobaldi may or may not combine the other two types of 
diminution. Since the rule is chained to the expression of change and contrast, the lack 
of a fixed scheme makes it almost impossible to predict what is coming next, or when.10 
In this way the forma is really formans, an affect shaping a musical idea which develops 

10 Anthony Newcomb suggested a ‘structural paradigm’ for describing the formal arch of a toccata, made of 

five main sections, assuming that there might be some discrepancy between the standard scheme and what 

happens in each toccata. Furthermore his attention is not focused on the inner development of every section. 

Anthony Newcomb, ‘Guardare e ascoltare le toccate’, in: Sergio Durante and Dinko Fabris (eds), Girolamo 

Frescobaldi nel IV centenario della nascita. Atti del convegno internazionale di studi (Ferrara, 9-14 settembre 1983), 

Firenze: Olschki, 1986, 281-300.
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I/i

Example 1
Frescobaldi, opening section motives in Toccate e Partite d’intavolatura di cimbalo, Book I. 
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during the playing, generating the section from inside and, what is more interesting for 
present purposes, its own time web.11

 Listening to a toccata, in fact, is an exercise of suspension of disbelief, because the 
regular pulse of the beat is intentionally broken, or better, bent to the manipulation of the 
motives, given life by the performer. Temporal consequentiality is achieved through motivic 
development. In this perspective time becomes a generator of form, because the structure 
of the piece is influenced by tempo choices, as exemplified in the following paragraphs.

Strutturalismo scenico
In order to demonstrate how time is used by Frescobaldi, I shall focus on the opening 
section of the first toccata from Book I (Example 2). This choice is but a symbolic one, 
since all the toccatas are based on the same generative rule.12 If we made a computer 
play it, using only the notational information, the result would be barely tolerable: just 
harmonies (quite simple, indeed) and scrambled fast notes within them, in a frantic non-
structural frame. It is necessary to read this engraved page in the light of Frescobaldi’s 
Avvertimenti, looking for the elements we have been talking about.13  

11 Frits Noske, ‘Forma Formans’, International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 7 (1976), 43-59: 45. 

The form has in itself the capability of evolving according to inner criteria. 

12 One might object that the durezze et ligature follow a harmonic development, where there is no tempo 

fluctuation. But there it is even more important to stress the harshness of dissonances, playing them longer. 

This means to create time structures of tension and relaxation, modifying the tactus according to the affect 

of the (harmonic) motive. 

13 An excellent commented reading of the Avvertimenti, centered on the question of ‘Tempo de l’affetto’ is the 

second part (Du ‘tempo del l’affetto’ à la lumière des avvertimenti: questions d’exécution: 206-239) of Etienne 

Darbellay, ‘Liberté, variété et “affetti cantabili” chez Girolamo Frescobaldi’, Revue de musicologie 61 (1975), 

197-243. The example is taken by the facsimile edition of the First Book, reprint 1637: Archivium Musicum, 

Collana di testi rari, 3, Firenze: SPES, 1980. 

Example 2
Frescobaldi, opening section of the First Toccata, Toccate e Partite d’intavolatura di cimbalo, Book I. 
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1. ‘The opening must be played adagio and with arpeggios.’14 The opening sounds 
are organized in a ‘time-chip’ a sort of ‘spatial bubble,’ inside which the notes 
constituting the mode final are heard for the first time, establishing the background 
for any development. The way this structure is played is the first and most pregnant 
opportunity for announcing the affect of the piece. What follows is only a consequence 
of this declaration. And time is the leading parameter. What we get is a collection of 
opportunities: it is the performer who has to make the choice, keeping in mind that 
this is but the start of a leisurely ride.

2.  Once the chord/affect has been established, the equilibrium is broken by the upper 
voice with what will soon become an oscillating diminutional figure, A. This is maybe 
the most common device in the opening sections. Notice how this written-out trillo 
assumes the function of a motive, spreading by permeation to other voices. We hear 
directions (going down), and more and more intervallic profiles. In particular the 
major second of the first oscillation figure is transformed into a minor second in the 
tenor, and there is introduced the leap of a diminished fourth. If all this material 
is organized as blossoming out from the first oscillation, emphasizing every new 
dissonance along the road, as recommended by Frescobaldi, there is a progressive 
increase of tension. This is achieved by giving the oscillating figures the right tempo: 
as in many passages it is a process of condensation/rarefaction. 

3.  Often an interval-embellishing motive is derived from an oscillation type, as happens 
with motive B, stated in the second half of the second measure. Such a figure has 
generally a strong rhythmical shape, and, I would say, its own tempo. B is also the basis 
for the development of the section, combined with A.

4.  Its strong time-driving character is quite soon smoothed and set in relief by the insertion 
of a scalar fragment, an ascending tirata C. Later on, this element will also take part in 
the intrigue of the passo, combined and transformed. But what is interesting – what is 
essential – is the affect hidden in its very first appearance. If the performer considers 
it a simple tirata, an ornamental filling up of a minor sixth, the governing element of 
the tempo-ride will remain motive B, which we have just heard. But if the exclamation 
of the very first ascending gesture prevails, contrasting with the downward direction 
just heard, then the time will be governed by this new figure, in which we could hear a 
suspension of the pulse in air, creating another medium of contrast.

5.  The opposing characters of motives B and C are clarified to an even greater extent 
in the following measures, where they collide, covering the whole tessitura in a very 
large gesture. Here there is a general time-structure, because it has to be projected as a 
unique body, whereas inside, several tempi coexist, related to the different figures. 

6.  In the toccata economy another very important element is the overlapping of motives 
(and affects and tempi), which are typical of the Frescobaldian intrigue, and the 
fact that this overlapping does not occur according to a fixed plot. The tempo from 
one passo to another is far from fixed and codified, even when Frescobaldi adopts 
proportional and mensural signs.15

All these elements can be effectively subsumed in the concept of strutturalismo scenico, 
introduced by Francesco Tasini.16 Every element in the toccata is like a character in a play. 
It has its own life, its own movements, its own tempo on stage. And the toccata is the 
living development of all the characters and their adventures. 

14 ‘Li cominciamenti delle toccate sieno fatti adagio et arpeggiando.’

15 Darbellay gives a complete overview of this problem, especially in Etienne Darbellay, ‘Tempo relationships in 

Frescobaldi’, in: Alexander Silbiger (ed.), Frescobaldi Studies, Durham: Duke University Press, 1987, 301-326. 

16 Tasini, ‘“Vocalità”’, 154.
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Tempo dell’Affetto
It is now possible to give a better explanation of the idea of tempo dell’ affetto, at least 
for the toccata. The motive, to quote Darbellay, becomes ‘the vehicle of a theatre made 
of gestures and affetti, the general rhythm and enchainments of which constitute the 
intrigue.’17 We could also say that this sort of thematism and dramaturgy are linked, 
thanks to the temporal plasticity of the motives themselves. 
 If we go back to Frescobaldi’s assertion: ‘only by playing do they appear’ (solo sonando 
appariscono), we can now understand better what he meant. There is a subtle link 
between the act of composing a toccata and the act of performing it. Both are rooted 
in the same tradition, I would say on the keyboard. A good composer should have been 
able to manipulate music material according to counterpoint and compositional rules, 
to bend the music so as to serve the rendering of the affects. A good player should have 
been able to read on the page the intrigue of motives and to recreate the intended affects, 
dramatizing them. This process is closely related to the realm of improvisation, where it 
is essential to shape duration and create time structures in order to be comprehensible. 
 As I have tried to demonstrate briefly, the performer’s tempo choices, both at the 
microlevel of each motive, and at the structural level of the relationship between different 
passi, can radically change the perception of the piece in its entirety. The form itself is 
drastically altered by emphasizing one musical figure instead of another. This process is 
the fundament of the toccata style: not only is it crucial for the rendering of the piece, 
but it may represent the baroque ‘philosophy of time’. Every motive generates a time-
bubble, with its own space, its own character, its affect. Each cell is put into a relationship 
with every other cell. The time is organized according to this structure in a constantly 
developing framed space, named toccata.18 
 Guido Mambella has traced an interesting overview of the concept of time between 
Zarlino and Descartes. Renaissance musical theory had rediscovered movement as the 
essence of musical experience. It was repetition (vibration) that generated the pitch, and 
the sound was conceived as movement in time. For Descartes the essence of tempo was 
the concussio, a sort of violent quake of animal spirits, without which it was impossible 
to build up any kind of rhythmical pattern. Sound was related to movement, to the life 
impetus, generating physical and psychological effects.19 
 If the real nature of playing is this concussive power on the bodies, able to communicate 
emotionally, then musical time is governed by the same infirmity as is human life. The 
affects that sound in the toccatas are nothing but a moment. Their duration is as short as 
the figures in which they are embroidered. In order to be affective, this music must have 
the same tempo as the heart: subject to change, unpredictable, but destined to vanish. 
Movement and change are really put inside the repetition of motives, inside the way of 
shaping the tempo in a toccata. This is maybe the ultimate reason for suspending the 
tempo della mano: to shape a beautiful musical flower, doomed to disappear.

17 ‘Le véhicule d’un théâtre de gestes et d’affetti dont les rythmes globaux, dans leurs enchaînements, 

constituent l’intrigue.’ Darbellay, Forme, 225.

18 For an excellent visual image of this concept, see Lucio Fontana, Concetto spaziale, 1960-1961, oil and graffiti 

on canvas 67x43 cm, private collection. Catalagoue Number 60 O 53 (Enrico Crispolti, Jan van der Marck 

and Lucio Fontana, Catalogue raisonnée des peintures, sculptures et environnements spatiaux, Bruxelles: La 

Conoissance, 1974). Last printed in Sergio Casoli and Elena Geuna (eds), Fontana. Luce e colore. Genova, 

Palazzo Ducale, 22 ottobre 2008 - 15 febbraio 2009, Milano: Skira, 2008, 108.

19 Guido Mambella, ‘La teoria rinascimentale del tempo in musica da Zarlino a Cartesio’, in: Gianmario Borio 

and Carlo Gentili (eds), Storia dei concetti musicali. Armonia, Tempo, Roma: Carocci, 2007, 287-303: 299-301.
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