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The most important source suggesting that Couperin’s chamber music can be 
played on two harpsichords is his own preface to the published edition of his 
Concert Instrumental sous le titre d’Apothéose composé à la mémoire immortelle 
de l’incomparable Monsieur de Lully (1725). The Apothéose is a trio sonata for 
two melodic instruments (the dessus), with separate parts for the bowed string 
and keyboard continuo, a scoring identical to that of Les Nations, a set of sonades 
(sonatas) and suites published in 1726. The preface makes it clear that Couperin 
himself performed the music in this way:

This trio, as well as the Apothéose de Corelli, and the complete book of trios which I 
hope to publish next July, may be played on two harpsichords, as well as on all other 
instruments. I play them this way with my family and with my students, and it works 
very well, by playing the premier dessus and the bass on one harpsichord and the second 
dessus with the same bass in unison on the other one. It is true that this requires two 
copies of the score instead of one, and also two harpsichords. But I find that it is often 
easier to assemble these two instruments than four working musicians. Two spinets 
in unison will do just as well (although of slighter effect). The only thing to which 
attention must be paid is the length of the notes because of the ornaments which must 
fill them out; bowed instruments sustain the sound whereas the harpsichord cannot 
do so; therefore the cadences or tremblemens and other embellishments must be very 
long; and if this is the case the performance will appear no less agreeable, especially as 
the harpsichord has a brilliance and clarity scarcely found in other instruments.
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This second of the two albums in this series1 presents two of the four suites and 
sonatas of Les Nations – La Françoise and L’Impériale – as well as some miscellaneous 
pieces: the Forlane from the Fourth Concert Royal, the Allemande for two harpsichords 
from the Ninth Ordre (suite) of the Second Livre de pièces de clavecin and a pair of 
conjoined musettes, the ‘Muséte de Choisi’ and ‘Muséte de Taverni’, from the Fifteenth 
Ordre of the Third Livre de pièces de clavecin.

François Couperin was 58 years old when in 1726 he published Les Nations. His 
health had been declining for some time – already in 1723 he had relinquished the 
post of organist at St Gervais in favour of his cousin, Nicolas Couperin. In the ‘Aveu’, or 
introductory notice to the public, Couperin pays a sincere, moving tribute to Arcangelo 
Corelli, ‘whose works I will love as long as I live’, and he clearly indicates the dual heritage 
of Corelli and the French works of ‘Monsieur de Lulli’ as his source of inspiration for 
Les Nations. He also tells us that the opening sonade of the collection – La Françoise – 
was the first one he ever composed. The Aveu goes on to recount an amusing anecdote 
about the first performance of this sonata. Knowing the hostility (‘l’âpreté’) of the French 
public towards anything new coming from abroad, he decided to pretend that the sonata 
was the work of a new Italian composer, sent to him by a relative who worked for the 
King of Sardinia. By rearranging the letters of the name Couperin (he doesn’t say how) 
he made it look like an Italian name; the audience was captivated by the music, which 
encouraged him to write other sonatas.

Couperin’s various prefaces to his published music and his little treatise on 
harpsichord playing, L’Art de toucher le clavecin, published in 1716, are valuable sources 
of information for musicians wishing to learn how his works should be performed. 
But, more unusually for the period, they often also give the reader a glimpse of the 
man behind the music. Couperin’s writings are frequently a mixture of humility, gentle 
humour and awareness of his own significance. In the Aveu of Les Nations he is evidently 
quite pleased with the subterfuge described above, and declares that the success of the 
pieces meant that he did not feel he had to blush for the deception about their composer. 
1 Toccata Classics tocc 0203 presents the Second ordre: L’Espagnole and Quatrième ordre: La Piémontoise from Les Nations, and 
individual pieces from the Concerts Royaux and the Second and Troisième livres of the Pièces de Clavecin.
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He hopes that the public will be pleased to have these pieces at their disposal, admits 
that he fears critics ‘because there are always contradictors, who are more to be feared 
than intelligent critics, since from the latter one may often, against their will, draw some 
very salutary advice’. The Aveu also mentions that he has written a fairly considerable 
number of these trio sonatas, which will enable him to present another volume of the 
same size as this first one. Unfortunately this project, as with his intention of publishing 
all nine Leçons de Tenebres, as he states on the index page of Les Nations, never came to 
fruition, doubtless because of ill health. (Only the first three Leçons, to be sung on the 
Wednesday before Easter, were published c. 1714; the others are presumed to be lost.) 
Perhaps the most moving and human of all Couperin’s writings is the preface to his Livre 
de pièces de clavecin, published in 1730, three years before his death: 

My health is failing from one day to another [….] I thank the public for the applause 
kindly given thus far to my works, and I believe that I deserve some part of it for the 
efforts I have made to please them [….]  I hope that my family will find in my portfolios 
something which may cause them to regret me, if regrets are of any use to us after life. 
One must, however, keep this idea in mind if one is to strive to merit that chimerical 
immortality to which almost all men aspire. 

This touching mix of humility and understated pride is a long way from the stereotypical 
eighteenth-century preface addressing the worthy public of music-lovers.

Some revealing hints on Couperin’s attitude to music in general and to harpsichord-
playing in particular appear in the preface to his First Livre de pièces de clavecin (1713): 
‘I must admit in good faith that I much prefer something which moves me to that which 
astonishes me’; and later:

the harpsichord is a complete instrument by virtue of its range, and sufficient unto itself. 
However, as one can neither swell nor diminish its sounds, I shall always be grateful 
to those who, by consummate skill combined with good taste, are able to render this 
instrument capable of expression.
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This challenge is one which faces all harpsichordists, and throughout the preparation 
of our recording, it has been a constant inspiration to us to imagine Couperin playing 
the music in his own home, surrounded by family, friends and pupils.

He obviously welcomed the idea of arrangements of his harpsichord pieces and 
chamber music. For example, ‘Le Rossignol-en-amour’, which opens the Fourteenth 
Ordre, ‘will work wonderfully on the flute when it is well played’; ‘La Julliet’2 ‘may be 
played on various instruments’. So we couldn’t resist the idea of a two-harpsichord 
version of one of our favourite pieces from the Concerts Royaux, ‘Forlane’ � , with one 
harpsichord playing the melody and bass lines and the other filling in the harmony as a 
basso continuo part. The Forlane was a lively dance from the Friuli region of north-east 
Italy, introduced in France towards the end of the seventeenth century and becoming 
fashionable during the first quarter of the eighteenth.

Couperin advises that ‘La Julliet’ ‘may be played on various instruments. But also on two harpsichords 
or spinets: that is to say the sujet with the bass on one, and the same bass with the contre-partie 

on the other. The same is true for the other pieces in trio scoring’.
2 Featured on tocc 0203.
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Les Nations is perhaps the finest work of Couperin's maturity, a synthesis of 
traditional French and newer Italian tastes, showing perfect mastery of all the forms 
used and blending them into a unique, refined personal style. The subtitle ‘Sonades; 
et Suites de Simphonies en trio’ reveals the structure of the works: each begins with a 
sonata of Corellian inspiration in several linking sections, followed by a collection of 
dance-inspired movements in the tradition of the French suite. The brief fourteen-bar 
section which opens the Sonade of La Françoise �  – originally entitled La Pucelle (‘The 
Maiden’) – is followed by a lively fugato marked Gayement. A slow, six-bar transition – 
indicated ‘gravement’ in the bowed string-bass part and that of the second dessus, 
‘Rondement’ in the first dessus – leads into another Gayement in the style of a gigue, 
followed in turn by twelve slow bars leading to a passage evidently inspired by Italianate 
violinistic writing. All the slow sections provide an occasion for Couperin to indulge 
in the rich, subtle harmonic suspensions in which he excels. The next Air, which owes 
more to the French gavotte than to Italy, in turn leads to a lively section marked viste – 
vite in modern French – which concludes the sonata. 

The ‘French’ part of La Françoise opens, as was the tradition, with an allemande, 
which although of Germanic origin was already popular in France by the end of the 
sixteenth century – it is described by Thoinod Arbeau’s Orchésographie (1598) as having 
four slow beats; two centuries later the eighteenth-century allemande retained the four 
beats and binary form. In L’Art de toucher le clavecin Couperin draws attention to the 
discrepancy between the notation of French music and the way it is played, comparing 
this phenomenon to the difference between written and spoken French, but he does 
admit that this practice has its drawbacks: ‘it is this which causes foreigners to play our 
music less well than we do theirs [....] our custom has enslaved us, and we hold fast to it’. 
He is referring here to the French custom of notes inégales, i.e., playing groups notated in 
equal values – most often quavers – in an unequal manner, long–short–long–short, and, 
indeed, notes inégales are an essential aspect of interpretation of French music of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The character of this Allemande �  is generally 
grave and majestic, with the inegalité falling on the semiquavers. 
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It is followed by a pair of courantes, the first �  marked Noblement, the second �  
‘slightly faster’. The French courante reached its apogee during the reign of Louis XIV, 
himself a very fine dancer. Both courantes of La Françoise are typically French, in 32, with 
rhythmic tension created by the ambiguous superposing of 3

2 and 6
4 values, and by use 

of hemiola (a rhythmic device placing three beats of equal value in the time normally 
occupied by two beats).

During this period the French sarabande was a poised, noble dance in triple time, 
rather slow in tempo and often with a syncopated accentuation of the second beat. The 
sarabande of La Françoise, marked Gravement, is no exception � . Couperin instructs 
that only the last eight bars of the second half should be repeated as a petite reprise – 
normally each section of the binary (ab) form would be repeated in its entirety. 

Gigues in the French suite are binary, generally in 6
4, lively and brilliant in character 

with copious dotted rhythms, as here in the Gigue of La Françoise � . It is followed by 
the extended ‘Chaconne ou Passacaille’ built on an eight-bar harmonic bass � . It is 
interesting, and rather reassuring, to note that for Couperin the terms chaconne and 
passacaille appear to be interchangeable, since to our knowledge nobody has ever been 
able to supply a convincing definition of the difference between the two.3 (He again 
uses the title ‘Passacaille ou Chaconne’ in the first of his two suites for viol of 1728.) 
The dotted crotchets of the elegant opening phrase accentuate the second beat in the 
manner of a sarabande. Phrase-endings are clearly indicated by the use of a comma – 
a sign which Couperin first uses in his Third Book of harpsichord pieces, published 
in 1722. There are many precise rhythmic indications: for example, the dotted notes 
marked pointé marqué from bars 65 to 79, the energetic character of this passage being 
emphasised by the indication fort (‘loud’). La Françoise comes to a light-hearted close 
with two elegant binary dances, a Gavotte �  and Menuet �� .

The wonderful Allemande for two harpsichords ��  must make all harpsichordists 
regret that this is the only known piece by Couperin with fully independent parts 
3 Some nineteenth-century theorists argued that the passacaglia was a set of variations on a ground bass whereas a chaconne was a 
set of variations on an harmonic progression; others argued the exact opposite. In practice, a distinction between the two is usually 
hard to make.
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for both players, each having an individual, elaborate bass and a separate part for the 
right hand. The piece opens the Ninth Ordre of the Second Book, a work evocative of 
the gracious, galant world depicted by Watteau with titles such as ‘Les Charmes’, ‘La 
Séduisante’ and ‘La Rafraîchissante’. The beautifully intertwining A major harmonies of 
the Allemande are only occasionally shadowed by incursions into E minor and B minor. 

The ‘Allemande à deux Clavecins’, an expressively dense polyphonic composition
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We have chosen to follow the Allemande with the two A major musettes, the ‘Muséte 
de Choisi’ ��  and ‘Muséte de Taverni’ ��  from the Fifteenth Ordre (published in Book 
Three), where they are indicated to be played as a pair.4 The musette or hurdy-gurdy, an 
instrument related to the bagpipes, was extremely popular in France in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries; in eighteenth-century France the name ‘musette’ was used also 
for a binary dance. The repetitive bass line of Couperin’s pieces imitates the bourdon of 
the hurdy-gurdy. 

As with La Françoise, L’Impériale opens with a sonade in several sections leading into 
one another without interruption �� . The gentle, andante-like Gravement over a running 
quaver bass leads to the crisp, contrapuntal exchanges of the Vivement et marqué. The 
dotted rhythms of the following section, Gravement, et marqué, are precisely indicated by 
Couperin, even down to the last two bars to be played très lentement. In the 1726 edition 
of Les Nations the string-bass part of the next section, Légèrement, is marked ‘Rondeau’. 
Its central part, to be played fort, increases in intensity with triumphant descending 
scales passing from one part to the other, finally leading back to the Rondeau theme. The 
Rondement section superposes French-style ornamentation with its delicate descending 
appoggiaturas in the upper parts over a running Italian-style quaver bass, leading in 
turn to the final fugato Vivement, very much in the spirit of Corellian violin-writing.

The ‘French’ part of L’Impériale opens with the customary succession of allemande 
��–courante–sarabande. The courante ��  – is paired with a second one �� , indicated 
Plus marquée. Many French suites have only one courante, but when there is a second 
one it would appear that the custom was to play it faster than the first. Both courantes 
of L’Impériale are in 3

2. The second section of Courante I is noteworthy for its striking 
syncopations and rhythmic cross-play. The tender Sarabande ��  is a challenge to two 
keyboard players owing to the quantity of ornaments to be played together. As Couperin 
himself says in the preface to the Apothéose de Lully, when playing the work on two 

4 The spelling is Couperin’s; modern French would use ‘Musette’, ‘Choisy’ and ‘Taverny’. The Princesse de Conti, a pupil of Couperin, 
had a residence in the village of Choisy, not far from Paris; Taverny was another village in the Paris region where the Regent had a 
country house. 
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The first attested example of a fully written-out contre-partie for a second harpsichord 
occurs in the 1705 edition of Gaspard Le Roux's Pièces de Clavecin.
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harpsichords ‘the only thing to which you must pay much attention is the length of the 
notes because of the ornaments which must fill them’. 

A lively Bourrée ��  – one of the optional dances of the eighteenth-century suite – 
leads to the Gigue �� , marked D’une légèreté modérée, the moderate tempo no doubt 
to leave the players time to emphasise its marked rhythms. A charming Rondeau with 
three couplets ��  – a form frequently used in French harpsichord music – precedes the 
pièce de résistance, a huge chaconne ��  of almost 200 bars (by comparison, that of La 
Françoise is only 104 bars long) on an harmonic bass of four bars, repeated once. After 
64 bars in D major, Couperin switches to D minor for the central section, 70 bars long. 
The first phrases of this minor section are punctuated by dramatic rests between the 
chords, and the frequent contrasting nuances are clearly indicated by fort and doux. 
The bass-line tessitura of the whole chaconne is extremely mobile, with frequent four-
bar repetitions one octave lower, and one bass phrase even written completely in the 
treble clef. The return to D major in bar 136 is marked Gayement, and the Chaconne 
fades out quietly with the last four bars marked Doux. Throughout this movement 
Couperin amuses himself with a variety of syncopations and cross-rhythms between the 
two upper parts and bass line. Like La Françoise, L’Impériale ends with a short, simple 
Menuet �� . Couperin often likes to conclude his Ordres in this manner with a short 
dance movement, a sort of ‘happy ending’ after the dramatic intensity of the preceding 
movements.5  
The recording was made in the Atelier von Nagel harpsichord workshop in Paris. The splendid 
instruments used for this recording are both double-manual harpsichords in the eighteenth-
century French tradition, with two 8΄ registers, one 4΄ and a jeu de luth. We would like to express 
our gratitude to Reinhard von Nagel for allowing us to play and record in the magical surroundings 
of his workshop. 

© 2016, Emer Buckley and Jochewed Schwarz

5 A noteworthy example is the Eighth Ordre, in B minor, with the intense, dramatic, penultimate Passacaille on a rising chromatic 
bass, one of Couperin’s finest pieces. The modern listener might expect the Ordre to end with the Passacaille, but instead Couperin 
concludes with the much lighter ‘La Morinète’.
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Emer Buckley was born in Dublin, Jochewed Schwarz in Tel Aviv, 
Israel. Both discovered the harpsichord during their university studies, 
Emer at University College Dublin, Jochewed at the Music Academy of 
Tel Aviv University. Emer continued her studies in France and Italy and 
then moved to Paris to begin a career as soloist and continuo player. She 
also teaches harpsichord and continuo  bass  at the Conservatoire de 
Lille. Jochewed studied at the Schola Cantorum Basiliensis and in Paris, 
later returning to Israel, where she lives today. She divides her time 
between performing concerts and directing the Felicja Blumental Music 
Center and Library in Tel Aviv. Emer and Jochewed met at the von Nagel 
harpsichord workshop in Paris, and despite living in different countries 
they take every opportunity of making music and performing together.
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