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Most music that we hear today eschews the sound of a pure interval. This is because no tuning system can be devised which can do justice to both to major thirds and perfect fifths. Singers and some instrumentalists can of course adjust the pitch of each note and some good vocal groups today sing renaissance music with a high percentage of pure sounds. In 16th-century Italy preference was given to perfect major thirds at the expense of rather narrow fifths. This meant that keyboard instruments were limited in respect of the number of chromatic pitches they could provide. A g# that is a perfect third above e is considerably lower than an ab tuned a perfect third below c. (The difference is about one fifth of a whole tone.)

Some instruments were therefore provided with extra keys, the earliest case known to us being the organ in Cesena Cathedral (1468). By 1600 many Italian organs had at least two extra keys and of course the corresponding pipes in the central octaves; these were almost always to provide ab/g# and either c#/db or d#/eb. While harpsichordists could retune such notes easily - both sharps and flats would not usually have been required in the same work - in time harpsichords followed suit. The process was developed by the middle of the century to provide both sharps and flats for almost all of the natural keys on the keyboard; this meant doubling each of the black keys and also inserting a half-key between b and c, and between e and f; this instrument with 19 keys to the octave was known as the cembalo cromatico or chromatic harpsichord. Nicola Vicentino and others designed instruments with as many as 31 divisions to the octave known as the archicembalo. (This extended the logic of the system to include both double sharps and double flats.) Luzzasco Luzzaschi played regularly on the archicembalo at the ducal court in Ferrara in the late 16th century.

The chromatic harpsichord with 19 keys to the octave was relatively common in Italy up until the 1640s. While it owed its raison d’etre to the wish to be able to play ordinary music in any key, thus satisfying the needs of singers and other instruments (pitch standards at the time varied enormously in Italy) the possibility of modulating or juxtaposing flats and sharps opened new vistas. Apart from the obvious role of accompanying singers - the chromatic madrigals of Gesualdo come to mind - it was also used in a solo capacity, as is shown by the fact that some compositions for such instruments even found their way into print. These include two Toccatas by Ascanio Mayone (1609), one by Giovanni Maria Trabaci (1615) - published in Naples - and a Sonata stravagante…sopra Ave Maris Stella, published in Palermo in 1641 by Gioanpietro del Buono. Mayone also wrote pieces to demonstrate the possibilities of an enharmonic (31-note) clavichord described by Fabio Colonna in his book La Sambuca Lincea, published in Naples in 1618; it is interesting that these examples were provided with sacred texts, the choice of which underlines the rather lugubrious nature of this extreme chromaticism.

Both Mayone and Trabaci use the modulatory possibilities offered by the instrument. Del Buono’s work is quite different. Being based on a cantus firmus it obviously cannot modulate in the manner of the other examples. Here the ear is teased by the juxtaposition of unrelated triads that however have one note in common, a procedure that sounds to us more like the improvisatory style of Max Reger than an afterthought of the renaissance.

Frescobaldi’s longest keyboard work, the Cento partite, published towards the end of his life, requires d#, ab and db in addition to the usual chromatic notes; being a pupil of Luzzaschi, it is very likely that he had a keyboard with split keys in mind when he wrote this piece which comes to a close a whole tone higher than the key in which it begins.

