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Continuo Playing According To
Handel His Figured Bass Exercises

Oxford Early Music Series

Introduction to Continuo Playing and Handel’s Figured
Bass Exercises

Continuo playing according to Handel his figured bass exercises oxford early music series
marks a significant approach in understanding Baroque performance practice, particularly in the realm
of basso continuo. The Oxford Early Music Series offers comprehensive insights into historically
informed performance, and Handel’s figured bass exercises serve as a vital pedagogical resource for
musicians aiming to master the art of continuo playing in the Baroque period. This article explores the
principles, techniques, and pedagogical strategies associated with Handel’s figured bass exercises,
emphasizing their role in developing authentic continuo performance.

The Significance of Figured Bass in Baroque Music

Historical Context of Figured Bass
Figured bass, or basso continuo, was a fundamental component of Baroque music, providing harmonic
structure and improvisational freedom. It involves a bass line accompanied by figures—numerical
symbols indicating chords or intervals to be played above the bass note. Composers like Handel relied
heavily on figured bass, which allowed performers to interpret harmonic progressions dynamically.

The Role of the Continuo Player
The continuo player, often a harpsichord, organ, lute, or theorbo, was responsible for realizing the
figured bass, improvising chords, and supporting the ensemble. Mastery of this role required a deep
understanding of harmony, voice leading, and stylistic nuances—all cultivated through dedicated
exercises and practice.

Handel’s Figured Bass Exercises: An Educational
Framework

Origins and Purpose
George Frideric Handel, renowned for his vocal and instrumental compositions, also contributed to
pedagogical methods for continuo playing. His figured bass exercises, preserved in various manuscripts
and editions, serve as a pedagogical foundation, guiding students through the complexities of harmonic
realization.



The Structure of Handel’s Exercises
Handel’s exercises typically include:

Progressions of bass lines with accompanying figures1.
Progressively challenging harmonic sequences2.
Stylistic markings indicating articulation and ornamentation3.

These exercises aim to develop:

Harmonic literacy1.
Improvisational skills2.
Stylistic awareness of Baroque performance practice3.

Principles of Realizing Figured Bass According to
Handel

Understanding the Figures
Interpreting figured bass involves recognizing:

Basic intervals and chord symbols1.
Alterations and accidentals2.
Contextual harmony within the progression3.

A thorough understanding of these symbols is essential for accurate realization.

Harmonic Realization Techniques
Key techniques include:

Choosing appropriate inversions to facilitate voice leading1.
Adding passing and neighbor tones for embellishment2.
Balancing harmonic clarity with stylistic ornamentation3.

Stylistic Considerations
Baroque style emphasizes:

Figured bass realization that reflects stylistic conventions1.
Use of improvisation to add expressive nuances2.
Adherence to period-specific articulation and ornamentation3.

Practical Approaches to Studying Handel’s Figured Bass
Exercises

Analytical Preparation
Before realization:
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Analyze the bass line and figures to identify harmonic structure1.
Determine possible chord inversions and extensions2.
Consider stylistic markings and performance practice notes3.

Hands-on Practice
Effective practice includes:

Playing along with the bass line on keyboard or lute1.
Experimenting with different realizations for expressive variety2.
Recording and critically listening to performances for refinement3.

Using the Oxford Early Music Series Resources
The series provides:

Edited exercises with historical annotations1.
Performance notes based on Handel’s style2.
Guidance on ornamentation and articulation3.

Pedagogical Strategies for Teaching Handel’s Figured
Bass

Step-by-Step Instruction
Effective teaching methods include:

Introducing basic figured bass symbols and their meanings1.
Practicing simple harmonic progressions2.
Gradually increasing complexity with more elaborate figures3.

Encouraging Improvisation and Stylistic Awareness
Students should be guided to:

Improvise within stylistic boundaries1.
Apply ornamentation appropriate to the period2.
Develop a personal interpretative voice rooted in historical practice3.

Integrating Historical Context
Teaching should incorporate:

Performance practice research1.
Listening to recordings of Handel’s works and period ensembles2.
Studying treatises and historical sources on basso continuo3.



Challenges and Solutions in Realizing Handel’s Figured
Bass

Common Challenges
Musicians often face:

Difficulty in interpreting ambiguous figures1.
Balancing harmonic accuracy with expressive ornamentation2.
Maintaining stylistic consistency3.

Strategies to Overcome Challenges
Solutions include:

Consulting historical sources and editions for guidance1.
Practicing with a mentor or coach experienced in Baroque performance2.
Recording and self-assessment to improve realization skills3.

Conclusion: Mastering Handel’s Figured Bass for
Authentic Continuo Playing

Mastering continuo playing through Handel’s figured bass exercises is a vital step toward authentic
performance of Baroque music. The Oxford Early Music Series offers invaluable resources that bridge
historical practice with modern pedagogical approaches. By deeply understanding the harmonic
language, stylistic nuances, and improvisational techniques embodied in Handel’s exercises, musicians
can develop a nuanced and historically informed continuo style. This process not only enhances
technical proficiency but also enriches interpretative insight, fostering performances that honor the
expressive spirit of the Baroque era. Whether as a student, performer, or educator, engaging with
Handel’s figured bass exercises is essential for cultivating a comprehensive understanding of continuo
playing rooted in historical authenticity.

Continuo Playing According to Handel: His Figured Bass Exercises (Oxford Early Music Series) The art of
continuo playing, especially within the context of Baroque music, remains one of the most nuanced and
sophisticated aspects of early music performance. Among the numerous pedagogical resources
available, "Continuo Playing According to Handel: His Figured Bass Exercises" from the Oxford Early
Music Series stands out as an invaluable guide, offering both historical insight and practical exercises
rooted in Handel’s own practices. This review delves deeply into the content, pedagogical approach,
historical context, and practical utility of this seminal work, providing a comprehensive understanding
for performers, students, and scholars alike.

Overview of the Book and Its Context

"Continuo Playing According to Handel" is a specialized pedagogical resource designed to explore and
elucidate the art of continuo realization based on Handel’s figured bass practices. The book is part of
the Oxford Early Music Series, renowned for its scholarly rigor and accessibility, aiming to bridge
historical research with practical performance. At its core, the work comprises a series of exercises that
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replicate the types of figured bass lines Handel himself would have used, along with detailed
explanations of realization strategies. It emphasizes the importance of understanding the stylistic
nuances of Handel’s time, providing performers with the tools necessary to interpret figured bass in a
historically informed manner. Historical Significance: - Handel (1685–1759), one of the most influential
baroque composers, was renowned for his mastery of vocal and instrumental music, with a particular
emphasis on expressive, idiomatic continuo realization. - His figured bass notation was flexible, often
serving as a shorthand for improvisation rather than rigid instructions. - The book seeks to decode
Handel’s approach, allowing modern players to engage with his music authentically.

Structure and Content of the Exercises

Scope of Exercises: - The book presents a comprehensive collection of figured bass lines derived from
Handel’s compositions. - The exercises are organized thematically and technically, progressing from
simple bass lines to more complex harmonic and stylistic scenarios. - Each exercise is accompanied by
detailed commentary, including historical context, suggested realizations, and stylistic considerations.
Types of Exercises: 1. Basic Harmonic Patterns: - Simple diatonic bass lines with straightforward figured
bass annotations. - Focus on primary chords, voice leading, and basic ornamentation. 2. Figured Bass
Variations: - Lines featuring passing notes, suspensions, and ornamented figures typical of Handel’s
style. - Encourage improvisation within stylistic boundaries. 3. Harmonic Complexity: - Exercises
involving secondary dominants, modulations, and chromaticism. - Designed to challenge the player’s
harmonic intuition and realization skills. 4. Stylistic Nuances: - Emphasis on Handel’s particular use of
ornamentation, articulation, and voice leading. - Includes idiomatic suggestions for continuo
instruments such as harpsichord, organ, and basso continuo ensemble. Methodology: - Each exercise
begins with the bass line and figures, then progresses through suggested realizations. - The
commentary discusses options, including the choice of chords, ornamentation, and rhythmic
interpretation. - The exercises often include alternative realizations, emphasizing flexibility and stylistic
awareness.

Pedagogical Approach and Practical Utility

Didactic Philosophy: - The book advocates for a deep understanding of historical context, encouraging
players to think creatively within stylistic boundaries. - It emphasizes that figured bass realization is an
improvisatory art rooted in harmonic knowledge, stylistic sensitivity, and expressive intent. - The
exercises are designed to cultivate both technical skill and stylistic authenticity. Practical Applications: -
Suitable for students learning basso continuo, from intermediate to advanced levels. - Valuable for
performers preparing Handel’s works, such as oratorios, cantatas, and instrumental compositions. -
Serves as a reference for continuo players seeking to refine their improvisational skills and stylistic
judgment. Key Benefits: - Enhances harmonic literacy and understanding of Baroque basso continuo
practices. - Develops improvisational confidence within a historically informed framework. - Offers
insight into Handel’s specific stylistic idioms, improving interpretative authenticity.

Stylistic and Performance Considerations

Understanding Handel’s Style: - Handel’s continuo practice often involved a flexible approach to figured
bass, with room for ornamentation, passing notes, and expressive nuances. - The book emphasizes that
realization should serve the expressiveness and structural clarity of the music. Ornamentation and
Voice Leading: - Detailed guidance on realizing ornaments such as trills, mordents, and appoggiaturas,



as used in Handel’s time. - Voice leading principles highlight the importance of smooth, natural
movement of the bass and upper voices. Rhythmic Flexibility: - Handel’s continuo often employed
rhythmic flexibility to enhance expressiveness. - Exercises encourage performers to experiment with
rhythm, syncopation, and subtle tempo fluctuations. Instrumental Considerations: - The book
recognizes the idiomatic differences between harpsichord, organ, and other continuo instruments. -
Practical tips are provided for realization on different instruments, considering their technical and
expressive capacities.

Historical and Theoretical Insights

Figured Bass as a Pedagogical Tool: - The work underscores that figured bass is not just a notation but
a performative language that requires interpretation and understanding. - It explores how Handel’s
figures reflect harmonic functions, voice leading principles, and stylistic conventions. Handel’s
Harmonic Language: - The exercises reveal his use of harmonic color, chromaticism, and expressive
dissonance. - Analyzing these examples deepens the performer’s appreciation of Handel’s harmonic
vocabulary. Improvisation as a Core Skill: - The book advocates for a performative approach rooted in
improvisation, aligning with Baroque practices. - It encourages learners to develop their own
realizations, fostering creativity and stylistic authenticity.

Comparison with Other Pedagogical Resources

- Unlike more general continuo method books, this volume is highly specialized, focusing exclusively on
Handel’s style and practices. - It offers more detailed historical and stylistic guidance compared to
generic figured bass exercises. - The inclusion of actual exercises from Handel’s oeuvre makes it more
practical and directly applicable than theoretical treatises.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths: - Deeply rooted in historical practice and scholarship. - Combines theoretical explanation
with practical exercises. - Encourages improvisation and stylistic nuance. - Suitable for a range of
levels, from advanced students to professional performers. Limitations: - The specialized focus may be
less accessible for absolute beginners. - Requires a solid background in harmony, voice leading, and
Baroque performance practice. - Some may find the exercises challenging without additional
pedagogical support or guided instruction.

Conclusion and Recommendations

"Continuo Playing According to Handel: His Figured Bass Exercises" from the Oxford Early Music Series
is a meticulously crafted resource that bridges historical scholarship with practical performance. Its
emphasis on Handel’s specific figured bass practices makes it an essential tool for performers seeking
to achieve stylistic authenticity in Baroque continuo playing. For those committed to historically
informed performance, this book offers a rich tapestry of exercises, insights, and stylistic guidance that
can significantly deepen one's understanding of Handel’s harmonic language and improvisational
techniques. It encourages a performer to approach basso continuo realization as an expressive art
form, rooted in a deep knowledge of stylistic conventions and historical context. In summary: - For
students and professionals aiming to refine their Handelian continuo skills, this book is highly
recommended. - It serves as both a pedagogical guide and an interpretative resource, fostering
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improvisational confidence and stylistic awareness. - Its detailed exercises and commentary make it a
valuable addition to any early music library. In embracing the insights and exercises presented in this
volume, performers can unlock a more authentic, expressive, and historically informed approach to
Handel’s music, enriching both their understanding and performance of Baroque continuo repertoire.

Questions & Answers About continuo playing according
to handel his figured bass exercises oxford early music
series

No Question Answer

1 What are the key principles of
continuo playing according to
Handel in the Oxford Early Music
Series?

Handel emphasized the importance of improvising over the
figured bass with musical sensitivity, understanding the
harmonic context, and supporting the ensemble with a
flexible yet grounded bass line, as outlined in the Oxford
Early Music Series.

2 How can I effectively practice
Handel’s figured bass exercises
from the Oxford series?

Start by analyzing the harmonic structure, then practice
improvising bass lines over the figures, focusing on voice
leading, rhythmic flexibility, and stylistic accuracy as
suggested in the exercises.

3 What techniques are
recommended for interpreting
Handel’s figured bass for modern
continuo players?

Use historical performance practice, such as appropriate
ornamentation, rhythmic vitality, and understanding of
Baroque harmony, to bring authenticity to your
improvisation, as discussed in the Oxford series.

4 How does Handel’s approach to
figured bass differ from other
Baroque composers, according to
the Oxford series?

Handel’s figured bass exercises often emphasize expressive
bass lines and flexible improvisation, reflecting his
theatrical and expressive style, which the Oxford series
highlights for performance practice.

5 Are there specific stylistic
markers to consider when playing
Handel’s figured bass exercises?

Yes, attention to rhythm, ornamentation, and harmonic
tension, along with a sense of improvisatory freedom, are
key stylistic markers emphasized in the Oxford Early Music
Series.

6 What role does understanding the
harmonic context play in
executing Handel’s figured bass
exercises?

A thorough understanding of the harmonic framework
allows the player to improvise more confidently and
stylistically, ensuring that the bass line and harmonies
support the overall musical narrative.

7 How can continuo players develop
their improvisational skills based
on Handel’s figured bass
exercises?

Regular practice of improvising bass lines over written
figures, listening to historical recordings, and studying
Handel’s stylistic conventions as provided in the Oxford
series can enhance improvisational ability.

8 What are common challenges
when interpreting Handel’s
figured bass, and how does the
Oxford series suggest overcoming
them?

Challenges include understanding ambiguous figures and
stylistic nuances. The Oxford series recommends thorough
harmonic analysis, listening to period performances, and
practicing improvisation within stylistic boundaries to
overcome these difficulties.

continuo playing, figured bass, Handel, early music, basso continuo, music exercises, Oxford Early
Music Series, baroque accompaniment, continuo practice, basso figure notation
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