




                    Introduction to the Keyboard Prelude

What is a Prelude? 

Let’s start with Webster’s definition:  a preliminary to an action, event 
condition, or work of broader scope and higher importance.

This is how it started in music, as well.  The lute was a forerunner of the 
guitar and was popular from the Middle Ages to the 18th century.  The 
lutenist would first improvise something to test the tuning, touch, or tone of 
the instrument and this was called a Prelude.  Also, a church organist would 
play a “Chorale Prelude” to establish the pitch before the singing of a church 
hymn.

The first written harpsichord Preludes appeared in the mid-17th century and 
were improvisatory,  just the notes written without indications of rhythm or 
meter.  In the later Baroque, they appeared as the introduction to a dance suite 
or a fugue.  So the Prelude started out as an improvisatory warm-up piece and 
as an introduction for the music to come.  It then evolved as you will hear.

Of course, one cannot hope to have an exhaustive Prelude study in one 
concert but a couple hundred have been surveyed in choosing the 24 for this 
concert.  They are grouped mostly in chronological order under the general 
classification of the era to show how the genre evolved over a 300 year 
period.  Some of the most important composers who wrote at least 24 are 
represented with two contrasting examples.

There are also Preludes written for operas, as well as stand-alone orchestral 
Preludes.  This concert will just be concerned with those written for the 
harpsichord or piano.  While the piano was not in use until the mid-18th 
century, the harpsichord pre-dates the piano by over 300 years.  Being able to 
hear the earliest Preludes on the instrument for which they were written gives 
added insight into the Prelude’s evolution.  We hope you will enjoy this 
varied and broad ranging selection.
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