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CHAPTER 10: ORNAMENTS

A. Ornaments are simply decorations intended to make something more 
attractive.

B. Background
•	 Musical	 ornamentation	has	been	 in	 existence	 as	 long	 as	perform-

ers have spontaneously interpreted music, dating back to Gregorian 
chant.

•	 Ornaments	were	originally	improvised,	gradually	became	indicated	
with	signs,	and	eventually	written	into	the	line	of	the	score.

C. Ornaments complement affekt. They
•	 extend	the	melodic	line	during	a	natural decay
•	 enliven	the tones
•	 provide	spontaneity,	creativity,	variety,	and	enhance	expressivity
•	 allow	the	performer	the	opportunity	to	impart	stress	and	accent	to	

the line
E.	 Carefully	choose	which	ornaments	to	use	and	their	frequency.
F. On or before the beat?

•	 The	 interest	 comes	 from	 a	 dissonance	 that	 is	 then	 resolved.	
Ornaments that emphasize the dissonance are preferred.

•	 Affekt is an important influencing factor.
•	 C.	P.	E.	Bach	was	a	strong	proponent	of	ornaments	taking	the	rhythm	
from	the	main	note	and	never	occurring	before	the	main	note,	which	
means on the beat.



•	 Some	contemporaries	were	critical	of	this	view.	Credibility	to	grace	
notes coming before the beat can be found in period flute and violin 
sources.

G. Basic Conventions
•	 Eighteenth-century	 music	 notational	 language	 contains	 varying	
combinations	of	notes	and	signs	when	indicating	embellishments.

•	 Some	ornaments	are	absorbed	into	the	texture	of	the music.
•	 Many	 are	notated	 as	 small	 notes	 in	 varying	 rhythms	 (eighth,	 six-
teenth,	thirty-second	notes	with	or	without	slash).

•	 The	length	of	the	small	note	does	not	determine	whether	the	note	is	
a grace note or an appoggiatura, rather the ornament length is deter-
mined by affekt, in relation to the principal note, and the tempo.

SPECIFIC ORNAMENTS

H. Trill
•	 In	the	keyboard	music	of	Mozart	and	Beethoven,	a	small	note	before	

a trill indicates the starting note only and not its length.
•	 The	duration	and	speed	is	determined	by	affekt	and	context.
•	 The	speed	of	the	oscillations	adjusts	to	the	tempo	and	expression	of	
the	passage.	It	generally	lasts	for	the	full	value	of	the	main note.

•	 In	 a	 long	 trill,	 the	 performer	 may	 start	 somewhat	 slowly	 and	
accelerate.

•	 The	 predominant	 view	 is	 that	 the	 starting	 note	 of	 the	 trill	 is	 the	
upper	auxiliary	(u.a.).

•	 Exceptions
◦	 When	 trills	 are	 approached	 by	 stepwise	 motion	 (ascending	 and	
descending)	and	an	appoggiatura	would	interrupt	the	smoothness	
and clarity of the line

◦	 When	the	main	note	is	the	dissonance	and	an	u.a.	would	create	a	
consonance

◦ Where an u.a. might prove less appropriate for musical reasons 
such as parallel fifths, parallel octaves, the opening notes of a piece, 
after a rest, or to preserve motivic identity

•	 Suggested	fingering	combinations
◦ Right hand: 2-3 or 3-4
◦ Left hand 1-2 or 2-3
◦ Using the thumb on a black key may be the best choice. Do not 

automatically dismiss this option.



•	 The	suffix	is	frequently	written	out	in	the	form	of	a	turn	ending.	If	
a	termination	is	not	indicated,	the	performer	is	expected	to	add	one	
where	it	would	fit	to	effect	a	smooth	transition	from	the	trill	to	the	
melodic line.

I.	 Appoggiatura means leaning, supported.
•	 Its	main	purpose	is	to	connect notes.
•	 It	enhances	harmony	as	well	as	melody.
•	 It	is	always	preceded	by	an	articulated	silence.
•	 It	is	always	louder	than	and	slurred	to	the	following note.
•	 It	usually	provides	an	accented	dissonance.

J.	 Short	 appoggiatura provides rhythmic accentuation and harmonic 
color.
•	 Affekt	 determines	 its	 length	 and	 whether	 the	 appoggiatura or the 

main note is accented.
•	 It	 takes	 a	 very	 small,	 scarcely	 noticeable	 part	 of	 the	 value	 of	 the	

main note.
•	 It	is	played	quickly	and	on	the beat.

K. Long appoggiatura serves to connect and complete harmony at phrase 
divisions or at cadences.
•	 Length	is	determined	by	affekt	and	context.
•	 The	 usual	 rule	 of	 duration	 is	 to	 take	 from	 the	 main	 note	 as	 fol-
lows:  the	appoggiatura of duple length takes one-half of the main 
note’s	 value,	 and	 two-thirds	 of	 the	main	note’s	 value	 from	one	 of	
triple length.

L. Turn occurs
•	 On	any	beat
•	 Above	long	and	moderately	short	notes
•	 On	ascending	and	descending	notes
•	 In	skips	and	in	stepwise	progressions
•	 On	repeated	and	unprepared	notes
•	 Oftentimes	after	appoggiaturas although many also occur on them
•	 Τhe	interval	between	the	outer	notes	is	most	often	a	minor third.
•	 Execution	and	timing	depend	largely	on	the	affekt of the piece.
•	 If	there	is	enough	time,	the	turn	should	be	on	the	beat	and	allow	a	

pause on the main note.
•	 In	short	notes	or	in	fast	tempi,	the	main	note	may	be	incorporated	

into the turn and the turn is often incorporated into the line.
•	 The	 internal	 rhythmic	 arrangement	 of	 the	 turn	 is	 remarkably	

changeable.
•	 Turns	between	notes	or	over	a	dot	are	delayed	until	shortly	before	
the	following	note,	depending	on	context.



•	 When	the	turn	alone	is	used,	its	symbol	may	appear	either	directly	
over	a	note	or	after	it,	somewhat	to	the right.

•	 There	were	many	problems	of	sloppy	notation	practices	on	the	part	
of the composers and copyists.

•	 The	turn	is	utilitarian,	nothing	more	than	a	simple,	very	short	trill	
with	only	one	rotation.	Developing	facility	is	of	utmost	importance.

M.	Slide
•	 The	slide	consists	of	anticipatory	small	note(s)	played	before	the	beat	
and	slurred	to	the	following note.

•	 Common	practice	dictates	the	slide	on	the	beat.	The	performer	must	
decide	which	execution	enhances	the	desired	affekt.

•	 The	 notes	 of	 the	 slide	 are	 always	 stepwise	 to	 the	 main	 note	 and	
slurred to the note.

•	 The	slide	with	two	tones	is	always	used	to	fill	in	a	leap	and	is	always	
played rapidly.

•	 The	slide	with	three	tones	is	an	exact	inversion	of	the	turn	and	may	
be	notated	with	an	inverted	turn	symbol.

INFLUENCES APPLIED

A. Begin developing facility in playing ornaments as soon as possible!
B. When ornaments are encountered in the score first learn the passage 

without	ornaments.
C. Determine if the desired ornament creates the desired sound or affekt.
D.	 Determine	if	the	ornament	will	work	on	your	instrument.
E.	 Determine	 the	 performer’s	 physical	 capability	 to	 execute	 the	 orna-

ment musically.
F. The ornaments indicated in the score are the composer’s suggestion for 

ways	in	which	to	enliven	the	message.	They	are	not	required.
G.	 Contemplate	creative	ways	in	which	you	may	intersperse	ornamenta-

tion	of	your	own,	particularly	in	repeated	passages	or	sections.
H. After careful consideration and incorporation of these ideas many 

more	 questions	 will	 come	 to	 mind.	 For	 a	 full	 discussion	 beyond	
the scope of this manual, refer to the numerous treatises avail-
able on eighteenth-century ornamentation, such as those by Türk, 
C. P. E. Bach,	Brown,	and	Rosenblum.


