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Introduction 

“How could such beautiful (and contrapuntal!) music be  
by an unknown (at least to me) composer?” 

So wrote a consort partner after hearing a MIDI audio file of Contrapunctus 41 
from Francesco Courcelle’s Libro di Contrapunti a 3 (1723).  

Courcelle was also unknown to me before I ran across an edition of the 
Contrapunti on the website www.imslp.com made by William R. Shannon. Trying 
out a few of the 57 pieces in the collection soon made it clear that it was something 
special and was well worth preparing playable scores in a variety of consort 
configurations. Not much information is readily available about Courcelle. He was 
Italian but borne of French parents (hence the alternate spelling of his name as 
“Corselli”), and was musical director at a variety of churches and courts in Italy 
and Spain while composing primarily religious music and a few operas. It is 
intriguing that the Contrapuncti are dated 1723, when he would have been only 18 
years old and before being employed as a musician. 

The manuscript source and Shannon’s edition use most of the types of C clefs, at 
least a few of which would be unfamiliar to most viol players, and it does not 
specify instrumentation. Because the individual voices cover rather narrow ranges 
and are in most cases set at close intervals, there are a nearly unlimited number of 
combinations of viols possible and, as a result, the layout of this edition needs 
some explanation. Each of the 57 pieces is presented in four versions. The first two 
use the original range and assign two possible combinations of viols, The second 
two are transposed down, usually an interval of a fourth or fifth, and also scored 
for two combinations of viols.  

Thus, most existing consorts of three players will be able to find suitable scores to 
play. Note that it is possible to mix and match between two scores in the same key 
to further expand the possibilities. For instance, a score set for treble-treble-treble 
plus another in the same key set for tenor-tenor-tenor allows the additional 
combinations of treble-treble-tenor and treble-tenor-tenor. One player could play 
the top voice treble staff from first score while the other two play from the second. 
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Voicings of some pieces were selected with this possibility in mind and, in fact, the 
best-sounding versions may be the ones that use two scores. 

The Contents page lists the 57 Contrapuncti in order along with the four 
instrument combinations. This could make it difficult to scan for your favorite, or 
merely the available, combination so I have made a webpage that can be sorted by 
instrument combination at www.musicforviols.org/Courcelle.php 

The music itself is reminiscent of the trios of Arcangelo Corelli—elegant, lush and 
brimming with suspensions. It is thoroughly enjoyable and accessible on viols. 

After hand-keying in some 6,000 bars of the parts, I think I am well-qualified to 
say that Mr. Shannon’s edition is remarkable for its accuracy. I feel fully confident 
in being able to claim that any errors you run across are mine alone.  

Dick Yates 
Salem, Oregon 
September 2024 
dick@musicforviols.org 
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