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Topic Presented 
Interpreting Rhythmic Assimilation of Dotted Rhythms to Triplets 

 

Abstract 

The meaning of dotted rhythm is universally accepted today to be the following: the dot written 

after the first note lengthens its value precisely by half, and the following note is precisely equal 

to the value of the dot. However, the performance practice of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries involved flexible alterations to notated dotted rhythms. Among the various forms of 

rhythmic alteration are overdotting, underdotting and triplet assimilation. This lecture recital 

focuses on the study of Baroque performance practice of triplet assimilation: the alignment of 

dotted rhythm with triplet in such a way that a dotted eighth and sixteenth are coincided with the 

first and third notes of an eighth-note triplet group, respectively. Considering the staggering 

discrepancies and inconsistencies of rhythmic notation in the piano literature from the seventeen 

through the early twentieth century, such simultaneous clash of dotted rhythms and triplets is 

incomplete and can never be realized precisely. Since the decades of the 1960s and 1970s, the 

question of how to perform such rhythmic clash has remained one of the most controversial issues 

among the performers and musicologists. 

This lecture recital begins with a general inquiry into the Baroque performance practice of 

assimilating a dotted rhythm to a triplet through the analysis of manuscript sources, score editions 

and historical treatises. Several interpretative possibilities of triplet assimilation will be discussed 

and illustrated through comparisons of audio recordings and performance of musical excerpts, 

ranging from J.S. Bach to Debussy. The lecture recital will be concluded with a performance of 

“From foreign lands and people” from Schumann’s Scenes from Childhood Op. 15. 


