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Abstract. Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa (1807-1891) published the first edition 
of his treatise, generally known as Equinotación, in 1837. The book purported to 
simplify musical notation by reducing the complex system of clefs to only three. 
From the moment it became public his clef method became controversial. First, it 
sparked a long controversy in the Revue et gazette musicale de Paris regarding the 
system’s originality, usefulness, and possible plagiarism. Subsequent editions 
decades later also sparked debates and even a couple of lawsuits, as reflected in 
several articles in the Gaceta musical barcelonesa. At the bottom of these polemics 
and under the guise of music-theoretical arguments there were the commercial 
interests of the textbooks’ authors.  

Keywords. Equinotación, Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa, Jose Gil y Navarro, 
musical notation, textbooks, music theory and solfège methods, Revue et gazette 
musicale de Paris, Gaceta musical barcelonesa. 

 

La Equinotación de Frontera de Valldemosa y las polémicas sobre los 
libros de texto que desató en el siglo XIX 

Resumen. Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa (1807-1891) publicó la primera 
edición de su tratado, generalmente conocido como Equinotación, en 1837. El libro 
pretendía simplificar la notación musical reduciendo el complejo sistema de claves 
a solo tres. Desde el momento en que se hizo público, su método generó diversas 
disputas. Primero, desató una larga polémica en la Revue et gazette musicale de 
Paris sobre la originalidad y utilidad del sistema, así como su posible plagio. Las 
ediciones posteriores, décadas después, también provocaron debates e incluso un 
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par de pleitos que se vieron reflejados en varios artículos en la Gaceta musical 
barcelonesa. En el fondo, la motivación de estas polémicas, bajo la excusa de 
argumentos teórico-musicales, fue la defensa de los intereses comerciales de los 
autores de los libros de texto. 

Palabras clave. Equinotación, Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa, Jose Gil y 
Navarro, Notación musical, Libros de texto, Métodos de teoría musical y solfeo, 
Revue et gazette musicale de Paris, Gaceta musical barcelonesa. 

_________________________________________________________ 

Introduction: Masters and (Jealous) Disciples 
In 1818, after a very eventful and adventurous life, the recently appointed professor 
of counterpoint and fugue at the Paris École royale de musique et de déclamation 
(the old, as well as the future, Paris Conservatoire), Antoine [Anton] Reicha (1870-
1836) published his influential treatise Cours de composition musicale. Luigi 
Cherubini (1760-1842), also a budding textbook author and, at the time, composition 
professor and (after 1822) director of the reputed institution, immediately reacted 
negatively to this new textbook and opposed its publication, apparently on music-
theoretical grounds. Reicha’s approach embraced modality and polytonality among 
many other, at the time, unconventional ideas, but also because Reicha was not a 
French citizen, like Cherubini himself, was a protegè of King Louis XVIII who named 
him professor, and finally because a textbook meant sales (albeit small ones) and the 
consolidation of his professorship. To Cherubini’s chagrin, however, Reicha’s 
method soon became the standard composition textbook at the Conservatoire. 
 
Ten years later, in 1828, Reicha accepted in his counterpoint and fugue class a 
talented student, Hippolyte Raymond Colet (1808-1851). Years later, in 1840, 
already a seasoned teacher, Colet was appointed professor of harmony at the 
Conservatoire. His appointment was preceded in 1837 by the publication of his hefty 
treatise of music theory, La Panharmonie musicale, ou cours complet de 
composition théorique et pratique, a successful attempt to replace Reicha’s standard 
textbook at the Conservatoire. Thus, in just a decade, Colet’s book competed and 
replaced Reicha’s, as, earlier on, Reicha’s and Cherubini had competed for a position 
of authority. 
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Colet’s Panharmonie also created a bit of a controversy because his student, 
Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa (1807-1891), who had come to him recommended 
by Rossini, accused Colet and his textbook of having appropriated or even 
plagiarized his idea of simplifying the system of clefs by reducing them from seven 
(or more, in some cases) to only three. Soon enough, a driven Frontera de Valdemosa 
drafted a short treatise, Nouveau moyen trouvé par F. F. de Valldemosa pour lire 
avec promptitude et facilité la musique écrite pour le piano, and immediately in 
1837 submitted it and registered it at the dépôt légal of the Bibliotheque nationale 
de France. He also wrote an indignant letter to the editor of the Revue et gazette 
musicale de Paris accusing Colet of plagiarizing his idea of reducing the clefs to only 
three. His former teacher, though, responded by denying the allegations and accused 
Frontera de Valldemosa of having learned about this novel idea from him, and not 
the other way around (see Appendix 1). 

The controversy lasted a few months, and at once Adrien Adrien de La Fage (1801-
1862) intervened. De La Fage was indeed a reputed composer and musicologist, who 
coincidentally had just written his own textbook, Manuel complet de musique vocale 
et instrumentale (1838)―Colet’s direct competitor. To add another layer of 
complexity in this competitive world of textbooks, Frontera de Valldemosa also 
translated into Spanish the Petit manuel d’harmonie, d’accompagnement de la 
basse chiffrée (1839) by Antoine Elwart (1808-1877), professor of counterpoint and 
fugue at the Conservatoire. The following table shows these competing textbooks 

Figure 1: Francisco Frontera de 
Valldemosa 
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written by teachers and their students and competing for the attention of new 
students, subscriptions, and the adoption of institutions such as the Paris 
Conservaroire.  

 

TABLE 1: Competing Textbooks 

1802 – Charles-Simon Catel: Traité d’harmonie 

1818 – Anton Reicha: Cours de composition musicale 

1835 – Luigi Cherubini / Fromental Halévy: Cours de contrepoint et de 
fugue 

1837 – Hippolyte Raymond Colet: La Panharmonie musicale, ou cours 
complet de composition théorique et pratique 

1837 – Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa: Nouveau moyen trouvé par 
F.F. de Valldemosa pour lire avec promptitude et facilité la musique 
écrite pour le piano 

1838 – Adrien de La Fage: Manuel complet de musique vocale et 
instrumentale 

1839 – Antoine Elwart: Petit manuel d’harmonie, d’accompagnement de 
la basse chiffrée 

1845 – Antoine Elwart, trans. by Frontera de Valldemosa: Manual de 
armonía, de accompañamiento de bajo numerado, de reducción de la 
partitura al piano y de la transposición musical 
 
 

1. Frontera de Valldemosa’s Equinotación and Its French Controversy 
Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa is nowadays a pretty much-forgotten musician, 
but in his time he wielded much influence, especially as administrator and teacher. 
In addition to being a composer, he taught singing at the Madrid Conservatory and 
was the private teacher of many members of the Spanish royal family for many 
decades. A friend of Rossini and many important European composers, many sought 
his friendship and influence because of his proximity to the Spanish royal family. 
The following table outlines his life’s highlights. 
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TABLE 5: A Chronology of Frontera de Valldemosa’s Life 

• 1807 Frontera de Valldemosa (F. de V.) is born in Palma de 
Mallorca 

• 1815 Travels to Barcelona with Andrés Pavía, his stepfather who 
conducts the first performance of L’italiana in Algeri by Rossini. 
F. de V. absorbs his style (bel canto) with Marco Bordogni 

• 1817 Pavía and his family go back to Palma de Mallorca 

• 1824-30 F. de V. maestro al cembalo in operas in Palma (concerts 
at Baldomero Espartero’s home)  

• 1836 F. de V. moves to Paris and thanks to Bordogni gets to know 
Rossini, Balzac, Delacroix, Chopin, Sand, Paganini, Colet, Elwart, 
etc. 

• 1837 Nouveau moyen trouvé par F.F. de Valldemosa pour lire 
avec promptitude et facilité la musique écrite pour le piano (F. de 
V.) 

• 1837 La Panharmonie musicale (Colet). Controversy in Revue et 
gazette musicale: Frontera, Colet, de La Farge. 

• 1841 F. de V. moves to Madrid to teach singing to Isabel II and her 
family; he is appointed professor of singing at the Real 
Conservatorio de Música 

• 1846 F. de V. appointed musical director of the Teatro del Palacio 
Real y de los Reales Conciertos 

• 1850[?] Nuevo metodo: Hallado para leer y transportar pronta y 
fácilmente la música escrita para piano (Paris: Bernard Latte) 

• 1851 Infanta Isabel de Borbón, La Chata, is born in Madrid and F. 
de V. composes in her honor the cantata El voto de España 

• 1856-68 F. de V. forma part of the royal entourage that travels 
around Spain with Isabel II; he organizes many musical evenings 
at the Palacio Real 

• 1858 Equinotación ó Nuevo sistema musical de llaves. 

• 1858 Infanta Isabel de Borbón received her first singing lesson 
from F. de V. 
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• 1860 Founding of Asociación Artístico-Musical de Socorros 
Mútuos  

• 1868 Infanta Isabel marries; fur months later the royal familily 
goes into exile in Paris 

• 1868 F. de V. retires in Palma de Mallorca 

• 1879 F. de V. is appointed Académico de la Real Academia de las 
Bellas Artes de San Fernando 

• 1891 F. de V. dies in Palma de Mallorca 

 

 
Figure 2: Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa's Obituary in La ilustración catalana 
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His Equinotación, which he claimed to have invented, was the work of his life, first 
sketched in 1837 and fully developed in 1858, it went through several editions and 
revisions. It presents, as mentioned earlier, a system to simplify the clef system by 
reducing it to only three clefs and, although it was not successful it was endorsed and 
reviewed positively by major teachers, theorists, and composers. 

 

 
Figure 3: Equinotación 1837 

Georges Kastner, for example, in the Revue et gazette musicale de Paris (April, 4, 
1858, p. 112) called it an “ingenious system,” “exceptionally useful for pianists” 
(Kastner, 1858, p. 112; see References). El león español celebrated the publication 
(May 26, 1858) and El mallorquín, Valldemosa’s hometown paper, reprinted the 
article. La Correspondencia de España (June 24, 1864, p. 1) quoted A. Biaggi’s essay 
published in Boccherini (Florence, April 15, 1864), which called Valldemosa and his 
treatise “courageous.” A second article in La correspondencia de España (August 
25, 1860, p. 3) stated that the treatise had “relevant merit (…), confessed and highly 
proclaimed by competent music periodicals such as Il Pirata, L’Orphéon, La presse 
teatrale, La Gaceta musical of Naples [Gazzetta musicale di Napoli], L’Italia 
musicale, and others” (quoted in Bover, 1868, p. 323-24). Additionally it received 
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the attention of El Clamor público (May 15, 1858, p. 3), La Esperanza (June 14, 1859, 
p. 4), La España (June 28, 1864, p. 4), La Libertad (June 29 1864, p. 3), El Artista 
(March 7, 1867, p.8), and Revista y gaceta musical (May 4, 1868, p. 4). Two 
contemporary music theory handbooks praised Valldemosa’s equinotación, 
Gramática musical by J. M. Pérez González (1859) and Gramática musical ó sea 
Teoría general de la música by Antonio Romero (1861), but did not apply it. 
Furthermore, to secure his scholarly reputation, a few months after the publication 
of Equinotación the pioneer, nationalistic Historia de la música española by 
Mariano Soriano Fuertes incorporated a laudatory biography of Valldemosa, whose 
source was with all probability Valldemosa himself (Soriano Fuertes, 1859, pp. 357-
61). Signed generically by an editor, the same text, with very small changes, was 
immediately reproduced on April 30 1859 in Escenas contemporáneas (Sánchez, 
1859, pp.100-14). And yet a few months later, to top it all, the Dizionario Biografico: 
dei plù celebri poeti ed artisti adapted the same text (Regli, 1860, pp. 212-13). 
Valldemosa’s reputation as a scholar was thus solidified and internationalized, but it 
was Saldoni who cemented it in Spain by including him in his later Diccionario 
biográfico (Saldoni,1880, Vol. III, p. 206). The following table shows the different 
editions of the treatise (see also References). 

 

TABLE 2: Different Editions of Frontera de Valldemosa’s Equinotación 

1837: Nouveau moyen trouvé par F.F. de Valldemosa pour lire avec 
promptitude et facilité la musique écrite pour le piano. This is only a sketch 
of the future system intended for the dépôt légal of the Bibliotheque nationale de 
France. It was fully developed in 1858. It includes the song “El Trípili,” arranged for 
piano, generally attributed to Blas de Laserna (1751-1816). The bass (the left hand) 
is notated according to the equinotación principles: the bass f clef is notated on the 
fifth staff line instead of the usual f clef on the fourth staff line. 

1850[?]: Nuevo metodo: Hallado para leer y transportar pronta y 
fácilmente la música escrita para piano. Paris: Bernard Latte, n.d. The date 
of publication is uncertain. Publisher Bernard Latte was active from 1831-1855; José 
Subirá’s papers (Fons Subira, Biblioteca Nacional de Catalunya) kept a copy of this 
item; Subirá settled for 1850, without any clear explanation. Dedicated to Queen 
Isabel II, the title page is in Spanish and the French paragraphs from 1837 are 
translated into Spanish. Bernard Latte (c.1805/c.1806-1876) was a respected French 
publisher and it is possible that Frontera de Valldemosa used his imprint for 
prestige, as a kind of vanity publication, but printed it anyway in Spain, not in 
France. In addition to “El Trípili,” it includes “Arietta” for voice and piano (lyrics 
allegedly by Metastasio in Italian and Antonio Maria Segovia in Spanish and music 
by Frontera de Valldemosa), and “La jota aragonesa a cuatro manos” arranged by 



Antoni Pizà                                                                                     https://doi.org/10.7203/Itamar.10.29138 
 

 
ITAMAR. Revista de investigación musical: territorios para el arte 

Nº 10, 2024 e-ISSN: 2386-8260, ISSN: 1889-1713 
Universitat de València (España) 

127 

Frontera de Valldemosa for piano four hands. All is notated according to the 
equinotación principles. 

1858: Equinotación, ó, Nuevo sistema musical de llaves (sin variar su 
figura) por el cual desaparece su actual complicación, y se facilita la 
inteligencia de toda música escrita á dos ó más partes, la de las grandes 
particiones y el arte de transportar para los acompañantes. Madrid: 
Imprenta, Fundición y Librería de D. Eusebio Aguado, Impresor de Cámara de S. M. 
This is Frontera de Valldemosa’s fully developed treatise on equinotación. 

1884: Equinotación, o sea Nuevo método de llaves (sin variar su 
figura). Palma de Mallorca: Impr. de P. F. Gelabert. The title is misleading. This 
pamphlet is by “M.” and it is a critical appraisal of the equinotación system, not the 
method itself. 

1888: Equinotación, o sea Nuevo método de llaves (sin variar su 
figura). Palma de Mallorca: Impr. de P. F. Gelabert. The title is misleading. This 
pamphlet is also by “M.” and it is a critical appraisal of the equinotación system. A 
reprint of the above item. 

 

 
Figure 4: Equinotación, c.1850 
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The Equinotación sparked two major controversies. The first one involves Frontera 
de Valldemosa’s protestation against Henry Colet and his Panharmonie; Colet’s 
defense follows this; and it concludes finally with Andrien de La Fage’s charges 
against both (Appendix 1 presents in full the writings published in the Revue et 
gazette musical de Paris). De La Fage’s main argument is that this “querelle des clés” 
is in reality a bunch of “risibles querelles.” He argues that neither Valldemosa nor 
Colet have invented anything since many theorists or “unicleffiers,” as he calls them, 
have tried to simplify the clef system before them. The following tables summarize 
treatises that promulgated a reduction of the complex clef system. It is unlikely that 
Frontera de Valldemosa knew any of the treatises mentioned by de La Fage, but it is 
quite possible he was acquainted with Moretti’s 1824 treatise, since it was written in 
Spanish and it was well-known in Spain. 

 

TABLE 3: Unicleffiers According to Adrien de La Fage 

1672: Thomas Salmon: Essay to the Advance of Musick (London) 

1672: Matthew Locke: Observations upon a Late Book entituled “Essay 
to the Advancement of Musick” (London) 

1672: John Wallis: A Vindication of an Essay to the Advancement of 
Musick, from Mr. Matthew Lock’s “Observations,” by Enquiring into 
the Real Nature and Most Convenient Practise of that Science (London) 

1766: Abbée [Joseph] Lacassagne: Traité general des éléments du chant 
(Paris) 

1767: Pascal Boyer: Lettre à Monsieur Diderot, sur le projet de l’unité de 
clef dans la musique, et la réforme des mesures, proposés par M. l’abbé 
La Cassagne, dans ses “Élémens du chant” (Paris) 

1768: Abbée [Joseph] Lacassagne: L’unicleffier musical, pour servir de 
supplement au Traité général, et de réponse à quelques objections 
(Paris) 
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TABLE 4: Spanish-Language Treatises on Symplifying the Clefs System 

1824:  Federico Moretti, Sistema uniclave, ó Ensayo sobre uniformar 
las claves de la música, sujetandolas á una sola escala, dedicado a la 
Académia Filarmónica de Bolonia. Por su individuo el caballero don 
Federico Moretti. Imprenta de Indalecio de Sancha. 

1837: Nouveau moyen trouvé par F.F. de Valldemosa pour lire avec 
promptitude et facilité la musique écrite pour le piano 

1850[?]: Nuevo metodo: Hallado para leer y transportar pronta y 
fácilmente la música escrita para piano. Paris: Bernard Latte. 

1858: Equinotación, ó, Nuevo sistema musical de llaves (sin variar su 
figura) por el cual desaparece su actual complicación, y se facilita la 
inteligencia de toda música escrita á dos ó más partes, la de las grandes 
particiones y el arte de transportar para los acompañantes. Madrid: 
Imprenta, Fundición y Librería de D. Eusebio Aguado, Impresor de 
Cámara de S. M. 

1859: Joaquín María Pérez González , Gramática musical. Imprenta de 
T. Fortanet. 

1863: José Gil y Navarro, Nuevo sistema de notación musical bajo la 
supresión de los sostenidos, bemoles y becuadros y llaves y la reducción 
de tonos. Imprenta Española. 

1884: Equinotación, o sea Nuevo método de llaves (sin variar su 
figura). Palma de Mallorca: Impr. de P. F. Gelabert 

1885: Diego Fallon, Arte de leer, escribir y dictar música. Sistema 
alfabético Bogotá: Imprenta musical de Diego Fallon 

1886: Gabriel Melitón Baños, Gramática musical razonada dispuesta 
en cuatro lecciones ó sea Nuevo tratado teórico-práctico de solfeo. 
Toledo: Imprenta y librería de Fando y hermano 

1861: Antonio Romero, Gramática musical ó sea Teoría general de la 
música: aprobada y adoptada por el Real Conservatorio de Música y 
Declamación de Madrid. Antonio Romero. 
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2. Frontera de Valldemosa’s Spanish Controversy with Gil y Navarro 
As early as 1862, Spanish theorist and pedagoge Jose Gil y Navarro started drafting 
a new teaching method, Nuevo sistema de notación musical bajo la supresión de los 
sostenidos, bemoles y becuadros y llaves y la reducción de tonos, which began to be 
published in serialized form in 1863. Gil y Navarro intended his new method to be 
adopted by the Madrid Conservatory and even the Queen awarded him a substantial 
grant to develop and implement the new system. Soon a group of professors at the 
Madrid Conservatory (Hilarión Eslava, Emilio Arrieta, Rafael Hernando, and 
Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa) drafted, against the Queen’s opinion, a negative 
evaluation of the textbook. Thus they opposed the implementation and publication 
of Gil y Navarro’s method, going as far as denying the respected former teacher of 
the Madrid Conservatory the use of the classrooms of the same institution to 
implement the new method (Appendix 2 presents in full the writings published in 
the Gaceta musical barcelonesa). 
 
The controversy that ensued was published in the Gaceta musical barcelonesa in a 
series of articles and commentary pieces.  It includes both sides of the controversy. 
On the one hand, the reviewers of Gil y Navarro’s work (Eslava, Arrieta, Hernando, 
and Frontera de Valldemosa) explain the lack of need for such a method. Conversely, 
the textbook’s author, Gil y Navarro, replies that the reviewers lack sufficient 
knowledge to evaluate his work. The reviewers, in their turn, feel insulted by that 
reply and take him to court. However, all is solved amicably (more or less) when Gil 
y Navarro asserts that his defense is not against the people but rather the ideas 
expressed in the review. 

 3. Conclusion: The Battle of the Textbooks 
As mentioned, it is quite posible that Frontera de Valldemosa’s Equinotación found 
inspiration in Federico Moretti’s 1824 Sistema uniclave, ó Ensayo sobre uniformar 
las claves de la música, sujetandolas á una sola escala, dedicado a la Académia 
Filarmónica de Bolonia. Por su individuo el caballero don Federico Moretti. On the 
other hand, it is hard to assess whether Colet plagiarized Frontera de Valldemosa or 
viceversa. All things considered, if there is one thing the 1838 querelle des clés 
published in the Revue et gazette musicale de Paris (see Appendix 1) shows is how 
important textbooks were, and that the arguments went beyond musical-theoretical 
issues. 
 
The same could be said for the subsequent 1865 controversy with José Gil y Navarro 
against Hilarión Eslava, Emilio Arrieta, Rafael Hernando y Francisco Frontera de 
Valldemosa, published in the Gaceta musical barcelonesa (see Appendix 2). Under 
the guise of musical-theoretical arguments, it is clear that they all wanted their 
textbook to prevail and be adopted by the official institutions, including the Paris 
Conservatoire and the Madrid Conservatorio. All these authors had their textbooks 
and they did not want any possible competition. Their professional prestige, their 
ego, but also their finances were at stake. 
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In sum, in 1837, when Francisco Frontera de Valldemosa released the first edition of 
his treatise, commonly referred to as Equinotación, the book’s goal was to simplify 
musical notation by limiting the intricate clef system and just using three. His ideas 
regarding the use of clefs became contentious as soon as they were made public. 
First, it caused a protracted debate on the system’s uniqueness, value, and potential 
for plagiarism in the Revue et gazette musicale de Paris. Decades later, as evidenced 
by multiple articles in the Gaceta musical barcelonesa, subsequent editions of the 
equinotación also generated discussions and even a few legal actions. My contention 
in this paper has been that the financial objectives of the textbook authors were 
hidden beneath these polemics and arguments based on music theory.  They wanted 
their ideas and their books to prevails over other textbooks in use.  
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Appendix 1: The Querelle des clés (Revue et gazette musicale de Paris) 

Francisco Frontera de Valldemossa’s letter to the editor of Revue et gazette musicale 
de Paris (February 4, 1838, p. 53). 
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Hippolyte Raymond Colet’s letter to the editor of Revue et gazette musicale de Paris; 
riposte to Frontera de Valldemosa’s letter of February 4, 1838 (February 11, 1838, 
pp. 67-69).  
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Adrien de La Fage’s contribution to the Valldemosa-Colet’s controversy (February 
25, 1838, pp. 81-84). 
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Appendix 2: Gil y Navarro’s Controversy and Lawsuits (Gaceta musical 
barcelonesa) 
Gil y Navarro Presents a lecture about his Nuevo sistema de notación musical 
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Gil y Navarro defends his Nuevo sistema de notación musical 
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Gil y Navarro presents a series of lectures about his Nuevo sistema de notación 
musical
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Gil y Navarro’s refutation of the experts’ negative evaluation of his Nuevo Sistema
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Lawsuit against Gil y Navarro and his Nuevo sistema de notación musical
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