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Essay Nr. 143:  On Defining the Italian Baroque
I never met with any man that suffered his passions to hurry him away so much whilst he was playing on the violin as the famous Arcangelo Corelli, whose eyes will sometimes turn as red as fire; his countenance will be distorted, his eyeballs roll as in an agony, and he gives in so much to what he is doing that he doth not look like the same man.
 

Nothing, in our view, so clearly defines the Baroque as the above eye-witness description of Corelli.  How far removed is this understanding of music from the old Catholic Scholastic dogma which held that music was a branch of mathematics!  Between these two poles stands the Renaissance which, in music, symbolizes the rediscovery of the ancient truth that the purpose of music is to communicate feeling.  The real story of the Baroque, in music, is an enthusiastic embrace of emotions in music and a fervent search for how this happens through music.
In the 17th century Italy was still not Italy.  One of Europe’s oldest civilizations remained, since the fall of the Roman Empire, a series of individual kingdoms, principalities, duchies, city-republics and the land controlled by the pope.  Spain, Austria, France, and the popes kept the peninsula in a continual state of conflict.  That out of this had come the Renaissance in the 15th and 16th centuries is remarkable.

One is tempted to suppose that, after the extraordinary leadership of Italy in the arts during the Renaissance, she needed a period of rest.  A more objective view might see the influence of a colder intellectual climate caused by the Church after the Council of Trent.
   This is most apparent in painting, where nudes were no longer allowed and only the fervent pleas of a group of artists prevented the Pope Clement VIII from having Michelangelo’s “Last Judgment” completely painted over.  In music, the noble patrons turned to entertainment and great numbers of distinguished musicians left for other countries, making Italian music important everywhere except in Italy.

We can see how strong these old-fashioned conservative feelings were, and how they contrasted with the progressive ideas of the Baroque, in a little squabble in Bologna in the middle of the 17th century.  This incident began with the hiring of Don Mauritio Cazzati as maestro di cappella at the cathedral, S. Petronio in 1657,
 and his institution of a series of reforms.
   This effort at reform was met, by the faithful members of the capella under the leadership of the deputy organist, Arresti, with resistance, resignations and remonstrations.  Among the latter is a Dialogo, a document circulated for the purpose of personally attacking Cazzati.  Among the criticisms, some are especially enlightening regarding contemporary practice and values.

He writes sophisticated introductions to the “Gloria,” “Credo,” and “Laudate Pueri,” which are not used in most chapels;

He uses vocal soloists when he has 80 singers there;

He teaches neither singing nor playing nor counterpoint, and never goes to the school, as is his duty, so that my son finds a way of life and a moral code which is totally unacceptable in this city;

He does not know how to place or order the choirs;

He does not know how to produce the voice and is afraid to sing without the organ, violone and trombone;

He likes to take the credit for other people’s compositions and distribute them as his own, even in printed editions; as he did...when he distributed books around the place which said “Music by Mauritio Cazzati,” when most of the compositions had been written by Don Lorenzo Perti;

He does not know how to teach the sopranos, who are necessary for the service of the church -- which it is his duty to do -- and concerning this, he has never crossed the threshold of the school to go and teach them;

Finally, he uses Bergamasks, Chaconnes and Ruggieri [as opposed to instrumental canzoni], and calls them Ritornelli.

What followed was a series of published tracts by both Cazzati defending himself and others attacking him.  The attacks centered on criticism of Cazzati’s own compositions for the church, which were made the object of a detailed search for examples where Cazzati did not follow the rules of 16th century church polyphony.  Nowhere is this more clearly stated, than in one attack which summarized,

That the whole [composition] is composed without mode, without reason, with little grace, less elegance, and is bereft of the laws and precepts of the respected Masters, from which one should not depart if one aims to follow the good rules of this mathematical science.

To not “follow the rules” was considered by such conservatives to be an indication that the composer was “lacking in moral and intellectual virtue.”  But there was a fundamental aesthetic question raised as well.  One measure in Cazzati’s composition was attacked for having a sixth above the bass.

What melodious delight can a miserable sixth, devoid of counterpoint so that I find myself hissing, ever bring to the ear of the listener?  Is it enough that music, in order to be beautiful, merely delights the sense of him who listens to it?

The implication here is that satisfaction found in hearing the rules and not the music.  The opinion was further strengthened by the suggestion that “the rules” were of divine inspiration, if not divine origin.  To these claims, Cazzati answered, in effect, that it is the ear which judges music, not rules.
However, you know, O reader, that the rules of music are not divine precepts, but human opinions and diverse, as may be seen from the printed books: and many virtuosi with printed works to their credit, have claimed to be not in error for the reason that it is necessary to see whether a composition is pleasing.  The one which is pleasing, then, can be said to be composed according to the rules; and the one which is not pleasing, even if it be composed in accordance with all the rules, is not good since it displeases -- because music is made in order to please and not to displease.
 

Among the writings of the Italian musicians of the Baroque one also finds numerous comments which reflect the great changes taking place in the practice of music.  Italian humanists already in the 16th century, even before the generation of Palestrina, were condemning the old Church polyphonic style.  Nevertheless, it is somewhat surprising to find Agostino Agazzari implying as early as 1607 that this style is “no longer in use,” for as we know some composers would in fact continue to compose polyphonic church music until well into the 18th century.

That kind of music is no longer in use, both because of the confusion and babel of the words, arising from the long and intricate imitations, and because it has no grace, for, with all the voices singing, one hears neither period nor sense, these being interfered with and covered up by imitations; indeed, at every moment, each voice has different words, a thing displeasing to men of competence and judgment....  Such compositions are good according to the rules of counterpoint, but they are at the same time faulty according to the rules of music that is true and good....
 

In this same work a comment by Agazzari reflects the growing preference for string instruments.  This change in taste, which brought to an end centuries of domination by winds in art music, was due in part to the advance in the quality of the manufacture of string instruments during the 17th century and in part because of the interest of the humanists in the ancient Greek accounts of singing accompanied by strings.  Of the wind instruments,

I shall say nothing, because they are not used in good and pleasing consorts, because of their insufficient union with the stringed instruments and because of the variation produced in them by the human breath, although they are introduced in great and noisy consorts.
 

At the same time, during the second half of the 17th century the winds were going through a dramatic transformation, with the retirement of nearly all the renaissance instruments and their replacement by the modern instruments.  Clearly a long period ensued during which makers struggled with improvements and players struggled with having to learn entirely new instruments, resulting in complaints about such things as intonation.  A typical example is found in Charles Burney, who maintains he heard Alessandro Scarlatti say, “My son, you know I hate wind instruments, they are never in tune.”
 
Another change one finds in the highest levels of society during the Baroque concerns the role of the noble.  In the Renaissance the ability to perform was considered a mark of culture, but during the Baroque the noble generally became only the employer of musicians.  Gasparini takes it for granted that the noble no longer has time for music.  He makes this observation while reflecting that most experts consider three things necessary for the making of a musician, resolve, application and a good teacher.  But even more important than these, he says, is a natural disposition.  This, he says, is a gift of God and nature and cannot be otherwise obtained at any price.
 

There are an infinite number of nobles, gentlemen, ladies, and princes, who feel an inclination toward music, but should they start in, it is certain that, because of their customary preoccupation with studies of literature or other gentlemanly exercises, a generation, so to speak, would not suffice them to arrive at the playing of four notes.
 

One manifestation of the new interest in emotions in music was a gradual realization that perhaps different emotions are appropriate to different venues.  Hence there developed among some a tendency to categorize performent under three locals: theater, church and chamber.  A typical example can be seen in Tosi, who argues for entirely separate aesthetic values according to whether the performance takes place in a church, the theater or in the chamber.  His most detailed discussion of these distinctions occurs when he discusses the recitative.

The recitative is of three kinds and ought to be taught in three different manners.

The first, being used in churches, should be sung as becomes the sanctity of the place, which does not admit those wanton graces
 of a lighter style; but requires some Messa di Voce, appoggiaturas and a noble majesty throughout....

The second style is the theatrical, which...cannot be beautiful, if not expressed with that decorum with which princes speak, or those who know how to speak to princes.

The third, which according to the opinion of the most judicious, touches the heart more than the other two, is called Recitativo di Camera.  This requires a more peculiar skill, by reason of the words, which being, for the most part, adapted to move the strongest passions of the soul, require the teacher to give the student such a lively impression of them, that he may seem to be affected with them himself.
 
Of course, the most immediate symbol of the Baroque was opera, the subject of the following essay.  The enormous popularity of the new opera form during the Baroque created an entirely new social phenomenon, the prima donna.  Benedetto Marcello gives us a humorous view of the social status of the prima donna in his satirical account of “Theater in the Modern Style,” of 1720.  He observes that the composer must not object to the great fees paid the singers and must be content if he himself is paid no more than the trained bear.  Also on the street he must walk a step behind the singers, especially the castrati.  All this, because “his own reputation, credit, and interests are in their hands.”
 

In another passage, which reflects the new style of upper and lower line dominance, his recommendation that an impresario can economize on double basses is intended to be a humorous jab at the numerous contemporary theorists who stressed the importance of the bass line.  Curiously, he adds, the double basses must be used for tuning.
 

Finally, Marcello makes a subtle reference to the 18th century tendency for a court to expect its musicians, as most were indentured servants, to also work in other non-musical jobs (even Haydn had non-musical duties).  Marcello recommends that in the printed program of an opera, the acknowledgment of the composer should read,

The music is by the ever most celebrated Signor N. N., conductor of the orchestra, of concerts, of chamber concerts, dancing master, fencing master, etc., etc., etc., etc.
 

The courts, nevertheless, were where the money was and Tosi offered singers the advice that they take advantage of visiting the many court of Europe.  Visit, he warns, but don’t stay,

For chains, though of gold, are still chains; and they are not all made of that precious metal.  Besides, the several inconveniences of disgrace, mortifications, uncertainty and, above all, hindrance of study [are associated with serving a court].
 

But travel they did, in that perennial hope that the “grass is greener on the other side of the fence.”  Thus, Alessandro Scarlatti, in a letter of 1705 regarding his son, Domenico, announced,

I am sending him away from Rome, because Rome offers no roof to Music, which lives here like a beggar.
 

And, of course, the grass was not always greener, as Geminiani observed of London.

When I first came to London, which was thirty-four years ago, I found music in so thriving a state, that I had all the reason imaginable to suppose the growth would be suitable to the excellency of the soil.

But I have lived to be most miserably disappointed; for though it cannot be said that there was any want of encouragement, that encouragement was ill bestowed.

The hand was more considered than the head; the performance than the composition; and hence it followed, that instead of laboring to cultivate a taste, which seemed to be all that was wanting, the public was content to nourish insipidity.
 

The most far-reaching accomplishment by the late 16th century Italian humanists was the reestablishment of music’s most natural purpose, the expression of feeling.  They affected this through their philosophical criticism of the old mathematics-based polyphony and by creating modern opera as a demonstration of their aims.  This purpose is clearly expressed, in 1600, by Emilio de’ Cavalieri in the preface to his Rappresentazione di Anima, et di Corpo, where he states that his purpose is to “move the listener to different emotions, as pity, joy, tears, and laughter, and other similar emotions....”
  To help make this possible, by way of aiding the listener’s hearing the singer, he recommends placing the orchestra behind a curtain and requests they perform without improvisation.  It is particularly interesting that he recommends the orchestra members changing instruments, according to the affetti, a practice which would explain the very large list of instruments associated with Monteverdi’s Orfeo.

Also with respect to hearing the singer, Cavalieri recommends performance in a hall seating no more than one thousand!  Otherwise,

If it is presented in very large halls it is not possible to hear all the words; and the singer would have to force his voice, which lessens the emotional effect; also, so much music with the words not being audible becomes tiresome.
 

With regard to Cavalieri’s preference to hide the orchestra behind a curtain, we should mention that Marco da Gagliano, in the preface to his Dafne of 1608, takes a different view.

Make sure that the instruments that are to accompany the solo voices are located so that they can see the faces of the performers, on order that by hearing each other better they may perform together.
 

Monteverdi, in 1638, makes an interesting general comment about the communication of emotions in present and most diplomatically criticizes the previous Church composers.
I consider the principal passions or emotions of the soul to be three, namely, anger, serenity, and humility.  The best philosophers affirm this; the very nature of our voice, with its high, low and middle ranges, shows it; and the art of music clearly manifests it in these three terms: agitated, soft and moderate.  I have not been able to find an example of the agitated style in the works of past composers, but I have discovered many of the soft and moderate types.
 
Angelo Berardi probably said it best, when he observed in 1681 “Music is the ruler of the passions of the soul.”
 

For the goals of the humanists to be manifested, of course, the first responsibility rested with the composer.  One composer who was particularly sensitive to the listener, with respect to the new emphasis on the expression of emotions, was Monteverdi.  In a letter of 1617, he recommends, for a court theatrical production, first of all a sinfonia to prepare the minds of the audience.
   In another letter regarding a court theatrical work, he proposes that a character speak in a soft voice, which “will give me a chance to introduce to the senses a new kind of music, different from what has gone before.”
 

Marcello writes of a letter of 1711 that he has tried in his music to lend “more expression to the words” and refers to the earlier polyphonic style as having a “natural sterility.”
   Alessandro Scarlatti (1660-1725) expressed the same concern in a letter to his patron, Prince Ferdinand de’ Medici.  Speaking of his Il Gran Tamerlano (1706), Scarlatti relates that he tried to achieve, “naturalness and beauty, together with the expression of the passion with which the characters speak.”
  The latter, he said, “is the very most principal consideration and circumstance for moving and leading the mind of the listener to the diversity of sentiments that the various incidents of the plot of the drama unfold.”
Agazzari, in his treatise on concerti, stresses that the instruments of the accompaniment must also share the responsibility of expressing feelings.  “When there are words,” he says, “they must be clothed with that suitable harmony which arouses or conveys some passion.”
 
As might be expected, there were some who were concerned with the fervent enthusiasm for the communication of emotions through music.  The great opera librettist, Metastasio, for example, had begun to worry, in a letter of 1747, about the effectiveness of rapidly changing emotions in opera.

The audience cannot interest themselves, as you would wish, in the agitations of your personages, because there is not sufficient time allowed to render them either hateful or amiable.  If the mind of a spectator is removed from its usual temperament and tranquility, the interest does not continue long enough to be remembered in the next scene: so that it becomes torpid and unwilling to be pleased, even to that degree of nausea which soon comes on for those very beauties, which, otherwise, might successfully have solicited and seduced.
 

In a letter of 1749 to Adolfo Hasse, concerning the opera Attilio Regolo, Metastasio reflects the fact that composers were beginning to write out symbols of feelings formerly left to the singers.

I should hope from such hands as yours, that a recitative always accompanied by instruments, would not be such a tiresome thing as it usually is, from others....  You likewise so well know how to perfect the art, by the judicious and alternate use of pianos and fortes, by rinforzandos, by staccatos, slurs, accelerating and retarding the measure, arpeggios, shakes, sostenutos....
 

Regarding the music itself, Tosi, in his treatise on singing, stresses in several places that the singer should only sing the best music.  The best music, he observes, has the capacity to “instruct the student, perfect the skillful, and delight the listener.”
   Tosi had a distinct preference for the slower expressive music of the earlier baroque opera and thus advises singers to tell composers that they want to sing, not dance.
 

Tosi’s comment that singers should sing and not dance, is a reflection of the fact that Italian opera, particularly in Venice, had become as much an entertainment form as an art form, or as a visitor in 1729 gave its purpose, “to tickle the ears.”
Care has been taken that none of these famous singers should be disfigured with a beard; however, their smooth faces with their shrill and effeminate voice seem to be something out of character, when they make their appearance on the stage like warlike heroes, animating their troops to second their bravery.  But we must observe that operas are not calculated to please the judgment, but to tickle the ear; so that propriety of characters is as little to be expected in these pieces, as sublime and poetical language.
 

Perhaps only because opera had become an entertainment instead of an art, can one understand a comment in a letter of Abate Conti to Madame de Caylus, in 1727, that “Vivaldi has produced three operas in less than three months.”
   Whatever is the truth of that contention, it is clear that Vivaldi had become responsive to the relationship of his operas and the public.  In a letter of 1737 he expresses his concern that poor ticket sales would constitute a risk to his reputation.
 

Ultimately, the responsibility for the communication of emotions in music falls to the performer.  If there is still a reader somewhere who is under the impression that baroque music was mechanical and boring, the description of Corelli quoted at the top of this essay should make him wonder if he has been misinformed.  Just as this description of Corelli seems very modern to us, so does the prescription for achieving this level of communication offered by the great baroque violinist, Francesco Geminiani.

These extraordinary emotions are indeed most easily excited when accompanied with words; and I would besides advise, as well the composer as the performer, who is ambitions to inspire his audience to be first inspired himself, which he cannot fail to be if he chooses a work of genius, if he makes himself thoroughly acquainted with all its beauties; and if while his imagination is warm and glowing he pours the same exalted spirit into his own performance.
 

As we have mentioned above, one of the central themes of the Baroque in music was a search for just how music communicates the emotions.  Many musicians commented on this, as for example, the great organist, Girolamo Frescobaldi, who reminds the student that the source of the emotions is found in the music itself.
Since it also seems that many may have neglected the practice of studying the score, I wished to point out that in these things, which do not seem to be governed by the rules of counterpoint, one must first of all seek the feeling of the passage and the aim of the author concerning the effect on the ear, and the way in which one should try to play them.
 

Frescobaldi mentions the importance of studying the score again in his Fiori musicali, where he suggests this practice separates the “true gold of the virtuosi from the actions of the ignorant.”
 

In 1749, Francesco Geminiani also complains that the soul of the expression should lie in the composition itself, not in the additions of the singer.

What is commonly called good taste in singing and playing, has been thought for some years past to destroy the true melody, and the intention of their composers.  It is supposed by many that a real good taste cannot possibly be acquired by any rules of art; it being a peculiar gift of nature, indulged only to those who have naturally a good ear: And as most flatter themselves to have this perfection, hence it happens that he who sings or plays, thinks of nothing so much as to make continually some favorite Passages or Graces,
 believing that by this means he shall be thought to be a good performer, not perceiving that playing in good taste doth not consist of frequent Passages, but in expressing with strength and delicacy the intention of the composer.  This expression is what every one should endeavor to acquire and it may be easily obtained by any person, who is not too fond of his own opinion.
 

Marco da Gagliano, in the preface to his Dafne (1608), on the other hand, finds feelings in the words.

The scene of Apollo’s lament should be sung with the greatest possible emotion; at the same time the singer should take care to make a crescendo when the words demand it.
 

Giovanni Bonachelli, in 1642, adds the interesting suggestion that even the tempo is adjusted according to the emotions of the words.

First they must be concerted together, and the feeling [affetti] of the words and the speed must be observed, and especially in the reciting styles, or representative, as others say, and in accordance with the feeling one must guide the beat, sensing it now fast, now slow, according to the occasion, now liveliness, and now languor, as indeed anyone will easily know immediately who possesses the fine manner of singing.
 

Tosi, although writing a treatise on vocal technique, was never so passionate as when he spoke of “heart.”
Oh! how great a master is the heart!  Confess it, my beloved singers, and gratefully admit, that you would not have arrived at the highest rank of the profession if you had not been its scholars; admit, that in a few lessons from it, you learned the most beautiful expressions, the most refined taste, the most noble action, and the most exquisite graces: Admit (though it be hardly credible) that the heart corrects the defects of nature, since it softens a voice that’s harsh, betters an indifferent one, and perfects a good one: Admit, when the heart sings you cannot dissemble, nor has truth a greater power of persuading.  And, lastly, do you convince the world that from the heart alone you have learned that Je ne scai quoy, that pleasing charm, that so subtly passes from vein to vein, and makes its way to the very soul.
 
With respect to general Italian literature, the 17th century is usually not considered a strong period.  One historian, Buckner Trawick, for example, declared, “Italian literature of the seventeenth century hardly deserves to be mentioned.”
   But we cannot pass over the great poet, Marino (1569 – 1625) who recognized what the musicians were saying, that emotions are the heart of music.
Music pleases all, but more than all the rest

delights the restless souls of those in love, 

nor can tormented heart find other peace

or refuge than in melody and songs.

‘Tis true indeed that music has the power

sometimes to call forth doleful sighs and tears,

and thus it mingles two contrary ends;

it cheers the cheerful, saddens still the sad.
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