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Essay Nr. 145:  On Court Music of the Italian Baroque
At a time when numerous Italian musicians were being offered positions in courts abroad, those musicians who remained in Italy found themselves domestic servants to an aristocracy (including the nobles of the Church) which preferred to be entertained to being moved.  Even Monteverdi, a genius who clearly saw the future of music and one of the very great musicians of the Baroque, spent much of his life working for nobles incapable of appreciating his ability.  In one letter he complains that due to the pressure of composing music for a court wedding,

I have had a frightful pain in my head and so terrible and violent an itching around my waist, that neither by cauteries which I have had applied to myself, nor by purges taken orally, nor by blood-letting and other potent remedies has it so far been possible to get even partly better.  My father attributes the cause of the headache to mental strain....

Further, he complains, that after suffering from cold, lack of clothing, servitude, and very nearly lack of food, at the wedding His Highness failed to compliment his work before the noble guests.  Nevertheless, he concludes the letter “I bow and kiss your hands.”
 

Pressed to compose music for a court allegorical pageant, he wearily wrote a Mantuan court official, “how can I, by such means, move the passions?”
   In such an environment, the composer takes his joy where he can find it.  Monteverdi wrote the music for an allegorical tournament celebrating the marriage of Duke Odoardo Farnese of Parma and Margherita de’ Medici of Florence in 1628 and even he must have been pleased with a moment described by one eyewitness.

As soon as Signora Settimia, representing Aurora, began to sing, all conversation among the spectators ceased....  All ears were so consoled by the sweetness of the voice and the divine quality of the song, that among the 10,000 people seated in the theater, there was no one...who did not grow tender at the trills, sigh at the sighs, become ecstatic at the ornaments, and who was not stupefied and transfixed by the miraculous beauty and song of an heavenly siren.
 

During the first part of the 17th century many court entertainments were of the allegorical type we associate with the 16th century, which only reminds us that, except for opera, most musical traditions passed into the 17th century unmindful that the Baroque Period at arrived.  Such an entertainment, a large-scale allegorical ballet, was given by the “Most Serene Infantas of Savoy, in honor of Madame of France,” at the court in Turin in 1620.
  An eyewitness reports that the evening began with a lavish banquet with music.

These gastronomic pleasures were further enhanced by the sweetness of the music, which gave nourishment to the ears and filled the souls of those present with contentment. 

This banquet concluded at midnight!  Following a trumpet fanfare,

The entire cloth was seen to disappear in a flash behind the clouds, revealing all at once such a quantity of wonderful and admirable things that many of those present were lost in amazement.  In the first place, the scene depicted a parched Alpine mountain, with crags vegetated by nothing but a few nettles and briars among the cracks and stiff, unyielding and discolored grass.  At the top of this mountain, the Temple of Glory shone out with brightest rays; this was made in crystal with columns of gold.  In the middle, the Most Serene Infantas Maria and Caterina could be seen with twelve of their ladies dressed as queens.  At the foot, in the middle, Toil wielded his bludgeon, striking down lions, serpents, wild boars and sundry other beasts; at the base of the mountain, Love, Indolence, Oblivion, Sloth, Slumber, Gluttony, Sin and Pleasure sleepily and lazily kept watch.

Now, the allegorical character, “Toil,” sang a madrigal.

He who treads the flowery path

Of tyrant pleasure

Finally will wretched fall,

Deceived, in the bottomless pit of everlasting loss....

Following this song, the allegorical ensemble, “the Sins” began a ballet.

The cornetts and trombones took up a broken melody with artfully contrived retardations, to which rhythm the Sins recommenced their ballet...in perfect measure and in such perfect time as to leave an indelible impression on the minds of those present.

Now “Heroic Virtue” sang a song, followed with another song by Apollo.  Next the Muses “added their full chorus of voices” prior to an appearance of “the Poets” and another ballet.

To the sound of a grave and dramatic harmony they formed a most graceful ballet with unsurpassable elegance and design.

Following the ballet and a song by the character, “Glory,” the temple of Glory was slowly exposed from inside the mountain.  Suddenly an arch rose, upon which were seated Victory, Fame and Honor.  Now, holding her scepter, Glory sang again,

Go forth, ye who earned,

On the path of toil,

The laurels of Glory....

After an hour, the ballet concluded with “a most beautiful ballet of forty figures,” to the music of violins, followed by all the singers and instrumentalists joining together for “a melody of extraordinary sweetness.”  The ballet was over, but not the dancing.  The violins remained to play branles “and other favorite dances for the pleasure of the ladies and gentlemen present.”
Among the entertainments popular with the aristocracy in 17th century Italy were the horse ballets, which also spread to Germany as “Ross Ballet” and to France as “Carrousel.”  These entertainments evolved as a replacement for the earlier tournaments, which had become too dangerous after the invention of firearms.  Typically these horse ballets were given in the central plaza of the city, with great tiers of benches forming a stadium of sorts.  There was usually a central allegorical theme (such as the early “War of Love” in 1615 in Florence), large constructed floats and military troops arranged in symmetrical formations.  For one of these events in 1628, Monteverdi had to set 1,000 lines of text to music.  He confesses in a letter than when he could no longer find “emotional variety, I tried to change the instrumentation.”
   The music most often consisted of the aristocratic trumpet and timpani corps, but since their repertoire was memorized, little has survived.

There was also a curious military relationship with these horse ballets, for in the previous centuries the problem of the organization and movement of large movements of troops had evolved into theories of complicated geometric patterns as the basis of attack and defense.  Consequently Baroque military treatises often chart their formations on the basis of choreographic principles rather than from purely strategic logic.  An example is Muller’s Trilekunst zu Fuss (Lubeck, 1672) which recommends for the defense of Lubeck the placing of the troops in a configuration resembling the coat-of-arms of the city!
 

In Venice, instead of the horse ballet the public saw great water pageants sponsored by the aristocracy.  In 1685, for example, a great naval “battle” was given in honor of the visiting duke of Brunswick.  This “battle” was fought between Venetian and Turkish galleys, with the former achieving a glorious victory.  The musicians are described as 24 trumpets, oboes, drums and 36 singers.
  The visiting Englishman, John Evelyn, observed the annual water procession on Ascension Day in 1645 and recalls,

First the Doge, or Duke in his robes of State (which were very particular & after the Eastern) together with the Senat in their gownes, Imbarked in their gloriously painted, carved & gilded Bucentoro, invirond & follow’d by innumerable Gallys, Gundolas, & boates filled with Spectators, some dressed in Masqurade, Trumpets, musique & Canons, filling the whole aire with din.
 

Another great celebration on the water, this time on a river, was given for the wedding of Prince Cosimo, of the Medici, with the Hapsburg Archduchess Maria Magdalena.  This spectacle, entitled, “The Argonauts on the Arno,” included vast numbers of boats decorated as floats, a huge cast representing all the Greek gods, two fire-breathing bulls and an hissing dragon.  The music included a group of nymphs and shepherds performing on wind instruments.

Monteverdi in a letter of 1627 mentions such a procession to celebrate a naval victory during which “solemn music” was sung.
 

Continuing the Renaissance custom, many nobles continued to maintain high quality musical establishments.  An extant letter of Monteverdi reveals that he had been instructed by the court at Mantua to lure away a five-member wind band currently employed by the Spanish governor of Milan.  Monteverdi describes their abilities, indicating they do equally well in functional and concert music, and makes recommendations regarding their salary.
  We get a glimpse of the range of duties for such a wind band in a letter several years later, when Monteverdi is again is commissioned to find a player.  Monteverdi, in reporting on his conversation with a prospective player, says he told him,

If His Highness the Prince were pleased to take you on, this gentleman very much likes not only to hear a variety of wind instruments, he also likes to have the said musicians play in private, in church, in procession, and atop city walls; now madrigals, now French songs, now airs, and now dance songs.
 

In a letter of 1623 he reports that while good wind players are in abundance, he cannot fine suitable soprani or continuo players and only a moderate theorbo player.
   In numerous other letters Monteverdi reports back on prospective singers, discussing in detail their artistic and vocal qualities.

The Italian nobles also had their private trumpet players and a few of their names are known today, in particular Girolamo Fantini, who served under the Grand Duke Ferdinando II of Florence.  Fantini’s famous trumpet treatise was no doubt taken from his 8 years experience in this court.  Another famous trumpeter in this same court was the German known as Simone di Lionardo.

One may be sure these aristocratic trumpeters appeared in all major court festivities.  The marriage of Ereditario in Florence, in 1661, included a ceremonial coronation of the new bride by Ferdinando II, a horse ballet and firing of artillery.  Perhaps one sees the duke’s personal trumpets in a document which mentions 12 trombetti, dressed in crimson velvet preceding the sergeant general and the “other” trumpets.
   A similar scene occurred when Vittorio Amedeo II of Torino returned with his new bride, Anna d’Orleans, niece to Louis XIV, from their wedding in France.  They were welcomed on the Beauvoisin bridge by a great number of trumpets and timpani.

Among the most comprehensive of the records of music in the courts of nobles during the Italian Baroque are the records of the ensembles of the popes.  They, too, had their aristocratic trumpets, called “concerto de’ 4 trombetti dell’Inclito Popolo Romano,” in 1717.  There were four principal members with two alternates called coadiutori and sopranumerari.  A position for a timpanist, as part of this ensemble, was made official in 1734, but one was undoubtedly used before that date.  The Statutes of 1717 state that their first obligation was to the pope and provided additional funds for the persons who cared for their horses, their clothes and their barbers.  They had a specific rate of 6 giulii per day if they were hired to appear in university or diplomatic ceremonies.   Otherwise, if they agreed to perform for civic individuals, they had to be content with the money offered by the sponsor; if they complained, in this regard, they were subject to a fine.  The Statutes of 1734 deal with the additional problems of discipline, abusiveness and fighting among themselves.

There was a separate papal ensemble called, Tamburini del Popolo Romano, which consisted of 8 principal players and a number of official alternates.  The oldest member was the leader, Capo tamburo, who carried the flag of the pope and was responsible for the quality of the performance.  He also arranged for alternate players in case of illness.  These percussionists performed for all public ceremonies involving the pope, cardinals, ambassadors and the mayor.  They were paid 6 giulii per day and were provided with official uniforms.  One document of 1758 warns the ensemble that their new uniform must last 6 years.

Following the tradition of the great dukes of Italy, the pope also maintained a personal wind band, housed in the Castel Sant’ Angelo.   In papal documents they are called the musici del concerto di Campidoglio in 1702 and the Concerto de tromboni e cornetti del Senato et inclito Popolo Romano and sometimes just Concerto Capitolino in 1705.  Their constitution requires a leader, the Priore, who was to be elected month by month by the players and who was responsible for their repertoire, performance and pay.  Members were cautioned against blasphemy and urged to show the necessary respect for their colleagues.  An ensemble of 8 players, 6 trombones and 2 cornetts, they performed for the usual public ceremonies and also for the meals of the Sig. Conservatori.

Surviving documents relative to the coronations of popes mentions the use of trumpets on horse and timpani for Urbano VIII (1623); 6 tubicines and timpani as well as the papal trombetti for Innocenzo X in 1644; 10 tamburini in rich velvet crimson cassocks trimmed in gold and the 4 trombetti del Popolo Romano in red, trimmed in gold for Clemente IX in 1667; timpano del Popolo Romano for Clemente X in 1670; tamburini in rich cassocks and the trombetti del Popolo Romano in red, for Innocenzo XI in 1676; 10 tamburini and 4 trumpets for Alessandro VIII in 1689, Innocenzo XII in 1691 and Clemente XI in 1700.

In addition the popes, dukes and lesser nobles were active in sponsoring concerts during 17th century Italy.  Sometimes these consisted of opera, given in private palace theaters, or as in Venice, concerts sponsored by aristocratic “academies.”   In Rome the cardinals and other Church princes were especially involved in the support of music, sometimes taking a personal role.  Benedetto Pamphili (1653 - 1730), grand nephew to pope Innocent X, wrote the libretto for “Il trionfo del Tempo e del Disinganno,” the first oratorio of Handel.  In a letter of 1620, Monteverdi mentions his “Lament of Apollo” being performed during a regular series of one-hour concerts held in the home of a “certain gentleman of the Bembo family, where the most important ladies and gentlemen come to listen.”
 

In speaking of the aristocratic patronage of music in Italy, one cannot pass by Christina of Sweden (1626 - 1689) who arrived in Rome in 1656 and became the center of intellectual and musical life there for the next 33 years.  In Christina we have one of the most remarkable women in history.  She might well carry off the prize for best mind, among all past European rulers, male or female.

Her father was the highly educated, courteous, generous and handsome Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden.  He loved Christina dearly, but the mother, Maria Eleanora of Brandenburg, could not hide her disappointment that the child was a girl, and not a boy, heir.  It seems clear that Christina was therefore driven to be both.  She played the masculine role in dress, language, riding and hunting.  A Spanish envoy reported, “She cannot bear the idea of marriage, because she was born free and will die free.”  It is more likely that she probably also knew she would be unable to find a husband her equal, indeed one wonders who, save another Leonardo da Vinci, he might have been.

Christina became queen at age 18 in a burst of energy and display of self-discipline that must have caused astonishment in all who knew her.  The above-mentioned envoy reported,

She spends only three or four hours in sleep.  When she wakes she spends five hours in reading....  She never drinks anything but water; never has she been heard to speak of her food, whether it was well or ill cooked.... Ambassadors speak only with her, without ever being passed on to a secretary or minister.

It is difficult to guess what she was reading those five hours, so extraordinary was the diversity of her interests.  By age 18 she spoke German, French, Italian, Spanish and Latin, later adding Greek, Hebrew and Arabic.  She loved poetry and assembled a great library, which included rare manuscripts she collected.  She brought, or attracted, scholars and thinkers of every field of science, philosophy and theology.  She founded seven colleges and urged Swedish scholars to write in Swedish, in order that all her people might benefit.  Who could disagree with Pascal, who said she was queen of the realm of mind, as well as of government, or with Milton who thought she should govern the entire world.

This great education brought her inevitably to philosophy, and so she brought to Stockholm the greatest philosopher of her age, Rene Descartes.  Poor Descartes, who like all good philosophers preferred to sleep late, thought he might not survive her demand that their conversations began the day at 5:00 A.M.  In fact, making these early morning walks in the snow, he caught pneumonia and died.  How rare it might have been to listen in on these conversations, listening as Christina questioned Descartes on Plato!  Once when he contended that all animals are but mechanisms, she responded that she had never seen her watch give birth to baby watches!  She left a manuscript containing her personal maxims, and we would like to think the first of these was in answer to Descartes’ famous one, “I think, therefore I am.”
One is, in proportion as one can love.

To undeceive men is to offend them.

Extraordinary merit is a crime never forgiven.

More courage is required for marriage than for war.

Philosophy neither changes men nor corrects men.

She began to become interested in Catholicism and in 1652 requested that several Jesuits come, in disguise, to discuss Catholic theology with her.  In Sweden it was at this time impossible for her to become a Catholic and retain her crown, for her father had died to protect Protestantism.  After much soul searching and negotiation she abdicated in 1654.  She left Stockholm that night, dressed as a man, to begin a long trip to Italy.

In her passage through Italy she was welcomed in town after town like some modern victorious Caesar.  She entered Rome riding on a white horse, through the triumphal arch and the Porta del Popolo, passing great crowds of soldiers and the public, to be welcomed by Alexander VII in the Vatican.

Christina began her new life with the joy of visiting museums, libraries and academies, astonishing all with her knowledge of Italian history and being entertained by the great families of Rome.  Here also she founded the leading salon of Rome, bringing together prelates, scholars and composers.  Among the latter she received Corelli, who dedicated his first publication of sonatas to her, and Scarlatti, whose operas she produced in her private theater.  She collected art and books, which later became treasures of the Vatican Library, and led a movement to inspire Italian writers to return to the purity of language and expression found under the Medici.

Christina lived in one of the great palaces of Rome and remained at heart a queen.  When she died in 1689, at age 63, and was buried in St. Peter’s, an Italian poet, Filicia, reflected that her kingdom consisted of “all those who thought, all those who acted, and all those who were endowed with intelligence.”
Another foreign queen in Rome was Maria Casimira (1641 - 1716), widow of Jan III of Poland.  Like Christina she established her local reputation by her support of the arts and as Christina had hired Alessandro Scarlatti as her maestro di cappella, Maria hired his son, Domenico Scarlatti.

The salons hosted by these aristocratic ladies had an important counterpart in the male gatherings called Academies.  These were meetings of noble and upper class persons interested in intellectual discussion.  A contemporary treatise, in fact, defines an academy as,

an assembly of free and virtuous intellects, ready to look for knowledge with honest and friendly emulation; who under prescribed laws and statutes exert themselves in different honorable studies, now learning, now teaching, in order to become each day more virtuous and more wise.
 

One of the more notable of these, the Accademia Filarmonica of Bologna, had a division for composers.  To become a member, a composer submitted an a cappella composition of at least four voices, which was first examined by a special committee to determine if it were worthy.  Next it was circulated among the composers who were already members and this was followed by an interview with the candidate during which questions about the composition could be asked.  Finally, the question of admittance was voted on by the entire academy and if the candidate obtained a two thirds majority vote, he was admitted.
 

Some of the private male academies made important musical contributions.  One sponsored by the prince Ruspoli in Rome heard more than 50 cantatas by Handel and another hosted by cardinal Ottoboni frequently heard the trio sonatas by Corelli.  A German visitor, J. F. A. von Uffenbach recorded his impressions of an oratorio performance in Ruspoli’s palace in 1715, which is enlightening in its mix of aesthetic insight and aristocratic protocol.

They performed a magnificent concert, or so-called oratorio, which so enraptured me that I was convinced that I had never heard anything of the kind so perfectly done before in my life....  Everyone listened so attentively to the excellent singers that not even a fly stirred except when a cardinal or a lady entered [while the music continued!], whereupon everyone stood, but afterwards sat down again in their former places....  About halfway through the performance there was an interval during which large quantities of drinks, ices, cakes and coffee were brought in and offered to everyone.  Then the second half of the work was given, and that altogether the performance lasted some four hours....
 

One of the movements which the intellectual discussions of the academies resulted in at the beginning of the 18th century was a renewed fascination with the lives of the ancient Greeks, Romans and the period of the medieval crusades.  Another was an interest in works dealing with Nature, of which the “Four Seasons” of Vivaldi is the most familiar today.  Perhaps another manifestation of this interest were outdoor performances on noble estates were sometimes called “Serenatas,” which were sometimes organized like elaborate renaissance allegorical pageants, although on a smaller scale.
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