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Essay Nr. 146:  On Civic and Military Music of the Italian Baroque
While opera had begun as a private entertainment of the aristocratic class, by the middle of the 17th century, scarcely 50 years later, opera was beginning to transform itself into an entertainment medium and a commercial business.  Venice led the way in making such music available to the middle class in productions touring throughout Italy.  There was still aristocratic support and money involved, however, and for the canon Cristoforo Ivanovich it brought recollections of the use of mass entertainment for political control by the ancient Roman emperors.

Abundance and display are the tools of delicate political operation, on which can depend the good fortunes of the government itself; through these, if used in honest measure, a prince can acquire the love of his people, by whom the yoke is never more easily forgotten than when they are sated or constrained by the pleasures.  The common people, when they have nothing better to gnaw, turn to gnawing the reputation of princes; deprived of entertainment their idleness can easily degenerate, with the most dreadful of consequences....
Public performances, since their introduction in Venice, have continued to take place every year during Carnival, thus setting an example which has come to be followed in many other parts of Europe.
 

An important by-product of this transformation was the introduction of the repertoire principle.  Purely private opera, like most music making throughout the 18th century, consisted of works written for only one performance.  Once opera had become a commercial affair, the idea of sharing repertoire quickly occurred and by the end of the Baroque the same operas were being heard throughout Italy.

In Rome the concept of public opera had a more difficult path due to opposition from the Church, which since its very beginning had attacked the theater for promoting sin.  Now the Church was also bothered by its secular content and apparently by the idea of the public spending its money for such entertainment.
   The Jesuit priest, Giovan Ottonelli, in a publication of 1652,
 discussed some of the Church’s concern, including the idea of an artistic medium devoted to profit and the use of female singers.  Pope Innocent XII (1691 - 1700) even had an opera house in Rome torn down!  

Nevertheless opera continued in Rome and where there is opera there must be opera teachers.  A famous castrato, Giovanni Bontempi, has left a fascinating account of vocal study in Rome during the 1640’s.

The schools of Rome obliged their pupils to dedicate a total of one hour per day to the singing of difficult things; this served for the acquisition of experience.  One hour on the trill, another on passaggi, a third on the study of letters, a fourth on training and other exercises -- in the presence of the master and/or in front of the mirror -- with the purpose of eliminating all unseemly movement of body, face, brows and mouth.  These were the morning activities.

After noon, pupils underwent half an hour of theoretical training, half an hour of counterpoint above a cantus firmus, an hour of instruction and practice in counterpoint in open score and a further hour in the study of letters; the remainder of the day was spent at the harpsichord or in the composition of some psalm, motet, canzonetta or other form of song, in accordance with individual flair and ability.  These were the normal exercises for days on which pupils remained indoors.

Outdoor exercises consisted of frequent trips to sing and listen to the echo outside Porta Angelica, with the aim of increasing self-criticism of the scholar’s tone of voice; participation in almost all the music of the various churches of Rome; observation of the manners of performance of the many illustrious singers who flourished under Urban VIII; later, at home, practice in these manners of singing and description thereof of the maestro: who himself, in his efforts to impress them more firmly upon the minds of the pupils, added all necessary warnings and other remarks.  These exercises and general training in the art of music are those given us in Rome by Virgilio Mazzocchi, illustrious professor and maestro di capella of St. Peter’s.
 

In Venice and Naples forms of comic opera emerged as a popular medium attended by large crowds of paying citizens.  It was for the Naples stage that the famous Pietro Metastasio (1698 - 1782) began his career.  The Frenchman, Charles de Brosses, traveling in Italy in 1739, has left an account of hearing an opera in Naples which emphasizes the strong role of the public.

This was the first grand opera that we had seen.  The work by Sarri, a clever musician, but dry and sad, was not very good, but as a reward, was very well played.  The famous Senesino played the main role; I was enchanted with the tastefulness of his singing and his bearing on the stage.  But I felt with astonishment that the natives were not at all satisfied.  They complained that he sang in a stile antico.  I must tell you that musical taste changes here at least every ten years; all the applause was reserved for the Baratti woman, a new actress, pretty and easygoing, who was playing a man’s part, a touching circumstance which perhaps contributed not a little to her getting such support....

An opera would not please at all if there were not, among other things, a pretended battle; one hundred rascals on both sides perform it, but they are careful to put in the first rows a certain number of swashbucklers who know how to handle weapons.
 

Very little research has been done on the subject of civic wind band in this period of Italian history, but the names of such groups turn up in passing in various accounts.  In Modena, one reads of a performance by 3 cornetti and 5 trombones, conducted by Paolo Bravusi, given in celebration of the visit of Isabella of Savoy in 1608.

One reads of the “Cappella e del Concerto della Signoria” of Siena, whose leader, Alberto Gregori, was considered the first trombonist of Italy.
   In Palermo a civic document of 1619 speaks of the trumpets and shawms [pifari] of the musica di citta.
   A manuscript in Berlin, composed c. 1700 for the Sonatori di fiato by Francesco Magini, a professor at the conservatory of Rome, and the extant sonatas of Gussaghi (1608) dedicated to the “Excellent Virtuosi” of Venice, specifically the cornettist, Lodovico Cornale, also are testimonials to the presence of these civic bands.

The civic musicians for whom we have frequently quoted references are those from Bologna.  One document pictures the civic trumpeters and the civic wind band escorting the city fathers.

When they appear in public, these Signori are dressed in rich robes of silk, and during the winter they are muffled up with very precious furs as well.  They are accompanied by a very respectable household of eight trumpeters, with a drummer, or player of the nakers, who with these trumpets play certain Moorish drums.  To both the arms of liberty; also eight excellent musicians with trombones and cornetts....
 

Another report speaks the trombone and cornett ensemble performing concerts for the public from a balcony of the city hall as well as at the church of St. Petronio.
 

The main piazzas of the city are the great piazza, called the “Piazza del Comune,” where the “Legato” and the governor and his “Auditori” live; also the “Gonfaloniere di Giustizia” with his “Signori Antiani”; There the city government meets, and the “Gonfalconieri del Popolo,” and a company of Italian light cavalry.  Above the door of this Palace is placed a very beautiful bronze statue of Pope Gregory XIII, who came from Bologna, which was made by the Bolognese smith, Alessandro Mengati…and there is a very beautiful arch or balcony of stone, where trumpets are played every evening.  And after the trumpets have finished, very pleasant music is played on trombones and cornettos at the same Piazza as well as the great building of the church of St. Petronio.
By the 17th century the range of concert venues was beginning to expand.  The jurist, Grazioso Uberti, in a book of 1630, mentions that concerts could be heard in “schools, private houses where concerts are given, palaces of princes, churches, oratories, open-air settings and the homes of composers.”
  We can assume there must have been much musical activity among the more prosperous merchant class in the major Italian cities, but virtually no research has concentrated on this facet of Baroque music.  We have one insight relative to the German composer, Johann David Heinichen (1683 - 1729) who visited Venice in 1670 to study the Italian opera style.  He became acquainted with the wealthy merchant, Bianchi, whose wife, Angioletta, was an active singer.  There is one account of a performance which this family organized which included a work written by Heinichen.  An eyewitness reported that this music,

was performed from the water before the home of the merchant, which stood...on the Grand Canal.  Crowds of people gathered on the bridge and along the canal.  As the first aria was sung, however, the clocks of the city began to strike, preventing the people from hearing.  They began to indicate their vexation over this by stirring up such a loud noise that one could no longer hear the music.  Madame Angioletta immediately asked them politely to be quiet to permit the music to continue.  All became quiet again, though a repetition of the first aria was asked for, after which a tremendous cry of approval arose from the crowd; and the remainder of the serenade was received with no less approval.
 

A final manifestation of the growing public participation in music can be seen in an expanding market of publications of self-tutors for learning to play the violin and other instruments.
In an autobiographical poem by Antonio Abbatini, we have a first-hand description of one of the academies, which in this case, he tells us, met in his home.  His description confirms other reports of these gatherings of upper class and noble gentlemen, for an evening with music and discussion of intellectual topics of the day.

First, the now-lost madrigals of once upon a time

  are, at table, sung with great delight:

  the reason, for respect, I will not tell.

There follows my address: I spread my wings

  to raise myself to the harmonious skies;

  but they are just like those of Icarus.

Every liberty the virtuosi are allowed

  to contradict whatever I have said,

  though this role with reluctance do they play.

Kircher has, however, always argued,

  as, too, Orlandi, general of the Carmelites,

  Dal Pane has his doubts, beloved Lelio too.

Discussion over, as, by grace of God,

  invariably occurs without ill-will,

  due praise is then accorded he who most deserves.

Here the unveiled truth is seen,

  since almost all are in the fore-front row

  and everything is discerned minutely.

Then to the harpsichord the company transfers,

  and each man takes upon himself to show, with song

  and sound, his virtue, which binds the heart and soul.

In all are set aside three hours of time,

  from nine o’clock for the remainder of the day,

  and never without wonder do those present go away.
 

Military Music

During most of the 17th century, military music in Italy seems to have consisted only of trumpets and timpani, belonging to units of civic militia as well as those attached to nobles.
   In the civic militia of Rome, each military leader, “Capitano Generale,” had a personal ensemble of trumpets and drums.  Such an example can be seen in Giovani Francesco Aldobrandini, with his 4 trumpets and “tamburo generale” during his campaign in Hungary in 1601.  In addition, each company had two or more tamburi and sometimes a fife.

During the 17th century, the cavalry, which was also divided into companies, had 2 or more trumpets in each and timpani were added in about 1650.
  The dragoons, founded during the middle of the 17th century, had 1 tambour for each company of 50 to 100 horses.  Documentation from 18th century Naples indicates large numbers of fifes and drums.  The Swiss guards in 1735 was organized into 7 companies with 8 fifes and 14 tambours under a leader, growing by 1743 to 9 fifes and 29 drums for 10 companies.  The regiment of the royal Bourbon infantry in 1741 had 6 companies with 14 tamburi and a “tamburo maggiore.”

The first Hautboisten military band appears to have been brought to Italy from Paris by Vittorio Amadeo II when he married the niece to Louis XIV in 1684.  At this time the name of his court wind band changes from “banda di trombone” to “banda di hautbois.”
   In 1694 an additional small Hautboisten band was formed in the Guards to help with larger court celebrations, again an imitation of the French court.

The first “oboe bands” appear in Rome in 1708 as “piccoli concerti,” consisting of oboes, bassoons and timpani, but appear to have been organized privately, independent of the civic government.
 

At the end of the 17th century German influence begins to be seen in the Italian military bands, due to the presence of Austrian and German troops associated with the War of the Spanish Succession.  When Charles II, King of Spain, died a semi-idiot in 1699, a will which had been extorted from him deeded the crown of Spain to the French Prince, Philip of Anjou, grandson to his sister, under the title of Philip V.  However, according to the laws of hereditary descent, the crown should have gone to an Austrian, and so in Vienna the son of Leopold I was crowned King of Spain as Charles III.  Thus the War of the Spanish Succession occurred, which made Italy one of the great battlefields for some 14 years.

Consequently one finds many names of German musicians in the military bands of this area, in particular Giorgio Cristoforo Albmeyer, who led the “Hautbois” of the Reggimento Rhebinder in around 1720 - 1722.
   One finds additional military Hautboisten bands formed in the Reggimento di Piemonte (1737) and the Reggiment di Saluzzo (1750).
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