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Essay Nr. 147:  On Church Music of the Italian Baroque
The greatest activity in Italian Church related music occurred, of course, in the many churches of Rome, where also the Church sponsored educational institutions and the lay religious fraternities both sponsored a great deal of performance.  The actual music for the service was retarded in development by the conscientious efforts of the popes to observe the dictates of the Council of Trent, which kept polyphony as the model, outlawed secular melodies and discouraged instrumental accompaniment and improvisation.  

Things became temporarily more progressive under Pope Urban VIII (1623 - 1644), who loved music.  He devoted more funds to music, including enlarging his choir, and appears to have been more tolerant of instrumental music, judging by some extant prints.  Among these are the Sacri armonici concentus (1640) by Gregorius Urbanus, which contains independent instrumental works; the collection of Masses (1634) by Chinelli for voices and trombones; the Messe a cinque by Polidori, for five-part chorus, cornetti, trombones and organ; the Pange lingua by Bigaglia, for SATB chorus and 3 trombones and the 8 Cantate for solo voice, oboe and Flageoletto by Torri.  One chaplain, Nicolo Rubini, was also a famous cornettist, known as “Il Cavaliere del Cornetto,” but his life was cut short by a murderer.

During this period, especially for special Church festival days, more modern forms such as concerti began to appear.  Andre Maugars, a violist and secretary attached to Cardinal Richelieu of Paris, was sent to Rome in 1639 on a diplomatic mission and reported back, “I have listened carefully to the most celebrated concerts in Rome.”  He has recorded one of the most interesting eyewitness accounts of the performance of church concerti in the manner of those described extensively in theory in Praetorius, Syntagma Musicum, III.

To enable you to understand this distribution better, I will give you an example by describing to you the most celebrated and most excellent concert, which I heard at Rome the eve and the day of Saint Dominic at the church of the Minerva.  This church is rather long and wide and there are two large elevated organs, one on each side of the main alter, where they had also placed two choirs.  Along the nave there were eight other choirs, four on one side and four on the other, raised on platforms eight or nine feet high, an equal distance from one another and all facing one another.  With each choir there was a portative organ, as is the custom.  You must not be astonished, because one can find more than two hundred organs in Rome, while in Paris one could scarcely find two of the same tuning.  The leading conductor beat the measure for the main choir, accompanied by the best voices.  With each of the others there was a [sub-conductor] who did nothing but keep his eyes on the leading conductor, to conform his own beat to the leader’s; in this way all the chorus sang in the same time, without dragging.  The counterpoint was decorated, full of fine chants, and many agreeable recitatives.  Sometimes a high voice [dessus] in the first choir did a recit, then one of the 3rd, 4th, or 10th answered.  Sometimes two, three or four voices from the different choirs sang together, sometimes the parts of all the choirs recited, each in turn, in emulation of each other.  Sometimes two choirs contended with each other, then two others answered.  Another time three, four and five solo voices sang together, and at the Gloria Patri all the choirs joined together.  I must admit that I have never been so delighted; but especially in the Hymn and in the Prose, where ordinarily the conductor tries to do better, I heard singing that was perfectly beautiful: very elegant variety, very excellent inventions, and delightful different movements.  In the Anthems they had also very lovely instrumental performances, with one, two, or three violins with the organ, and with archlutes playing certain dance tunes and answering each other.

Let us place our hands, Sir, on our consciences and let us judge sincerely if we have similar performances; and even if we should have them, it seems to me that we do not at present have the voices; they would need a long period of performing together, whereas the Italian musicians never practice but sing all their parts at sight.  And what I find more admirable is, that they never miss, though the music is very difficult, and that a voice in one choir often sings with the voice of another choir, which perhaps has never been seen or heard.  What I beg you to notice is that they never sing the same Motets twice, though scarcely a day passes that there is not a festival in some church where some good music is played, so that one is assured every day of some new composition.
 

Urban VIII also allowed secular elements associated with opera to become accepted in the form of large theater works focusing on the lives of the saints.  These must have been as tedious as a sermon, for one of them, Il palazzo incantato, by Luigi Rossi, lasted 8 hours in performance!  One eyewitness to the changing style of Church music during the reign of Urban VIII was the nobleman, Vicenzo Giustiniani.  The reader will especially notice his reference to the addition of improvisation in the old style [16th century] polyphony.

In the present course of our age music is not much in use, not being practiced in Rome by gentlemen, nor do they sing together with several voices as in past years, notwithstanding that it would provide the greatest possible opportunity to unify and sustain evening parties.  Indeed, music is reduced to an unusual and almost new perfection, being practiced by a great number of good musicians who...bring the greatest pleasure to whomever hears them by their artistic and sweet song.  For having left the old style, which was somewhat unpolished, and also the excessive [improvisation] with which they embellished it, they now devote their attention for the most part to a recitative style, gracefully embellished with ornaments appropriate to the thought; and from time to time they execute passages with judgment and distinctness and with appropriate and varied consonances to mark the end of each period, in which the composers of today are wont to produce boredom with excessive and too frequent cadences.  Above all, they make the words clear, using one note for each syllable; now piano, now forte, now slow, now fast -- by the expression of their faces and by their gestures giving meaning to what they are singing, but with moderation and not in excess....

This style has even been introduced for the singing of Latin verses and hymns and odes of piety and devotion, sung with sweetness and great decorum, and so as to make the words and ideas clear and distinctly heard.

Today in compositions to be sung in church not so much value is given as formerly to the solidity and artistry of the counterpoint as to the great variety and diversity of the embellishments, and to the use of several choirs at solemn feasts with the accompaniment of orchestras of various instruments; even the recitative style is introduced.  This music demands great practical knowledge and liveliness of invention and effort to write rather than great maturity and knowledge of refined counterpoint.
 

We have another eyewitness report of one of these “recitative style” performances in Rome, by Andre Maugar a few years later.

There is still another kind of music which is not performed in France and which for this reason deserves my telling you about it separately.  It is called Stile recitativo.  The best that I have heard was in the Saint Marcel Chapel, where there is a congregation of the Brothers of the Holy Crucifix, composed of the greatest nobles of Rome, who as a consequence have the power to bring together every rarest thing in Italy; and, indeed, the most excellent composers seek the honor of having their compositions heard there, and try to present what is best in their studios.

This admirable and ravishing music is heard only on Fridays during Lent, from three to six o’clock.  The church is not nearly as big as the Sainte Chapelle in Paris.  At the end is a specious...screen with a medium-sized organ, very sweet and very suitable for voices.  At the two sides of the church there are two small galleries where were located the best musical instruments.  The voices began with a Psalm in the form of a Motet and then the instruments played a very good Sinfonia.  The voices after this sang a story from the Old Testament in the form of a comedie spirituelle, like that of Susanna, of Judith and Holofernes, of David and Goliath.  Each singer represented a personage of the story and perfectly expressed the energy of the words.  Then one of its most celebrated preachers recited the Exhortation.  When this was finished, the music recited the Evangel of the day, like the story of the Good Samaritan, the feast at Canaan, the story of Lazarus, of Mary Magdalen, of Our Lord’s Passion, the singers imitating to perfection the personages of the Evangelist writes about.  I cannot praise the Recitative Music enough; one must hear it to judge of its merit.
 

Maugars has also left an interesting account of improvisation in Roman church music, which is particularly valuable for being a rare eyewitness report of the playing of the great Frescobaldi.

As to the instrumental music, it was composed of an organ, a large clavecin, two or three violins, and two or three archlutes.  At times a single violin sounded with the organ, and then another answered; another time all three played different parts together; and then all the instruments repeated together.  Sometimes an archlute performed a thousand variations on ten or twelve notes, each note five or six measures long; then another played the same passage differently, I remember one violin played purely chromatically, and though at first it seemed to me very hard on the ears, nevertheless I gradually grew accustomed to this manner and took great pleasure in it.  But specially the great Frescobaldo brought out a thousand kinds of inventions on his clavier, the organ always holding firm.

It is not without reason that this famous organist has acquired such a reputation in Europe; because his printed works render sufficient evidence of his skill, to judge his profound knowledge adequately you must hear him as he improvises toccatas full of refinement and admirable inventions.  That is why he deserves that you hold him up as a unique player to all our organists, to make them want to come to hear him in Rome.
 

The dogma and practice of Roman Church music had temporarily survived the humanists, but it found a more difficult challenge in the popularity of opera and the growing participation of the public in secular music in general during the 16th century.  Whatever was the line between the influence of theatrical styles and the inclusion of actual secular music in the service, it was a line which seems to have been repeatedly crossed.  A visitor to Venice in 1709 reported,

I do not know whether it is to cheer the Satans’ days up even more and for the special satisfaction of those who only go to church as they go the the theaters, that they do scarcely ever fail in this noisy music to mingle the same that one has heard at the operas, and which have pleased more, and that with no scandal to the favor of the words which one changes and which, instead of expressing, for example, the loves of Pyramus and Thisbe, say something of the life of the saint whose feast day it is.
 

The famous singing teacher, Tosi, was one who was particularly concerned with what he was hearing in the church.

Since poor counterpoint has been condemned, in this corrupted age, to beg for a piece of bread in churches, while the ignorance of many exults on the stage, the most part of the composers have been prompted from avarice, or indigence, to abandon in such manner the true study, that one may foresee (in not succored by those few, that still gloriously sustain its dearest precepts) music, after having lost the name of science, and a companion of philosophy, will run the risk of being reputed unworthy to enter into the sacred temples, from the scandal given there, by their Jiggs, Minuets, and Furlanas; and, in fact, where the taste is so depraved, what would make the difference between the church music and the theatrical, if money were received at the church doors?
 

.....

[We must condemn] the presumption of a singer who gets the words of the most wanton airs of the theater rendered into Latin, in order to sing them with applause in the Church; as if there were no manner of difference between the style of one and the other; and, as if the scraps of the stage were fit to offer to the Deity.
 
Marcello, in his satire, “Theater in the Modern Style” [1720] also mentions hearing disguised secular music in the church.

The composer will have little facility in reading and still less in writing, and therefore will not understand Latin, even though he must compose church music, into which he will introduce sarabands, gigues, courantes, etc., calling them fugues, canons, double counterpoints, etc.
 
Such performances stimulated the Church to issue a series of papal edicts, in 1657, 1662, 1678 and 1692 were issued in an attempt to prevent secular influences from entering the service.  In the “Edict on Music” of 1665, the pope demands that no words but the Latin in the Roman Missal be used and that the music be “grave, ecclesiastical and devout” in character.
   The rather dark character of this attack can be seen in the following provisions.

Eighth, that within a period of twenty days from the publication of the present edict by the Fathers Superior and others whose duty it is, that shutters or narrow grilles be placed in the choirs, be the latter temporary or permanent, and that the said shutters be of such a height as the singers will not be seen, under pain of privation of office and other penalties at the discretion of the Holy Visitation.

Ninth, that no maestro di cappella or other person entrusted with ordering the music or giving the beat contravene the aforesaid prescriptions under pain of privation of office and perpetual disqualification from the exercise of this office and the right to make music; and, moreover, that he be punished with a fine of 100 scudi, of which one quarter be given the denouncer (whose name will be held secret), three quarters to the holy places at the discretion of the Holy Visitation, and with other penalties -- including corporal punishment -- at the discretion of the said Holy Visitation.

During the early part of the 17th century, the most progressive Church music was heard in Venice at St. Mark’s, where the great tradition of instrumental music begun at the end of the 16th century continued to develop.  An eye-witness to some of these celebrations, Jean-Baptiste Duval, French ambassador to the Republic of Venice in 1607 – 1609, reported a procession on the eve of Ascension in 1608 with “eight standards, six silver trumpets and oboes.”
   A water procession on Easter Sunday, 1608, featured the galley of the doge, pulled by smaller boats containing oboe bands.

Duval also reported the use of winds during the actual Mass, in one case “different wind instruments were sounded, such as clarions, trumpets, oboes and drums.”

An Englishman, Thomas Coryat, visiting in 1608, has left an account of the music he heard inside St. Mark’s which lists both the older trombones and cornetts and one of the new strings.

At that time I heard much good Musicke in Saint Markes Church, but especially that of a treble violl which was so excellent, that I thinke no man could surpasse it.  Also there were sagbuts and cornets as at St. Laurence feast which yeeled passing good musicke.
 

Since Venice, and some Northern courts, had managed to preserve limited independence from the pope, some progress toward carrying the new ideas of the Baroque into church music occurred.  Already in 1614 we can see in Alessandro Grandi, then working in Ferrara but soon to become vicemaestro to Monteverdi at St. Mark’s, a desire to introduce the principles, if not the style, of the new opera into his motets.  In the preface to this publication, Grandi makes both a subtle attack on the old, but official, polyphonic style and a subtle argument for something new. 

Here, the clarity of the words is not impaired by the fugues of the composer, nor is the art of speaking rendered any less excellent through the art of song; on the contrary, the latter is elevated and humbled, runs, rests and cries with the former; in whatever way the former is arranged, the latter gives rise to a more effective portrayal of the affections therein....
 

Monteverdi refers to the tradition of winds supporting the voices in a letter of 1616 when he recommends this for a theatrical work as well.

There are two more choruses..., but it seems to me that these ought to be doubled by wind instruments, for if they were performed in this way, what pleasure -- I ask Your Lordship -- would they not bring to the senses!
 

A very large number of instrumental works, especially canzoni, were published at this time in Venice and records at the cathedral prove this music was performed during the service.  In particular, between 1600 and 1620 many canzoni were published by such composers as Canale (1600), Mortaro (1600), Quagliati (1601), Bonelli (1602), Troilo (1606), Taeggio (1608), Rossi (1608), Bottaccio (1609), Bargnani (1611), Rovigo (1613), Bona (1614), Merula (1615), Lapi (1616), Picchi (1625), Marini (1629) and Frescobaldi (1628), in addition to collections of such works.  Among the latter is the collection published by Rauerij (Venice, 1608), which includes some Gabrieli works found nowhere else and the Canzona for four instrumental choirs by Massaino.
   For those who today know only the canzoni of Gabrieli, perhaps the above list will make the point that he, apart from his great quality, was also only the tip of the iceberg.

This cathedral was also a great center for organ playing and the organists there were especially known for their improvisation.  But even in Venice one could be too progressive.  The officials of the cathedral in 1639 issued an edict warning that,

in musical solemnities, the use of instruments other than those normally used in the church is not allowed; in particular, refrain from the use of warlike instruments such as trumpets, drums and the like, more suitable for armies than for the house of God...and that all the musicians, secular and ecclesiastical alike, while serving their musical functions, must come dressed in surplices; and, finally, that the transposition of words or the singing of newly-invented words not contained in the holy books [are not] permitted except at Offertory, Elevation and after the Agnus Dei....

The lay religious fraternities in Venice were especially known for their private support of Church music.  The French ambassador to the Republic of Venice in 1607-1609, Jean-Baptiste Duval, recorded seeing “six oboe players dressed in long robes with wide sleeves of dark blue or of rosy silk” representing the fraternity of St. Theodore in the annual Corpus Christi procession.
 

These lay organizations also sponsored concerts of their own, the most documented of which were given at the Scuole San Rocco.  Thomas Coryat, describes a performance there on August 16, 1608, which included among its participants none other than Giovanni Gabrieli.  Of particular interest is the description of a countertenor, who the writer could hardly believe was not a castrato.

This feast consisted principally of Musicke, which was both vocall and instrumental, so good, and delectable, so rare, so admirable, so super-excellent, that it did even ravish and stupifie all those strangers that never heard the like.  But how others were affected with it I know not; for mine own part I can say this, that I was for the time even rapt up with Saint Paul into the third heaven.  Sometimes there sung sixeteen or twenty men together, having their master or moderator to keepe them in order; and when they sang, the instrumentall musitians played also.  Sometimes sixeteene played together upon their instruments, ten Sagbuts, foure Cornetts, and two Viol-de-gambaes of a extraordinary greatness; sometimes tenne, six Sagbuts and foure Cornets; sometimes two, a Cornet and a treble violl.  Of these treble viols I heard three severall there, whereof each was so good, especially one that I observed above the rest, that I never heard the like before.  Those that played upon the treble viols, sung and played together, and sometimes two singular fellowes yeelded admirable sweet musicke, but so still that they could scarce be heard but by those that were very neare them.  These two Theorbists concluded that nights musicke, which continued three whole hours at the least.  For they beganne about five of the clocke, and ended not before eight.  Also it continued as long in the morning: at every time that every severall musicke played, the Organs, whereof there are seven faire paire in that room, standing all in a rowe together, plaied with them.  Of the singers there were three or foure so excellent that I think few or none in Christendome do excell them, especially one, who had such a peerless and (as I may in a manner say) such a supernaturall voice for such a privilege for the sweetness of his voice as sweetness, that I think there was never a better singer in all the world, insomuch that he did not onely give the most pleasant contentment that could be imagined, to all the hearers, but also did as it were astonish and amaze them.  I alwaies thought that he was a Eunuch, which if he had beene, it had taken away some part of my admiration, because they do most commonly sing passing well; but he was not, therefore it was much the more admirable.  Againe it was the more worthy of admiration, because he was a middle-aged man, as about forty yeares old.  For nature doth more commonly bestowe such singularitie of voice upon boyes and striplings, than upon men of such yeares.  Besides it was farre the more excellent, because it was nothing forced, strained or affected, but came from him with the greatest facilitie that ever I heard.  Truely, I thinke that had a Nightingale beene in the same roome, and contended with him for the superioritie, something perhaps he might excell him, because God hath granted that little birdie such a privilege for the sweetness of his voice, as to none other: but I thinke he could not much.  To conclude, I attribute so much to this rare fellow for his singing, that I thinke the country where he was borne, may be proude for breeding so singular a person as Smyrna was of her Homer, Verona of her Catullus, or Mantua of Virgil.  But exceeding happy may the Citie or towne, or person bee that possesseth this miracle of nature.
 

Unfortunately this great tradition gradually declined throughout the 17th century, due to the increasingly conservative attitude of the Vatican.  As a result, the brilliant instrumental forces heard in St. Mark’s early in the century became the subdued music of string trios by the end of the century.

During the second half of the 17th century instrumental music began to flourish in both monasteries and convents, as well as in the ospedali, charitable institutions and schools for orphans, which in the case of those in Naples and Venice began to develop into early conservatories.  We are fortunate to have eyewitness accounts of several of the individual ospedali.  In 1698 the Russian, Petr Tolstago, wrote from Venice regarding the Incurabili,

In Venice there are convents where the women play the organ and other instruments and sing so wonderfully that nowhere else in the world could one find such sweet and harmonious song.  Therefore people come to Venice from all parts with the wish to refresh themselves with these angelic songs, above all those of the Convent of the Incurables.
 

A rather extraordinary account of another of these ospedali, that of the Mendicanti, is found in the Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, dating from two years after the death of Vivaldi.

A kind of music to my mind far superior to that of the operas, and which has not its like in Italy is that of the scuole....  Every Sunday at the Church of each of these schools one has during Vespers motets for full choir and orchestra composed and directed by the greatest masters in Italy, performed in balconies with grilles, entirely by girls of whom the oldest is not twenty.  I can imagine nothing so voluptuous, so touching as this music....  The church [the Mendicanti] was always full of those who liked this sort of music; even the actors from the Opera would come and conform themselves to the true taste in singing on these excellent models.  What grieved me were those accursed grilles, which only allowed the sound to pass, and hid from me the angels of beauty of which the sound was worthy.  I only talked of that.  One day when I was talking about it to Monsieur le Blond:

“If you are so curious,” he said to me, “to see these little girls, it is easy to satisfy you.  I am one of the administrators of the house; I want to give you tea there with them.”
I did not let him rest until he had kept his word to me.  As we entered the salon which enclosed these such coveted beauties, I felt a shiver of love that I had never felt before.  Monsieur le Blond introduced one after another to me of these famous singers whose voices and names were all known to me.  “Come, Sophia...” she was horrible.  “Come, Cattina...” she was blind in one eye.  “Come, Bettina...” smallpox had disfigured her.  There was hardly one that did not have some notable defect.  The executioner laughed at my cruel surprise....  I was grieved.
 

Naturally we are most interested today in the Seminario musicale dell’ Ospitale della Pieta, for it was there that the great Vivaldi was employed between 1704 and 1740.  An account from early in Vivaldi’s tenure records a visit by Frederick IV, king of Denmark and Norway.

His Majesty made an appearance at the Pieta at eleven o’clock in the morning after hearing the embassy from the lords of Savoy, and the girls sang with the instruments of the maestro [Vivaldi] who occupies the podium in the absence of Gasparini.  Great was the applause for the Credo and Agnus Dei that were performed with the instruments, and then there was a concerto in great taste, as was appropriate.
 

There is a curious reference to this Ospitale, and its musical activities, by a traveling Englishman in 1720.  We can only speculate that it was for the benefit of the English reader that he characterizes Vivaldi as an eunuch and the general environment more like a Turkish harem!

There are in Venice four of these female hospitals...the Incurabili, the Pieta, Ospitaletto and the Mendicanti....

Every Sunday and holiday there is a performance of music in the chapels of these hospitals, vocal and instrumental, performed by the young women of the place; who are set in a gallery above and are hid from any distinct view of those below by a lattice of iron-work.  The organ parts, as well as those of the other instruments, are all performed by the young women.  They have an eunuch for their master and he composes their music.  Their performance is surprisingly good; and many excellent voices are among them....
 

Another interesting account, because it hints at the amorous activities for which the Italian Catholic institutions were known, is by K. L. von Poellnitz, who visited in 1729.

I am in some doubt whether I should reckon the music of the Venetian churches in the number of its pleasures; but on the whole, I think I should, because certainly their churches are frequented more to please the ear, than for real devotion.  The church of La Pieta which belongs to the nuns who know no other father but love, is most frequented.  These nuns are entered very young, and are taught music, and to play on all sorts of instruments, in which some of them are excellent performers.  Apollonia actually passes for the finest singer, and Anna-Maria for the first violin in Italy.  The concourse of people to this church on Sundays and holidays is extraordinary.  It is the rendezvous of all the coquettes in Venice, and such as are fond of intrigues have here both their hands and hearts full.  Not many days after my arrival in this city I was at this very church, where was a vast audience, and the finest of music.
 

In 1739, just before Vivaldi retired from this service, another visitor recalled,

The most transcendent music here is that provided by the Ospitali.  There are four of these, all of them for girls -- illegitimate, orphans, or those whose relatives are not able to care for them.  They are being brought up at the expense of the state and are being trained most especially to excel in music.  In addition they sing like angels, they play the violin, the flute, the organ, the clarinet, the violoncello, and the bassoon.  In short, there is no instrument so large as to give them pause....  They are the sole performers at each concert, and some forty of them take part.  I swear there is nothing more pleasing to be seen than one of these pretty young sisters in her white dress with a cluster of pomegranate blossoms over one ear, conducting an orchestra and beating time with all the grace and precision imaginable.
 

In this same year Charles de Brosses also mentions the quality of the orchestral performances.

The one of the four ospedali I visit most often, and where I enjoy myself most, is the Ospedale della Pieta; it is also the first for the perfection of the symphonies.  What strictness of execution!  It is only there that one hears the first attack of the bow, so falsely vaunted at the Paris Opera.
 

It is generally understood that a great deal of Vivaldi’s music, in particular the concerti, was composed for these students.  Pincherle finds proof of this in the “extreme rapidity of composition, as evidenced by the autographs.”
  This facility in composition is evidenced by Vivaldi himself, as recalled by Charles de Brosses in 1739.

Vivaldi has become one of my intimate friends, so as to sell me some very expensive concertos.  He has in part succeeded, and I too in that which I desired, namely to hear him and have frequent good musical recreation: he is a vecchio with a prodigious fury for composition.  I have heard him boast that he has composed a concerto, with all its parts, faster than a copyist could write it out.
 

Another extraordinary testimonial to the speed with which Vivaldi composed is found in the diary of J. F. von Uffenbach.  On March 6, 1715, he writes,

After the meal, Vivaldi, the famous composer and violinist came to my lodging, since I had sent to his house several times to invite him.  I spoke to him of some concerti grossi that I would have liked to have from him, and ordered them from him.  Since he belonged to the circle of the Cantores I had some bottles of wine brought, and he played some very difficult improvisations for me on the violin, quite inimitable.  Close to I admired his art even more, and I realized from the evidence that he played extraordinarily difficult and varied things, but in a manner that was neither pleasant nor cantabile.
 

Then, only three days later, we find this entry:

In the afternoon Vivaldi came to my lodging and brought, as I had ordered from him, ten concerti grossi which he said he had composed specially for me.

Ten concerti grosso in three days?!  In any case, the assumption that many of the concerti were written for his students is clearly suggested in the duties outlined in his contract of 1735.

The same maestro will have to provide for our girls concertos and other compositions for all sorts of instruments, and he will have to come with the assiduousness necessary for instructing the girls and making them well able to perform them....
 

We might add that we find indications of both the speed of composition and the educational purpose in such musical shorthand as the so-called “Alberti-bass” figures in upper melodic voices.  In our view the “Alberti-bass” figure is nothing more than a chord symbol.  The purpose of this, we believe, was to provide the chord for the purpose of improvisation.  The ear is the judge of this, as most performances of such passages as written sound ridiculous.  An obvious example is the famous Vivaldi Concerto for Piccolo which is so often performed today.  At the point the piccolo first enters, marked “Solo,” the orchestra has 9 bars with a C major chord on the first beat, followed by rests, in each bar.  The following two bars consist also of only a C major chord.  Thus, there is no “music” in the orchestral part, only grammar.  What is the solo doing?  The piccolo has only “Alberti-bass” figures.  Thus there is no “music” in the solo part, only grammar.  Question:  Where is the music?  Can anyone really believe that Vivaldi really wanted the listener to hear 11 bars of something so musically stupid?  If the soloist does not improvise, there is no music – only grammar.
We beg all musicians: in the music of the Baroque, please do not ever again play “Alberti-bass” figures.
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