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I. Introduction: Enter the Players

At -

Allegory of the friendship between Buxtehude (with the sheet of music), and Hamburg colleagues from St Katharinen,
Johann Adam Reincken (at the harpsichord) and Johann Theile. Painting, 1674, by Johannes Voorhout (1647-1723)
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What is Baroque music? Historically it is fairly easy to define, flourishing between about 1600
and 1750. Its opening date coincides almost exactly with the ‘invention’ of opera; while its
closing date is that of the death of the era’s musical superhero, Johann Sebastian Bach. But
unlike other artistic periods, stylistically the Baroque is almost impossible to define, since its
chief characteristic was an astonishing variety of ideas coupled with a compelling urge to
communicate them. The word ‘Baroque’ means oddly or eccentrically shaped, which might
seem difficult to apply to music, but if you can bend those adjectives to give them a sense
that includes words like ‘brilliant’ and ‘extravagant’, then the definition becomes more
meaningful. It was certainly an age of virtuosity and ostentatiousness: look at the way people
decorated their churches, their carriages, their houses — and also themselves.

Then, as now, there was an extraordinary amount of music around - the difference being
that in those days it was all live. Already, for some hundreds of years, educated people had
been expected to be able to sing music reasonably well at sight and to play at least one
instrument competently. Not being able to do either of these things constituted a serious
social gaffe, as the English composer Thomas Morley noted in his 1597 how-to book A Plaine
and Easie Introduction to Practicall Musicke:

Supper being ended, the musicke bookes (according to the custome) being
brought to the table, the mistress of the house presented mee with a part,
earnestly requesting me to sing, but when, after many excuses, | protested
unfeignedly that | could not, everie one began to wonder, yea, some whispered
to others, demaunding how | was brought up.

Individuality

One trend above all marked a break from the old style of music: the emergence of the soloist,
and with it a corresponding culture of virtuosity. The fifteenth century, and the first half of
the sixteenth, had been filled largely with musicians who sang or played together on equal
terms — as part of a balanced polyphony. The great Masses of such masters as William Byrd,
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Palestrina and others, woven into complicated webs of sound and gravely beautiful in effect,
were essentially a united chorus of praise to Heaven; each voice was no less and no more
important than all the others. Superficially, the devotional choral music of Byrd and
Palestrina, for example, sounds quite similar, even though one was in England and the other
in Italy.

The transformation of the composer’s role from that of a jobbing worker into a
recognisable creative voice took place around the close of a century that had seen the
greatest changes in Europe since it emerged from the Dark Ages. Thanks to the invention of
printing, music ceased to be the exclusive preserve of scholarly monks and became much
more widely available.

Italy: the cradle of the Baroque

Much of the new music was first found in Italy, not yet a unified country at the opening of
the seventeenth century but a collection of independent states ruled by great and ancient
families who spent their time in perpetual rivalry. However, so strong was Italy’s cultural
influence that its language has remained the lingua franca of music ever since. Four words —
sonata, cantata, opera and concerto — are particularly significant in this context since they
indicate the direction that music was to take for at least the next 300 years. ‘Sonata’, meaning
‘sounded’ (i.e. played) was at first simply an instruction or definition to distinguish it from
music which was ‘cantata’ or ‘sung’. ‘Opera’ was at first purely a collection of linked pieces,
some sung and some played, assembled to form a musical drama; while the original concept
of ‘concerto’ was of one soloist or group of instruments pitted against another, larger musical
force. In the hands of great masters, such definitions became greatly modified and expanded.
The simple forms of concerted music written around 1600, for example, had by the end of the
era developed into such undisputed masterpieces as Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, Vivaldi's
Four Seasons, or the Twelve Grand Concertos, Op. 6 that Handel wrote in London in the
autumn of 1739 (CD 1, track 1).
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Instrumental development and choral virtuosity

It was not only musical style that was developing rapidly: technology grew apace throughout
the period as well. Instruments became more powerful, more responsive, and keyboard
instruments gradually increased in range. Short dances for lute, keyboard, wind or strings
written at the start of the Baroque would, by the end of the period, have evolved into
complex, lengthy and virtuoso suites for solo or accompanied instruments (CD 1, track 2).

This change is especially dramatic in keyboard music: little country dances and song
arrangements developed into the large-scale works of J.S. Bach (his preludes and fugues,
partitas and suites) and the extraordinary witty and glittering sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti
(CD 1, track 3).

Many regard the choral music of J.S. Bach — his Passions and cantatas — as the
pinnacle of music; confronted with such masterpieces as his Mass in B minor and St Matthew
Passion it is an argument impossible to refute. With over 150 years of different styles and
developments to draw upon, Bach assembled Italian, German, French and other influences
into a style he made completely his own (CD 1, track 4).

This evolutionary process makes for a fascinating story, involving some of the greatest
composers who ever lived. Above all, it is a history of people. It is time to go back to the early
seventeenth century, the beginning of the Baroque era, when an Italian priest and composer
named Gregorio Allegri was in Rome working for Pope Urban VIII. A setting of the Miserere
he wrote for performance in the Sistine Chapel of the Vatican illustrates perfectly the virtuoso
soloist beginning to intrude on the traditional balance of equal voices raised in praise
together (CD 1, track 5).



DISCOVER music of the BAROQUE ERA

The beginning of ].S. Bach’s Violin Sonata No. 1 in G minor, BWV 1001 in the composer’s own hand
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This is the introductory chapter of Discover Music of the Baroque Era.
The full booklet, illustrated with photographs and accompanied by two CDs,
is available to buy from www.naxos.com.



