INTRODUCTION TO VENETIAN GRACES

In the early years of the 17th century The Most Serene Republic of Venice was a Mecca for musicians, drawing the finest composers, instrumentalists and singers from around Italy and beyond. Other important hubs of musical activity in Italy were cities such as Rome and Bologna, but the wealth of the Venetian Republic and its pride, independence and taste for splendour created the institutions that kindled some of the most important and influential developments in baroque music. 

Large groups of instrumentalists were employed, not only at the Basilica of San Marco where the Doge regularly worshipped, but in many of the other churches throughout Venice. The confraternities of rich merchants who sponsored charitable works and patronised the arts were at their height around the turn of the 17th century and the “schools” where they congregated, such as the beautiful “Scuola di San Rocco”, also employed substantial groups of musicians. In addition there were at least seven groups of “piffari”- mostly wind players on trumpets, trombones, cornetts, shawms, recorders and bagpipes – who performed concerts in public squares. These groups of musicians interlaced and their duties overlapped but the volume of employment, and its prestigious nature, attracted the finest players. Music played a large part in church and the more important the feast day the grander the scale of composition; players would accompany the voices in the service but also play instrumental items between the parts of the Mass. Then there were grand processions requiring music on state occasions such as the coronation of a doge and also for the confraternities; each was obliged to provide a company of singers and instrumentalists on special occasions such as Good Friday and other feast days – as many as forty a year. There were also spectacular concerts given in the schools themselves; Thomas Coryat, the English traveller and diarist, attended one such concert at the Scuola di San Rocco in 1608 and wrote “This feast consisted principally of Musicke, both vocal and instrumentall…..so superexcellent, that it did even ravish and stupifie all those strangers that never heard the like”. Similarly magnificent performances were occasioned by state banquets at the Doge’s Palace. Venetian theatres were home to some of the latest developments in opera and although the singers were almost exclusively accompanied by basso continuo instruments such as harpsichords and chitarrones (large lutes with bass strings), melodic instruments were used to provide interludes between acts, and dance music. Dance movements such as galliards and correntes were also needed for the dazzling balls held during Carnival and other times.

Venice was the original home of music publishing and during the first half of the seventeenth century the two rival companies of Vincenti and Magni were responsible for the most important publications of instrumental works. Through the printing press the influence of Venetian style spread far and wide. One of the greatest and most innovative composers of instrumental music was Giovanni Gabrieli, organist at St. Mark’s and at San Rocco. He is a towering figure in the development of a style that united elements of the more archaic polyphonic style of the sixteenth century and the “seconda prattica” or new musical style of the early seventeenth century where a vocal melody over a bass line with chordal accompaniment expressed above all the sentiments of the words. This very personal and passionate mode of expression in vocal music was incorporated into instrumental writing, where instruments took the place of the voices, either alone or in pairs, occasionally in groups of three, accompanied by a basso continuo part played by a keyboard or chitarrone. Stylistic distinctions between such compositions, typically labelled canzona, sonata or sinfonia, are blurred but in very general terms one can say that the canzona incorporated the old-fashioned use of a lively fugal theme, often based on an opening dactylic rhythm, whereas the sonata tended towards a more solemn and expressive mood. What unites them loosely is a one-movement form, usually in several contrasting parts, in which lively and often virtuoso writing may be interspersed with slow, expressive passages, and aria or dance-like triple-time sections. 

Unsurprisingly, given the emergence of this style, the instruments which most successfully imitated the human voice were the most highly prized. At the end of the sixteenth century the cornett reigned supreme, praised not only for its vocal qualities (helped by its capability for nuanced dynamics) but also for its virtuosity. Around 1600, Venetian instrumental ensembles were dominated by the finest players of the instrument – Dalla Casa and Bassano were two such who consecutively held the post of “maestro di concerto” (leader of the instrumental ensemble) at St. Mark’s. Gradually, during the first part of the 17th century, the violin began to gain supremacy over the cornett, certainly as a result of the fine instruments being produced in northern Italy at the time and possibly aided by the terrible outbreak of plague in Venice in 1630, which is thought to have killed off many of her finest musicians. For a long while though the two instruments were considered completely interchangeable and mixed ensembles of wind and strings, including sackbut (the English name for the old, narrow-bored trombone), dulcian or fagotto (precursor to the bassoon) and members of the violin family, were the norm. Many of the title pages of the publications from which we are playing music tonight specify the diversity of suitable instruments intended; for instance, the full title of Fontana’s collection is “Sonate a 1, 2, 3 per il Violino, o Cornetto, Fagotto, Chitarone, Violoncino o simile altro Istromento”, but the most common alternative, often found at the top of a piece, is for “violino o cornetto”. However, the recorder was also widely played in Venice at the time and we can safely assume it to be a suitable alternative. Composers of instrumental music were normally players themselves, often organists who were particularly highly educated in musical theory and the art of composition and who would have been largely responsible for providing music for church services. However, other instrumentalists also excelled in composition; for instance Castello was a virtuoso cornettist and Marini a fine violinist, who helped to develop a more idiomatic style of writing for the violin. 

The inclusion of the two Capricci by Vierdanck at the end of tonight’s concert is testimony to the influence of Venetian composition abroad. Vierdanck was probably from Saxony, studied composition as a boy in Dresden with Schütz – who himself had been a pupil of Giovanni Gabrieli in Venice - and played both violin and cornett. Unusually he includes several pieces for either two or three instruments without a basso continuo – a rather special texture - but one could be forgiven for assuming, on hearing the “Capriccio a tre cornetti” (played tonight on violins) that it is the work of a Venetian. 
My motivation for putting this programme together was a desire to get together with my two female friends and colleagues who like me, combine playing the baroque violin with early wind instruments. It is rare these days for musicians to mix wind and strings and it seems to have been rare in the 17th century too. Indeed, the only places in Venetian society where women instrumentalists would have been tolerated at all at that time, let alone when distorting their faces by blowing wind instruments, would have been at the famous ospedali where young foundling girls were given the benefits of a conservatoire-style musical education but played unseen behind grilles. The reputation of the performances of these young ladies, especially at the Pietà and the Mendicanti, was very high and we know from inventories there that they played a wide range of instruments including trumpets, trombones, cornetts, violins and violas, harpsichords, organs and theorbos. I hope that the variety of textures we can achieve by using so many different combinations of instruments will conjure up an unusually exotic array of colours and that you will enjoy these sounds as well as being able, in these emancipated days, to see us as well as hear us! 
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