Baroque Period (1600-1750)
Main characteristics of Baroque Music
Baroque music may be characterized as emotional, experimental and original. Compared to their Renaissance counterparts, Baroque composers put much greater emphasis on contrast through the use of different textures, pacings and volume levels. The following list includes brief descriptions of the characteristics of Baroque music. As you read through the list, compare each point with what you have learned about medieval and Renaissance music.
[image: The Harpsichord]
The Harpsichord
Known as clavicembalo—or simply cembalo—in Italian and German, and clavecin in French, the harpsichord is the quintessential Baroque instrument. You may hear the harpsichord featured in many of the music selections throughout this chapter.
Unity of Mood
· Strongly influenced by the Doctrine of the Affections, Baroque composers attempted to embody and sustain a single affection, or mood, from the beginning to the end of a given piece. Even when a piece featured a change of affection, the music tended to stay in the new mood for an extended period of time. Certain rhythms and melodic patterns were linked to specific moods.
[image: play]J.S. Bach (1685-1750) 
Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV 1068: Air
Form
· Homophonic music (melody with chordal accompaniment) succeeded polyphonic music as the dominant texture.
· Ritornello form, featuring a recurring passage or theme that returns throughout a composition (usually in the first or last movements of a concerto or aria) came into vogue. The ritornello was usually played by the tutti (whole ensemble) and returned in different keys throughout the movement, sometimes in incomplete fragments.
J.S. Bach
Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 in G major, BWV 1048: Allegro.


	[image: Click to play opening of Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 mov.3]
Opening of the 3rd movement of J. S. Bach's Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 in G major BWV 1048.

	· Form: Ritornello 
· Unity of Mood: Energetic and festive mood from beginning to end. 
· Melody: Although difficult to sing or play, melodies have a clear and distinct thematic contour easily grasped by the ear.
· Rhythm: The pulse is strong, steady and continuous. Patterns and sequences repeat throughout the piece.
· Harmony: Rapid changes in harmony often make the music feel more rhythmic.
· Tonality: G major.
· Texture: Textural features include imitation between the voices and emphasis on contrasting textures.


Melody
· Recitative, a way of singing text with speech rhythms, was introduced early in the century. Later in the period, there was a shift from recitative to highly elaborate arias and instrumental melodies.
[image: play]J.S. Bach 
Christmas Oratorio, BWV 248. Recitative: Evangelista
· Gradually, a difference between vocal- and instrumental-style melodies developed. 
· There was an emphasis on beautiful vocal tone and technique over all other elements.
[image: play]Alessandro Scarlatti (1660-1725)
Con voce festiva
[image: play]Giovanni Pergolesi (1710-1736)
O, Euridice, n'andro festoso
· For the most part, Baroque melodies were not easy to sing or play. Despite their complexity, themes were clear and distinct.
· Melismatic singing. Sometimes referred to as vocal runs, melismatic singing—the vocal technique by which one syllable of the text is sung using many pitches— was a favorite device of Baroque composers, especially in liturgical vocal settings. The opposite of melismatic singing is syllabic singing, in which there is a one-to-one correspondence of syllables and notes. Listen to the melismas in the following example by Handel. While you are listening for melismas, can you determine which words are sung in syllabic fashion?
[image: play]G.F. Handel
The Messiah: All We, Like Sheep



Rhythm
· Most Baroque music featured continuity of rhythm and an easily recognizable pulse that was strong and steady.
· Patterns of rhythmic sequences permeated much of Baroque music. 
· Rapid changes in harmony often made the pieces feel more rhythmic.
· Dance rhythms were frequently used in multi-movement form pieces.
· Dotted rhythms were widely used. 
[image: play]G. F. Handel
Organ concerto No. 2 in B flat major Op, 4 No.2 - I: A tempo ordinario e staccato.
Harmony
· Figured Bass, a system of numbers placed under the music, was developed to indicate clearly the harmonies that should be played with each note identified in the bass line. The figured bass was typically realized—performed—by the harpsichord.
· Basso continuo, a bass line running continuously throughout a piece, came into use. Also known as thoroughbass, the basso continuo was usually played by a bass string and/or low woodwind instrument along with the harpsichord and/or organ. 
· Well-tempered tuning and the major-minor tonal system developed, along with an increased use of chromaticism. There was a distinct shift from the modal system of the Renaissance to the major-minor tonality. Composers organized compositions around a keynote or tonal center, also known as the tonic. These changes further developed notions of tonality.
[image: play]Heinrich Schütz (1585-1672)
Psalmen Davids: Erhore Mich
Texture
· Polyphonic texture evolved into homophonic texture in opera and solo arias, influencing both sacred and secular music. Many instrumental compositions were also homophonic.
[image: play]Claudio Monteverdi (1567-1643)
L'Orfeo Act II: Shepherd 
[image: play]G. P. Telemann (1681-1767)
Concerto No. 3 for two horns. I: Allegro 
· The soprano and bass lines were usually more important than the inner voices.
· Imitation between the voices was common. 
· Counterpoint—a very complex and rule-bound type of polyphony in which the resulting harmony provides the tonal organization for the music—was used extensively.
· In the late Baroque, polyphony, as a result of counterpoint, was used in all sorts of compositions, especially the fugue.
[image: play]G.F. Handel
Messiah: Part II: And with his stripes, HWV 56
· There was an increased emphasis on contrasting textures. For example, large groups of instruments would play one section and a smaller group another; or groups of instruments would take turns playing the main theme(s).
[image: play]G.F. Handel
Water Music: Suite No. 2 in D major, HWV 349 - II: Alla Hornpipe
[image: Top of Page]
Timbre
· Most of the instruments commonly used today were in use during the Baroque era. 
· The violin family was refined and perfected.
· Beginnings of musical phrases were usually highlighted by a change of timbre. 
· There wasn't a standard orchestral group. Ensembles were usually composed of strings, a few woodwinds and percussion, with the harpsichord providing the basso continuo. 
· The baroque pipe organ, with its soft, mellow tone, was used extensively.
· Use of brass instruments and percussion to denote pageantry, solemnity, ceremony and splendor was common.
[image: play]Claudio Monteverdi
L'Orfeo: Sinfonia - Ecco pur ch'a voi
Volume
· The use of terraced dynamics to hold interest and achieve variety between musical phrases became popular.
· Gradual volume changes, such as crescendo (getting louder) and diminuendo (getting softer), were not commonly used.
[image: play]Claudio Monteverdi
L'Orfeo: Toccata
The Baroque period was a time of great musical significance. It is not an exaggeration to state that much of the musical foundation for the next 300 years was laid during this period.
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