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THE STUDY OF THE BAROQUE VOCAL
TRADITIONS: AN IMPORTANT TOOL IN THE
DEVELOPING CLASSICAL VOICE

ANDRONIKI ANTONIOU!

N3CAEABAHETO HA BAPOKOBUTE BOKAAHU
TPAAVLUNN: BAXXEH UHCTPYMEHT 3A
PA3BUTUE HA KAACUYECKWUA TAAC

AHJIPOHVKN AHTOHINY?

Abstract: The topic of interest, will focus on the study of the Ba-
roque singing traditions and specifically on the approach of the
singers on matters of embellishment and improvised passages in
da capo arias. It was the norm in the Baroque da capo arias for
virtuoso singers (a title prominently asserted to castrati singers of
the time) to add embellishments and cadenzas in order to exhibit
their vocal abilities and musicianship.

I will argue that the study of those traditions will accommodate a
developing classical female singer with significant vocal abilities
(dexterity, agility, good breath control). Furthermore, one has im-
portant musical skills to gain, such as the development of the mu-
sical ear, improvisational skills, musical understanding and inter-
pretation. The castrati singers were renowned for their abilities in
all of these aspects. Their abilities however, were not a godsend gift
to compensate the brutal manner in which they preserved their

1 Androniki Antoniou. Master student in Classical Singing at the New Bulgarian
University (e-mail: nikikaraiskou81@gmail.com)

2 AHAPOHMKM AHTOHMY, CTYAEHT B MarucTbpcka nporpama B Hos 6brrapckn
YHUBEPCUTET CbC CIELMATHOCT ,,K/IaCUYeCKO IeeHe
(e-mail: nikikaraiskou81@gmail.com)

215



16. ANDRONIKI ANTONIOU

216

angelic voice, while their body followed the natural course of ado-
lescence. They undertook a solid musical education that equipped
them with the knowledge to use their voice in their favor. Their
ability to improvise gave them the chance to shine on stage with
breath-taking fiorituras and of course helped them to gain con-
fidence and self-esteem. To be able to stand on stage and give a
convincing performance is essential to a singer. Even more so, is
the ability to gain enough confidence to grow away from the score
without the fear of totally dismantling the music.

To support my argument I will attempt to exhibit the way in which
da capo arias were sung, by asserting written out examples and
accounts. I will focus on the importance of training the voice with
perseverance and consistency to attain an ability that perhaps
resembles the vocal quality of the castrati, capable to move the
senses

Keywords: Baroque singing traditions, singing technique, da capo
arias, embellishments, improvisation, castrati, Jenny Lind.

Pe3stome: Temata, KOATO HI MHTepeCyBa, ce GOKycupa BbPXy U3Y-
JaBaHETO Ha GAPOKOBMTE IeBYECKM TPALULMY U I10-KOHKPETHO
BBPXY MOAXOJa Ha MEeBLMTE IO BBIIPOCUTE Ha OPHAMEHTAIMNTe
Y UMIIPOBU3MPAHNUTE [TacaXXy B apuute da capo. B 6apokosute da
Capo apuy e HOPMAJHO IeBLYTe-BUPTY03U (TUT/IA, TOAIEPTAHO
IpUCBINA Ha NeBIUTe-KaCTPaTy OT OHOBA BpeMe) fia JOOaBSAT YK-
palleHVst 1 KaJieHLy, 3a Jja IeMOHCTPMPAT CBOMTE BOKA/IHM CIIO-
COOHOCTM VI MY3UKaTHOCT.

JsyyaBaHeTO Ha Te3M TPAfULIMY [jaBa BB3MOXXHOCT Ha Pa3BU-
BaIl[UTe Ce K/IaCUYeCK) IeBIY [a JOOUAT 3HAUUTETHM BOKATHU
yMeHust (CpBYHOCT, I'bPraBMHA, JOOBP KOHTPONI Ha JUIIAHETO).
OcBeH TOBa TpsibBa fa ce MPUAOOUAT BXKHU MY3UKATHYU HaBMU-
), KaTO PasBUTME HAa MY3UKAJHUS CIyX, VMIPOBU3ALOHHN
yMeHMsI, My3MKa/IHO pa3bupaHe 1 MHTepHpeTamys. [leBiure Kac-
TpaTK ca 6MIM U3BECTHU CBC CBOUTE CIIOCOOHOCTY BBB BCUYKIU
Te3M acmeKTyu. TexHuTe crioco6HOCTM 0bade He ca Oumm 60XxecT-
BeH Jjap, KOITO Jja KOMIIeHCHpa OpyTanHusa HadMH, 10 KOITO ce
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3ama3Ba aHTeICKMUAT UM I71acC, OKATO TANIOTO MM CTelBa €CTeCT-
BeHMsI XOJi Ha IOHOIIECTBOTO. Te MO/MyYaBaT COMMAHO MY3MKas-
HO 06pa3oBaHIe, KOETO M [JjaBa 3HaHMe KakK Jja M3[0/I3BaT Iy1aca
cnt B cBost mon3a. CoCcOOHOCTTA MM J1a MMIIPOBU3MPAT UM JIaBa
BB3MOXHOCT J1a O/IeCHAT Ha CIjeHaTa C'hC CIMpAIy JbXa Gpuopu-
TYpu 1, pa3bupa ce, UM IoMara jja IpUAOOUAT YBEPEHOCT U Ca-
MouyBcTBIe. J]a MOXKe fla 3acTaHe Ha CLieHaTa ¥ fia ce IpeicTa-
BU yOeINTENHO, € OT ChIIECTBEHO 3HaYeHNe 3a eauH nesell. Orle
II0-BaKHO € YMEHMETO Jia PUA0OMEI JOCTaThYHO YBEPEHOCT, 32
fia Ce OTa/eYNII OT MAPTUTYPaTa, 6e3 a ce CTpaxyBall, e KOM-
IPOMETUPAIIl TIPOU3BENEHNETO.

B mopxpemna Ha Te3aTa Ci Iie Ce OMMTAM Aa [OKaKa HAYMHA, II0
KOJTO Ca ce VBI'b/IHABAIN da capo apuuTe, KaTo 0coya U3Imca-
HI puMepu u paskasiu. Ille ce poxycupam Bbpxy BaKHOCTTA Ha
YIpa>KHSBaHETO Ha I71aca C IOCTOSHCTBO U IOC/TIeS0BATeTHOCT, 3a
Jla ce IOCTUTHE CIIOCOOHOCT, KOATO MOXKe 01 Harofo6s1Ba BOKaI-
HJITe Ka4yeCTBa Ha KaCTPATUTe, CIIOCOOH [ja IIPe3BIUKAT Bb/IHe-
HJIETO Ha ITy0/IuKaTa.

Kntouoeu 0ymu: bapokoBy IeBYECKY TPAAMLINY, TEXHIKA Ha T1ee-
He, Ia KaIlo apyM, YKpalleHNs, MMIPOBU3anMs, KacTpaTy, [ xeHn
JInag.

Studying the vocal works of great Baroque composers like Ales-
sandro Scarlatti, Porpora, Vivaldi, Rameau Purcell, Bach and Hindel,
to name just a few, not only provide a classical singer with interesting
repertoire, but can be used as important material for development. Spe-
cifically in the field of opera, their arias contain such wealth of melodic
and rhythmic ingenuity that would significantly equip a classical singer’s
technic, interpretative skills and musicianship.

It takes only a glimpse on Vivaldi’s score of the aria Vedro con mio
diletto from the opera Il Giustino, to realize that it requires skills. His
somewhat awkward but beautiful melodies contain long melismas, con-
stantly changing rhythms with dotted values, running semiquavers,
syncopated rhythms juxtaposed with angular melodic intervals and long
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phrases. In addition to this, the norm was for the Baroque singer to dec-
orate the melodic lines with trills, appoggiaturas, grace notes and even
add improvising cadenzas. This required singers to be of high standard
technically and musically to make justice to the work and the composer.

The study of Baroque vocal works in general by classical singers is
perhaps a more complex procedure than the study of more contempo-
rary works. It involves the study of material which is not documented in
adequate detail which makes it harder to get a clear idea of the compos-
er’s intentions. At the time, composers relied on copyists to copy their
music and a true edition of their works final form or a recorded perfor-
mance does not exist. Through time, a lot of material was also lost and
so little remains for the singer/performer to rely on. Even the composer’s
own authentic manuscripts would prove to be mere guidelines for the
performer. Baroque composers never wrote down anything like they in-
tended to be heard, but relied strongly on the taste and ability of their
performers. The procedure of realizing a work from score developed
during the rehearsals and the actual collaboration of the composer, pro-
ducer musicians and the singers. Therefore when singers approach Ba-
roque vocal works, their aim should not be to reproduce an ,,authentic”
performance, but to move the senses and to communicate the music to
the audiences of his or her own time. Nevertheless, adhering to practices
that were followed in the Baroque style according to descriptions from
discovered documents, for example, in reference to embellishments and
interpretation, would prove significant for the developing singer and to
merge nicely with the style.

In earlier Baroque operas, arias followed a syllabic and strophic
form and were quite short, but this increasingly gave way to the da capo
aria, which is in the so called ternary form, in an A-B-A’ pattern. By the
1690s this design was a standard. Arias became longer and were better
developed. The ABA’ form followed in da capo arias allowed the com-
poser to introduce contrasting materials A and B, usually in contrasting
keys, that helped to convey the emotions of the text more convincing-
ly. Whereas the recitatives served in moving on the plot of the libretto,
the arias were the part where emotions were experienced. Singers were
expected to show raptures of passion, agony, grieving lament and other
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affectations according to the arias text. Arias were supposed to express a
certain emotion (Affekt), that was contrasted in the second part in order
to rekindle the flame in the return of the A section.

In Handel’s wonderful aria Cara sposa from his opera Rinaldo the
hero declares his love for his beloved Almirena and pleads in a lament-
ing manner for her return, after being captured by the sorceress Armi-
da. The second shorter section, still in the tonic, enters with a slightly
faster tempo. Here Rinaldo deviates from his weeping tone with shorter
phrases and agitated semiquavers. The courageous character of Rinaldo
appears as he gains powers to defy the spirits of Erebus (darkness) with
a modulation to the dominant key for the second half of the section. The
scene is then set for the reprise of the A section.

The return of the A section in da capo arias, allowed the virtuoso
singers to demonstrate their abilities both technically and emotionally
by adding embellishments to the existing music, but also demonstrating
their skills in improvisation by adding running fiorituras and virtuosic
cadenzas. The repeat was notated by the composer with the da capo sign
and was not repeated with embellishments written in by the composer,
since it was expected from singers to add their own gems of creativity. It
was the moment of the virtuoso singer to shine on stage. Pier Francesco
Tosi (c.1653 — 1732) a castrato singer, composer, and writer on music, in
his treatise, Opinioni de cantori antici, e moderni 1723 writes concerning
the da capo aria:

In the first (A section) they require nothing but the simplest Orna-
ments of a Good Taste and few, that the Composition may remain sim-
ple, plain and pure; in the second they expect, that to this Purity some
artful Graces be added, by which the Judicious may hear, that the Ability
of the Singers is greater; and in repeating the Air, he that does not vary it
for the better, is no great Master. [Cyr, 1992]

Unfortunately, there is not a lot of surviving illustrations of ca-
denzas or added embellishments in scores, to guide singers how to ap-
proach them. Tosi, in his writings, does provide some suggestions and
guidelines. He stresses the importance of appoggiaturas and mentions
the addition of trills and mordents concerning embellishments. When
it comes to cadenzas though, he favored somewhat more conservative
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and shorter lines. Mary Cyr, in her writings on Baroque performance,
mentions that there are surviving illustrations of cadenzas by the sopra-
no Faustina Bordoni and the castrato Carlo Broschi (known as Farinelli)
that are long and elaborate. On one occasion Farinelli was said to have
added 7 cadenzas to one single aria. It is a matter of personal taste, how-
ever it should not completely distort the grounds set by the composer or
retract from the style of the music.

Hindel was known for his mastery of creating beautiful melodies
that vary in mood, shape and rhythm. He was a great inventor and im-
provisator. This is evident in many of his works, in the way he reuses
and develops material in his compositions, or in pieces where he adds
improvisations, like the harpsichord improvisations in Armida’s aria Vo
far guera and even in his pasticcio works where he reused material ei-
ther his own or by other composers and transformed them to adapt to a
new work. The study of his vocal works by classical singers are definitely
an essential tool in developing technically and emotionally, but also in
terms of improvisation. His already elaborate melodies provide the sing-
er with a solid foreground to develop melodic and rhythmic awareness
and inspiration. In his Essays on Opera (pages: 25-27), the English musi-
cologist Dean Winton asserts excerpts of two different copies of Handel’s
aria entitled, aria dell Opera di Amadigi. In the excerpts there is evidence
of Héandel’s creativity in improvising. It is not certain why the two copies
exist, perhaps to help a less experienced singer, but material like this can
be used by singers as examples. Below I assert parts of the manuscripts
depicting Handel’s melodic ingenuity on the phrase ,e vieni a consolar
quest’ alma amante”. The top line is the Crysander manuscript and the
bottom the Fitzwilliam. Notice how he replaces the triplet melody in
bars 40-42 with flowing quavers that lead to an alarming 9th instead of a
7th in bar: 43. (Fig.1)
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The Castrati, like the aforementioned Tosi and Farinelli, were con-
sidered to be virtuoso singers, the highlights of the Baroque opera scene.
They were male singers castrated in boyhood so as to retain a soprano or
alto voice. This brutal custom took place because women were banned
from singing in the church. High music was therefore assigned to either
falsettists (young boys) or eunuchs/castrati. Employing young boys (fal-
settists) was an unsure business, since they could not retain their voice
during puberty. Additionally, they didn’t possess the desirable quality of
the voice and did not attain the range of the soprano. This became the
reason for the growing preference of employing castrati. By the 18th cen-
tury castrati were the 70% of all male opera-singers and some enjoyed
great fame and acknowledgment. A man’s vocal cords thicken during
puberty so they lose a good deal of agility. This was not the case with
the castrati. On the contrary, their voice possessed agility, flexibility and
beauty combined with a man’s power and stamina due to larger lung
capacity. It is worth quoting the opinion of thel9th century historian
Enrico Panzacchi (1840-1904) after listening to one of the last surviving
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castrati:

»-What singing! Imagine a voice that combines the sweetness of
the flute, and the animated suavity of the human larynx - a voice which
leaps and leaps, lightly and spontaneously, like a lark that flies through
the air and is intoxicated with its own flight; and when it seems that the
voice has reached the loftiest peaks of altitude, it starts off again, leaping
and leaping still with equal lightness and equal spontaneity, without the
slightest sign of forcing or the faintest indication of artifice or effort...
[Heriot, 1927, p. 36-37]

Castrati usually came from ‘humble’, poorer families. If the boys
showed signs of a good voice and a natural affinity their families sold
them to music teachers or institutions, in order to survive. Others saw it
as a good investment and raised the money themselves, to sponsor their
education. In cases such as the famous castrato Farinelli, it is believed
that he was castrated to prevent a malignant illness. However, the social
and ethical reasons and impacts of this phenomenon are another chap-
ter of study. The point to be reached is that their abilities were not a god-
send gift to compensate the brutal manner in which they preserved their
angelic voice. The castrated boys underwent rigorous and sound musical
education and training with important masters of the time, like Nicola
Porpora, Pistocchi and Bernacchi.

In a record and analysis by Rockstro and Goldschmidt on the sing-
ing method of the 19th century virtuosa Swedish singer Jenny Lind, they
parallel her abilities to the lost art of the castrati. Her beautiful singing,
technical skills, virtuosic cadenzas resemble the characterizations made
to the singing of the castrati. After experiencing vocal problems, Jenny
Lind moved to Paris to study with the vocal master Manuel Garcia. She
reports in letters that the slow singing of scales and arpeggios, the awful-
ly slow practice of the shake and other cadenza-like technical exercises
all bear significant fruit. The high importance of solfeggio is also noted.
Jenny Lind trained with perseverance and dedication. In combination to
her talent and inner self she became known as the ,,Swedish Nightingale”.

Singers very often avoid technical work such as scales and arpeggi-
os, solfeggio or other technical passages. They consider them tedious and
unnecessary. In the contrary, they strengthen the voice, develop agility,
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evenness and flexibility. They also help in intonation and the right place-
ment of the voice. Practicing long, florid passages with persistence will
also develop another important factor for good singing and strong, sol-
id technique, the breathing. Good breathing will enhance the phrasing
and bring the voice to a whole other level. In some arias, like Cara sposa
and Vedro con mio diletto mentioned earlier, good breathing is vital in
the phrasing of long passages and hence they would be good training
material. Additionally, solid technique, a flexible, agile voice and assured
intonation are ingredients for greater musicianship and the basis for im-
provisation. Improvisation requires knowledge of the music as a whole,
so more rigorous study of the score is also essential. The ability of the
castrati to improvise ingenious lines gave them the chance to shine on
stage with breath-taking fiorituras and of course helped them to gain
confidence and self-esteem.

It is often the case that classical performers are accused for relying
too closely on the score of the music. The practice of improvisation ne-
cessitates a move away from the score, a fact that develops musicianship
and music memory even further. A modern example of this, is jazz mu-
sic. Jazz singers practice scatting, vocalizing sounds and syllables that are
musical, but have no literal translation. They usually imitate the sound
and melodic improvisations of instruments and take turns in pieces to
show off their skills in improvisatory passages. A similar practice is evi-
dent in a story of the great castrato Farinelli. The story places him in an
improvisatory battle with a trumpeter during a piece. Farinelli justified
his fame and surpassed him in ingenuity and stamina. Jazz singers of
course, need to have a good musical ear, as well as knowledge of the style,
form of the piece and the sense of the harmonic progressions accom-
panying the scatting. Similary to classical singers, they too benefit from
practicing scales, arpeggios and melodic passages of the jazz style.

In essence, any style of music will help develop the voice to some
extent. Baroque vocal works perhaps takes it a step further, to realms of
greater mastery and a broader sense of musicianship. This is not to re-
place the determined and rigorous technical work that is required from
any good vocal training. We live in times of great speed and extreme
technological developments, but there is no app that can be downloaded
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to instantly develop a classical singer. It takes time, perseverance, hard
work and the constant search and development of one’s inner self. The
result should reach the ear of the listener like the flight of a lark and the
sweetness of the nightingale’s song.
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