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Performance Tips by Susan Lewis Hammond  

Claudio Monteverdi, Orfeo 
Recitative formed the core of early Baroque opera, and it requires a certain degree of flexibility 

and rhythmic freedom in its execution. Compelling advice on how to perform recitative comes 

from an anonymous treatise titled The Choragus (named after the professional charged with 

directing theatrical works, the choragus, or director). The Choragus likely dates from the 1630s 

and captures the aesthetic concerns of theatrical production from the early seventeenth century. 

The author reserves a chapter for recitation, in which he advises that singing should not be 

continuous; instead, the singer should pause at the end of each thought.  

The most important consideration for performing the instrumental part of early opera is the use 

of basso continuo—a type of quasi-improvised accompaniment in which the bass line is 

provided with figures (numbers, flats, and sharps) written above or below the relevant note that 

tell the player what harmony is needed to make the correct realization. It was a compositional 

norm of the early Baroque period for composers, including Monteverdi, to leave the figures out 

altogether and to expect performers to determine the harmony from the other parts. Performers 

may benefit from studying editorial realizations of Monteverdi’s continuo parts, but should feel 

free to try out different options of their own. 

Unlike most Baroque opera scores, Monteverdi gives great detail on instrumentation in the 1609 

printed score to Orfeo, where he specified a total of forty-two individual instruments; the 

continuo group alone consisted of two harpsichords, one double harp, three chitarroni, two 

ceteroni, two organi di legno, two regals, and one basso de viola da brazzo. His instructions in 

the printed score for “Possente spirto” stipulate organ and chitarrone as the accompanying 

instruments (Monteverdi also clarifies that Orfeo is to sing only one of the two notated vocal 

parts).  

Monteverdi included two versions of Orpheus’s “Possente spirto” in the 1609 printed score: one 

gives the original, unadorned vocal line; the other shows the melody with a great deal of 

ornamentation. Although Monteverdi provided an embellished version of “Possente spirto,” the 

performer is not locked into doing exactly these ornaments; and these embellishments would be 

treated with some rhythmic freedom in delivery, in keeping with the practice of leaving 

ornaments, so critical to the performance effect of Baroque music, to the discretion of the 

performer. Francesco Caccini’s preface to Le nuove musiche (The New Music, 1602) offers very 

clear instructions on how to perform standard ornaments such as esclamazione and trills, and 

other matters of performance practice, that remain relevant to Monteverdi’s Orfeo.  

Giovanni Gabrieli, “Hodie completi sunt” 
The most important performance consideration for this piece is the spatial layout of the choirs. 

Gabrieli’s motet retains the sixteenth-century tradition of cori spezzati, or split choirs, whereby 

multiple choirs separated into groups are positioned across the chapel. Even when such 

performance considerations are impractical, it is worth considering the arrangement of singers 

and instrumentalists to optimize the effect of this repertory. 

Giovanni Rovetta, “Quam pulchra es” 
Rovetta’s motet is part of the huge repertory of small-scale motets that formed the mainstay of 

sacred music-making in the early Baroque period. Standard for sacred music of the Baroque 
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period was the basso continuo―a type of quasi-improvised accompaniment in which the bass 

line is provided with figures (numbers, flats, and sharps) written above or below the relevant 

note that tell the player what harmony is needed to make the correct realization. Rovetta supplies 

more figures in the bass line that one finds in most music from the early Baroque period, which 

gives the performer greater guidance for filling in the harmonies.  

Emilio de’Cavalieri’s Rappresentazione di Anima e di Corpo 
The preface to the printed score offers performance advice relevant to early opera and sacred 

drama more generally. Primary concerns are how to instill variety and how to enhance the 

emotional impact of the music and poetry. Variety could be attained by having lots of different 

characters and costumes, through instrumentation, and by positioning intermedi between the acts. 

The greatest impact on emotions comes when the singer performs so that the text is understood 

and is accompanied by gestures and motions, which are effective ways to influence emotions. 

The preface also contains the earliest description of figured bass with numbers and accidentals. 

According to the preface, the singers are to perform the dialogue “senza diminutioni,” without 

excessive ornamentation, a practice that Cavalieri may have taken from the tradition of 

delivering a sermon “senz’alcuno ornamento.” The composer describes only four short 

ornaments in his brief instructions to musicians—the groppolo, monachina, trillo, and zimbelo. 

These are notated in the score by the abbreviations g, m, t, z and are written out in staff notation 

at the end of the preface. In keeping with the rhetorical tradition of simple presentation, the 

dialogue contains only one such ornament, a monachina on the word “deggio” of the Body’s 

text, “What should I do?” 

Heinrich Schütz, “Eile mich, Gott, zu erretten” from Kleine geistliche Conzerte 
Marked oratorio style, Schütz sets the opening lines in a declamatory style on many repeated 

pitches. Rests reinforce the syntax of the line and off-beat chords provide places for the singers 

to breathe. The motet demonstrates the transfer of recitative from opera to sacred music, a 

borrowing that suggests singers perform this piece with a more flexible and freer approach to 

rhythm and phrasing. 

Heinrich Schütz, “Mein Sohn, warum hast du uns das getan?” from volume 3, 
Symphoniae sacrae  
From the final volume of Symphoniae sacrae (1650), this motet was published with a 

“Complementum” choir of from four to eight parts to be “included at one’s discretion” according 

to its title page. In contrast to Italian composers from the time, who often left the harmonic 

realization of the continuo part to the discretion of the performer, Schütz took much greater care 

with his bass figures and provides far more guidance to performers from all ages.  

Orlando Gibbons, “This is the record of John” 
It is not clear how the anthem would have been accompanied, as there are parts for both organ 

and for instruments, presumably viol consort. Whether they played separately or together is 

impossible to determine from the existing scores. Perhaps viols and organ alternated; perhaps 

only the verse sections were accompanied; or perhaps the entire piece was accompanied. There 

are many options for performing this work. 

Claudio Monteverdi, L’incoronazione di Poppea 
The score for Poppea was never printed. The music survives in two different manuscripts, which 

served as performance scores for productions in Venice and Naples (1651). These sources, which 
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vary greatly in the way they present the score, leave the modern performer with many questions 

about what to include and how to perform it. To the modern listener, the most disconcerting 

element in the music is probably Nero’s high voice: the role was intended for a castrato and is 

now sung by a soprano, mezzo soprano, or occasionally a countertenor with a good high range.  

Francesco Cavalli, Giasone 
Cavalli’s autograph manuscripts can be challenging to interpret because the vocal lines preserve 

little of the ornamentation and performance style of the music, and the bass lines contain few 

figures. Archival records from Venetian theaters suggest that the continuo group comprised two 

harpsichords, two theorboes or lutes, two cellos, and a violone. The continuo provides vital 

connective tissue during the opera’s comic scenes, for which the vocal text is delivered in a 

quasi-improvised, conversational tone. 

Antonio Cesti, “Intorno all’idol mio” from Orontea 
Cesti adopts a new vocal idiom of bel canto for Orontea’s line. The bel canto style featured 

smooth, diatonic melodies, and easy rhythms set to 3/2 meter. For this reason, this aria is 

especially popular with singers who are often more accustomed to later repertories and singing 

styles. Though written in 1723, Italian castrato singer and actor Pier Francesco Tosi’s Opinioni 

de’cantori (published as Observations on the Florid Song, 1743) remains relevant here for 

information on ornaments, articulation, and diction. 

George Frideric Handel, Rinaldo 
Armida’s “Ah! Crudel il pianto mio” (Ah! Cruel man for pity’s sake) from Act 2 is an example 

of the Baroque da capo aria in its full glory. Singers usually improvised extravagant 

ornamentation on the repeats of the A sections. The da capo form leaves modern singers with a 

challenge. What is the best approach to interpreting the return of the A section? Should it be a 

controlled and modest ornamental version of the original or a more flamboyant and highly 

ornamented return? The recording history of Rinaldo shows evidence of both approaches. Italian 

singer and teacher Pierfrancesco Tosi (ca. 1653–1732) offered the following advice in his 

influential Observations on the Florid Song (London, 1743, p. 94): “Let a student therefore 

accustom himself to repeat them always differently, for, if I mistake not, one that abounds in 

invention, though a moderate singer, deserves much more esteem, than a better who is barren of 

it.” 

John Gay, The Beggar’s Opera 
Gay’s solution to theatrical music was a more natural style of singing that could be realized by 

actor-singers. A representative example of this new approach to singing as it occurs in The 

Beggar’s Opera is Mr. Peacham’s “Through all the employments of life” and Filch’s “The 

bonny gray-ey’d morn.” Such stepwise, unadorned melodies and simple rhythms speak to the 

intended performers―actors, not professional singers—and an aesthetic of natural expression. 

Jean-Philippe Rameau, Castor et Pollux 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s definition of récitatif is helpful here as a guide to interpretation: “it is 

passion alone that should determine the slowness or rapidity of the sounds. The composer, in 

notating recitative with some fixed metre, has nothing more in mind than to indicate 

approximately how one should pass over or stress lines and syllables, and to mark the exact 

relation between the basso continuo and the voice. The Italians use nothing but quadruple time 

for this, but the French mix all sorts of metres together in their recitative” (Rousseau, “Récitatif,” 
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in Encyclopedie, ou dictionnairer aisonne des sciences, ed. D. Diderot and J. le R. D’Alembert, 

13 [Paris, 1765/R1966], p.854, quoted in translation in Lois Rosow, “French Baroque Recitative 

as an Expression of Tragic Declamation,” Early Music 11/4 [1983] p. 472). 

George Philipp Telemann, Pimpinone 
Telemann’s Pimpinone fully absorbs the Italian opera buffa style of pattering rhythms and highly 

characterized vocal lines, such as the basso buffo (comic bass) for the role of Pimpinone. 

Manuel de Zumaya, Celebren, publiquen, entonen y canten  
Zumaya’s instrumentation is rich and varied. This was typical of villancicos from the eighteenth 

century. Surviving printed villancico booklets list fifteen instruments in the accompanying 

ensemble: clarion, trumpet, sackbut, cornett, organ, bassoon, violin, shawm, marine trumpet, 

zither, bass viol, vihuela, small rebeck, bandore, and harp. On occasion, composers noted details 

of specific groupings for each stanza of the coplas; fifteen different instruments did not imply 

fifteen different players. It was expected that a cathedral instrumentalist have the ability to 

double on up to four different instruments.  

Montreal Organ Book: Magnificat in D 
The Livre d’orgue de Montreal is important for providing information about the registration of 

individual pieces (which stops to use on the organ); the choice of registration has a big impact on 

the color for each piece. Composed for a Blockwerk organ (one permanently installed in a 

church and with multiple pipes), the designation Plein jeu (“full chorus”) implies principals, 

flutes, fournitures (higher-pitched ranks), and cymbals (a high chorus mixture). The opening 

Magnificat in D begins with a Prélude whose ornamentation, dotted rhythms, and stately tempo 

contribute to its ceremonial quality, reminding us of the role that music played in recreating the 

ritual and splendor of France in the New World. According to Nicolas Lebègue (Permier Livre 

d’orgue, 1676) the prelude and Plein Jeu should be performed gravement. 


