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Good afternoon. And thank you for attending this presentation. I’m 

really quite excited to share with you today on this topic and how 

you (whether you’re a teacher or student) can more authentically 

incorporate this genre into your repertoire, and bring it to life in the 

spirit of the Baroque period. Most of you will have recognized the 

work that I began with. 

While “Caro mio ben!” is not technically a ”Baroque” aria, since it 

was written after the accepted cutoff date of 1750. It is in the typical 

Baroque style, and perfectly suited for ornamentation. And since its 

reappearance in the late 19th century (arranged for voice and 

piano) it has been a staple not only in the voice studio, but on the 

concert stage as well, where it’s been performed by the likes of 

Benamino Gigli, Janet Baker, Cecilia Bartoli and Texoma’s own 

Twyla Robinson on a recital at our 2016 conference. For many 
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reasons, “Caro mio ben” is one of the “24” or the “26” that students 

and their teachers swear by. But in their day, these pieces were so 

much more than what we see on the pages of that yellow volume. 

These melodies were just a frame for singers to embellish and fill 

with color and emotion, through the use of ornamentation. 

But since the study and practice of ornamentation began to die out 

in the early 1800s, these pieces are not regularly presented with 

the kind of embellishments that made them so exciting when they 

were first performed. This is also true for arias by Handel and other 

Baroque composers, whose works are performed more and more 

these days. 

I’m here today to give you a way in. To set you on the path of 

discovery, and hopefully spark your interest in reviving and 

continuing the tradition of ornamentation in the voice studio and 

concert hall. There are many reasons why this is an exciting and 

advantageous thing to do… foremost among them is the 

pedagogical benefit. But the greatest reward will be for your 

audiences, who will experience these pieces in new ways, and 

witness firsthand your creativity, your intelligence AND your bravery 

at having put an individual stamp on one of these beautiful Baroque 

gems.

—>>> But first, let me give a little background…
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1. “Baroque” is a word with many meanings. Although it has roots in 

the Portuguese word barroco meaning "imperfect 

pearl." Baroque came to English from a French word 

meaning "irregularly shaped." At first, the word in French was 

used mostly to refer to pearls. Eventually, it came to describe an 

extravagant style of art characterized by ornate detail.

2. I have always been fascinated by music that allows me to be 

improvisational. I sang jazz and pop gospel music during my high 

school and undergrad years, and I continue to be amazed by the 

jazz, gospel and pop singers who seemingly pull vocal riffs out of 

thin air, like Ella Fitzgerald, Aretha Franklin, Mariah Carey and 

Ariana Grande, to name a few. Because composing on the spot 

(which is basically what ornamentation is) takes guts (AND 

practice). 
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3. During the Baroque period, composers seemed quite happy to 

provide beautifully crafted and straightforward melodies, just 

waiting to be embellished by an artistic and accomplished singer. 

And audiences thrilled to hear when a singer would imprint their 

own style on a piece. It was part of the theatrics, the show, the 

spectacle. 

4. And since singers’ careers were made or broken by how 

individual, creative and virtuosic they were, you better believe that 

they practiced ornamentation, so that in the moment, it seemed 

effortless. It wasn’t until the late classical period, when the German 

style began to take hold [and composers began to write everything 

out in more detail] that singers stopped learning and practicing the 

basic art of ornamentation. But I’m here to tell you that it’s not only 

possible for you to do, you can have fun doing it. AND it’ll be good 

for you.
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Describe the Baroque aria? 

1. The Baroque aria is almost exclusively in a form called ‘da capo’, 

literally “from the head.” This is basically in three parts (ABA’). Parts 

one and two are in contrasting, but relative keys. For part three, the 

performer goes back to the beginning and repeats the first section. 

This is where a singer’s skill in ornamentation would come in, for 

the singer was expected to embellish the melody during the third 

section, in essence, composing a variation, often on the spot.

2. The Baroque-style aria as a popular pedagogical tool…

a. Alessandro Parisotti published his Arie antiche in the late 1880s. 

The original collection comprises three volumes of 99 songs or 

arias published as a primer to voice study, but they have since 

been reduced to a single volume of extracts known as the 24 Italian 
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Songs and Arias (published by G. Schirmer).]

b. Many young singers begin their studies with the 24 Italian Songs 

and Arias (G. Schirmer). Mine happens to be Amarilli! That edition 

is one in a long line of collections dating back to the late 19th 

century, when “bel canto” style singing was in bloom.

c. But while the “24” is many a student’s first contact with Baroque 

music, there are some real pros and cons to this situation.

3. FACTS:

a. Tuneful melodies with stepwise passages, and occasional 

leaps to higher pitches

b. Straightforward harmonies

c. Italian language is good for teaching pure vowel production

d. Accompaniments usually support the singer well, however they 

are often written in a Romantic style, losing much of the clarity of 

the original harmony, and often making ornamentation quite 

difficult.

4.  A more recent edition by John Glenn Paton. Is a step in the 

right direction. Paton did extensive research on Parisotti’s

volumes, and released his own edited version of 26 Italian Songs 

and Arias in 1991, with suggested ornamentation and often more 
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appropriate accompaniments. He also provides important history, 

background and resources. It’s an interesting resource, although 

often the ornaments, when sung as written, sound metronomic and 

uninteresting. And Paton himself described the ornaments to one 

song as having “no particular authority.” And his volume doesn’t 

attempt to go into the origins or instructions of ornamentation, as 

we are doing today.

5. The most useful volume for approaching these songs in the 

manner I’m proposing is a 2007 volume called “30 Italian Songs 

and Arias” published by PETERS EDITION. In this edition Roger 

Nichols goes further than Paton as far as providing appropriate 

accompaniments, and he leaves the vocal line as is, not suggesting 

any ornamentation. This gives a resourceful singer a clean slate to 

do their own research add appropriate ornamention. Ideally, this 

volume would include material like we are discussing today, which 

is part of the reason that led me to pursue this topic. 
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Is your aria BAROQUEN? Maybe not Broken… but is it all that it 

can and should be?

Let’s hear what a couple of experts from the period wrote about the 

subject, and what was expected:

On the da capo aria:  “In the first section [of the Air] they require 

nothing but the simplest ornaments, of a good taste and few, that 

the Composition may remain simple, 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 Singer is 

greater; and in repeating the Air, he that does not vary it for the 

better, is no great master.” — Translation by Julianne Baird
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“Music demands variety and change; passaggi serve as a good 

means to this end if they are combined with other, more simple and 

declamatory passages. They do not have to comprise the greatest 

part of a piece, but to grant them no place at all would be too 

drastic except in those places where it is obviously contrary to 

expression and passion. The dexterity of a singer has to be taken 

into account with each performance and one should not deprive 

him of the opportunity of showing… how much is possible for the 

human voice to accomplish through diligence and practice. 

However, he should not attempt to be brilliant at the expense of 

passion and to replace by passaggi what he neglects in sensitive 

delivery.” — Translation by Suzanne Beicken
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Similes and metaphors…

1. PLAIN CUPCAKE

2. RECITAL DRESS

3. (SPORTS CAR?)

TODAY: What I want to do today is give you a window into how to 

approach these works with the mind of a singer from the period in 

which they were written, who would undoubtedly put their individual 

stamp on the piece by adding “musical frosting and sprinkles to the 

already tasty cupcake.” 
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What tools do we need?

TOOLS

• Knowledge of harmony

• A “tool box” of options (ornaments)

• Diligence AND Courage

Before we dig into specific ornaments, I’d like to preface this by 

saying that all of the ornamentation described here today fits into 

the general style of the Italian Baroque period, and can be 

correctly used in any of the 24 Italian Songs and Arias. I will also, 

by way of demonstration, be working with a student on a Handel 

aria, adding similar ornaments that are appropriate for Handel’s 

music. This is by no means an exhaustive presentation 

(exhausting, perhaps). But if you enjoy the idea of actually 

composing music on the spot, and putting your individual spin on a 

piece of music, there are many more threads here that you can pull 

on later.

9



Our Tool Box of Ornaments

CUSTOMARY

• Appoggiatura

• Messa di voce

• Trill

IMPROVISED

• Passage work

• Cadenzas
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1. Appoggiatura (from the Italian verb meaning “to lean upon”): It is 

basically the suspension or delay of a note in a melody by 

introducing a note before it, either from above or below. 

2. The opportunities for appoggiaturas are almost limitless, and one 

has to beware not to make them sound repetitive or predictable. 

3. Since they often result in dissonances, we have to take care to 

make sure that the pitch is true and clear.

4. EXAMPLES: Always ends on the written note, and must 

correspond to ½ of the note value, unless uneven, then 2/3s
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In his 1780 treatise, Johann Adam Hiller (1728–1804) says:

“Appoggiaturas are used to bind the melodic line when it 

progresses by thirds.”

5–3–1 becomes 5–4-3-2-1

And confirming the previous statement about some ornaments 

being “customary” or “expected”: Tosi continues… “The composer 

does not always take the trouble to add these appoggiaturas, 

especially the short or unchangeable one; rather, he leaves it 

discreetly up to the singer.” (TOSI)
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Messa di voce (putting, or placing the voice): Is the art of increasing 

and diminishing the volume of tone on a long-held note in singing. 

(Grove)

This ornament was one of the most basic, and simple, ways to 

embellish a written melody. It allows the singer to use his tone like 

a paint brush, coloring the longer tones with varying volume and 

color. In treatises of the period, the “messa di voce” was used with 

beginning singers as a way to teach ONSET, FLEXIBILITY OF 

TONE, & BREATH MANAGEMENT.

NOTE: It is interesting to note that for all of our present day 

obsession with breath and breathing techniques in vocal pedagogy, 

not a single treatise (that I know of) outlines any method of breath 

management. Instead, good breath control was a byproduct of 

correct posture, a quiet and relaxed inhalation, and the ability to 

complete the challenging sequences of “messa di voce” exercises, 
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which sometimes took 1 hour per day of practice.

Handel arias offer some excellent opportunities for using “messa di 

voce” as he often wrote them into the melody:

Ombra mai fu, Care selve, Cara sposa, Alma mia
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Trill: During the 17th and 18th centuries, this was considered to be the 

most important of all, and was the ultimate in vocal athletics, and vocal 

artistry. Trills were used both for concluding cadenzas and as 

decoration within melodies. Any good singer possessed a decent trill, 

and students spent hours, weeks, even years perfecting theirs.

• Only a small percentage of today’s singers possess one, but I believe 

that we should at least encourage our singers to practice them, since 

they are very helpful in achieving and maintaining a flexible larynx. 

• From my personal standpoint, the trill and I have a bit of an 

adversarial relationship. I am able to comfortably trill only in certain 

areas of my range, and I find that certain intervals and vowels are 

easier than others. If I lived in the Baroque period, I’d certainly need to 

do better than that, but spending an hour a day working on trills would 

seriously cut into my hectic professional calendar, not to mention my 

Netflix schedule.
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Tosi, in 1723, suggests that the voice teacher use verbal 

instruction, along with vocal and instrumental examples to teach 

the student the trill. He urges the teacher to “strive that the student 

may attain one [trill] that is equal, distinctly mark 'd, easy and 

moderately quick, which are its most beautiful qualifications.” Tosi 

complains that there is no fixed method of teaching the trill. But in 

the years since his day it has been recognized that there are two 

complementary kinds of exercise necessary to achieve a good trill.

The first exercise is an irregular jerky exercise designed to 

promote the essential laryngeal rocking. This is the exercise made 

famous by the Swedish soprano Jenny Lind (1820-1887).
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The second exercise is regular and promotes evenness, accuracy 

of tuning and eventually speed. Two notes a tone apart (major trill) 

or a semitone apart (minor trill) are alternated with ever increasing 

speed: eventually and ideally, with four gradations – quarter notes, 

eights, sixteenths and thirty-seconds. This exercise should always 

be sung measured and in strict time; the repetitions should always 

be countable, even at the fastest speed. This was the standard 

method for all singers in the bel canto period and throughout 

the nineteenth century.
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Passage Work: Basically, adding notes to a passage, or dividing 

notes into shorter values, such as eighth or sixteenth notes. Used 

for expression, and as a way to show the skill of the performer.

Crucial for building flexibility in the voice, creativity in musicianship 

and vocal color.

MANCINI PAGE 149: “I should not stop here to explain all the 

passages and runs which art suggests. However, I wish to say that 

among them one finds easy, difficult and dangerous ones. It is the 

teacher’s duty to know which to choose for each pupil. Thus, by 

study and practice, the pupil will be enabled to master his own 

style.”
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As Mancini suggested, there are a myriad of options when 

inventing passage work. And there were several popular treatises 

devoted to the subject at the time. One of them was by the famous 

German flutist, flute maker and composer Johann Joachim 
Quantz. His list of examples and options for ornamenting particular 

note patterns is by far one of the most easily accessible and 

thorough. We will use these as a reference for diving into our next 

phase, when I will work with a young student on ornamenting a 

Handel aria. 
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Cadenzas (from ‘cadence’, or closure) is akin to punctuation. 

It’s a flourish to finish a section of a musical work.

Culminating in a burst of expression, like the last minute of a 

fireworks display. 

At least once in all da capo arias, the singer is expected to create 

or write a cadenza to display the extent of his or her talent (and to 

thrill the audience). These were controversial at the time, because 

many complained that singers would just use the cadenza to plant 

and sing extended vocalizes, with no emotion. But it can’t be 

contested that the very best combined technical prowess and 

artistry to invent something that took them to the limits of their 

abilities, while still expressing great pathos. 

Cadenzas should develop naturally out of the aria, reflecting the 
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mood and themes already developed through the melody and 

supporting ornamentation. One contemporary complained that 

there were singers who, “commonly pervert cadenzas to a quite 

different meaning and complexion from what was intended by the 

air; crowding in all the graces, all the difficulties, and all the musical 

tricks he is master of—ridiculous!” (Seligmann p. 11). 

Farinelli, the stage name of a celebrated Italian castrato singer of 

the 18th century and possibly one of the greatest singers in the 

history of opera. A famous writer of the time described the 

beginning of one of his performances in this manner: "The first note 

he sung was taken with such delicacy, swelled by minute degrees 

to such an amazing volume, and afterwards diminished in the same 

manner to a mere point, that it was applauded for full five minutes. 

After this he set off with such brilliancy and rapidity of execution, 

that it was difficult for the violins of those days to keep pace with 

him.” This of course describes perfectly the effect that a “messa di 

voce” can have on an audience. 

A common combination, which you will hear later, is the scale 

(either upward or downward) adding a “messa di voce” and ending 

with a trill. 
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Recitatives are also subject to customary (or necessary) 

ornaments.

Most frequently, the appoggiatura will be used.

Sometimes the “messa di voce” will be used on a longer note of 

great importance.

Also, some substantial recitatives end with short cadenzas.

That brings us to our Handel aria, which I will explore with the help 

of Christian Cruz (senior music education major) and Professor 

Saule Garcia.
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Sorge nel petto (Rinaldo) by G.F. Handel (1685–1759)

WHY THIS ARIA?

Structure 

Simple, stepwise tune, with minor leaps

Straightforward harmonies

Very reminiscent of “Tu lo sai” by Giuseppe Torelli

1. Describe aria, including background and structure

2. Discuss why it is a good choice as “starter” Handel

3. Introduce Student Performer

4. Sing through unornamented “A” section

5. Choose types of ornaments based on the needs of the aria

6. show how they are added

7. Student performer sings complete performance
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“Now that the fury of Hell is overcome, 

we must now overcome the fury on earth; 

when there in the east the sun rises again 

to gild the world, brother, 

prepare your forces to take Jerusalem; 

and you, Rinaldo, 

now stained by your weak love, 

must cleanse your sword, 

in the rebel’s blood.”
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ADD NECESSARY ORNAMENTS...

“There arises in my breast 

a certain delight that beautiful calm 

promises to my heart. 
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There will be contentment 

after great difficulty 

when we gain the prize 

for all our effort.”
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“There arises in my breast 

a certain delight that beautiful calm 

promises to my heart. 

27



So we’re right back where we started. I trust I’ve opened your 

minds to new possibilities today. Remember that ornamentation 

was such an ingrained part of culture during the baroque period, 

that it was second nature to those singers. We might never hope to 

achieve the level of understanding and immersion that went on for 

them, but we can begin to incorporate more of their practices in 

order to enhance both our technique AND our artistry. 
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I’d like to close with an aria from one of Handel’s greatest operas, 

Alcina. Here, Oronte has recently learned that his beloved has 

become infatuated with another. So when Ruggiero comes around 

pining for Alcina, Oronte is having none of it. He tells Ruggiero all 

about Alcina’s habit of turning her exes into, rocks… or trees… or 

wild pigs… He also berates himself and Ruggiero for believing in 

women in the first place. The piece begins with a short recitative, 

and is in 12/8 meter, so there are plenty of opportunities for triplet 

antics, and word painting on the word “ingannar” or “deceive.”

IMPORTANT QUALITIES: The piece begins with a short recitative, 

and is in 12/8 meter, so there are plenty of opportunities for triplet 

antics, and word painting on the word “ingannar” or “deceive.”

• 12/8
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• Mocking and playful

• Legato and angular

• Triplets

• Word painting è

RECIT: 

“stolto”è foolish

“adoro” è adore, love

“belva” è wild beast

ARIA:

“semplicetto” è idiot

“mira” è gazing

“sospira” è sighing

“ingannar” è deceive

“lusinghieri” è flattering

“amar” è loving

BEFORE I CONCLUDE, I’d like to thank you for attending, and 

welcome you to contact me if you have any questions or 

comments. I’d also like to thank my collaborators, Saule Garcia and 

Christian Cruz for their participation. This lecture was a joy for me 

to prepare, and has already led me to another project. Very soon, 

I’ll be starting a vlog or podcast on Baroque Arias and Songs. My 
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first series will be devoted to working one by one through the 24 

Italian songs. I’ll be giving history, talking about the different 

editions, and offering suggestions for ornamentation. So be on the 

lookout for an announcement regarding that. And please friend me 

on Facebook to stay up to date. Once again, thank you. 
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