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Prelude  

 

In the second act of Karel Ļapekôs comedy, The Makropulos Case (Prague, 1922),  and 

likewise in Leoġ Janaļekôs opera of the same title (world premi¯re in Brno, 1926)  V²tek, 

the clerk, congratulates the 337-year-old prima donna, Emilia Marty/Elina Makropulos, 

after her fabulous performance that night and compares her to Anna Maria Strada del P̧, 

referring to history books which recorded her superb vocal artistry: 

 

Emilia: Were you in the theatre? Did you like any performance? 

V²tek: I should just think I did. Why, it was as good as Strada. 

Emilia: Have you heard Strada sing? Let me tell you that Strada had no voiceˈshe 

just made whistling noises. 

V²tek: Why, Strada died a hundred years ago. 

Emilia: So much the worse. You ought to have heard her. Strada! What do you mean 

by talking about Strada? 

V²tek: Iôm sorry, madam, but IˈIˈof course, Iôve never heard her. Only according to 

what the history books sayˈ 

Emilia: Let me tell you that the history-books are full of lies. Iôll tell you something: 

Strada made whistling noises and Corrona had a plum in her throat. Agujari was a 

goose and Faustina breathed like a pair of bellows. So much for your history-

books.
1
 

 

Emilia denigrates Stradaôs voice, together that of two other singers in Janaļekôs opera, 

and of three exceptional ones in Ļapekôs original play: Corona Schrºter, a 

Kammersªngerin in Weimar, friend of Goethe and Schiller, whose strength lay in her pure 

vocal sound; Lucrezia Agujari who, according to Leopold Mozart,  possessed an 

extraordinary agility and a range of three and a half octaves up to c ǋ, and had a beautiful 

voice with mellowness and sweetness, as testified by Fanny Burney; and the mezzo-

soprano Faustina Bordoni, the most celebrated female singer of the Baroque era, with a big 

and penetrating voice.
2
 Emiliaôs mockeries address these singersô main vocal 

characteristics, by asserting their opposites. 

                                                 
1
 Karel Ļapek, The Macropulos Secret. A Comedy, authorised English translation by Paul Selver (London: 

Robert Holden & Co. LTD, 1927), 86 (Act II). At Janaļek the same passage is as follows: óDid you 

ever hear Strada? Strada used to squeak! Corrona ï she had a plum in her mouth! Agujari ï she was just a 

silly goose!ô Leoġ Janaļek, The Makropulos Case. Libretto (1923 1925). 
2
 Kathleen Kuzmick Hansell, óAguiari [Agujari] Lucrezia [óLa Bastardinaô, óLa Bastardellaô]ô, Grove 

Music Online ed. L. Macy. Accessed 5 December 2015; Ronald R. Kidd, óSchrºter, Corona Elisabeth 

Wilhelmineô, ibid. A French travellerôs letter to Mr Fougeroux, June 1728. George Frideric Handel: 
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Among George Frideric Handelôs leading singers, Strada was the soprano with whom 

he had the longest period of continuous collaboration (1729 37) as well as the one who 

ᾶseems to have pleased him mostô.
3
 Charles Burney considered her as an artist formed by 

the composer himself.
4
 I have chosen to investigate her vocal activities in connection with 

the music written for her not only by Handel, but also by Antonio Vivaldi, Leonardo Leo, 

Leonardo Vinci, Domenico Sarro and others. This singer has not become a research focus 

ï neither in Handel research nor in the field of eighteenth-century vocality ï until now. 

This neglect of her by modern musicology, besides the scarcity of surviving period 

descriptions of her singing and private life, is mainly due to the popularity of her star-

contemporaries, Francesca Cuzzoni and Faustina Bordoni, and of castrati such as 

Senesino, Farinelli and Carestini. Nevertheless, very important remarks were made about 

her singing for example by Ellen T. Harris (óDas Verhªltnis von Lautstªrke und Stimmlage 

im Barockgesangô, In: Auff¿hrungspraxis der Hªndel-Oper, 1988/1989; óSingingô, Grove 

Music Online), Reinhard Strohm (The Operas of Antonio Vivaldi, 2008; óVivaldiôs career 

as an opera producerô, in: Essays on Handel and Italian Opera, 1985), Rodolfo Celletti 

(Storia del belcanto, 1983), Winton Dean (Handelôs Operas, 1726ⱷ1741, 2006), J. Merrill 

Knapp (Preface to the HHA Edition of Flavio, r¯ deô Longobardi, 1993), Panja M¿cke 

(óZur Entstehung und den ersten Auff¿hrungen von Alexanderôs Feastô, in: Die Macht der 

Musik: Interdisziplinªre Studien zu Georg Friedrich Hªndels Alexanderôs Feast, 2010) 

and Donald Burrows (Handel, 2012; óHandels oratorio performancesô, in: The Cambridge 

Companion to Handel, 1997). However, as suggested by the mention of her in The 

Makropulos Case, Strada during the nineteenth century must have still been remembered 

as a great musician with a strong voice production. That Ļapek as playwright of the 

Vinohrady Theatre chose Stradaôs art to make a compliment to a 337-year-old singer, who 

in her career brought every segment of her art to perfection, refers to her long-lasting and 

wide-spread appreciation within professional circles. 

The librettist Paolo Rolli remarked that Strada had a penetrating and delightful voice 

and stated that Handel thought óshe sings better than the two previous onesô, meaning that 

the special skills of the two former divas  Francesca Cuzzoniôs expressiveness and 

                                                                                                                                                    
Collected Documents Volume 2, 1725ⱷ1734, ed. by Donald Burrows, Helen Coffey, John Greenacombe 

and Anthony Hicks (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 233. 
3
 Mrs Julian Marshall, Handel (London, S. Low, Marston, Searle and Rivington, 1883), 85 86; Florence 

Ashton Marshall was an English writer, composer and conductor, contributor of the first edition of Groveôs 

Dictionary of Music and Musicians. Nigel Burton, óMarshall, Florence Ashtonô, Grove Music Online ed. L. 

Macy. Accessed 12 September 2014. 
4
 Charles Burney, A General History of Music from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period, vol. iv (London: 

Payne and Son, 1789), 402. 
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Faustina Bordoniôs dramatism and vocal agility  became one in her.
5
 The musical material 

written for Strada shows an increase in lyric movements connected with demanding 

coloratura and a weightier dramatism. This indicates an exceptional voice production 

entirely di petto  as described by Pier Francesco Tosi and Giambattista Mancini.
6
 This 

type of full body singing was in fact the main characteristic of the castrato style and 

become essential to nineteenth-century bel canto. 

Stradaôs comprehensive range and flexibility, as well as her twofold, lyric-dramatic 

talent, were most probably due to an uncommon, innate ability. She may have been a so 

called natural soprano (or to use a Romantic expression, an early soprano sfogato or voce 

assoluta), who, having a strong upper register, sang with a chest-like voice production in 

the head range as well, powerfully and sonorously. Some evidence for this in her repertoire 

 as Ellen T. Harris has pointed out  is that, in the arias written especially for her, high 

notes as dynamic and musical climaxes are often textually and rhythmically accented,
7
 

which was contrary to the general practice of the era and to Handelôs way of composing for 

Cuzzoni and La Francesina (£lisabeth Duparc), the sopranos preceding and, succeeding 

Strada, respectively.
8
 My conclusions about Stradaôs singing and sound features rest on 

three main pillars: (a) the musical sources, which focus on the original roles and arias 

created especially for her; (b) the surviving descriptions of her singing, and the period 

treatises, completed (c) with my own practical experiences as a classical singer. The 

musical material per se can easily be misleading when it comes to the quality of singing, 

without the opinions of listeners who heard her voice back then, verifying that Stradaôs 

skills met all the technical, acoustic, musical and expressive requirements these works 

imposed. Only after this foundation has been laid can the compositions  coupled with 

contemporary accounts of her singing  be interpreted as a sort of eighteenth-century 

ósound recordingsô, preserving traces of her vocal personality. This is the method used by 

Charles Burney, for example. In the case of the soprano castrato Valeriano Pellegrini 

(1663ɫ1746) he suggests certain abilities that the score might indicate concerning 

                                                 
5
 Paolo Rolliᾷs letters to Giusepe Riva, 11 December and 6 November 1729. George Frideric Handel: 

Collected Documents Volume 2, 331332 and 316317. 
6
 óNelle Femmine, che cantano il Soprano sentesi qualche volta una voce tutta di pettoô. Pier Francesco Tosi, 

Opinioni deô cantori antichi e moderni, o sieno osservazioni sopra il canto figurato (Bologna: dalla Volpe, 

1723), 38; Observations on the Florid Song or, Sentiments on the ancient and modern Singers. Translated 

by John Ernest Galliard (London: Wilcox, 1743), 23; Giambattista Mancini, Pensieri, e riflessioni pratiche 

sopra il canto figurato (Vienna: Ghelen, 1774), trans. in English by Pietro Buzzi, Practical Reflections on 

the Figurative Art of Singing (Boston: Gorham Press, 1912), 108. 
7
 Considering the repertoire of her early, Venetian years, especially the arias Vivaldi wrote for her, one can 

assume that Stradaôs upper vocal range naturally tended to have a solid and bright sound from the very 

beginning of her career. 
8
 Ellen T. Harris, óDas Verhªltnis von Lautstªrke und Stimmlage im Barockgesangô, in: Auff¿hrungspraxis 

der Hªndel-Oper (Karlsruhe: 1988 and 1989), 157171: 167 169; Harris, óSingingô, Grove Music Online 

ed. L. Macy. Accessed 3 November 2013. 
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Mirtilloôs first aria, Fato crudo, Amor severo in Il pastor fido (1712),
9
 but in the end he 

classifies the singer according to the general quality of singing, meaning that the 

requirements of the aria could have been accomplished by Valeriano but neither easily, nor 

excellently (the singer was nearly fifty years of age at that time):  

 

The first air for a soprano, lets us know what kind of voice the Cavalier Valeriano 

possessed of; and the pathetic style of the first part of his song, as well as the agility 

necessary to the execution of the second, seem to imply abilities in that performer, of 

no mean kind. This air and many other airs in the opera, are only accompanied by a 

violoncello, in the old cantata style; but Handel always contrives to make this single 

accompaniment interesting without overwhelming the voice-part, or depriving it of 

attention. [é] Valeriano was only of second class;
10

 

 

Since Stradaôs beauty of voice and manner of singing always drew admiration, and 

never received a negative review even from malicious critics  she was rather criticised for 

her ófrightfull mouthsô and unfavourable looks
11

  one can conclude that the ideal audible 

parameters of the arias inspired by and dedicated to her did reflect her actual vocal 

characteristics. 

My research has aimed at a three-dimensional reconstruction of Stradaôs vocal art and 

development, conjugated with the course of her life. Therefore, besides following her vocal 

progress, this thesis is framed chronologically as a monograph. Also, in contrast with the 

typical structure of musiciansô biographies, especially of singers, that I have encountered 

so far, I decided not to separate the musical part from the social, geographical, cultural and 

personal stages of Stradaôs life. In so doing, I aimed to show the whole person as far as 

possible, which I think was inseparable from her being as an artist. More importantly, I am 

discussing vocal technical issues in greater detail than usual, and embedded in the analyses 

of selected arias. My conviction is that in this way a well-rounded vocal profile can be 

achieved and effectively transmitted to the reader, since the subject is a singer of the pre-

recording era. 

The present dissertation also contains a portfolio recorded with Fanni EdŖcs 

harpsichordist in Budapest in 2015 (App. A), which, unfortunately, had to be made under 

very limited circumstances. These are neither studio, nor professional recordings; and they 

                                                 
9
 Valeriano Pellegrini sang Nero in Handelôs Agrippina in Venice (1709). He sang for the composer in 

London in 1712ï1713 as well, playing Mirtillo in Il pastor fido, the title role in Teseo and probably Lepidus 

in Silla. Winton Dean and John Rosselli, óPellegrini, Valerianoô, Grove Music Online ed. L. Macy. 

Accessed 2 February 2016. 
10

 Burney, A General History of Music, vol. iv, 234 and 237. 
11

 Mrs Pendarvesᾷs letter to her sister, Anne Granville, 29 or 30 November 1729. George Frideric Handel: 

Collected Documents Volume 2, 320. 
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are unmastered ones, as I have edited them myself at home. Despite the resulting 

disadvantages and risks, I still consider it essential for this thesis to include an audible 

result of my research over the last four years, not least because Stradaôs singing has not yet 

been properly interpreted, either in musicology or in performance practice.
12

 My vocal 

technique and artistic accomplishment was growing and maturing parallel to and in 

interaction with the writing of this study, and I am glad that this topic occurred to me (in 

2011), when I was searching for historical evidence of an authentic manner of singing 

Baroque repertoire without vocal limitations.  

The recorded portfolio consists of Stradaôs thirteen arias, a recitativo secco and an 

accompagnato, selected from her original roles and spanning from her debut years until the 

end of her London period (1720 37). There is no recording of mine, however, from her last 

professional years in Italy (1739 41). There are two reasons for that: as her vocal abilities 

seem to have begun to diminish somewhat, the later arias do not add anything new to her 

vocal profile; and the sources are incomplete, most of them being lost. The selection and 

balance of the repertory presented here follows the course of Stradaôs career as well as that 

of the thesis. The da capo embellishments and other ornaments and cadenzas are 

completely the products of my own creativity and sense of style ï they reflect my relations 

to those arias, and do not attempt to reconstruct Stradaôs own embellishments (all the more 

so because none of them survives). Rather, I tried to transmit an attitude, a certain way of 

thinking about performance, and to present it as a living, flexible and creative entity, not as 

a museum piece. Through Stradaôs example I also hope to promote my conviction that a 

good and healthy vocal technique is equally suitable to any of the classical musical 

repertoires; the style is what is different, and the proportions of certain tools and their 

execution (e.g. vibrato, portamento, rubato, appoggiaturas and other ornaments, etc.) have 

been the changing elements throughout the centuries. Stradaôs way of singing  which was 

the inverse of the standard Baroque, as far as melodic structure, accentuation, and 

proportion of high and low notes are concernedˈis one of the best proofs that artists with 

diverse vocal styles were able to successfully operate in the same era. This may teach us 

not to treat Baroque singing as uniform, without individual style patterns, but rather to let 

the characteristics of certain periods shine through in a unique and unrepeatable union with 

individual vocal attributes and personal features. 

  

                                                 
12

 Two recordings dedicated to Stradaôs repertoire were released in the last few years: Karina Gauvinôs Prima 

Donna (ATMA Classique, 4 September 2012) and Anna Maria Strada: La favorita di Hªndel by Mar²a 

Espada (Musiepoca, 1 July 2015). Apart from the latterôs silvery ringing vocal substance and darker colour, 

in many aspects these two recording do not correspond to my research results about Stradaôs vocal art and 

manner of singing. 
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Chapter One: Early Years  

 

Anna Maria Strada was born in 1703, and died in Naples on 20
th
 July 1775.

1
 Jean-Benjamin de la Borde, in his list of the ócelebrated female singers for the theatreô, 

notes her as a native of Bergamo.
2
 Her father might have been the bass Giuseppe Maria 

Strada, who was a member of the chapel choir of Santa Maria Maggiore in Bergamo 

between 1709 and 1711.
3
 Giuseppe sang in Milan (Muzio Scevola and Giovanni Pagliardiôs 

Numa Pompilio 1690), Parma (Furo Camillo by Giacomo Perti 1697), Casale Monferrato 

(Il gran Pompeo 1704), Verona (Francesco Pollaroloôs Venceslao, 1708), Ferrara 

(Partenope by Antonio Caldara 1709), Novara (1711) and Brescia (Tomaso Albinoniôs I 

rivali generosi 1715). Besides, he received a monthly grant of three doppie from the Court 

of Mantova from the 1
st
 February 1696 onwards.

4
 Anna Strada surely received her first 

musical instructions from her father, and it may be a feasible hypothesis that later, in her 

mid-teens, she either spent a couple of years of training in Bologna  the centre where the 

modern singing method developed, becoming the chief market of opera management by 

the mid-century  or rather was taught by someone coming from there.
5
 It is also very 

likely that Strada additionally received instrumental training on the harpsichord, a 

possibility which is supported by the fact that in 1731, when she was singing for Handel, 

an instrument built in 1729 by the harpsichord maker Burckhard Tschudi, a good friend of 

the composer, became her property (see ch. 3).
6
 She probably could accompany herself, 

fulfilling one of a óSingerôs Principal Qualificationsô, as set by Pier Francesco Tosi.
7
 

The modern singing school was founded and run by the castrato Francesco Antonio 

Pistocchi, the ófather of modern good tasteô, from 1701 2 onwards, after he returned to 

Bologna from Germany;
8
 another such school was run by the composer Niccoļ  Porpora, 

                                                 
1
 Parr. di S. Anna di Palazzo Napoli, Lib. 19Á Def. f. 71: óA d³ 20 Luglio 1775 ð La Signora Donna Anna 

Strada, dôanni 72. Vedova, ricevuti li SS.mi Sacram: mor³ a d³ detto in Com.ne di S. Chiesa, fu sepellita alla 

Congr.ne di S. Maria della Salvaz.ne accosto S. Anna, abitava alla strada del Carminiello.ô 
2
 Jean-Benjamin de la Borde, Essai sur la Musique Ancienne et Moderne, vol. iii (Paris: Onfroy, 1780), 325.  

3
 I am very grateful to Anita Sikora, who drew my attention to Giuseppe Strada and suggested the possibility 

of him being Anna Mariaôs father. See K. J. Kutsch, Leo Riemens, Hansjºrg Rost, Grosses Sªngerlexikon, 

vol. vi (K. G. Saur: Munich, 2003), 4562. 
4
 Paola Besutti, La Corte Musicale du Ferdinando Carlo Gonzaga Ultimo Duca di Mantova (Mantova: 

1989), 82. 
5
 John Rosselli, Singers of Italian Opera: The History of a Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1992), 42. 
6
 William Dale, Tschudi the Harpsichord Maker (London: Constable and Company, 1913), 32 34. 

7
 Pier Francesco Tosi, Opinioni deô cantori antichi e moderni (Bologna: Volpe, 1723; Eng. trans. by John 

Ernest Galliard as Observations on the Florid Song or, Sentiments on the ancient and modern Singers 

(London: Wilcox, 1743), VI.Ä16, VII.Ä14. 
8
 Anne Schnoebelen, óPistocchi, Francesco Antonio Mamiliano [óIl Pistocchinoô]ô, Grove Music Online, ed. 

L. Macy. Accessed 11 November 2014; John H. Roberts, óHandel and the Shepherds of Ansbachô, in: 
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from 1712 in Naples. It could be that one of Pistocchiôs castrato pupils later became 

Stradaôs teacher either in Bologna or in Lombardy: in Bergamo or Milan. Probably the 

masterôs connections must have been helpful for the young soprano to get an appointment 

as virtuosa da camera at the court of Count Girolamo Colloredo-Waldsee, the new 

governor of Milan and patron of arts, in 1720.
9
 Arriving there, Strada was discovered by 

Antonio Vivaldi, who engaged her for the 1720/21 season at the Teatro SantôAngelo in 

Venice. 

The Bolognese contralto Antonia Merighi, one of Stradaôs regular fellow singers, 

supposedly belonged to the circle of Pistocchi, and was strongly influenced by his pupils, 

Antonio Bernacchi and the tenor Annibale Pio Fabri, with whom she regularly 

performed.
10

 Very intriguing is the fact that she used to sing with Strada in the same 

company in Venice; after that, Merighi was engaged in Naples, and when she left the city 

in 1724 Strada was appointed there. Later, from 1729 onwards, they found themselves in 

the same troupe again, this time in Handelôs Second Academy in London, also with 

Bernacchi. On both occasions when Strada was engaged in Naples and London, she seems 

to have appeared from out of nowhere. Logically, somebody must have recommended her; 

in the absence of documents, only hypotheses, based on the practice of the opera business, 

remain. If, Strada was trained either in Bologna or by somebody from the Bolognese 

school, she could have known Merighi and Bernacchi too, from her teens: Merighi was 

around thirteen, Bernacchi eighteen years her elder. Following the logic that Bernacchi, 

being Pistocchiôs pupil, carried on to teach his methods and later founded a school himself, 

and that he most probably gave some lessons to Merighi and even inspired the style of 

Farinelli, it seems very likely that Bernacchi himself might have been Stradaôs teacher for 

a while at least.
11

 Stradaôs assumed father, Giuseppe, sang together with Bernacchi  for 

example in the production of Pollaroloôs Venceslao (Verona 1708; with the young Diana 

Vico as well)  and therefore knew him personally, which makes this supposition feasible. 

During Stradaôs possible training years (c. 1717 20), Bernacchi appeared in several operas 

                                                                                                                                                    
Words on Music: Essays in Honor of Andrew Porter on the Occasion of His 75

th
 Birthday, ed. by David 

Rosen and Claire Brook (Hillsdale: Pendragon Press, 2003), 232. 
9
 Daniela Tarabra, European Art of the Eighteenth Century, Trans. by Rosanna M. Giammanco Frongia (Los 

Angeles: Getty Publications, 2008), 302. 
10

 Naomi Adele Andr®, Voicing Gender: Castrati, Travesti and the Second Woman in Early-nineteenth-

century Italian Opera (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 37. 
11

 Reinhard Strohm, óVivaldiôs career as an opera producerô, in: Essays on Handel and Italian Opera 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 122 163: 138; Anne Desler, óIl novello Orfeoô. Farinelli: 

Vocal Profile, Aesthetics, Rhetoric. PhD thesis (Glasgow: School of Culture and Creative Arts. College of 

Arts. University of Glasgow, February 2014), 103111. http://theses.gla.ac.uk/5743/  See Appendix B2, the 

vocal lines of three arias sung by Bernacchi: Quel fiume che in mente (Frugoni/Vinci, Medo I/1, Parma 

1728); Taci, o di morte (Frugoni/Vinci, Medo I/8, Parma 1728) and Nella foresta Leon invitto 

(Frugoni/Vinci, Medo III/6, Parma 1728), 339341. 

http://theses.gla.ac.uk/5743/
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in Northern Italy (for example, in Milan in 1719, in Reggio nellôEmilia in 1718 19 and in 

Venice between 1717 and 1719), and there is no reason why Strada could not travel to him 

regularly to receive singing lessons. Bernacchi may have passed on to her the idea of 

instrumental-type coloraturas, Lombard rhythm, arpeggiato elements, volatine, various 

turn-figures etc.: his inheritance from Pistocchi.
12

 Either he or Merighi could have 

proposed Strada not only in Naples and for Handel, but earlier too, for Count Colloredo in 

Milan or even for Lucca and Livorno, where Strada was active in 1722 and early 1724. 

Since Merighi stood in the service of Violante Beatrice, the Grand Princess of Tuscany, as 

a link to Strada she could mention her name concerning the productions in the two Tuscan 

cities. 

 

Venice  

The Republic of Venice, due to successive wars against the Ottoman Empire, became 

weakened economically by the early eighteenth century. In addition, although it did not 

participate in the War of the Spanish Succession (1701 14), its negative impact reached 

the city, including its cultural life, by the breaking down of tourism.
13

 Contrarily to the 

political and economic decline, the sumptuousness of the entertainments, plays and operas 

remained continuous, serving to gloss over the real state of the Venetian Republic. In the 

1720s then, as Eleanor Selfridge-Field remarks, óa generation of Europeans, impeded by 

war since the turn of the century, now came to Venice expecting to find the legendary 

splendours of earlier times. Instead they encountered an escalation of ceremony and its 

symbolsô.
14

 The actor, playwright and theatre historian Luigi Riccoboni frequently 

commented on this paradox, for example that óno Sovereign ever spent so much upon these 

Representations as the Venetians have doneô.
15

 Besides, his remark about the frequency of 

performances and the speed of the artistsô fluctuation was that óOne may easily judge how 

much Operas are in Fashion at Venice, when he is told that at certain seasons they play 

                                                 
12

 Bernacchi was an alto and pupil of the Bologna schoolᾷs famous master, Antonio Pistocchi who introduced 

him ornamentations of instrumental kind. Bernacchi adopted them to such a degree that finally Pistocchi 

complained about him: óTristo a me, io tᾷho insegnato a cantare, e tu vuoi suonare!ô / óPoor me! I taught 

you to sing and you want to play (i.e. like one plays an instrument)!ô Winton Dean, óBernacchi, Antonio 

Mariaᾷ, Grove Music Online, ed. L. Macy. Accessed 19 August 2014; see Vincenzo Manfredini, Regole 

Armoniche, o Sieno Precetti regionati (Venice: 1775), 7; Julianne Baird, óAn Eighteenth-Century 

Controversy About the Trill: Mancini v. Manfredini,ô Early Music 15/1 (Feb., 1987), 36 45: 39. 
13

Eleanor Selfridge-Field, A New Chronology of Venetian Opera and Related Genres, 16601760, 

(Stanford/CA: Stanford UP, 2007), 67. 
14

 Ibid., 350. 
15

 Luigi Riccoboni, An Historical and Critical Account of the Theatres in Europe, (London: 1741), 74. 
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every day, and in six Theatres at the same timeô.
16

 The French writer and traveller, Charles 

de Brosses, took notice of the same: 

 

Each theatre is running two operas a winter, sometimes three, so we expect to 

have approximately eight during our stay. Every year the pieces and the singers are 

different ones. No one wants to see an opera, or a ballet, stage set, or actor he has 

already seen the year before, unless it is a great opera by Vinci or 

some very famous voice.
17

 

 

An individual or company undertakes to produce an opera for carnival season. They 

[the directors] send for singers and dancers from various Italian cities, who, arriving 

from different directions, find themselves united in a cast without ever having seen or 

met each other. They call from Naples or Bologna, where the best musical schools are, 

a maestro di cappella. He arrives about a month prior to December 26 when the 

spectacle is to begin. They designate the drama that has been chosen for him; he 

composes 25 or 26 arias with orchestral accompaniment and the opera is complete 

since the recitative costs too much trouble to notate. He gives the arias one by one, as 

soon as they are written to the singers, who learn them with ease, since most are great 

musicians.
18

  

 

Naturally, the visual part of a theatrical performance was of pronounced importance all 

over Italy, often in a way sumptuous beyond measure, which may have overshadowed the 

brilliance of the music, rather than supporting it. The technical side of the shows frequently 

evoked amazement and led to detailed descriptions, though these visual effects could easily 

break the continuity of the drama. Riccoboni testifies this in his writing about his 

experiences of European theatres: 

 

It were to be wished that we could give an exact Detail of all the Machines which the 

skilful Architects contrived on that occasion; and of all the wonderful Representations 

of that kind that have been executed in Venice, Rome, Naples, Florence, and other 

cities in Italy. As to the Decorations and the Machinery it may be safely affirmed, that 

no Theatre in Europe comes up to the Magnificence of the Venetian Opera; [...] In the 

Shepherd of Amphise, which was presented twenty Years after upon the Theatre of St. 

                                                 
16

 Ibid., 74. 
17

 óA chaque th®atre on ex®cute deux op®ras par hiver, quelquefois trois; si bien que nous comptons en avoir 

environ huit pendant notre s®jour. Ce sont chaque ann®e des op®ras nouveaux et de nouveaux chanteurs. On 

ne veut revoir, ni une pi¯ce, ni une ballet, ni une d®corations, ni un acteur, que lôon a d®ja vu une autre 

ann®e, ¨ moins que se ne soit quelque excellent op®ra de Vinci, ou quelque voix bien fameuse.ô Romain 

Colomb, ed., Le President de Brosses en Italie, vol. ii (Paris: 1858), 358.  
18

 Josse de Villeneuve, Lettre sur le mecanisme de lôop®ra italien, 1756, quoted by Henri Bedarida in 

Melanges de Musicologie (Paris: 1933); see Kurt Sven Markstrom, The Operas of Leonardo Vinci, 

Napoletano (Hillsdale: Pendragon, 2007), 61. 
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John Chrysostome, the Palace of Apollo was seen to descend of very fine and grand 

Architecture, and built of Christals of different Colours which were always playing; 

the Lights which were placed behind these Christals were disposed in such a Manner, 

that so great a Flux of Rays played from the Machine, that the Eyes of the Spectators 

could scarcely support its Brightness.
19

 

 

Furthermore, an oil painting on canvas, named Teatro (by Alessandro Piazza from 

1702), depicts such a spectacle. It probably shows the interior of Teatro SantôAngelo with 

expensive costumes and scenery including the appearance of elephants on stage. According 

to Bruno Formentôs research, the conditions as shown in the picture might be an idealized 

performance rather than a real one, but it still sheds light on the luxurious environment of 

opera and the habits of the Venetian audience at the same time.
20

 Considering expenditure, 

the running of opera houses was understandably unprofitable most of the time:
21

 

 

Three Livres of Venetian Money gains Admittance into the Hall of the Opera, thirty 

Sols a Seat in the Pit, and the Boxes are in Proportion. If we compare these poor 

Receivings with the Expenses that are necessary for supporting the Magnificence of 

these Shows, we may easily account for the Losses which the Undertakers of the 

Opera sustain; it being impossible that for the four Months, during which these 

Entertainments last, the Receiving should equal the Outgiving; for the Venetian Opera 

begins at soonest in the Middle of November, and continues only to the last Day of the 

Carnival.
22

 

 

Despite such lavishness or just because of it, the attitude of the Venetians frequently 

caused indignation. The bad morals of the audience  including fights breaking out in the 

pit from time to time, due to the custom of impresarios who let the vacant places filled by 

gondolier  particularly shocked foreigners, who were accustomed to the elite conditions 

of court performances. Riccoboni considered the spectators as impetuous people: 

 

The Spectators in almost All the Cities of Italy are restless and noisy, even before the 

Play begins. In their Applauses they are violent; and when they would distinguish a 

favourite Poet or Actor, they cry as loud as they can Viva-Viva. But if they have a 

Mind to damn the one, or hiss the other, they bawl out Va dentro, and very often they 

                                                 
19

 Riccoboni, An Historical and Critical Account, 75. The opera referred to is Carlo Francesco Pollaroloôs Il 

pastore dôAnfriso, 1695. 
20

 Alessandro Piazza: Teatro (1702), oil on canvas. Worcester, MA, Worcester Art Museum. It might refer to 

a try-out performance of Gaspariniᾷs Tiberio, imperatore dôOriente (Venice, 1702) at SantᾷAngelo. See 

Bruno Forment, ᾶAn enigmatic souvenir of Venetian operaᾷ, Early Music 38/3 (August, 2010), 387 401. 
21

 John Rosselli, ᾶSociology of Operaô, Grove Music Online ed. L. Macy. Accessed 12 December 2014. 
22

 Riccoboni, An Historical and Critical Account, 82. 
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make the poor Actor feel a further Proof of their Indignation by pelting him with 

Apples, and loading him with a great deal of Abuse.
23

 

 

Their Office on this Occasion is to applaud the Actors by clapping their Hands and 

shouting like Madmen. I wonôt express . . . what Terms they use, when they 

congratulate the Women.
24

 

 

Benedetto Marcello, the author of the famous satirical pamphlet Il teatro alla moda (1720), 

and the greatest connoisseur of Venetian operatic life, portrayed the audienceôs habits 

similarly: 

 

Every night the impresario will hand out free tickets to his doctor, lawyer, pharmacist, 

barber, carpenter, and their business partners; also to his friends with their families. 

Thus the theater will never look empty. For the same reason he will ask all singers, the 

conductor, the instrumentalists, the bear, and the extras likewise to bring along each 

night five or six friends who will be admitted without tickets.
25

 

 

They [Members of Society] will buy their tickets ñon approvalò and they will leave 

every night after fifteen minutes [and redeem their tickets]. Thus they can see the 

entire opera within twelve evenings. They will go to the comedy because it costs less 

than the opera; and if they should go to the latter they will pay no attention, not even 

during a first night, except perhaps during a few bars of the prima donnaôs aria, or 

during the scene with the lightning or thunderstorm. They will court Virtuosi of either 

sex because thus they hope to obtain some free tickets. 
26

 

 

The disinterest of the public concerning recitatives was recorded by De Brosses and 

Josse de Villeneuve, the finance minister to Charles de Lorrain in Tuscany, besides 

Marcello. Within the framework of formal vocal instruction, the declamatory style of 

recitative played an important role, as Giambattista Mancini reports. Like every good 

                                                 
23

 Ibid., 53. 
24

 Francois Maximilien Misson writes, in his New Voyage to Italy (London, 1714), about gondolieri by whom 

the vacant places were filled up. See Reinhard Pauly, óBenedetto Marcelloôs Satire on Early 18
th

Century 

Operaô, The Musical Quarterly 34/2 (April, 1948), 222233: 225. 
25

 óDaŗ  porta franca ogni sera al Medico, Avvocato, Speciale, Barbiere, Marangone, Compadre, ed Amici 

suoi con loro Famiglie per non restar mai a Teatro vuoto e per tal effetto pregher̈ Virtuosi e Virtuose, 

Maestro di Cappella, Suonatori, Orso, Comparse, etc., di voler condurre parimente ogni sera cinque o sei 

Maschere per uno senza Biglietti.ô Benedetto Marcello, Il teatro alla moda (Venice: 1720), AglôImpresari; 

Benedetto Marcello, óIl Teatro Alla Moda ï Part IIô, translated and annotated by Reinhard G. Pauly. The 

Musical Quarterly 35/1 (Jan., 1949), 85 105: 86. 
26

 óAnderanno allôOpera col Pegno, posponendo ogni sera un quarto dôora, e cos³ vedranno tutta lôOpera in 

dodici sere. Frequenteranno Comedie per manco spesa e non baderanno allôOpera ne pure la prima sera, 

toltone che a qualche mezzôAria della Prima Donna, alla Scena dellôOrso, ai Lampi, alle Saette, etc. 

Faranno la Corte aô Virtuosi dellôuno e dellôaltro sesso, per entrar seco loro senza Biglietto, etc. etc. etc. 

etc.ô Marcello, Il teatro alla moda, Alle Maschere; ibid., 104. 
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work, it required time, and the short notice of the Venetian productions greatly limited the 

possibilities for learning and interpreting recitatives appropriately: 

 

ñIs it surprisingò Tartini said to me one day, ñthat most of the time our recitatives are 

worthless, since the composer works only in a hurry on the declamation?ò As for me, I 

forgive them, now that the audience is so much in the habit of not listening to 

recitative.
27

 

 

As for the recitatives, they [the singers] do not take the trouble to study them, a 

fleeting glance suffices; they are content to repeat only what the prompter reads loudly 

to them, and the harpsichord keeps them in the key. They hold five or six rehearsals 

and in less than a month the opera appears on stage.
28

 

 

Venetian opera houses of the early eighteenth century  with a general audience 

capacity of 1400 persons  were differentiated by rank depending on which noble family 

owned them.
29

 This was a question of prestige and wealth rather than the quality of 

performances. The top ranking houses like San Giovanni Grisostomo  where star singers 

made their appearance  and San Samuele, together with SS. Giovanni e Paolo belonged to 

the Grimani clan, the most influential family of the city.
30

 The second row of the pyramid 

consisted of the Teatro San Cassiano, owned by the Tron family, Teatro di San Mois̄, of 

the Giustinianis, and Teatro SantôAngelo, owned by the Marcello and Cappello families.
31

 

Composers such as Vivaldi, Francesco Gasparini and Tomaso Albinoni were congenial 

with the latter two theatres.
32

 As far as the number of works per season was concerned, S. 

Mois  ̄gave the most, followed closely by SantôAngelo and S. G. Grisostomo.
33

 

Although it lacked sumptuous stage machines, costumes and scenery, and whilst the 

more expensive and complex stage sets were reused in several productions,
34

  ópeople like 

                                                 
27

 óñFaut-il sô®tonnerò me disait un jour Tartini, ñsi la plupart du temps le r®citatif de nos op®ras ne vaut rien, 

lorsque le musicien donne tout son soin ¨ la composition des airs, et broche ¨ la h©te tout ce qui est de 

d®clamation?ò Pour moi, je les excuse, aujourdôhui que les spectateurs ont si bien pris lôhabitude de ne pas 

®couter le r®citatif.ô Colomb, ed., Le President de Brosses en Italie, vol. ii, 360; see Enrico Fubini, Music & 

Culture in Eighteenth-Century Europe (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 206.  
28

 Villeneuve, Lettre sur le mecanisme de lôop®ra italien, 1756, cited by Henri Bedarida in Melanges de 

Musicologie; see Markstrom, The Operas of Leonardo Vinci, 61. 
29

 óThe Theatres at Venice commonly contain four and twenty, and sometimes thirty Boxes in a Row; but 

these Boxes can hold no more than six Persons, so that admitting they were all full, they would contain no 

more than fourteen hundred Persons in all.ô  Riccoboni, An Historical and Critical Account, 56. 
30

 Reinhard Strohm, The Operas of Antonio Vivaldi (Firenze: Olschki, 2008), 29; Taddeo Wiel, I teatri 

musicali veneziani del settecento (Venice: Visentini, 1897, repr. Leipzig: Peters, 1979), xli xlvii. 
31

 Wiel, I teatri musicali veneziani, xlii; Jonathan Glixon and Beth Glixon, Inventing the Business of Opera: 

The Impresario and His World in Seventeenth-Century Venice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 5. 
32

 Michael Talbot, óA Venetian Operatic Contract of 1714ô, in: Michael Talbot (ed.), The Business of Music, 

(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2002), 10 61: 26 28. 
33

 Selfridge-Field, A New Chronology of Venetian Opera, 350. 
34

 Talbot, óA Venetian Operatic Contract of 1714ô, 39. 
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to go to SantôAngelo because it is cheap, but the operas are decadentô asserted Giovan 

Battista Casotti, a visitor in 1713.
35

 Indeed, the tickets cost a third of the price of that of S. 

G. Grisostomo, and even the costumes and scenery were of modest financial conditions, 

but they were chosen in good taste and sometimes received appreciation from the 

audience.
36

 Michael Talbot states that SantôAngelo actually presented a high artistic 

quality, which made it competitive with the most famous Venetian houses.
37

 Not only that: 

as Reinhard Strohm observes, óSantôAngelo specialised in discovering, nurturing and 

retaining (for as long as its resources permitted) new talent and inaugurating new trendsô.
38

 

In this regard, it was a perfect match for Vivaldi, as he was very much interested in taking 

up unknown voices, helping to start the careers of young singers  of which Strada is one 

of the best examples, besides Merighi, Anna Gir¸ or Margherita Giacomazzi  and himself 

was looking for manifold and innovative ways of composing.
39

  

Also, the field of plot subjects came likewise under debate among theatres: there was a 

rivalry between S. G. Grisostomo with its classical themes and SantôAngelo and S. Mois̄ , 

which offered all the more ironical and fantastical ones. Besides, there was another war at 

that time evoked by the changing singing style, that between the taste of the óAncientsô and 

óModernsô.
40

 

 

The new singing style  

A major shift in the style of singing at the turn of the seventeenth century, i.e. the 

confrontation of the stile antico and stile moderno, takes an important place in such 

fundamental treatises as those of Tosi and Mancini. The elaboration of the technique for 

blending the chest and head registers opened up new perspectives towards a higher level of 

virtuosity, encompassing the whole range of the human voice. This expansion of vocal 

technical possibilities engrossed the attention of performers and composers alike, throwing 

off the balance of coloratura display and melodic cantabile expression. As a result, the 

latter was oppressed by the former to some extent, generating a sore spot for Tosi and 

others: 

 

                                                 
35

 óAl SantôAngelo si va volentieri perch® costa poco lôentrarvi ma si fa lôopera scadente...ô: Remo Giazotto, 

Antonio Vivaldi (Turin: 1973), 144 and 163, fn. 5. Reinhard Strohm, Venice Opera Market ï Venice Open 

Market? Situations around Antonio Vivaldi (in preparation), 1. 
36

 óIn the period of the contract [i.e., late in 1714] SantôAngelo was still charging only one lira and eleven 

soldi (a quarter ducat) for nightly entry to the theatre, as compared with the three lire and six soldi at San 

Giovanni Grisostomo...ô Ibid., 1; Talbot, óA Venetian Operatic Contract of 1714ô, 2627. 
37

 Talbot, óA Venetian Operatic Contract of 1714ô, 2627. 
38

 Strohm, Venice Opera Market ï Venice Open Market?, 1. 
39

 Strohm, The Operas of Antonio Vivaldi, 48 49. 
40

 Selfridge-Field, A New Chronology of Venetian Opera, 351. 
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The Taste of the Ancients was a Mixture of the Lively and the Cantabile the Variety of 

which could not fail giving Delight; but the Moderns are so pre-possessed with Taste 

in Mode, that, rather than comply with the former, they are contented to lose the 

greatest Part of its Beauty. The Study of the Pathetick was the Darling of the former; 

and Application to the most difficult Divisions is the only Drift of the latter. Those 

performôd with more Judgment; and These execute with greater Boldness. But since I 

have presumôd to compare the most celebrated Singers in both Stiles, pardon me if I 

conclude with saying, that the Moderns are arrived at the highest Degree of Perfection 

in singing to the Ear; and that the Ancients are inimitable in singing to the Heart.
41

 

 

Contemporary visitors to Venice also frequently reported on it.
42

 Riccoboni made 

complaints of decadence in expression for the sake of virtuosity: 

 

[...] Italian Taste of Music is now changed. In short, at present it is all a Whim; 

Strength is sought instead of beautiful Simplicity; and Harshness and Singularity is 

substituted instead of the Expression and Truth which distinguished the former 

Manner. The surprising Capacity of their Singers, it is true, begets Admiration, but 

moves no Passion; and Judges say justly, that it is unreasonable to force a Voice to 

execute what is too much even for a Violin or a Hautboy. This is the true Reason why 

the Italian Music falls so far short of Perfection in Expression and Truth; [...] The new 

Manner however has got such Footing in Italy, that even Masters in the Art are 

obliged in conformity to the general Taste, contrary to their better Judgement, to 

deviate from the Simplicity and Greatness of the ancient Manner, both in vocal and 

instrumental Performances.
43

 

 

Singers of the seventeenth century  relying on Giulio Cacciniôs testimonial treatise and 

other descriptions of the castrato training system in Naples and elsewhere in Italy  

considered the natural, chest voice as beautifully ringing and sonorous; therefore the 

essence of their study was to strengthen this register, the notes of which fall mainly in the 

first octave.
44

 Until the late eighteenth century, authors of singing treatises used the terms 

                                                 
41

 óIl gusto deô chiamati Antichi era un misto di gajo, e di cantabilela di cui variet¨ non potea far di meno di 

dilettare; Lôodierno ¯ tanto preoccupato del suo, che purch¯ sôallontano dallôaltro si contenta di perdere la 

maggior parte della sua vaghezza; Lo studio del Patetico era la pi½ cara occupazione deô primi; E 

lôapplicazione deô Passaggi pi½ difficili ¯ lôunica meta deô secondi. Quegli operavano con pi½ fondamento; 

E questi eseguiscono con pi½ bravura. Ma giacch¯ il mio ardire ¯ giunto fino alla comparazione deô 

Cantanti pi½ celebri dellôuno, e dellôaltro stile, gli si perdoni anche la temerit¨ di conchiuderla dicendo, Che 

i Moderni sono inarrivabili per cantare allôudito, e che gli Antichi erano inimitabili per cantare al cuore.ô 

Tosi, Opinioni, VII.Ä22; Observations, 109 110. 
42

 Saskia Maria Woyke, Faustina Bordoni. Biographie ï Vokalprofil - Rezeption (Frankfurt am Main: Peter 

Lang, 2010), 138 150.  
43

 Riccoboni, An Historical and Critical Account, 78 79. 
44

 Neil Howlett, Baroque Authenticity and the Modern Singer. Posted on 28 September 2012. Accessed 15 

October 2015. http://neilhowlett.com/articles/baroque-authenticity-and-the-modern-singer/  
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óhead voiceô and falsetto (voce finta) interchangeably, although they are produced by 

different techniques.
45

 However, male singers, especially castrati, could use both, and this 

may be the reason for this obscure terminology.
46

 

 The weaker upper range was not generally recognised, although several singers  

whether castrati or not  applied it as a further tool of virtuosity displayed in an extended 

vocal range. óThe falsetto voice cannot give rise to the nobility of good singingô, Caccini 

claimed in his Le nuove musiche (1602). He said: óLet him choose a pitch at which he is 

able to sing in a full and natural voice, avoiding the falsetto, and at which he does not have 

to ñcheatò or at least use force.ô
47

 Likewise, Ludovico Zacconi (1592), discussing another 

essential factor in the beauty of vocal sound, described the perfect balance of richness and 

shine, the chiaroscuro effect: 

 

Among all voices, one must choose [é] the chest voices, and particularly those which 

have the above-mentioned delightful biting quality which pierces a little, but does not 

offend; and one must leave aside the dull voices and those which are simply head 

voices, because the dull ones cannot be heard among the others, and the head ones are 

overbearing.
48

 

 

Falsetto singing did not generate a particular pedagogical literature, indicating that there 

was no explicit support or encouragement for its use.
49

 By the end of the century, however, 

simultaneously with the revolutionary improvement of the instruments, the need to gain a 

wider range through the union of the chest with the falsetto or head range became urgent 

on the part of singers. A technical solution to bring high notes close to equality in power 

                                                 
45

 James Stark, Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 64 7. 
46

 óThe modern definition of falsetto is a voice production in which the vocalis muscles (for simplicityôs sake 

the thyro-arytenoids) are inactive and lengthened greatly by the action of the crico-thyroid muscles which 

are at their nearly maximum contraction. The sound is produced by the air blowing over the very thin edges 

of the thyro-arytenoids and the pitch is controlled mostly by a regulation of the breath flow. If, at any time, 

the thyro-arytenoids begin to resist this extreme lengthening of themselves and provide some resistance to 

the action of the cryco-thyroids, the vocal mechanism begins to move into head voice. The sound of the 

falsetto voice is weak in overtones and produces no singerôs formant. This is because the very thin edges of 

the lengthened vocal folds, which do not display any tension in opposition to the stretching action of the 
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singerôs formant. In other words, it has a ñringò. [é] It is possible to move gracefully between the falsetto 

and the head voice. If the male singer can gradually increase the activity of the thyro-arytenoids in 

resistance to the stretching action of the crico-thyroids the tone will change from the flute-like quality of 

the falsetto to the ringing sound of the head voice and the singer will also experience the increase in 

subglottal pressure.ô Lloyd W. Hanson, Head voice and falsetto. Accessed 15 October 2015. 
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 Richard Wistreich, óReconstructing pre-Romantic singing techniqueô, in: The Cambridge Companion to 

Singing, ed. by John Potter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 178 191: 180; see Giulio 

Caccini, Le nuove musiche (Florence: Giulio Marescotti, 1602). 
48

 Ludovico Zacconi, Prattica di musica (Venice: 1592), f. 77; see Stark, Bel Canto, 35. 
49

 Stark, Bel Canto, 36. 
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with lower tones became the predominant issue. Tosi, who was in his heyday around 1690, 

already stated in his Opinioni (1723):
50

 

 

A diligent Master, knowing that a Soprano, without the Falsetto, is constrained to sing 

within the narrow Compass of a few Notes, ought not only to endeavour to help him to 

it, but also to leave no Means untried, so to unite the feigned and the natural Voice, 

that they may not be distinguished; for if they do not perfectly unite, the Voice will be 

of divers Registers, and must consequently lose its Beauty.
51

 

 

Mancini even gave some detailed personal insight into his singing studies at the end of 

his treatise, Pensieri e riflessioni pratiche / Practical reflections (1774). He emphasised the 

importance of solfeggi befitting the young singersô age and abilities, to strengthen the voice 

through them gradually in order to gain a great stamina, and also drew attention to further 

vocal exercises concerning a clear intonation, precise rhythm, declamation according to the 

dramatic situation of a certain scene on stage: 

 

I was a pupil of Leonardo Leo for two years, and was then at the tender age of 

fourteen years. This great man wrote a new solfeggio for each pupil every third day, 

but he was very careful in writing one suitable to the age and talent of each.
52

 

 

The above mentioned teachers have written the recitative splendidly and scientifically. 

Even though the student is young, he can master this kind of declamation and appear 

on the stage. The studying of madrigals is more than a necessity for young students, 

because these insure intonation, and accustom the chest to stand the work and they 

also refine the ear in well-mastered rhythm.
53

 

 

Solfeggi in the castrato era did not mean merely vocalising on vowels and studying 

difficult scales and passages; they also helped the singers to understand the structure of 

                                                 
50

 Rosselli, Singers of Italian Opera, 104. 
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 óUn diligente Istruttore sapendo, che un Soprano senza falsetto bisogna, che canti fra lôangustie di poche 
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Madrigali ¯ piucch¯ necessario alla giovent½ dellôarte nostra, perch ̄un tale esercizio assoda lôintonazione, 

avvezza il petto alla fatica, e raffine lôorecchio, acci ̧ non vacilli nel tempo.ô Mancini, Pensieri, e 

riflessioni, 182; Practical reflections, 187. 



18 

 

composition, as well as music theory and the system of modulations, which  especially in 

a world with no fixed tuning for non-keyboard instruments
54

  were necessary tools for 

creating their own ornaments in the da capo parts of the arias they sang.
55

 This was a 

measure of artistic quality and played a great role of the audienceôs appreciation. 

Naomi Adele Andr® writes that the castrato legacy  their singing style, techniques and 

bel canto principles  was passed on to other noncastrated treble voicesˈtenors and 

women singersˈreaching its peak throughout the eighteenth century, via the schools 

which Pistocchi and Tosi ran in Bologna. Through formal vocal instruction, castrato 

singing defined operatic voice production from the mid-1600s until the nineteenth 

century.
56

 She notices, however, a very important shift between the late seventeenth 

century, as represented by Tosi, and the 1700s, when Mancini received his training from 

Leonardo Leo in Naples (1728-30) and from the castrato Antonio Bernacchi, Pistocchiôs 

former pupil (early 1730s):
57

 óWhile Mancini adapts the same terminology that Tosi uses 

(voce di petto, voce di testa/falsetto), he very strongly emphasizes the importance of 

blending the registers. Manciniôs ideal bel canto voice has a consistent core throughout the 

range, not just an evenness between the break.ô
58

 This blended voice, identified by Rodolfo 

Celletti as the voce mista (in the Romantic, bel canto sense of the term), provides power 

and fullness to the upper notes, essential to high sopranos such as Strada was.
59

 

That Strada was taught according to the principles of the Pistocchi school is all the more 

possible because of the impression her early repertoire makes. It shows the quality of a 

clarion-sounding, well-tuned, strong, high and precise soprano voice as well as of melodic 

and rhythmic agility; all are necessities for a satisfactory performance of the pieces in 

question. The Bolognese schoolôs novelty lay in the full, rich, rounded sound and strength 

of the upper notes, reached by blending the attributes of the chest voice production into the 

head register.
60

 I dare say that Stradaôs existence as a singer hung on this latter 

phenomenon. Nevertheless, the real question is how could eunuchs, this group of singers 

with altered physical mechanism, establish vocal pedagogy not only of a long-term impact 

but also applicable to noncastrated voices as well? The key to the enigma might lie in the 
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focus on breathing and unifying registers, the presumable result of which was a relaxed 

larynx long before Garc²aôs anatomically-based method prescribed the use of a low-

positioned one in the 1840s. Castrati had an undescended larynx with a width and 

consistency matching that of a boy, and a size like that of a small woman. This structure 

was supported by a thoracic cavity like that of a large man and was surrounded by an adult 

male body providing mature resonance and timbre for the voice. Due to their systematic 

training of extended years, including strict breathing-exercises, the muscles around the rib 

cage became developed and offered unlimited potential for voice projection.
61

 Their 

practical experiences made it possible to explain and teach breathing technique with insight 

and consciousness, while their body served as a living, exaggerated example of artificially 

controlled, deep and natural breath.
62

 Thus, the benefits of the position of inhaling became 

to some extent transmittable to the singing or exhaling phrase, opening the way for a free 

and strong voice production and sustained tone. In this way, after inhaling, the singer could 

begin a phrase with parted ribs part, sunk diaphragm, expanded lungs and with a low-

positioned and flexible larynx. Doing so, the voice could more easily remain agile, 

sonorous and controllable in the later parts of a phrase, due to the security given by this 

well-founded support. 

Stradaôs close connections to the Bolognese singing school would also very much 

conform with the situation which evolved around her Venetian debut season in 1720, when 

Benedetto Marcello wrote and published his satirical essay about the current operatic life 

of the city, a pamphlet called Il  teatro alla moda, focusing on the new singing style 

delivered in Venice by Bolognese singers. Otherwise, being a new singer, the appearance 

of Stradaôs name seems rather to be a coincidence. Besides, her character might have been 

contradictory to those caricatured in Il teatro: she was supposedly free from excessive 

egoism, neither she lacked intelligence. 

 

The 1720/21 season at SantõAngelo  

In consideration of the above it is no surprise that Marcelloôs Il teatro deals with the 

productions, management and singers of SantôAngelo and S. Mois̄ , engaged in the 

1720/21 season as the embodiment of the new manner. Its frontispiece contains Stradaôs 

surname, anagrams of Vivaldi, Giovanni Orsatti, impresario of S. Mois¯, and furthermore 

that of the SantôAngeloôs co-manager, impresario Modotto, Giovanni Palazzi, librettist of 
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the first staged opera of the season, Vivaldiôs La veriẗ  in cimento, and members of the cast 

arrived from and trained in Bologna.
63

 According to Selfridge-Field and Strohm, this group 

of Bolognese singers, representatives of the bravura singing style, together with the 

composer and librettist Giuseppe Maria Buini at S. Mois̄  are reflected in the pamphlet 

by its use of a strong Bolognese dialect in the conversations between the prima donna and 

her mamma  and were thus the main target of Marcello, whose family co-owned 

SantôAngelo.
 64

 

Composers and vocalists seem indeed to have been coming in a large number from 

Naples and Bologna to Venice in the 1720s, as Villeneuve mentions it, too.
65

 Among the 

Bolognese members of the company at S. Mois¯ there were Caterina Borghi, Cecilia 

Belisani and Caterina Cantelli who all participated in Buiniôs operas Il Filindo (1720) and 

Cleofile (1721) at San Mois¯.
66

 In 1721 Buini married Belisani, with whom he collaborated 

very frequently in Venice (La caduta di Gelone 1719, Armida delusa 1720).
67

 From the 

SantôAngelo cast Marcello mentioned the names of Chiara Orlandi and Antonia Laurenti, 

who shared the stage with Strada in all of the operas in which she appeared in Venice (La 

veriẗ  in cimento 1720; Filippo r  ̄di Macedonia, Antigona and Il pastor fido in 1721).
68

 

Merighi, the most illustrious member of the company, was likewise Bolognese. 

Il Teatro alla modaôs frontispiece suggests furthermore a business relationship between 

Vivaldi and the impresario of SantôAngelo, Modotto, and also with that of San Mois,̄ 

Giovanni Orsatti. Beyond its general description of the practice of Venetian, and in a 

broader sense of the Italian operatic life, Il teatro speaks about particular productions of 

autumn 1720 at SantôAngelo and San Mois,̄ namely of La veriẗ  in cimento (RV 739) by 

Vivaldi and of Buiniôs Il Filindo , as is indicated by the publication date of December that 
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year.
69

 According to Strohm, Marcelloôs work could have harmfully affected Vivaldiôs 

activity in SantôAngelo as well as in Venice more generally. After his Mantuan years he 

began to reappear as an opera composer in the city; already in 1721 he had little to do in 

the carnival season, and thereafter he disappeared entirely from Venice for four years. 

Since Strada might have been some kind of prot®g®e of him, and as her patron was from 

Milan, the damage that befell Vivaldiôs reputation most probably impacted her career as 

well, for she did not return to Venice any more. 

Strada stood as virtuosa di camera in the service of Count Girolamo Colloredo-

Waldsee, the Governor of Milan since summer 1720.
70

 Colloredo himself was also quite 

fresh in his position; he became governor in spring 1719. Vivaldi might have got to know 

the soprano through his new Venetian patron, Johann Baptist of Colloredo-Waldsee, the 

imperial ambassador to Venice between 1715 and 1726, who was presumably related to the 

Milanese Count.
71

 The composer must have heard Strada in Giuseppe Vignatiôs Aquilio in 

Siracusa written as part of the annual birthday celebration of the Holy Roman Empress 

Elisabetta Cristina di Brunswick-Wolfenb¿ttel, wife of Charles VI, and performed at the 

Teatro Regio Ducale in Milan on 27
th
 August 1720. This possibility is underlined by the 

fact that the seconda donna, Anna Maria Lodovica dôAmbreville, was one of Vivaldiôs 

singers. She took part in two of his operas in Mantua the previous year: Teuzzone and Tito 

Manlio. Strada was given the terza donna role, but she had three arias and such fellow 

singers as the excellent tenor Francesco Borosini and the castrato Carlo Scalzi.
72

 That 

passionate, fierce and warrior-like heroic role type, which emerged regularly during her 

career and seemed to befit her personal and vocal features alike, found Strada at her debut 

playing princess Merope, who rejects the tyrantôs proposal because she loves the Roman 

soldier Aquilio, and does not bow to blackmail even with her brotherôs execution.  

Stradaôs voice must have given a very strong impression, considering that Vivaldi hired 

this seventeen-year-old soprano straightaway for his La veriẗ  in cimento, premī red on 

26
th
 October 1720 at SantôAngelo.

73
 Though it is uncertain what kind of relations 

connected Vivaldi to the theatre in the 1720/21 season, it is well known that he regularly 

worked not only as a composer but also as an impresario at Venetian opera houses in the 

previous decade. He used to be the impresario at SantôAngelo together with his father, 
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between 1713 and 1715. Very likely he was involved into the run of this particular season 

of 1720/21, managing his own operas financially as well as artistically, just as he did in 

1716/17 and at S. Mois̄  in 1716, 1717/18 as musical director.
74

 In the case of La veriẗ , 

therefore, Vivaldi might have functioned as kind of a producer, his duties including 

choosing the libretto on the one hand, hiring the cast and coordinating the succession of the 

performances on the other, meaning that he controlled and composed all the meanwhile 

inserted numbers, refreshing arias according to the singersô wishes and revisions to gain 

the audienceôs higher interest and pleasure.
75

 According to the avvisi, the premi¯re was 

successful: 

 

The same Saturday evening went staged for the first time at the S. Angelo Theatre the 

opera entitled La veriẗ  in cimento, which has been succeeded with universal applause, 

and was followed by another performance at the S. Mois̄.
76

 

 

The summary of the plot is as follows: Sultan Mamud switched the sons of his wife 

Rustena and of his favourite concubine Damira, born on the same day. In consequence, 

Damiraôs son Melindo is going to be his successor to the throne. In the midst of the 

preparations for Melindoôs marriage with princess Rosane (played by Strada), Mamud 

repents and reveals that the actual heir is Zelim, Rustenaôs son. Zelim is in love with 

Rosane, who, therefore, has to decide between her emotions and ambitions of becoming 

queen. 

Since operas, especially in Venice, were staged at short notice, (generally within one or 

two months including the compositional process), the first rehearsals were frequently held 

at the composerôs house. Vivaldi, who until 1722 lived in a house next to SantôAngelo, 

seems to have held auditions and coached singers directly at home.
77

 In light of these 

circumstances it is easy to imagine how the voice of the young Strada could serve as a 

guideline for him to accommodate his compositional methods to a yet unknown dimension 

of vocal art  that of a high female soprano  as well as its dramatic context. There must 

have been an inspiration back and forth, for nothing could better build up, enlarge and 

deepen Stradaôs vocal, musical and dramatic consciousness, teaching her the appropriate 

and well balanced use of her skills as tools of expression, than a composer with personal 

insight. There was enough working time available to make progress together, during which 
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they could get acquainted with each otherôs musical habits, reactions and way of thinking  

and become inspired by it.  

The creation of Rosaneôs role reflects not only on Stradaôs unusually high tessitura but 

her great stamina, too. Though she was a debutant, at least in Venice, and therefore she 

must have had the rank of the seconda or terza donna, Strada sang no less than five 

ariasˈwhile the other soprano, Chiara Orlandi as Rustena had four, and the contralto 

Merighi as Damira three. The musico-dramatic versatility and ambiguity of Rosaneôs 

almost cynical character might be an indicator of vocal complexity. Assuming that Strada 

executed her part with an excellent vocal quality  by right of the fact that her vocal 

performance never received a negative critique in her entire career (moreover, its brilliancy 

always came in for praise)  one can take certain marks of the composition as hinting at 

attributes of a fresh sound and a naturally well-set chiaroscuro technique: a bright and 

silvery voice production highlighted by panther agility, and fierce passion enabled to be 

loosed by precise intonation. 

Even Stradaôs recitatives were set remarkably high, resting many times on eᾴ (Ex. 1.1)  

especially striking when considering that the contemporary Venetian tuning for opera 

performances was higher than elsewhere, most probably aǋ=440 Hz.
78

 

 

Example 1.1: Excerpt from Act I scene 3 recitative of Vivaldiôs La verit¨ in cimento 

 
 

Stradaôs first aria of the premī re setting, Solo quella guancia bella (I/3; A major, 

Allegro, C; Track 1) refers to a high and vented voice, the freedom of which lies in a rather 

wide range. Vivaldiôs stirring and shamelessly bold way of composing does not show any 

limitation in the use of sixth- and octave leaps, hitting aᾴ through them regularly ï eleven 

times, to be exact ï including da capo (Ex. 1.2). This also shows that her range went even 

beyond this, and most probably she displayed it at the cadenzas or via ornaments of the 

recurring section.  
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Example 1.2: Vocal part (A and B1 sections) of Solo quella guancia bella from Vivaldiôs La verit¨ in 

cimento, bb. 13 34. 

 
 

The rushed interpretation which the aria requires, i.e. the rapidity of singing fifth-

chains, sixth and octave leaps combined with coloratura patterns  besides the 

pronunciation of the text  makes it clear that Stradaôs strongest vocal attributes in her 

youth were agility, flexibility and high notes executed with ease and securely with a 

precise intonation. It makes me think that these abilities showed themselves with such an 

elemental obviousness at the beginning of her training that the logical and only right choice 

of her master must have been to prepare her to be a high lyric coloratura soprano. In this 

way, Stradaôs singing drew the attention of Vivaldi, who had not composed for a 

specifically high female soprano before. It must have meant a new challenge for him as he 

began to develop his compositional technique for this type of voice, being inspired by 

Strada, who therefore became ab initio an artist generating creativity in composers with 

whomever she collaborated.
79

 Although the aria has a parlante aspect, leaps and especially 

coloraturas towards the end of the A section and during the whole B part go beyond this. 

The horse-like flouncing-bouncing melody and its playful upbeat rhythm reveal the youth 

of the performer and the unsteady character of Rosane at the same time: the princess is 

fond of Melindo whom she thinks to be the legitimate heir of Sultan Mamudôs kingdom, 

and in this sense her infatuation expressed in words and music is corresponding. On the 

other hand, the voice part can be considered way too wriggling at a fast tempo to make the 

exclusiveness of her solid love credible.  

The counterpart of this first aria is Tu sei sol dellôalma mia (II/8), a unison movement 

with the violins and senza basso in the manner of the Neapolitan galant style. Terzini 

prepare the zigzagging leaps which usually end in ascending volatine semplici and, in the 

A2 section, with tritone leaps interlinked with each other chromatically (Ex. 1.3). This aria 
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was an addition on Stradaôs behalf as its text does not appear in the printed libretto. The 

music is in stark contrast with the verse, indicating the uncertainty of Rosaneôs fidelity 

right after both Melindo and she have learned that Zelim is actually the royal heir, not her 

fianc®.  

 

Example 1.3: Vocal part (A section) of Tu sei sol dellôalma mia from La verit¨ in cimento, bb. 9 35. 

 
 

There is a substitution aria of Solo quella, Con pi½ diletto (G major, Allegro, 2/4), 

which must have been written in a rush between two performing nights. It seems to be 

supported by the fact that, although it occupies two violin parts in imitative concerto style, 

it rather lacks real melodic invention and applies the most common coloratura patterns 

mechanically.
80

 However, it did no harm to its real goal, i.e. to offer Strada the chance to 

display more and variable virtuoso elements (Ex. 1.4). Though the tessitura of this aria is a 

third lower than that of Solo quella, a great freedom had been provided for Strada to 

introduce any kind of coloratura passages, volatine and embellishments in the da capo  

whatever she pleased  harmonically quite independently, due to the pause for the violins 

and violas in bars 2733 and 5863, and also to the silence of the basses in bars 3445 and 

65 72. In addition, she could also show her skill for messa di voce to some extent in the 

middle section (Ex. 1.5), which has the simple delicacy of modulation to the parallel minor 

 a fine act of colouring an aria written in a major key, praised by De Brosses.
81
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Example 1.4: Vocal part (A section) of Con pi½ diletto from Vivaldiôs La verit¨ in cimento, bb. 19 75. 

 

 

Example 1.5: Vocal part (B section) of Con pi½ diletto from Vivaldiôs La verit¨ in cimento, bb. 97 115. 

 

 

De Brosses states that minor-key arias were very rare in Venice. In this light it is very 

intriguing that the part of Rosane includes two such arias: Amato ben sei la mia speranza 

(I/12; C minor, Andante, 2/4) and Con cento, e cento baci (III/7; C minor, Allegro, C). 

Amato ben (Ex. 1.6), although it was first used in Vivaldiôs La Candace (RV 704, 

performed at the carnival season in Mantua the same year) as Ingannno tu sei la mia 

speranza ï but not yet heard in Venice ï is in fact the second movement of the violin 

concerto Il sospetto (óSuspicionô, RV 199).
82

 The concerto, also dated 1720, is the first of a 

group of three pieces; the other two are Lôinquietudine (óAnxietyô, RV 234) and Il riposo 

(óRestô, RV 270).
83

 The typical cantilena set of a Vivaldian slow concerto movement 

leaves no doubt that the instrumental version is actually the original, which has been 

converted into a da capo aria form with a two-part A section (A1+A2), in which the vocal 

units are divided by orchestral ritornelli .  
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Example 1.6: Vocal part (A1 section) of Amato ben from Vivaldiôs La verit¨ in cimento, bb. 22 39. 

 
 

The simple melody and the mezzo carattere style of the text setting in Amato ben 

conceal the high tessitura of the aria. The gᾴ-s have to be reached by the singer through 

fifths, and the aᾉᾴ-s through sixth leaps, requiring portamenti, and on the top of that the 

sound is meant to be rather soft ï at least for the textôs sake: ómy dear beloved, you are my 

hopeô ï so it definitely must not be fiercely loud as would be the case at an Allegro tempo 

marking and with another text. In Andante, the legato has to be flexibly strong and 

constant but never hard nor harsh or sharp, which requires a high-level breath control as 

well as flexible bodily support. 

In Con cento, e cento baci (Ex. 1.7) the same vocal technique just discussed is turned 

upside down, as it is built up to emphasize top notes, mainly gᾴ ï placed on main beats and 

accented syllables ï by hitting them several times. Jumping up from an octave or a fifth 

below meant that the head tones were reached from notes falling in the territory of the 

chest register.  

 

Example 1.7: Vocal part (A1 section) of Con cento, e cento baci from  La verit¨ in cimento, bb. 7 24. 

 
 

As octave leaps regularly occur in Rosaneôs part, not surprisingly, Addio caro, tu ben 

sai (II/2; Bᾉmajor, Allegro, C) also contains two such occasions in the A section by hitting 

gᾴ and aᾴ in succession, and further accented gᾴ notes reached by sixth leaps (Ex. 1.8). 

Once, the melody rides as high even as bᾉᾴ. An embarrassingly large amount of such 

examples can be found in Stradaôs repertoire, making it inevitable to conclude that her 
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registers were perfectly blended from her debutante years onwards.
84

 It follows that her 

portamento together with the cantar di sbalzo technique must have been flawless, too.
85

 

 

Example 1.8: Vocal part (excerpts from section A) of Addio caro, tu ben sai from La verit¨ in cimento, bb. 

8 18 and 2634.  

 

 

Following the performance series of La veriẗ , Strada immediately had to begin 

preparations for the next production, Filippo r¯ di Macedonia (premi¯red at SantôAngelo 

on 27
th
 December 1720). Although its music is lost, one aria of Vivaldi  to whom the third 

act is attributed, while the first and second are to Giuseppe Boniventi , sung by Strada, 

seems to survive in two different sources. The text proved to be helpful for the ariaôs 

identification, since it is almost entirely the same as one of the verses of Domenico Lalliôs 

libretto.
86

 Scherza di fronda in fronda (RV 663), a cantata of Vivaldiôs authorship, is 

preserved in the Sªchsische Landesbibliothek, Dresden (MUS. 1-J-7, 3, pp. 5764) as a 

single manuscript copy by Johann Gottfried Grundig, the Hofkapelleôs copyist.
87

 The other 
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 Sixth and seventh leaps are beyond measure. Arias in Stradaôs early repertoire (as far as it is available) 

containing octave or greater leaps are: Vivaldi, La verit¨  Solo quella (6; and 2 ninth leaps), Con pi½ 

diletto (4), Tu sei sol (11), Con cento e cento baci (2); Vivaldi, Filippio  Scherza di fronda (7); Porpora, 

Semiramide regina dellôAssiria  Se dôAquilon (10); Sarro, Tito Sempronio Gracco  Vorrei morire (5), 

Straniera donzella (1st setting; 5), Pria di lasciarmi (2); Leo, Zenobia in Palmira  Vuoi chôio parta (22), Al 

suo amato (1), Quando irato il Ciel sôoscura (8); Vinci, Astianatte  Al patrio lido (2), Piangi pur (6), Quel 

perfido (7), Tortorella se rimira (2). 
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 Portamento, not in its Romantic sense as an audible glide  for which there were two other words in use 

during the Baroque era, scivolo and strascino, (slur and drag)  but as putting forth of the voice, as it occurs 

in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century treatises, meaning that the two distant notes were equal in strength 

and quality and were joined together without a break and with expression (for a detailed discussion see Ch. 

5). See Tosi, Observations, 29, 53, and 178179; Mancini, Pensieri, e riflessioni, 87, 91 93; Mancini, 

Practical reflections, 108 and 111 113. 
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 The text of the aria from Filippo r¯ di Macedonia (III/3): Scherza di fronda in fronda / Incerto lôaugelletto / 

Or corre su la sponda / Del chiaro ruscelletto. / Ma palpitante il core / Ha sempre per timore / Perch¯ fra 

duri lacci / Non resti il pī  ristretto. The text of the cantata: Scherza di fronda in fronda / Incerto lôaugelletto 

/ Or corre su la sponda / Del chiaro ruscelletto. / Tutto lôaletta e gode / Ma teme che di frode / Non resti il 

pī  ristretto. (The little bird hops gaily but warily / from leaf to leaf; / now it runs on the bank / of the clear-

running brooklet. / But its heart always flutters / from fear / that its foot may be caught / in a cruel snare.) 

Translation by Michael Talbot, The Chamber Cantatas of Antonio Vivaldi (Rochester: Boydell Press, 

2006), 72. 
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 Ibid., 128. 


