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THE BAROQUE PERIOD 

The Baroque followed the Renaissance, lasting from about 1600 to 
1750. Like the architecture (left) and art of this time, the music is 
often heavy, complex and highly decorated.  
The Italian composer Monteverdi helped to develop opera,  a new 
form of stage production like a play with singing and an orchestra.  
Vivaldi wrote music for a girls’ school in Venice.  Bach, Handel and 
Alessandro Scarlatti were the “in generation”, all born in 1785, and 
living to the 1740s or 1750s.  
The harpsichord and organ were the main 
keyboard instruments. The violin family 
replaced the earlier  viols (right). The 
orchestra developed as a set group of 
musicians.  Most played strings.  By Bach’s 
time, there were also two flutes and two 
oboes – and possibly trumpets.  The 

concerto – a work of several movements for soloist(s) and orchestra – developed 
as an important form.  Suites of dances were popular, as were trio sonatas (two 
instruments playing melodic lines, with a “continuo” – a cello or double bass 
playing the bass line and a harpsichord playing chords.) 
 
Features of Baroque music include: 
• Many pieces and movements  (stand-alone parts of a longer work) had 

repeated rhythms;  one movement of a work might feature jerky dotted notes, 
while the next could be based on flowing quavers. 

• Most pieces or movements are monothematic – based on a single tune which 
is heard at the beginning. 

• Tunes were often ornamented.  The great buildings of French cities were full 
of decoration (right). French musicians liked to ornament music too.  (See the 
passage by Couperin below right.)  Sometimes composers wrote in the 
ornaments they wanted used, although often performers chose their own 
ornaments.  Often a section of a piece was ornamented when it was repeated. 

• Tunes were often short.  Bach often built a two-page keyboard piece from a 
one-bar idea.  The idea would be “developed” – often it would be “inverted” 
(turned upside-down), or repeated at different pitches in a “sequence”. 

• German composers liked contrapuntal music (two or more lines at once), 
although it was giving way to homophonic music (melody, chords and bass). 

• Descriptive music began to appear. 
 
Important works to listen to 
• Bach’s “The Well-Tempered 

Klavier” contains two books of 
pieces in every key, showing that 
with a new system of tuning they 
would all sound “correct”. (Bach) 

• Handel’s “Water Music” was 
written in 1717 to entertain King 
George I as he floated down the 
River Thames in London. 

• Scarlatti wrote many sonatas which developed new styles for the harpsichord. 
• Vivaldi used a string orchestra to describe "The Four Seasons". 


