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For most of the first two decades 
of the eighteenth century, Antonio 
Vivaldi held various music positions 
at the Ospedale della Pietà, a 
foundling hospital in Venice for 
orphan and illegitimate girls.  As 
maestro di violino there (and later, 
maestro de’ concerti), he taught 
violin and oversaw the acquisition 
and care of string instruments.  In 
addition to his specified duties 
he also composed music to be 
performed by the girls of the Pietà, 
mainly in its public church services 
and concerts.  Although Vivaldi is 
known for the hundreds of concertos 
that he composed for use at the 
Pietà (the Concerto for Flautino 
among them), at least some of his 
sacred vocal works were intended 
for performance there too.

The good reputation of the Pietà’s 
musical establishment meant that 
its concerts were one of Venice’s 
attractions for its tourists, but with 
a few details distinguished their 
performances: as a protection of 
their modesty, the female performers 
played out of sight of their audience, 
and because there were no male 
performers among them, females 
(whether singing or playing an 
instrument in the appropriate 
range) had to cover the tenor and 
bass parts in addition to soprano 
and alto.  Apart from whatever 
challenges his music may have borne 
for the performers at the Pietà, the 
institution continued to pay him for 
compositions even after he left it in 
1718 to write for the operatic stages 
of Mantua, Florence, and Rome.  He 
would return to the Pietà 1735 as 
maestro di cappella (head of music), 
but his operatic commitments in and 
outside of Venice led to a stay of 
just a few years.  Even after that final 

dismissal, however, the Pietà paid 
Vivaldi for his music.

The flautino, or sopranino-range 
recorder, suits Vivaldi’s motoric-
virtuosic style of allegro movements 
because of its unusual agility.  
Thus, the spirited first and third 
movements, both marked Allegro, 
feature arpeggios, scales, and 
bariolage almost non-stop and 
usually in rapid-fire sixteenth notes.  
Both movements are refrain forms in 
which the accompanying orchestra 
opens and closes the movement 
with a refrain (or ritornello), which 
also occurs in different keys within 
the interior of the movement.  Aside 
from these orchestral refrains, 
the allegro movements are given 
over to the flautino’s high-tessitura 
fireworks with discrete orchestral 
accompaniment.  Vivaldi set the 
middle movement, a binary-form aria 
marked Largo, in the key of E minor 
and gave it a haunting, plaintive 
melody, illustrating the flautino’s 
lyric possibilities.  A crucial feature 
of the melodic writing, however, lies 
in its embellishments, which Vivaldi 
crafted for the ever-agile soloist.

The autograph manuscript of In 
turbato mare irato (In the turbulence 
of an angry sea) was one of several 
pieces that Vivaldi sent to his friend 
and former student Johann Georg 
Pisendel, who was Konzertmeister of 
the Dresden court orchestra.  On the 
basis of that information we can give 
a very approximate date of the 1720s 
or early ‘30s for the piece.  We can 
also envision a first performance by 
a virtuosa soprano singer from the 
Dresden opera, especially because 
Vivaldi’s musical style in this sacred 
motet is wholly operatic.  The setting 
comprises three arias, the first two of 
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which are separated by a recitative, 
and the last of which is an Alleluia.  
The da capo aria that opens the 
motet showcases the so-called stile 
concitato (agitated style) that opera 
composers since Monteverdi (its 
inventor) had used to depict anger 
and war-like emotions, or intense 
distress.  Thus, frequent string 
tremolos accompany a soprano line 
punctuated expressively “angry” 
flourishes during the first strophe of 
the text.  Unusually, however, Vivaldi 
sets the B-section of the opening aria 
in a slow tempo to create a strongly 
contrastive mood for the plaintive 
second strophe that calls for a light 
of deliverance.  The recitative that 
follows, too, is unusual in using the 
full ensemble as accompaniment, a 
tactic that composers reserved for 
recitative texts of especially intense 
emotion.  The second aria, also in 
the prevailing operatic form of the 
da capo, introduces a hopeful mood 
on the theme of a guiding star that 
shields the believer from fear, and 
a triumphant Alleluia concludes the 
spiritual journey from doubt and 
anxiety to faith and certainty.

Composed in 1739, Vivaldi’s setting 
of Lauda Jerusalem (Psalm 147) 
comes from his last years, and was 
likely created for the Vespers service 
of an important feast because of its 
imposing and sober double-choir 
scoring.  The style here, in contrast 
to the operatic-sounding motets, 
draws on an older principle of 
concertato scoring—that is, of using 
different combinations of spatially 
separated voices and instruments 
to create different musical colors 
and expressive effects throughout 
the single-movement of the piece.  
Thus Vivaldi alternates choirs, pits a 
single soloist against the two choirs, 

reduces the music to a single soloist, 
uses two soloists in dialog, or brings 
the full ensemble together—all 
depending on his expressive designs 
as he moves through the psalm text.

In furore iustissimae irae (In the 
wrath of a most just anger), features 
not only the same sequence of 
movements as In turbato mare 
— three arias with an intervening 
recitative between the first two and 
an Alleluia third aria—but also the 
same affective contrast between the 
two parts of the opening aria: the 
fiery anger of God offended versus 
the possibility of his gentle mercy.  
A plea for forgiveness in recitative 
precedes a poignant, austere, but 
tender meditation on repentance and 
deliverance from sin, and the Alleluia 
completes the transformation from 
fear to joy with confident virtuosity.  
Especially striking in the virtuosity 
of this Alleluia are the soprano’s 
lightning arpeggios toward the very 
end.

Possibly composed in the second 
decade of the 18th century, Vivaldi’s 
Gloria may be the earliest piece he 
composed that is on the program.  
It may also be his best-known 
vocal work due to its popularity in 
recordings and in Christmastide 
programs.  In his twelve-part setting 
of this text from the Mass Ordinary, 
Vivaldi demonstrates the high-
Baroque approach of breaking such 
texts into a series of short verses, 
each of which is set to a different 
movement (Bach’s Mass in B Minor 
features the same approach).  We 
can also identify a specific influence 
on this piece in an earlier Gloria by 
the Venetian composer Giovanni 
Maria Ruggieri, a slightly older 
contemporary of Vivaldi’s whose 
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“Cum sancto spiritu” is borrowed 
with some reworking by Vivaldi.
The addition of a trumpet to the 
instrumental accompaniment and 
its prominent use at the start of 
the opening movement proclaim 
the triumph of the text—”Glory to 
God in the highest”—that Vivaldi 
reprises for the “Quoniam tu solus 
sanctus” (For you alone are holy).  
The eleven movements that follow 
each translate an interpreted textual 
affect into musical terms: thus, for 
example, a bright soprano duet for 
the “Laudamus te,” a fugal “Propter 
magnam gloriam tuam,” an intimate 
and pastoral-sounding “Domine 
Deus, rex cælestis,” and somber, 
older-style music (largo setting 
and instruments doubling the vocal 
parts) for the “Qui tollis peccata 
mundi.”  That same older style of 

music—in this case borrowed from 
Ruggieri—carries through to the final 
movement (Cum sancto spiritu), but 
now in a vigorous spirit, so that we 
can appreciate the array of musical 
responses to the verses of the 
Gloria for their stylistic range.  The 
same can be said for the pieces in 
this program: in this music, Vivaldi 
illustrates a facility with a variety of 
musical styles, among these, a severe 
older style inspired by Renaissance 
vocal polyphony, an unabashedly 
modern operatic approach, and 
seventeenth-century concertato 
technique.  The color and variety of 
his sacred music therefore repays a 
careful listening, and any attention 
that it gets in modern programs is 
well deserved.
Gregory Barnett ©

What makes Mercury’s performance unique? 

Mercury musicians perform on period instruments similar in style and 
sound to those used by composers of the Baroque, Classical, and early 
Romantic periods. Differences between modern and period instruments 
can be seen in the string section where players use gut rather than 
steel strings and often utilize a Baroque bow that is shorter and more 
curved than a modern bow. Brass instruments have no valves and are 
more modest in shape than their modern equivalents, and the timpa-
ni drums utilize leather skins rather than synthetic heads. Perhaps the 
most recognizable differences can be seen in the woodwind section; 
these instruments have fewer keys and are actually crafted from wood 
as opposed to metal or plastic like many modern instruments. Mercury 
chooses to perform with period instruments to create a distinctive and 
exciting sound, true to the composer’s intent. All of this provides a sin-
gular listening experience for you, our valued audience.
We hope you enjoy the passion and vitality of tonight’s music.


