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Barbara Strozzi, 1619-1677, ltaly

The most prolific composer of printed secular vocal music in mid-17t" century
Venice

Barbara Strozzi was an exceptional singer and a prolific composer
of madrigals and other vocal works. In Venice, she was the most
prolific composer of secular vocal music — male or female — of her
day. She published eight books of her music, which included over
100 works. Her music reached England, Austria and Germany
during her lifetime. Most of her works are lyrical poems about
unrequited love.

She was born in Venice, an illegitimate daughter who was “adopted”
by her father Giulio Strozzi, a member of the Incogniti, one of the
largest and most prestigious intellectual and creative academies in
Europe. She grew up in this prominent musical and literary world,
receiving composition lessons by leading composers of the day



arranged by her father, and being the only woman in this private,
privileged musical world of the Incogniti. By the age of fifteen she
was described as “Giulio’s exceptionally virtuosic singer,” and she
would frequently accompany herself on the lute.

She first published her music in 1644 — a volume of madrigals for
two to five voices based on texts by her father. Most of her music
was published later, after her father died, suggesting that she may
have had to rely on her compositions for her livelihood after his
death. Her music is dedicated to a variety of important patrons.

Her music is full of drama, although she did not write any opera.
She did use a lot of word painting and also wrote in the stile
concitato — a style of heightened excitement, expressing dramatic
events or words in quick tempo. Strozzi is also known as being a
fine poet.

Listen to her hauntingly beautiful “Che si puo fare” (*What am | to
do?”). This song is written on a passacaglia — a repeated bass line
— that consists of the first four notes of a descending D minor scale.
(Coincidentally, this is the same bass line that was later used in
many jazz and blues songs — so this could be considered a
Baroque-era blues song of unrequited love!)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDBPfhG-gVk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDBPfhG-gVk

