The first woman to compose an
instrumental sonata.
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Isabella Leonarda, 1620-1704, ltaly

Wrote the first instrumental sonatas to be composed by a woman

Isabella Leonarda was a brilliant composer, music instructor and
nun who lived in 17~ century Italy. She was also a singer but was
never known as a performer. She is the first woman to compose
instrumental sonatas, and one of only two Italian women of her time
who wrote instrumental music rather than just vocal music.

Born into a prominent family of six children, Leonarda’s father was a
count and a lawyer. She and all of her sisters entered the same
convent as teenagers, and she eventually became the mother
superior. There are several remarkable things about Leonarda: first,
that during her lifetime the only way for people to hear music was to



experience it live, and because she spent most of her life in a
convent she had very scarce opportunities to do so. Therefore, the
only music she was probably exposed to was sacred choral music.
Thus it is incredible that she composed so much instrumental
music. Also remarkable is not only the fact that she composed over
200 works, but that all of her works are preserved to this day. Her
instrumental sonatas were published in 1693 when Isabella was
seventy-three years old.

Aside from her instrumental sonatas, she composed mostly sacred
music. Her musical output includes almost every sacred genre of
her day, such as mass and psalm settings, and works for full chorus
alternating with solo passages and instrumental passages.

Twenty years after her death, a French critic said, “All of the works
of this illustrious and incomparable composer are so beautiful, so
gracious, so brilliant and at the same time so knowledgeable and so
wise, that my great regret is in not having them all.”

Listen to one of her trio sonatas from her Twelve Sonatas Op. 16
No. 9 (Sonata nona). This is an instrumental sonata written for two
violins, a violone (sort of like a Baroque double bass) and organ.
You will hear four movements — the first is fast (marked Presto),
followed by a beautiful, slower Largo movement, then two more fast
movements.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3aJBWTkjKQ&list=PLKSdXm0-3z5sGGmpAn0PVPsoKVXMHDRtZ&index=11
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3aJBWTkjKQ&list=PLKSdXm0-3z5sGGmpAn0PVPsoKVXMHDRtZ&index=11

