
Baroque Music 
1600 to 1750 

 
     The word baroque comes from the 
Portugese word 'barroco,' which means mis-
shapen pearl. This is describing the abundant 
ornaments and decoration on the music.  The 
word 'baroque' also comes to used to describe 
the architecture of the day, also overly-
decorated compared to today. 
   
      This is the time in the world when the 
pilgrims set out to settle the new world, great 
discoveries and inventions are made, world 
travel becomes a reality, and the world begins 
to live life in the extreme. 
 
EXTREMES!!! 
 
        Life, art, music, science, religion, 
government, and music all went to extremes.  
The world was awesomely beautiful or 
wickedly ugly.  A person could be unbelievably 
rich, or devastatingly poor.  Heaven or hell, 
pauper or king.  Music was brought to 
extremes. 
 
     The virtuoso performer was celebrated.  A 
virtuoso is a person who is completely talented 
and skilled, the best.   Music was decorated 
with dynamics, ornaments, and more precise 
instruments.   
Chords were invented!!!!  No more polyphony. 
 
Ornaments.  The music was decorated.  No, 
really, crazy decorated.  You know when a 
'pop' singer adds a lot of ooo's and ahh's and 
vocal gymnastics on the long notes in songs?  
This was invented in the Baroque age.  The 
melody had lots of decoration notes that were 
just plain extra. 
 
Counterpoint.    Counter point is when two 
musical lines were played against each other, 
one was a melody, the other was not.  We 
came to know this as the bass part with the 
melody, chords evolve. 
 
Homophony.   This is when sets of notes 
create chords that all shift with the same 
rhythm.  This is very different than polyphonic 
melodies that all have different rhythms. 

 
Fugue.   A fugue is a fight between two or 
more musical melodies. This is the beginning 
of changing from polyphony into homophony. 
 
Dynamics.  Dynamics are volume changes in 
the music.   Sometimes they were gradual, and 
sometimes they were 'terraced.'   That means 
there were sections of really loud, and then 
sections of very quiet. 
 
Opera.  Ya, opera gets its start.    It gets 
started with the cantata.  The cantata is a play 
showing a bible story, but completely sung, no 
costumes or acting.  Then we get the oratorio, 
that's the same thing, but a common story, not 
always from the bible.  Rich patrons (people 
who paid for the music to be written, produced 
and performed) wanted spectacle, everything 
in extremes.  Opera was born.  Plays that were 
completely sung and the performers wore 
costumes, danced and made full enormous 
production. 
 
 
 (Every photo in this essay is from  
www.baroquemusic.org) 

 
Arcangelo Corelli.  Corelli was a famous violin 
player and composer.   Loved to have his 
music published, and he sold it all over Europe.    
He wrote concertos, music for solo instrument 
accompanied by an orchestra.   



 
Antonio Vivaldi.  Started as a priest, but quit 
to write and perform music.  He wrote tons of 
music, and was one of the first composers to 
support himself by publishing music, instead of 
working for the church or a patron.   He wrote 
the famous "The Four Seasons." 
 
 

                   
Domenico Scarlatti.  Started as a famous 
keyboard player in Portugal, then spent the 
rest of his life composing music in Spain.  His 
keyboard music is his most famous work.   He 
wrote some church music and opera like his 
father, but spent much of his time writing 
keyboard music commissioned by the Spanish 
royalty. 
 

 
     George Frederic Handel.  Born in 
Germany, studied in Italy, then moved to 
London.  He was always looking for a way to 
make money with his music.  Royal families 
loved to hire him and have him on their payroll.  
He wrote the famous oratorio, "The Messiah." 
 
 

 
Johann	  Sebastian	  Bach.	  	  Bach	  was	  a	  great	  
teacher,	  composer,	  performer	  and	  administrator.	  	  
He	  worked	  both	  for	  the	  church	  and	  for	  rich	  
patrons.	  	  He	  struggled	  with	  finding	  time	  to	  
compose,	  while	  being	  obligated	  to	  work	  and	  
perform	  for	  the	  church.	  	  He	  started	  as	  a	  boy	  
soprano	  of	  great	  fame,	  and	  when	  his	  voice	  
changed,	  he	  became	  an	  organist	  and	  composer	  
for	  the	  church.	  	  He	  wrote	  music	  for	  virtually	  
every	  instrument	  commonly	  played	  in	  the	  
Baroque,	  and	  wrote	  just	  about	  every	  kind	  of	  
music	  except	  music	  for	  the	  theater.	  	  He	  is	  
commonly	  credited	  with	  the	  mastery	  of	  tonality.	  	  
That	  is,	  he	  wrote	  a	  book	  called	  "The	  Well-‐
Tempered	  Clavier,'	  	  which	  explains	  voice	  leading	  
and	  chords	  to	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  world.	  	  	  We	  still	  
follow	  his	  rules	  today.	  	  


