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Celebrating Women Baroque Composers 
 

Roberta Invernizzi soprano 

Franco Pavan theorbo 

Gabriele Palomba theorbo 

Flora Papadopoulos harp 

Mauro Lopes Ferreira violin 

Rossella Croce violin 

Alberto Guerrero cello 

 

 

Barbara Strozzi  (1619-1677)     From Diporti di Euterpe Op. 7 (pub. 1659)   
Lagrime mie • Tradimento  

Isabella Leonarda  (1620-1704)     Sonata a tre Op. 16 No. 5 (pub. 1683)   

Settimia Caccini  (c.1591-1660)     Due luci ridenti 

Si miei tormenti 

Isabella Leonarda        Sonata a più strumenti Op. 16 No. 7 (pub. 1683)   

Barbara Strozzi      Sino alla morte from Diporti di Euterpe Op. 7 

Élisabeth Jacquet de la Guerre  (1665-1729)   Passacaille from Céphale et Procris (1694)   

Barbara Strozzi      Mi fa rider la Speranza from Diporti di Euterpe Op. 7  

Hor che Apollo (pub. 1664)   
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This celebration of music from the Baroque era 

begins and ends with remarkable late works from the 

Venetian composer Barbara Strozzi. Our fascination 

with the lives of women composers can distract from 

their creative achievements and this has been 

particularly true for Strozzi, with speculation as to 

whether she was a courtesan obscuring her 

compositional development over a long creative life. 

Strozzi began her career in the 1640s, composing 

small-scale pieces designed to showcase and 

complement her career as a singer. Indeed, all tonight's 

programmed composers were composer-performers, 

a standard combination of roles for the period. By the 

time Strozzi wrote the works you will hear tonight, 

taken from her Op. 7 (1659) and Op. 8 (1664), her music, 

always dramatic, had grown in ambition, innovation and 

scale. In ‘Lagrimie mie’ she evokes raw emotion, asking 

her singer to let rip with an astonishingly doleful wail, 

from the very top of the vocal register, falling down and 

down, over a stationary harmony. The intensity is 

merely heightened by the faltering syncopated rhythm 

and some glorious dissonances. As one musicologist 

has written, this kind of thing had been done before, 

but never in such an extreme way. Tonight’s 

programme ends, fittingly, with a farewell - ‘Hor che 

Apollo’, a song which challenges the listener to 

consider Strozzi’s own complex status as performer, 

composer and woman, whilst playfully speaking with 

the voice of a man. 

We know Strozzi’s music today primarily because she 

committed to publishing her work, preparing her 

manuscripts with a rare, for her time, number of 

performance indications - nuances of dynamics, tempi 

and ornaments all carefully explicated. Strozzi cared 

about how her work would survive, and wanted to 

ensure that it would. In Venice, and without a 

conventional sexual reputation to protect, she could 

not only perform and compose, but publish and be 

damned. What she could not do was write for public 

opera, the exciting new art form emerging in her home 

city precisely during her lifetime, and one perfectly 

suited to her flair for the dramatic. 

Opera remained a challenging, if not forbidden, arena 

for women composers for generations to come. 

Élisabeth Jacquet de La Guerre’s Passacaille (music for 

a dance interlude) comes from Céphale et Procris, her 

1694 opera or tragédie en musique, as it was called at 

the time. The Passacaille displays Jacquet de la 

Guerre’s signature elegance and balance, but also her 

intriguing blend of lightness and melancholy. Its 

composer was not yet 30, but already a veteran and 

highly successful performer and composer, a favourite 

of King Louis XIV, celebrated in the opera’s prologue. 

Céphale et Procris was ‘the talk of Paris’, but it did not 

do well. Was it the weak libretto or the French public’s 

nostalgia for Lully, or was it simply the presence of a 

female composer in the halls of the Académie Royale? 

Sadly for us, the poor reception of Céphale et Procris 

stopped Jacquet de la Guerre in her opera tracks. She 

did go on to compose cantatas, increasingly 

recognised, but she is now best known for her trio 

sonatas, a genre in which she led the way in France. 

Over the Alps in Italy, another woman was making 

her own important contribution to this exciting new 

form. Isabella Leonarda’s trio sonatas appeared in 1693, 

the earliest known trio sonatas to be published by a 

woman. She dedicated them to the Virgin Mary, writing 

that ‘if these pieces do not please the World, I shall be 

content if You like them, because You appreciate the 

heart above the intellect’. The dedication is a reminder 

that, from the age of 16, Leonarda lived and worked in 

the convent of St Ursula in Novara where, amongst 

other roles, she was magistra musicae (music teacher). 

The Ursuline community offered a rich musical 

environment, demanding a steady stream of new 

compositions. That Leonarda wrote (secular) trio 

sonatas alongside sacred music should not come as a 

surprise given the permeability between convents and 

the outside world. As Laurie Stras writes, convent 

music was ‘colourful, varied, witty, and sophisticated, 

continually resonating with practices and references 

from the secular culture the nuns had officially 

forsworn’. Working at the cutting edge of new music, 

both of tonight’s sonatas show Leonarda exploring the 

potential for dialogue between instruments, whilst in 

the Sonata a più strumenti Op. 16 No. 7, a ‘concerted 

sonata’, each instrument is given at least one solo 

passage. Corelli’s trio sonatas would become the 

template for the genre, but here is Leonarda 

experimenting with it in its earliest years, and admired 

in her own time for being ‘so charming, so brilliant’, ‘so 

knowledgeable and so wise’. 

Leonarda’s two sonatas frame songs by the 

Florentine Settimia Caccini, a composer overshadowed 

by not one, but two family members. Her father, singer 

and composer Giulio, was the renowned author of the 

ground-breaking Le nuove musiche (1602). Her sister, 

Francesca, was the highest paid musician at the Medici 

court and the first woman to compose an opera. We 

know that Settimia worked at the Gonzaga court at the 

same time as Monteverdi; it is likely she had the same 

training and education, and certainly the same 

performance opportunities, as her sister. But apart 

from a passing reference to her ‘superhuman grace 

and an angelic voice’, Settimia remains hidden. Yet her 

compositions show her to be Giulio’s daughter and 

Francesca’s sister in their energy, word-setting (‘speak 

in music’ urged Giulio in Le nuove musiche), and the 

way she sets exciting challenges for her singer. 

Sophisticated, dramatic, innovative: this programme 

demonstrates, if there was any doubt, that women were 

engaged from the start in the most significant musical 

developments of the 17th Century. The Baroque is quite 

simply not the same without their voices. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Translations of all Strozzi except 'Tradimento' © Richard Kolb, used 
with permission of Cor Donato Editions. 'Tradimento' © Candace A 
Magner, used with permission of Cor Donato Editions. Caccini by 
Susannah Howe. 

 




