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Program Notes
This has been a year of extremes (to say the least).
From the initial burst of anxiety and activity in the
first weeks of the pandemic, when we all ran to the
supermarket to buy a year’s supply of frozen pizzas
and toilet paper; through the first heady months of
isolation, when we all baked sourdough, planted
victory gardens, and repainted our living rooms;
into the summer months of anger and grief over the
death of George Floyd and the reinvigoration of the
movement for racial justice, and the late summer
months of apocalyptic fires, when “sheltering in
place” took on new meaning for those of us who
were lucky enough to escape the flames, taping
our windows to escape the smoke; and through the
endless fall and winter, when I at least experienced
a listlessness and exhaustion I’ve rarely felt before...
Yes, it’s been extreme. And so very, very exhausting.
So when John and I started talking about what
we might like to record, my first thought was that
I wanted to sing music that I LOVE—and (other
than Bach) there’s nothing I love singing more than
seventeenth century music. Preparing this program,
I was struck anew by how fresh and exciting these
songs are. This music that oozes contrasts, lives for
extremes: it pushes the envelope of affect, range,
speed... and yet somehow remains idiomatic, a true
joy to sing. From lightning-fast coloratura to held
tones lasting 10 bars; from simple strophic melodies
to arias with text painting so dramatic it feels avant
garde--this music is alive. These songs may be 400
years old, but to me, they feel as fresh and vital as if
they had been composed yesterday.
Although there are several composers represented
on this program, it is centered around the music of
two composers in particular—Claudio Monteverdi
(1567-1643) and Barbara Strozzi (1619-1677). Both
these composers were pillars of this repertoire in
their own right, and in their different ways, they both
exemplify the most influential musical trend of their
time: the supremacy of the text.
---

Claudio Monteverdi is
likely familiar to many
of you. Born in Cremona
in 1567, Monteverdi
was one of the earliest
composers of opera:
one of the inventors
of the genre, by any
definition. While it wasn’t
the first opera (Peri’s
1600 opera Euridice is
the earliest opera still in
existence), Monteverdi’s
first opera, L’Orfeo (1607)
is the earliest opera
that is still performed
regularly today – and
for good reason, as its
stunning vocal writing and compelling storytelling
feel as fresh today as it must have at its premiere.
Monteverdi was also a prolific composer of sacred
music, and he held the coveted position of maestro
di cappella at the Basilica San Marco in Venice for
the last 30 years of his life. His exquisite Vespro della
Beata Vergine of 1610—colloquially referred to simply
as the “Monteverdi Vespers”—is a true masterwork,
a thrilling musical tour de force that remains one
of my favorite pieces to perform. (If you have the
chance to attend a live performance, seize it!)
While Monteverdi is best known for his operas (he
was one of its inventors, after all) and sacred music,
in his day, he first made his reputation by composing
songs and madrigals. His Fifth Book of Madrigals
of 1605 was particularly pivotal to his career, and
indeed to the development of Western Music for
the next 300 years. This collection was one of the
earliest examples of the seconda pratica, a new style
of composing exemplified (to simplify grossly) by the
supremacy of the text over musical rules and norms.
While the music of the Renaissance (prima pratica/
stile antico) was beholden to the music, to the rules
of counterpoint and a strict adherence to musical
ideals, the seconda pratica was ruled by text – in
effect, by emotion. Because this stile moderno, or
“modern style,” was defined by the text, it is music
full of contrasts and dissonances, all to illustrate
the strong emotional content of the text being sung
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as clearly and vividly as possible. In many ways,
the seconda pratica introduced the concept of text
painting, or the literal representation of a sung text
in the musical material, and this development would
inform generations of future composers of vocal
music.
--Barbara Strozzi was
born in 1619 in Venice
(where she would
spend most of her
life), the daughter of
the poet Giulio Strozzi.
Although she was
Giulio’s illegitimate
daughter, Barbara
was acknowledged
and supported by
her father from her
childhood. In particular,
Giulio encouraged
her musicmaking and
composition, and
ultimately arranged
for her to study with the well-known composer
Francesco Cavalli. A well-connected artistic thinker
of his time, Giulio was an influential member of
several artistic accademie in Venice, including the
well-respected Accademia degli Incogniti, a group of
authors, poets, philosophers, and musicians of the
day – perhaps even including Claudio Monteverdi.
(See what we did there?) By the time Barbara was
in her twenties, she was a frequent performer at
Accademia gatherings—she played lute and sang—
and as her reputation grew, so too grew the demand
for her compositions and concerts.
Barbara Strozzi was an early feminist, which may
be part of her appeal to 21st-century performers
and audiences. Like Hildegard (perhaps the original
proto-feminist) before her, Strozzi published
under her own name. While she appears never
to have found a formal patron, there was clearly
considerable appetite for her music; she produced
eight collections of music for accompanied voice
over the course of her career. (As an interesting
sidebar, she was also single mother to four children,

apparently by choice – a daring move for a woman
of her time!)
Almost all of Strozzi’s compositional output was for
female voice, a rarity at the time, and the virtuosity
of her vocal writing speaks to her considerable skill
as a singer. Indeed, she was called la Virtuossissima
Cantatrice, “the most virtuosic singer,” of her day.
Strozzi’s musical language is unique—and
exceptional. Of particular note is her treatment of the
text. If Monteverdi is the grandfather of text painting,
Barbara Strozzi was one of its first true masters. Her
musical lines paint vivid pictures of the texts she
sets (for example, the frankly wild depiction of
“e sotterrimi” (“and buries me”) at the end of
L’Eraclito amoroso, set at the very bottom of the
soprano range and drawing a stark contrast to the
recitative which precedes it). Her harmonies, too, are
utterly her own.
To my ears, Strozzi’s music often sounds more
like it belongs more in the 21st century than in the
seventeenth, and for me, it is as thrilling to sing as
any music from any century (indeed, more thrilling
than most!).
(Click to learn more about the other composers on
the program: Giulio Caccini and Tarquinio Merula.)
--While you listen to the concert, try following along
with the translations, looking for the brilliant text
painting that was a hallmark of the period. Listen
for the florid setting “gioia” (“happiness”), panting
rests breaking up the word “sospiri” (“sighs”). Hear
the stark contrasts between sections of text—the
sudden jarring changes in emotion and affect.
Hopefully, you’ll find this music of extremes, of
contrast, of the highest highs and the lowest lows,
as fitting for this moment as we do. Like you, we are
looking forward to better times ahead, and we can’t
wait to be making music for you (in the same room!)
very, very soon.
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Arwen Myers, soprano
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Praised for her “crystalline tone and delicate
passagework” (San Francisco Chronicle), soprano Arwen
Myers captivates audiences with her timeless artistry
and exquisite interpretations. Transmitting a warmth and
“deep poignancy” (Palm Beach Arts Paper) onstage,
Arwen shines in solo performance across the US and
beyond. With outstanding technique and mastery of a
wide range of vocal colors, Arwen’s dazzling oratorio and
solo appearances feature repertoire from the baroque
to modern day, and everything in between. Her history
includes appearances with Portland Baroque Orchestra,
Early Music Vancouver, Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra
and Philharmonia Baroque Orchestra, working with
such notable conductors as Nicholas McGegan, Monica
Huggett, David Fallis, John Butt, David Hill, Scott Allen
Jarrett, Erick Lichte and Matthew Dirst.

John Lenti specializes in music of the seventeenth
century and has made basso continuo improvisation
on lute, theorbo, and baroque guitar the cornerstone
of a career that encompasses baroque and modern
orchestras, chamber music, recitals, and opera. “Recent”
highlights include performances with the Metropolitan
Opera, Acronym, ARTEK, Quicksilver, Helicon
Foundation, and the Diderot String Quartet. It all wound
up on Friday, March 6, 2020 with the Diderot Quartet
and Harry Bickett, then Saturday, March 7, with the
Metropolitan Opera (closing night of Handel’s Agrippina,
also with Maestro Bickett), and then everything was
cancelled after that. His first cancellation was a viola
da gamba recital in California, his most recent was the
Seattle Symphony.

Recent solo highlights include Handel with Philharmonia
Baroque Orchestra; Bach and Purcell with Portland
Baroque Orchestra; Vivaldi, Monteverdi and Gabrieli
with Early Music Vancouver; Handel with Oregon Bach
Festival; Fauré with Indianapolis Symphony Orchestra;
and in the world premiere of Zachary Wadsworth’s JUNO
award-nominated When There is Peace with Chor Leoni,
which received national broadcast across Canada. Of
her title role in Handel’s Semele with American Bach
Soloists Academy in 2018, San Francisco Classical Voice
noted, “some of these star turns were shiny indeed, with
soprano Arwen Myers leading the way... her musicality
and demure demeanor remained a renewable pleasure.”
Arwen features with some of the nation’s leading
ensembles, including Seraphic Fire, Bach Akademie
Charlotte, Spire Chamber Ensemble, Bach Collegium
San Diego, Pacific MusicWorks, Lorelei Ensemble & Fear
No Music. Her performances of new music include the
world premieres of two title roles written specifically for
her by celebrated composer Robert Kyr. Additional solo
roles in world premiere performances and recordings
include pieces by Michel Petrossian with Sacred Music
at Notre Dame; by Don Freund at Indiana University; and
by GRAMMY-award winning J.J. Wright on his Billboard
chart-topping commercial release O Emmanuel. Arwen
belongs to Beyond Artists, a coalition of artists that
donates a percentage of their concert fee to nonprofits,
and is an individual member of 1% of the Planet. She is
represented by Aligned Artistry. arwenmyerssoprano.com

He has played at early and modern music festivals in
Boston, Berkeley, Indianapolis, Bloomington, Vancouver,
Carmel, Utrecht, the Proms, Aldeburgh, Valletta (Malta),
and the San Juan Islands. He muses a lot lately on the
lute music of Alfonso Ferrabosco the Elder and the
metaphysics of historically informed performance. His
commitment to the music of our own time is negligible
and could be considered more of an aversion, honestly.
He has made some recordings which are well-regarded
with groups like Acronym, Wayward Sisters, Musica
Pacifica, and Ostraka.
John was born in Greenwood, South Carolina. His parents
were a touring piano duo and he traveled with them
as a kid as they performed around the Deep South,
thereby gaining an appreciation of the role of classical
musicians as bringers of beauty and truth. He went to
North Carolina School of the Arts and Indiana University
and studied lute with Nigel North, Jacob Heringman, and
Elizabeth Kenny. Crucial help and inspiration came from
Pat O’Brien and Ricardo Cobo.
He lives in Seattle with his wife, Sarah, his son, Victor,
and their cat, Fenster. John reads almost nothing but
novels. For most of the last few months he has taken
Victor on a hike almost every weekday, rain or shine.
Online kindergarten has been, as you’d imagine, an
unmitigated catastrophe, as if there’s a healthy way to
browbeat a vibrant five year old into sitting still at a desk
and looking at an iPad for any length of time, so rather
than bother with all that, John and Victor talk quite a lot
on their way up and down trails, so while Victor may not
enter first grade with the neatest handwriting, he’ll know
some simple geology, some Greek mythology, some basic
Marxism, and that he can climb a mountain. Last week,
he dug up an old railroad spike. His (Victor’s) favorite
song is currently Led Zeppelin’s “Immigrant song” and he
needs to hear it several times a day.

Baroque Pearl Guild
To reflect this singular moment in history, we have created a new donor society, the Baroque
Pearl Guild, for subscribers and donors who have invested in us for the 20-21 Season through
December 31, 2020 with donations specifically for “Subscription Renewal Gift” and “Great
Arts. Period.”
A baroque pearl is a highly valued pearl that is celebrated for its irregular qualities, shaped
by unusual circumstances in its environment. Subscription investment at any amount entitled
donors to membership in this society, recognizing of your part in helping us create something
beautiful from this moment of adversity. *Donors July 1 through December 31, 2020.
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We are thankful to all our supporters. Your gifts, no matter the size, help PBO continue to create Great Music.
Period. Every month we list every single one of our donors for the month prior in our e-newsletter, The Baroque
Enquirer. Click here to give today.
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