
In general, you will want to keep to simpler ornaments and variations if you are singing in unison or with a

countermelody. Remember your mordents, turns, and appoggiaturas!

Thirds and sixths are the choice consonances. They are your friends. Be sure, however, to check the harmony —

what works a third above often does not work a third below.

No parallel seconds, fourths, fifths, and sevenths, in fast or slow music.

In fact, in slow music, try to avoid any ornamentation that would give too many sustained seconds, fourths,

fifths, and sevenths. A possible exception to this rule would be adding a simple appoggiatura, usually from

above.

In ornamentation, and in music in general, there are certain gestures that are stronger than others, and that is often

dependent on context. Some examples: extreme tessitura, a long dissonant note, a wide leap in a mostly-stepwise

melody, an odd but appropriate chromatic note. Other times, it could just be a few extra notes compared to the

rest of the ornaments, or vice versa. Sometimes these strong ideas may work musically without words, but in vocal

music, we have to take into consideration the text.

It’s not quite as simple as “strong ornaments on strong syllables”, although that could be a good start. Sometimes a

strong idea may work on a weak syllable in the middle of the phrase, but it doesn’t at the end. For a simple

example, sometimes a singer (or conductor, heaven forbid) will place an appoggiatura on a final piano syllable of a

phrase, because it sounds good musically, but it doesn’t really make sense from a text perspective. (I never say

never though, because that’s the trouble with rules in music.)

The other thing to watch out for — challenging ornaments placed on difficult vowels.

The best way to figure out if an ornament makes sense with the text is to just sing it through while paying attention

to the words!

In his treatise, Hiller considers basic rhythmic alterations a form of ornamentation, whereas Tosi and Agricola make

no mention of this. He describes how adding a dot to a note can make the text come alive. This is similar to what

we discussed in Vaccai — that something notated in an even rhythm may not need to be performed evenly if the

lingual rhythm is uneven. Hiller, in this case, is being more specific about creating dotted rhythms as a musical

gesture. 

Some instrumental considerations

If you are ornamenting a piece for performance with orchestra, it would behoove you to take a look at the full

score, to check for any instruments that play in unison with the voice, or perhaps a prominent countermelody. A

particular ornament or variation may not work in counterpoint with an orchestral instrument. Fortunately, in this era,

the orchestra does not often double the voice. (Unless you’re a bass in a Baroque opera, in which case that might

be most of your arias.)

Piano reductions can be complicated, and occasionally editors may choose to omit a melodic doubling with the

voice for the sake of an accompaniment pattern. This happens, albeit rarely, in bel canto arias. On the flip side, in

Baroque arias, sometimes the editor has realized a cadence that only the basso continuo is playing.

This idea of making sure your ornaments work with the instruments is obviously applicable to works with

piano/lute/etc. Usually there is no additional full score to check. If you do not have access to the full score,

listening to the piece should help!

If full scores are daunting, ask a friend! The important thing is: make sure your ornaments make sense before

getting them into your voice. You don’t want to get to rehearsals and then realize that they don’t work. (Although,

hopefully you will be at a point where you can access your toolkit and be able to make adjustments easily!)

A full study of counterpoint would necessitate multiple intensives, so for our practical purposes, here are a few

basic guidelines:




























