
Bel canto chord progression endings

One of the typical conventions in bel canto music is the repetitive endings at the end of fast arias or ensembles, which began its

development in the Classical period. They are a set of repeated chord progressions that establish the tonic key. These

progressions signal to the audience that the end of the piece is about to arrive and helps to build anticipation. The chords are

usually: tonic, pre-dominant, dominant, tonic. The pre-dominant could be some version of II, IV, VI, and the dominant would be

divided into the cadential 6/4 followed by a V or V7. This chord progression was found at the ends of many phrases in Baroque

music, usually not repeated.

At the end of many such bel canto pieces, the vocal line is frequently notated simply, with long notes matching the length of the

harmony. In arias and smaller ensembles, these were actually traditional places for variations — sometimes quite extensive vocal

fireworks. The tradition is not, as is currently in opera, to hold a high note on the final dominant.

(If you choose to sing in the older tradition today, the coloratura needs to be firm and legato in order to have a chance to

compete with the modern orchestral volume. The orchestra should be softer, of course, although they are usually at their loudest

at this point with all of the instruments playing.)

Singers, composers, writers of treatises wrote pages of possible variations for these typical bel canto endings. See attached sheet

for some of García’s, with different harmonies.

Bel canto recitative

The recitative, even with its more syllabic settings, were frequently ornamented. This can happen in secco, accompagnato, in

comic or tragic operas. In some ways, the freedom of the recitative in text delivery was also extended to the singer in terms of the

pitches themselves. The amount of fioritura depend on context and character, as usual. Accompagnato monologues often lend

themselves to more ornamentation. In secco recits, there is usually less variation per se, but it is absolutely possible to change the

pitches. This was true in Baroque and Classical periods as well. If the singer wanted to express something in a stronger manner,

they chose to sing in a more comfortable register. In one famous story, García did not learn the pitches in the recitatives of a

particular show, but through his understanding of the text and the harmonies, improvised the pitches during the performances. A

little note: by ornaments, I do not mean adding the prosodic appoggiatura — that is less of an ornament, but a requirement. Add

all of those!

Attached is the recitative to Tancredi’s aria, “Di tanti palpiti”. First is a page from a book called Embellished Opera Arias, edited

by Austin Caswell.  This book compares many different sources from composers, singers, and transcribers. In this aria, you will see

the original written line, Rossini’s own ornaments for a singer named Mme. Gregoire, an anonymous transcription of an unknown

singer’s performance, as well as ornaments by Laure Cinti-Damoreau, a French soprano well-known for Rossini roles and created

the role of Contessa di Folleville in Il viaggio a Reims. (I’ve attached a page from her Méthode de chant.)

Then there is the whole recit for you to ornament. You can “check your work” with Rossini’s own ornaments afterwards.

A side note on “stylistic”

One of the most frequent questions that people ask is, “What ornaments are tasteful and stylistic?” Honestly, that is a complicated

question with no practical answer at the moment. Musicians and scholars spend lifetimes arguing about this stuff. Even in many

these ornamentation treatises, some writers will spend pages on various reasons for this and that. To be sure, those are important

and worthwhile to read, even if pedantic and confusing.

I liken style to identity — it is an amalgamation of many factors, and it is that combination that creates the identity, not necessarily

one particular thing. There is a Baroque “style” and a bel canto “style”, but there is also a Mozart “sound” and something about

Bellini that distinguishes him from Rossini or Donizetti. So to make ornaments “Rossinian-style” is essentially to imitate him — his

musical language and gestures. Of course, that extends to the singers’ ornaments as well, for they were a crucial, yet all too

easily-forgotten, part of the style. Unfortunately we just don’t have as many sources — but they are out there! Understanding the

context is important, for then it becomes more than just what is notated in our piano-vocal, or even full orchestral scores. That

said, the best way to absorb someone’s style is to analyze those scores, and listen to their music as much as possible, through a

set of critical ears.

Remember though, part of being “stylistic” is also to develop your own personal style, something that suits you musically, vocally,

and practically! To end our intensive, we’re coming back to Vaccai. Attached is an aria from his opera, Giulietta e Romeo, on the

subject of, you guessed it, Juliet and Romeo. Feel free to ornament if you wish. You can then see Manuel García’s ornaments and

cadenza on the aria, with some side notes on expression. Keep practicing writing ornaments, make mistakes, and use your ears to

guide you!


































