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The art and craft of m

elodic paraphrase plays a prom
inent role in the perform

ance of opera, a practice that arose early in opera’s history and continues to the present day. In 
the da capo aria, a centerpiece of B

aroque opera, the vocal soloist provides expressive elaborations in the reprise of the lyric m
elody, ending w

ith a short cadenza. These 
decorations m

ay be extem
pore, but m

ore often they are planned, and include m
otivic interpolations, trills and other ornam

ents, dissonant sighs, and the virtuosic cadenza at 
the notated ferm

ata.  For this paraphrase project, an aria from
 G

eorge Frederic H
andel’s opera Rodelinda w

ill serve as a vehicle for your m
elodic paraphrase. Y

ou can 
becom

e fam
iliar w

ith typical decoration practices in the da capo aria by listening to various recordings that feature elaborated reprises.  H
ow

ever, avoid recordings of this 
particular H

andel aria to assure that your choices for decoration arise from
 your ow

n interpretation of the text and the m
usic. 

 B
efore undertaking the elaboration of your chosen aria, you m

ust first becom
e fam

iliar w
ith the harm

onic context of the given m
elody by providing a com

plete harm
onic 

analysis of the A
 section.  This w

ill clarify your choices for elaboration, and w
ill prevent your decorations from

 obscuring or conflicting w
ith the prevailing harm

ony. 
 Y

ou m
ust then carefully consider the text. A

 general English translation of the H
andel aria can be found on page tw

o. H
ow

ever, you should provide a w
ord-by-w

ord literal 
translation in the score, to understand the m

eaning carried by each phrase and w
ord.  A

lso, be certain that you understand w
hich syllables are stressed and w

hich are 
unstressed.  This know

ledge of the text w
ill inspire your choices, w

hether nesting m
elodic figures (a practice variously referred to as passaggi, dim

inution, or division), 
em

ploying accented dissonance (the expressive sigh figure), or transform
ing the rhythm

ic profile w
ith iam

bic or trochaic notes inégales. 
 Notes inégales (“unequal notes”) is a B

aroque perform
ance practice in w

hich rhythm
s notated w

ith even values (usually eighths or sixteenths) are perform
ed instead in 

patterns of long and short.  
 For exam

ple, in the notated pattern 
the sixteenth notes can be perform

ed as is, 
  or in an iam

bic (short – long) m
anner, approxim

ately as  
or in a trochaic (long – short) m

anner, approxim
ately as 

  These exam
ples in dotted notation are only approxim

ate; in fact, notes inégales often have m
ore of a relaxed triplet feeling. The choice to use the iam

bic or trochaic feeling 
in different places is left up to the perform

er. To be clear: the rhythm
s are notated using the even note values, not the dotted values.  In this project, you can sim

ply w
rite 

“Trochaic” or “Iam
bic” above the even eighths or sixteenths, w

here you w
ould like the perform

ers to apply notes inégales. 
 It has been the regular practice of the authors to arrange perform

ances of the com
pleted aria, w

ith the entire class singing the solo vocal line, accom
panied by an instrum

ental 
ensem

ble perform
ing the basso continuo.  This is often preceded by a diction coaching on the text. H

ere are som
e suggestions w

hich w
ill facilitate class perform

ance: 
• 

D
ecorations should be relatively sim

ple, and should not include virtuosic elem
ents such as trills or extrem

e ranges, w
hich can be left for a true solo perform

ance. 
• 

Favor m
elodic figures that feature step m

otion, as these are the m
ost easily sung.   

 A
ll types of accented dissonance are available, and m

ust play a part in your paraphrase.  A
ccented dissonance is particularly expressive for instances of heightened em

otion. 
 

         (continued on next page) 
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	 Strive to create a balanced narrative of rhythm
ic and decorative activity.  B

uilding m
om

entum
 and dram

atic content is often enhanced by allow
ing the decorative elem

ents 
to begin very sim

ply and build tow
ard greater com

plexity.  The perform
er’s art dictates that a sim

ple elaboration m
ust occur in the first phrase of the reprise, to signal  

to the listener that a varied repetition as begun.  B
ut do not spend all of your capital at the outset.  Let the unfolding of the m

elody build to the clim
actic cadenza in a process 

of gradual intensification.  
 O

ver the past decade, the authors have em
ployed a num

ber of arias for such projects, in addition to the present aria. A
ny num

ber of suitable m
elodies are available from

 the 
B

aroque opera repertoire.  W
e offer a few

 here: 
G

. F. H
andel, “A

lm
a m

ia,” from
 Floridante, A

ct I 
G

. F. H
andel, “Lascia ch’io pianga,” from

 Rinaldo, A
ct I 

H
. Purcell, “Fairest Isle,” from

 King Arthur, A
ct V

 
 H

ere is the Italian text w
ith a translation: 

 A
 section   

D
ove sei, am

ato bene? 
 

W
here are you, m

y beloved? 
 

Vieni, l’alm
a a consolar. 

 
C

om
e and com

fort m
y heart. 

B
 section 

Sono oppresso da’ torm
enti, 

 
I am

 oppressed by torm
ents 

 
ed i crudi m

iei lam
enti 

 
and the cruelties of m

y lam
ents 

 
sol con te posso bear. 

 
I can bear w

ith you alone. 
  H

ere is the process for this project: 
 

1. 
Sing through the A

 section of the aria, to becom
e fam

iliar w
ith the undecorated m

elody. 
2. 

Provide com
plete harm

onic analysis of the A
 section, to understand the harm

onic context for the vocal m
elody. 

3. 
N

otate your decorated reprise and cadenza on the blank staff provided.  U
nderlay your decorated m

elody w
ith the text, indicating groups of notes taken by one 

syllable w
ith a slur.  If you em

ploy notes inégales, notate even sixteenth notes and indicate their perform
ance as Trochaic or Iam

bic, for a gentle triple realization. 
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(continued on next page) 
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	 O
ur studies of elem

entary counterpoint and harm
ony have been lim

ited to tw
o and four voices respectively, each of w

hich provide a practical introduction to the 
elem

entary m
aterials and techniques of m

usic.  These textures are the bedrock of m
ost m

usic theory teaching, and they represent the foundation for understanding 
com

positional practice over the centuries.  W
ith this foundation firm

ly established, exploring other textural possibilities can be readily undertaken. 
 Three-part textures are a m

ainstay of m
usic from

 the R
enaissance to the present day.  W

hile the four-part m
odel is m

ost frequently em
ployed in the study of harm

ony, as 
this texture regularly provides com

plete triads and seventh chords, vocal and instrum
ental pieces having only three voices are com

m
on in the literature, w

ith vocal m
otets 

from
 early m

usic and Baroque trio sonatas as prim
e exam

ples.  Im
itative w

orks such as inventions and fugues also frequently m
ake use of this texture.   

 In this project, w
e bring together a num

ber of techniques explored earlier in our studies: m
elody harm

onization w
ith a tonicizing bass line, and the creation of vocal and 

instrum
ental m

elody using the technique of paraphrase.  H
ere, each of the three voices exhibits a distinct rhythm

ic behavior: the vocal m
elody com

prises prim
arily quarter-

note m
otion (as is typical of chorale m

elodies), the harm
onic bass subdivides the beat w

ith eighth notes, and the instrum
ental accom

panying m
elody is a florid line in 

sixteenths.   
 This layered rhythm

ic texture is encountered frequently in the repertoire, as represented here by tw
o “m

odel” w
orks draw

n from
 Cantatas by J. S. Bach. In the Easter Passion 

C
antata, Christ lag in Todesbanden, B

W
V

 4, B
ach recasts the original 16

th-century D
orian chorale tune as an E m

inor m
elody.  For the third verse of this C

horale C
antata, 

B
ach sets the undecorated tune in a trio texture w

ith violins and continuo. Exam
ple 1 (a) illustrates a m

easure of the instrum
ental introduction and (b) the first line of the 

text. 
  Exam

ple 1.  Trio introduction (a), and first line of text (b) 
  

 
 

 
 

 
             

(a) 
 

 
 

 
 

    
 

 
 

 
  Exam

ple 2 (next page) illustrates an alternative vocal/instrum
ent trio draw

n from
 the fourth m

ovem
ent A

ria in J. S. B
ach’s “C

offee” C
antata, BW

V
 211.  H

ere, the trio 
com

prises flute, soprano and continuo in a triple m
eter setting w

ith florid beat subdivision in w
ith both duplets and triplets. 

 

(continued on next page) 

(b) 
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	 Exam
ple 2.  Trio introduction (a), and first line of text (b)  

                               
                                        
        Exam

ple 3 (next page) illustrates the w
orking m

ethod for this project. 
(a) A

 chorale cantus is given.  
(b) A

fter determ
ining a harm

onic path and the internal cadences, w
rite the bass line of a tonicized harm

onization.  N
o inner voices are necessary. 

(c) W
hen the harm

onic fram
ew

ork is com
pleted, the given cantus is transposed dow

n the octave to act as a tenor line (as in the first B
ach m

odel in Exam
ple 1).  This 

tenor line w
ill be notated in bass clef, to clearly represent the sounding register as the countering lines are paraphrased.  

(d) W
rite a note-against note soprano to act as a fram

e for the instrum
ental “obbligato” line.  The choice of instrum

ent can be one of the com
m

on Baroque preferences 
for this line: violin, oboe or flute.  The obbligato line w

ill partake of chord tones indicated by the figured bass, and should be conceived as a vocal line w
ith step 

m
otion predom

inating.  C
hords do not need to be com

plete, as the low
est voice w

ill function as a continuo bass, w
ith a chording instrum

ent supplying the com
plete 

chord.  A
void doubling tendency tones on the m

etric beat (although this m
ay happen w

ithin the beat).  A
void successive parallel octaves or fifths.  D

irect fifths and 
octaves m

ay occur at this level, as they w
ill receive greater decoration in subsequent steps. O

uter-voice sixths and tenths yield the m
ost m

obile lines and free the 
instrum

ental m
elody to decorate w

ith m
inim

al hindrance. 
(e) W

hen your three-voice, note-against-note counterpoint is com
plete, m

elodic paraphrasing m
ay begin.  A

ttend to the top voice first, em
ploying m

ostly four- and 
five-note instrum

ental idiom
s that express the prevailing harm

ony, m
aking use of occasional three- and four-note vocal idiom

s w
hen necessary or desirable.  C

hanges 
of register can be em

ployed to increase the range of this florid m
elody.  Take care to guard against parallel perfect intervals, and alw

ays rem
em

ber that the bass w
ill 

be decorated (and can correct parallels that have resulted from
 your paraphrase). Be ever m

indful of the cantus. This voice w
ill not be decorated, and it acts as a 

regulator of the counterpoint. C
ontinually proof your paraphrasing against this undecorated line.   

(f) 
W

hen the instrum
ental soprano is com

pleted, attend to the bass. Subdivide the bass w
ith spondaic or trochaic rhythm

s, em
ploying chordal extensions, interpolated 

chords, and tone repetitions. Include additional figured bass notation for any new
 w

eak-beat chords. 

(a) 

(b) 
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	 Exam
ple 3.  C

reating a vocal/instrum
ental trio                  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 	

	
		

	
	

 
		

	
					

	
 	

	
		 

 
 

 
								

	
         (a) 

The given chorale cantus 

(b) B
ass line and figured bass 

harm
onization 

(c) 
C

antus transposed into the 
tenor line (in bass clef) 

(d) N
ote-against-note soprano, 

as fram
e for obbligato line 

(e) 
M

elodic paraphrase for the 
soprano obbligato line 

(f) 
Elaboration of the bass, 
w

ith figures as needed 
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	 If you w
ish to incorporate an instrum

ental introduction, the B
ach C

antata m
ovem

ents provide elaborate exam
ples.  In the case of this exercise, a sim

ple tonic prolongation 
w

ill suffice.  A
 closing coda can be created in the sam

e m
anner or by using a cadential extension w

ith a pedal extension.  Instrum
ental interludes betw

een lines of text are 
frequently included by B

ach but are not necessary here. 
 In this project, your V

ocal/Instrum
ental trio w

ill be based on the chorale tune, “N
un sich der Tag geendet hat” by A

dam
 D

rieger (17
th c.): 

     B
oth the original G

erm
an text by Johann Friedrich H

ertzog (17
th c.) and the English translation can be used. Y

ou m
ay w

ish to substitute another text w
ith a sim

ilar syllabic 
m

eter of 8.6.8.6, also know
n as C

om
m

on M
eter.   

  
Nun sich der Tag geendet hat 

N
ow

 that the day has reached its close, 
 

U
nd keine Sonn m

ehr scheint. 
The sun doth shine no m

ore, 
 

Schläft alles, was sich abgem
att’ 

In sleep the toil-w
arn find repose 

 
U

nd was zuvor geweint. 
A

nd all w
ho w

ept before. 
  

(continued on next page) 
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(continued on next page) 
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Three-voice note-against-note fram

ew
ork, w

ith cantus in tenor 
            

(continued on next page)   
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The com
pleted vocal/instrum

ental trio, w
ith soprano obbligato line and basso continuo 
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