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Terminology for the Bass Violin

in Seventeenth-Century Italy

STEPHEN BONTA

N an earlier article in this Journal a theory of the early history of
the bass violin was proposed. It was argued that until the inven-
tion of wirewound strings, which appears to have occurred in
the 1660’s and probably in Bologna, it was impossible to make

a bass violin of a size that would both produce a reasonable sound on
the lowest strings and also allow the easy cultivation of the rapidly
developing solo violin style. Since the most characteristic sounds of a
bass instrument, unlike those of a violin, are the lowest ones, it was a
matter of concern that these sound well. Yet with solid gut strings,
used earlier for all strings on all members of the violin family, it was
possible to produce a reasonable bass sound only if the bass strings
were longer than they now are, which meant that the instrument had
to be larger than its present size.2 But the larger size hampered the
extensive cultivation of violin style, and hence the soloistic possibili-
ties of the instrument, since among other things it necessitated a
larger reach for the fingers of the left hand than is presently required
on the violoncello. It was further argued that as a consequence of this
dilemma the bass violin, probably from about 1610 on, was made in
two sizes. The larger instrument, apparently the more common and
most often called violone, sacrificed ease of playing in favor of bass
sonority. The smaller reversed the priorities. With the advent of

1. “From Violone to Violoncello: A Question of Strings?” (=“Violone”) in this
Journal, m1 (1977), 64—99.

2. Additional consideration is given to the rationale behind string instrument design
in the author’s “Further Thoughts on the History of Strings,” The Catgut Acoustical
Society Newsletter, no. 26 (1976), pp. 21—26.
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wirewound strings, however, it became possible to satisfy both
requirements on the smaller instrument, which soon became the only
form of the bass violin, and was henceforth most commonly called
the violoncello.

The present study supplies further evidence to support this theory
through an examination of the available evidence concerning the
names attached to both sizes of bass violin throughout the seventeenth
century in Italy. We shall draw primarily on two kinds of sources,
printed music and archival records. Printed music emanating from
Venice, and later in the century from Bologna, employs the following
names in association with music in the bass clef:

bassetto violetta

bassetto di viola vivola da brazzo

basso da brazzo violone

basso di viola violone da brazzo

basso viola da brazzo violonzono

viola violoncino

viola da braccio violoncello
contrabasso

The fact that these names are found in printed music suggests that the
instruments specified were widely available.

Archival records in Bergamo, Bologna, and Venice add several
more names that we must consider:

viola granda violone basso

violonzino violone grande
violonzello violone doppio
violone piccolo violone grosso

violone grande contrabasso

The sheer variety of names suggests that we have at hand several
instruments of differing sizes. It also suggests continued experimen-
tation with the size of the bass violin as well as a lack of standardized
terminology. It might, on the other hand, suggest local usage, either
in time or in place—or in both. We shall attempt to show that there
are discernible patterns of usage in Italy that reduce this multiplicity
of names to some four instruments, one of which can be called the
proto-violoncello.

The difficulties encountered in our previous study are just as
pressing here. We must, for example, determine whether each name
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was associated with the viol family or the violin family—or with
both. We must also determine whether or not the name refers to a
bass or a contrabass instrument—or to both. And finally, we must
attempt to determine whether any of the names are being used in a
generic sense, to refer to any one of a number of instruments.

In our use of both archival and musical evidence we shall see, as
before, the necessity of considering the context within which a name
is found—that is, what do we know about other names that are
found at the same time in the same place? And what do we know
about those who used the names? Were they bookkeepers, notaries,
or musicians? We shall also see that, in the absence of musical
evidence, archival evidence can be problematical. That s, knowledge
of the context within which a name is found can be of limited value
without some indication of what music the instrument bearing that
name could have played. What was its character? What was its
compass? We shall see an instance of this sort in trying to determine
the Bergamasque meaning of the term violone before 1650.

* * *

An appropriate place to begin is with the question of whether any of
the instruments named on our lists can be identified as members of
the viol family. The practice of using the suffix da braccio for some
but not all of the names might lead one to suspect that those names
lacking a suffix were understood to be viols. But such a known
exception as the violoncello raises doubts about all the rest. Since,
however, with the exception of basso di viola, all other names on our
lists are found either in prints that supply music for the church, or in
church records, we may be able to find answers through a close
examination of the names of stringed instruments in use in a specific
Italian church during the first sixty years of the seventeenth century.
Let us expand our consideration to include evidence that might
suggest the use of viols of any size in this church. If it can be shown
that there is reason to doubt their use in one church during these
years, we of course raise doubts about their use in any others, unless
clear evidence to the contrary is available. We shall further test our
findings by a brief consideration of the evidence from printed music
of the time.
7



Our focus will be Santa Maria Maggiore in Bergamo,? the princi-
pal church in one of the smaller cities of northern Italy, not far from
either center of violin-making, Cremona or Brescia. As one of the
lesser centers of music, Santa Maria may be more typical of its time
than are the larger churches of Venice or Bologna or other major
cities. And since the surviving records are so nearly complete, our
purposes will be well served. We shall (not so incidentally) see both
the value and limits of such archival records for a study of this sort.

We shall restrict our investigation primarily to documents known
to have been prepared by musicians, citing those from the hands of
others only by way of corroboration or qualification. Our primary
focus will be the names of instruments played by five individual
performers. The names we encounter will include all those identifiable
as bowed strings during these years. Of particular concern will be the
term viola, since there appears to be no question about the family
connection of the term violino during this time period, and there is
reason to have doubts about the violone being a viol since we have
already demonstrated that it may be a bass violin as early as the
1620’s.4

The first suonatore is Marc’Antonio Garzerino, who played in
Santa Maria from time to time from at least 1595 to 1623. In
documents in the hand of Giovanni Florio, maestro di cappella from
1586 to 1598, he is listed as playing the following instruments:5

1595 viola da brazzo

1597 viola da brazo, viola
Under the following maestro, Giovanni Cavaccio, who served from
1598 to 1626, and from whose hand we have further documentation
on Garzerino’s activities, we find him listed as playing:6

3. For a study of musical life at the church during much of this time see Jerome
Roche, “Music at S. Maria Maggiore, Bergamo, 1614—1643,” Music and Letters,
XLVII (1966), 296—312.

4. “Violone,” pp. 78—79.

5. See Bergamo: Biblioteca Comunale (=MIA) MIA 1xx1/3, Spese della Chiesa
(=Spese), fol. 119 for 1595, fols. 9 & 8 for 1597. It is probable that Garzerino is the
one Florio names as Marc’Antonio d’Albin in 1594, who played the violino. See MIA
LXX1/2, Spese, fol. so.

6. See MIA Lxx1/3, Spese, fol. 370 for 1600; MIA LXX1/3B, Spese, fol. 40 for 1601,

fol. 121 for 1602, fol. 231 for 1604, fols. 355 & 424 for 1606, fol. 590 for 1609, fol.
89 for 1621.
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1600 tenor di brazzo nelli organi

1601 viola di brazza

1602 tenor di brazzo

1604 viola

1606 viola, viola da brazza p[er] il contr’alto qual

servira alli organi p[er] i concerti

1609 tenor di brazzo

1621 viola
It is clear that all the identifiable instruments associated with him, a
sizeable majority of the entries, are members of the violin family. The
most reasonable interpretation of the four entries labelled simply
viola is not that da gamba was implied, but rather that both Florio
and Cavaccio were somewhat casual in their use of the term; they
meant viola da braccio.

The bookkeeper’s entries concerned with a second string player,
Gioseffo Dalmasoni detto il Moro, provide further evidence on this
matter. Apparently a somewhat younger contemporary of Garzerino,
Dalmasoni was serving in the basilica in 1600 and was active there
until 1629. From the contract for his rehiring in 1602 we learn that
his duties were to play “il violino, il basso.”7 In this same year the
bookkeeper in Santa Maria listed him in one place as a performer on
the “violino, viola, et violone,”8 in another as playing the “violino,
viola da brazzo, et violone.”® When Dalmasoni was rehired in 1614
the notary added the violone grande to the list of instruments he was
expected to play, at the instructions of the Deputati per la Chiesa.1®
In two subsequent entries for 1615 and 1616, however, the book-
keeper identifies Dalmasoni’s instruments simply as “le viole.” 1
Here too the terms viola and viole appear to imply da braccio.

A similar situation is encountered with Dalmasoni’s successors,
Giovanni Battista Moresco and his son Francesco, both newly arrived
from Cremona in 1630, who were engaged to play “il violino e

7. MIA LXXX11/2, Strumenti e Scritture (=Strumenti), fol. 31. The contract is dated
30 April 1602.

8. MIA Lx1/1, Libro Maestro (=Libro), fol. 349.

9. Ibid., fol. 188.

10. MIA LX111/36, Terminazioni, fol. 192V, entry for 12 May 1614.

11. MIA Lx1/4, Libro, fol. 556; MIA Lx1/5, Libro, fol. 103.

12. See the payment for travel expenses from Cremona, recorded in MIA Lx1/7,
Libro, fol. 605.
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violon basso.”’13 The father served at Santa Maria until 1657, the son
until at least 1667. In a petition for a salary raise in 1631 they refer to
themselves as sonatori di viole.'* This same phrase is used by the
bookkeeper on a number of occasions from 1641 on. S

Our final suonatore is Lazzaro Norsino, another occasional string
player in Santa Maria Maggiore from 1644 to 1666. On his first
appearance in the basilica the maestro, Giovanni Battista Crivelli,
identifies his instrument as the violino.16 During 1653 (and from the
hand of Giovanni Legrenzi, organist) we find Norsino playing the
viola, violoncino, and violone.'” Once only, in 1645 (in a document
from an unknown hand), is he associated with the viola da brazzo.8

Thus we have encountered five string players over a period of more
than sixty years, four of whom can be identified as violinist, and who
further are referred to on occasion as playing viola or viole. The
reasonable presumption in all cases is that both terms imply da
braccio—except perhaps for a contrabass instrument. But even this
was considered by one of our string players to be a member of the
violin family.1®

But there is other evidence to be considered. First, not once is the
suffix da gamba encountered in surviving documents from Santa
Maria Maggiore between 1595 and 1709, whether the document
was prepared by any of the musicians or by a bookkeeper or notary.
Second, in all known instances of performers known to be competent
on several instruments, and who served in Italian churches during
the seventeenth century, not once is a member of the viol family

13. The contract, dated 2 January 1630, is found in MIA LX1v/2, Scritture della
MIA (=Scritti), fol. 378. Another signed for the elder Moresco “p[er] non saper
scriver.”

14. MIA LXX1V/4, Scritture presentate al Consiglio (=Scritture), fol. 678. The
petition is undated, but the increase was granted on 9 March 163 1 (see MIA Lx111/38,
Terminazioni, fol. 223).

15. See, e.g., MIA LX1/10, Libro, fol. 189; MIA LX1/11, Libro, fol. 373.

16. MIA Lxx1/5, Spese, fol. 602.

17. See MIA Lxx1/6, Spese, fol. 403 for viola, fol. 413 for violoncino, fol. 432 for
violone.

18. Ibid., fol. 58.

19. See the bill for repairs “‘sul violone grande et laltra viola da brasso,” submitted
in 1602 by Dalmasoni (MIA LXxX1/3B, Spese, fol. 146).
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specifically mentioned as one of their instruments.2® Other reasons,
directed specifically to the bass viol, but surely applicable here as
well, are given in our previous study.2!

Evidence from Italian printed music of the seventeenth century
also suggests that viols were not used in church—except perhaps for
the contrabass.?? The contents of the few known prints that specify
viols indicate that the correlation between instrumentation and func-
tion, found late in the century with the church and chamber sonata,23
was also operative in this area; if viols were used at all, it was outside
the church. The earliest known print calling for viols appeared in
1626, the latest in 1673.2* Of these only two were devoted solely to
what are called church sonatas—although they are called simply
sonate in the prints. Both are also somewhat suspect as to their
indication of common practice in Italy.25 For the rest, the viols are
found only in prints containing secular music?® or dances,?” none of

20. “Violone,” p. 79, n. 55; Giovanni Parenti, another instrumentalist in Santa
Maria Maggiore, refers to himself as “suonatore di Violino, Viola, et Violone” in a
petition of 1659 (MIA Lxx1v/s [iii®], Scritture, fol. 436); see also Francesco Todes-
chini, who calls himself “sonatore di violino e di violone” on the title page of his opus
1 [1650b]; finally see p. 34, n. 123, below. Lettered dates in this study refer to Claudio
Sartori’s invaluable Bibliografia della musica strumentale italiana, 2. vols. (Florence,
1952 & 1968).

21. “Violone,” pp. 76—77.

22. The only known instance from this century of the use of the contrabass viol in
Italian prints of church music is in Monteverdi’s Vespro della beata Vergine (1610b),
which calls for the contrabasso da gamba solely in the Domine ad adiuvandum, where
it doubles the trombone and vivola da brazzo at the octave.

23. “Violone,” p. 86, n. 87. It should also be mentioned that although the violin is
specified in both parts of Giovanni Gabrieli’s Symphoniae Sacrae (Venice, 1597 &
1615), and in his Canzoni e Sonate [1615f], not once is a member of the viol family
called for in these three prints. A copy of Symphoniae Sacrae (1597) was acquired by
Santa Maria Maggiore in August 1597. See the entry in Florio’s hand in MIA Lxx1/3,
Spese, fol. 229.

24. Those composers specifically calling for the viol are Marini [1626m], Waesich
[1632], Monteverdi [1638d], Ferro [1649¢], and Legrenzi [16737].

25. Ferro (1649€) was a musico da camera at the Emperor’s court in Vienna at the
time. He probably reflects German rather than Italian practice when he uses the viola
da gamba as the bass instrument for violins in his sonatas. See p. 40 and n. 151 below
for a discussion of the circumstances surrounding the latest work [1673]].

26. Waesich [1632]; Monteverdi [1638d] calls for viola da gamba, viola da brazzo,
and viola contrabasso.

27. Marini [1626m] calls for the viola da gamba as the bass instrument in one piece,
Sonata sopra la monicha.
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which include any indication that any of the music might be used in
church.28

The surviving instrumental prints by Giovanni Battista Buona-
mente provide further evidence of the segregation of instruments by
function as well as another probable name for the bass viola da
gamba. The bass instruments he calls for are as follows:

Libro IV [1626d] Sonate, sinfonie, gagliarde, corrente, e brandi: Basso
diviola

Libro V [1629a] Sonate, sinfonie, gagliarde, corrente, et ariette: Basso di
viola

Libro VI [1636] Sonate e canzoni: Basso di brazzo

Libro VII [1637d] Sonate, sinfonie, gagliarde, corrente, et brandi: Basso di
viola o da brazzo

The instrument specified in all three collections containing dances is

the basso di viola. It is clearly different from the basso di brazzo

called for in the one collection containing canzoni, which were

doubtless intended for use in the church.?® The basso di viola is

probably therefore the bass viola da gamba.

Publications by the Modenese Marco Uccellini, appearing slightly
later and stretching over a period of thirty years, provide a further
instance of the use of the basso di viola solely in collections of secular
music, in this case dances. They also suggest a gradual change in
practice with regard to the bass instrument. For although the earliest
collection to contain music “per chiesa e per camera,” opus 4,
employs the neutral term basso, a later collection of the same sort,
opus 9, now calls for the violone:

Libro Il [1639b]  basso di viola for one sonata
Sonate [1642a)]  basso for six sonatas

Opus 4 [1645f]  basso for sixteen sonatas3®
Opus 7 [1660d]  basso for three sonatas, violone for one

28. The common phrase “per camera 0 chiesa” is not found in any of these prints.

29. For information on this point see the author’s “The Uses of the Sonata da
Chiesa,” Journal of the American Musicological Society, XX11 (1969), 54—84.

30. This particular work was purchased for Santa Maria Maggiore, Bergamo, in
1648 (see MIA Lxx1/6, Spese, fol. 11). In 1656 Cazzati purchased Ferro’s sonata
collection (1649¢) for use in the church (see MIA Lxx1/7, Spese, fol. 140). The violone
was doubtless used for the bass part of this latter work when it was performed in Santa
Maria (see below).
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Opus 9 [1667g]  partbook labelled violone
Libro VII [1668g] partbook labelled basso continuo e basso violone3!
Thus the weight of evidence from Bergamo, and from our printed
sources, argues against the use of any viols in the church, and thus
against the assumption that any of the unqualified names on our
lists—with the exception of basso di viola until about 16 40—refers
to the bass viol da gamba. We shall return for a further consideration
of the term viola presently.

* * *
Other evidence from Santa Maria Maggiore is useful in eliminating
several names for the contrabass from our lists, at least in Bergamo
but probably elsewhere as well. As can be expected, a certain laxness
in the use of terms is also apparent here. But even today the contra-
bass is plagued by this problem. We encounter our same string
players once again. Giovanni Battista Moresco was apparently con-
signed the string instruments currently owned by the basilica, and
signed for them periodically. In one such document, dated 1632 and
in the notary’s hand, he acknowledges receipt of “quattro instru-
menti da archetto cioe due viole uno violino, et uno violone grosso
con li suoi fornim[en]ti . . . et vi & anco la chiave di ferro pler] il
violone. . . .32 In a document prepared the following year by
someone else, but clearly at Moresco’s behest since it is entitled Nota
delli istrumenti che ho nelle mani Io Gio[vanni] Batt[ist]a Moreschi,
and bears his signature, he acknowledges having custody of “un
Violone doppio con il suo arco . . . due viole, et un Violino con
un’arco.”3 In yet a third document, also from 1633 and in the
notary’s hand, it is recorded that Moresco has custody of “un
violone grande con sua chiave, due viole, tre violini.”34 It seems clear
that we are confronted by the same instruments in all three docu-

31. Since this last print is from Phalése’s presses in Antwerp, and appears to be a
reprint of part of the contents of opus 7 [1660d], it was probably Phalése rather than
Uccellini who added the adjective basso to violone, suggesting that in northern Europe
the term violone normally meant contrabasso at this time.

32. MIA Lx1v/3, Scritti, fol. 154.

33. Ibid., fol. 179.

34. MIA Lxx1X/1, Inventario, fol. 139. In the interim between our second and third
documents two additional violins had been consigned to Moresco. See MIA Lx1v/3,
Scritti, fol. 179.
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ments, and that the largest was called variously violone grande,
violone grosso, and violone doppio. Clearly this must have been a
contrabass. Clearly notaries were also lax in their use of names since
in the first document the same instrument is called both violone and
violone grosso.3s

We can establish that the violone doppio consigned to Pietro
Antonio Carara in 159738 is the same instrument Moresco signed for
some thirty-five years later, since there is no record of the purchase
by the basilica of a contrabass by any of the above four names—or
by any other name—in the intervening years. In tracing the history of
this instrument we shall learn more about it, and also about what it
was called. We already know that Dalmasoni, to whom it was
transferred in 1600,37 considered it to be a contrabass violin. The
same instrument was apparently still in use in 1637 when a new bow
was purchased for it,3® and also in 1653, when it was repaired
shortly after the arrival of Mauritio Cazzati as maestro. This time the
repairman was Lazzaro Norsino, whom we have also encountered as
a string player. Norsino requested payment “per aver Acomodato il
contrabasso.””3® The bookkeeper in recording the payment to Nor-
sino, however, refers to this instrument as violone.4°

It appears that contrabasso was Cazzati’s preferred name for this
instrument, since it is the only one musicians used during his years at
Santa Maria. And it was used with a certain regularity.4? Once

3 5. This same equation of violone and violone grosso is found in a document from
1632, clearly prepared for Moresco since he was the one to receive payment (see MIA
Lx1/8, Libro, fol. 123). It is entitled Spese fatta p[er] il Violone Grosso, and includes
two items of interest: Per conciatura dell’violone, and Per una chiave d’accordarlo.
The document is found in MIA Lxx1/5, Spese, fol. 53.

36. MIA LXXX11/1, Strumenti, fol. 379.

37. Ibid.

38. See MIA Lxx1x/1, Inventario, fol. 139. An entry in the notary’s hand records a
payment “per un archetto per il Violone grande.”

39. MIA Lxx1/6, Spese, fol. 425.

40. MIA Lx1/14, Libro, fol. 146.

41. See the polizza concerned with extra musicians for the Nativity of the Blessed
Virgin Mary in 1654, signed by Ottavio Mazza, then vice-maestro di cappella (MIA
LXX1/6, Spese, fol. 479); three others for feasts in 1655, two in Cazzati’s hand (MIA
LXX1/7, Spese, fols. 49 & 86) and a third in Legrenzi’s hand (ibid., fol. 56). Cazzati also
used the term contrabasso in his opus 35 (1665a). See “Violone,” p. 78, fig. 4, for an
example of his writing for the instrument.
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