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Foreword (abridged)

Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741) is known to us today primarily for 
his orchestral works, for his solo concertos and “concerti grossi” 
in particular. In these types of works he opened up new roads 
and set standards that were long followed – as evidenced by the 
admiration he received from composers outside Italy. The intense 
cultivation of Vivaldi at the Court of Dresden – a consequence 
of the close friendship between the violinist Pisendel and  Vivaldi 
– was the prerequisite for Bach, who unlike other composers 
did not spend years of apprenticeship in Italy, to get to know the 
works of Italian composers.

Vivaldi’s sacred music, on the other hand, seems to have been 
less known in Germany during the eighteenth century (although 
copies of several of his works can be proved to have been in 
 Bohemia and Saxony). Moreover, what was known appears to 
have been forgotten in Germany as well as in Italy soon after 
Vivaldi’s death.

Vivaldi’s Church Music

Vivaldi came into very early contact with church music. His 
father, Giovanni Battista Vivaldi, became a member of the tradi-
tion-steeped Orchestra of St. Mark’s when it was reorganized by 
Giovanni Legrenzi. Antonio himself, it is claimed, was already 
playing with the orchestra occasionally when he was 10 years 
old; for example, he would sometimes substitute for his father 
who also had to play in the opera orchestra at San Giovanni 
Grisostomo.1

What caused Vivaldi to compose sacred works was his position 
at the Ospedale della Pietà, one of the four Venetian orphanages 
in which young girls were schooled in choral singing and the 
especially gifted ones given additional instruction in playing 
an instrument or in solo singing.2 The girls then gave proof of 
their musical capabilities not only within the musical framework 
of worship services, but also in concert performances that, as 
entrance fees were collected, contributed to the maintenance of 
the orphanage and, according to contemporary reports, must have 
been of considerable artistic quality.3

Vivaldi entered his service at the Ospedale in 1703. At fi rst he 
primarily gave violin lessons,4 but even in this early period he 
also took active interest in the orchestral training. By 1709, 
he was already called “Maestro de’ Concerti del Pio Ospedale 
della Pietà di Venezia.” 5 It was not until 1711, however, that he 
received a permanent position.

It was the illness of Francesco Gasparini, who headed the music 
seminar there from 1700 to 1713, that caused Vivaldi to devote 
himself more intensively to the composition of sacred music that 
could be used in the activities of the Ospedale. Vivaldi’s fi rst 
interest in opera falls into this period also, as well as an interest 
in extended traveling – both, thus, factors that worked against 
continuous activity on his part at the Ospedale in a leading posi-
tion (such as “maestro di coro”). Although from 1718 to 1723 
and from 1725 to 1735 no entries pertaining to Vivaldi have been 
found in the records of the Ospedale,6 it seems that his associa-
tion with the institution was never completely severed until 1740, 
when before his departure for Vienna, he broke off all connec-
tions to the Ospedale.

Vivaldi’s church music comprises parts of masses, psalm set-
tings, biblical songs of praise, hymns, sequences, antiphons, 
motets, “introduzioni” (usually short solo cantatas in Latin, that, 
according to the customs of the day, were to precede larger works 
like parts of masses or psalms) as well as lesser liturgical works 
and a few oratorios (of which only Juditha Triumphans devicta 
Holofernes Barbarie has come down to us, however).

Gloria RV 589

This, probably Vivaldi’s most well-known sacred work, must 
surely be numbered among his most important contributions to 
church music.12 It is not taken from a complete mass setting. The 
setting of single mass movements was not actually uncommon, 
for certain occasions sometimes required individual treatment 
of a particular movement or other special new compositions.13 
Although we know of a commission for Vivaldi to write a Gloria 
for the wedding of the French king Louis XV in 1725, we cannot 
justifi ably conclude that this work (RV 589) is the one for that 
occasion, for the vocal soloists it requires (only alto and soprano) 
would more likely point to the performance practices at the 
Ospedale.

The autograph is undated. As statements concerning the chronol-
ogy of Vivaldi’s works are highly problematical due to stylistic 
characteristics – all of the Neapolitan techniques for emphasizing 
affections and contrasts as well as the “offi cial” stile antico were 
at his disposal – exact dates of composition cannot be deter-
mined.

The work is set in broad dimensions. It is cantata-like and is 
divided (in “missa concertata” style) into individual sections that 
differ in scoring, type, meter, key and affective character:

 1. Gloria in excelsis
 2. Et in terra pax
 3. Laudamus te
 4. Gratias agimus tibi
 5. Propter magnam gloriam tuam
 6. Domine Deus
 7. Domine fi li unigenite
 8. Domine Deus, Agnus Dei
 9. Qui tollis
10. Qui sedes
11. Quoniam tu solus sanctus
12. Cum sancto spiritu

An oboe and a trumpet (without timpani!) join the string orches-
tra in the outer sections and in the Quoniam. Largely correspond-
ing to the customs of the time, Laudamus, Dominus Deus (No.6, 
here in the rhythm of a siciliana), Dominus Deus, Agnus Dei 
(here alternating with “parlando” choral interjections) and the 
lively Qui sedes are set for solo voices. The work is rounded out 
by the return of opening thematic material in the Quoniam. In 
this instance, the multi-sectioned orchestral ritornello that pre-
cedes the choral entrance is treated in the manner of the concerto 
grosso, that is, the groups of motive may be freely combined, the 
ritornello sections differing in length as a result. Homophonic 
and polyphonic passages alternate in the choral sections. The 
closing Cum sancto spiritu, that (slightly modifi ed) also appears 
in Vivaldi’s other Gloria that has been preserved,14 goes back to 
the closing fugue of a Gloria for double choir by Giovanni Maria 
Ruggieri, entitled “1708: 9 Sette: Ven:a / Gloria & : p due Chorj 
/ di me / Gio: Maria Ruggieri C.V.”.15 Vivaldi adapted his fugue 
for one choir.16

Due to certain parallels, Vivaldi’s Gloria RV 589 is often 
compared with the Gloria in Bach’s B-Minor Mass. There is, 
however, no evidence of a direct infl uence by Vivaldi on Bach’s 
setting of the Gloria.

For Footnotes and critical remarks see the German text.

Reutlingen, April 18, 1981 Hartwig Bögel
Translation: E. D. Echols
























































































