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Music of the Ospedale 
 
In 17th century Venice, four charitable hospices called the Ospedali Grandi became famous 
throughout Europe for the exceptional young women who performed in their all-women’s 
choirs and instrumental ensembles. Tourists came from all over the continent to hear the music 
of their regular religious services, delighting in the magnificent musical sounds that emerged 
from behind screens that were set up to modestly hide the young women from the curious eyes 
of the visitors. 
 
Each of the Ospedali addressed different needs. The Ospedale degl’Incurabili took in those with 
incurable diseases and the Ospedale di Santa Maria dei Derelitti was a homeless shelter, while 
the Ospedale di San Lazzara dei Mendicanti was open to beggars and orphans and the Ospedale 
della Pietà for abandoned infants. Orphan boys in the Ospedali were taught trades and 
expected to move into the outside world to work by the time they were in their teens, while 
girls learned skills to prepare them for marriage or the convent. Girls were given high quality 
instruction in music, and those who performed in the ensembles were called figlie di coro, 
literally ‘daughters of the choir’, a designation which was used for vocalists as well as 
instrumentalists. 
 
As the Ospedali grew in fame through the 18th century, they started to play special concerts for 
important visitors and potential donors, and they hired professional, established musicians and 
well-known composers to instruct the figlie di coro and compose original works for them to 
perform. Several of our selections in the first half of this evening’s concert were written by 
some of the most famous composers to work with the figlie: Baldassare Galuppi, Nicolà 
Porpora, Antonio Lotti, and Antonio Vivaldi.  
 
Some of the figlie stayed with the Ospedali for their entire lives; the institution provided 
dowries for those who married or entered into a convent. The quality of instruction at the 
Ospedali attracted the attention of nobility, who started to send their infant daughters that 
were born out of wedlock to the Ospedali, paying tuition for their musical education. By the 
end of the 18th century, accepting tuition-paying adolescent girls became a common practice. 
Many girls became musical virtuosi and a few became publishing composers, such as Anna Bon 
and Vincenta da Ponte.  
 
The Ospedali eventually fell victim to the political instability that came with Napoleon’s invasion 
of Venice in 1797 and collapsed into bankruptcy. Though this remarkable experiment in social 
charity came to a close, the model of musical instruction ultimately served as a model for 
fledgling systems of musical conservatories in Italy and England.  
 
Polyphonic religious music of the 16th century had been dominated by rules of harmony and 
form (especially imitation, the repetition of a melody by different voices in succession) that had 
been perfected by the composer Palestrina. But by the beginning of the 17th century, 



composers such as Claudio Monteverdi proposed a new style, the seconda prattica (second 
practice) that would allow those rules to be broken in the service of the drama and expressing 
the meaning of the vocal text. Many of the composers who wrote music for the Ospedali were 
also innovators in opera, a secular dramatic form of musical storytelling that emerged from 
Italy in the early 17th century, and the forms and practices of writing for opera came to 
influence the music that was written for religious purposes. 
 
In the pieces assembled in tonight’s program, you will hear the effects of the seconda prattica – 
plenty of imitation with a fresh emphasis on contrasts – high pitch against low pitch, loud 
versus soft, solo or small groups juxtaposed with the full ensemble -- and harmonic dissonances 
in order to emphasize the text. The music is also filled with technically challenging vocal lines, 
showpieces for the abilities of the figlie.  
 
Baldassare Galuppi, composer of the first piece of the concert, “Dixit Dominus”, called the figlie 
“nightingales”, comparing the sounds of their trained, agile voices to the natural ability of the 
songbird. In “Dixit Dominus”, a three-movement setting of Psalm 110, this text representing 
power, defiance, and justice is set with martial call-and-response sections between voices and 
strings and flying vocal melisma. 
 
“Lauda Jerusalem” by Nicolà Porpora features harmonized imitation right at the beginning of 
the piece; Soprano I and Alto II are grouped and then imitated by Soprano II and Alto I. 
Throughout the piece, sections of the choir are grouped, fragmented, and re-grouped into 
different configurations as the composition transitions between sections of imitation and 
homophony. Vocal presence is continuous, but the ever-shifting contrasts unfold different 
aspects of the texture and create a lilting sense of time. 
 
Antonio Lotti sets the reflective biblical text “Vere Languores Nostro” (“Surely he has borne our 
griefs”) with sober lyricism. A small group of vocalists leads each new section, engaging in 
moments of harmonic suspension and dissonance to express the sense of suffering, while the 
larger ensemble responds to these meditations with reverence. 
 
“Stabat Mater” is a similarly introspective text from the 13th century, wherein the theme of 
suffering is voiced through the perspective of Mary as she watches Jesus on the cross. 
Giovannia Battista Pergolesi wrote this piece at the age of 26 while dying of tuberculosis. He 
had established himself as one of the most popular composers of his time, writing music for 
both church and stage. His “Stabat Mater” was an instant hit, quickly published in multiple 
editions and performed throughout Europe. Pergolesi’s setting is operatic in style, focusing on 
expressing personal experience of the text. 
 
This set also features two contemporary pieces for women’s voices, written by women 
composers. “Gloria” by Nancy Hill Cobb dances with rhythmic interest as the voices soar in 
harmony, conversing in chorus and dialogue with the solo flute in a mood of celebration. 
Gwyneth Walker’s soaring anthem “I Thank You God” illustrates the vast wonderment of e.e. 
cummings’s text by pairing it with an expansive and adventurous vocal range, and the ecstatic, 



blurring piano accompaniment that dazzles with the imagery of “everything which is infinite” 
and a gratefulness for “most this amazing day.” 
 
Antonio Vivaldi was one of the most famous names attached to the music faculty at the 
Ospedale della Pietà, where he worked first as violin teacher and then maestro di concerti 
(music director). Vivaldi revised this “Beatus Vir” the figlie at the Ospedale. The text is taken 
from Psalm 112, and features glorious writing for skilled soloists with wide ranges and flexible 
voices which alternate with choral parts that flow between imitative and homophonic textures. 
The instrumental parts are lively and driving. The dramatic texture changes at “Peccator 
videbit” (“The wicked shall see and be enraged”), with chorus and instrumentalists uniting in a 
declamatory admonition. The overall effect of the setting is exultant and theatrical, combining 
religious practices with operatic writing while featuring the command of the skilled young 
musicians for whom it was written.  
  
 
 
 


