
MusIQ Club Level 6 History Assessment: 
The Baroque Era 

 
The term “Baroque” probably came from the Portugese word barroco, a pearl of irregular shape.  In 
1600-1750, the term “Baroque” became a synonym for the extravagant, abnormal, and irregular.  
The buildings of this time had elaborate carvings and the people wore very fancy clothes with 
ruffles and lace. The men even wore wigs with ringlets.  
 
This period was a time of change and adventure as the New World was being discovered.  In Europe 
the middle class was gaining wealth and power in their fight against the aristocracy.  This led to a 
growth in towns, the development of trade, manufacturing and education. The various monarchies 
continued to rule Europe so this was also a time of kings, castles, royal pomp and ceremony. 
 
Most musicians worked either for a royal court or a church.  The music they composed reflected 
their place of work.  Court musicians wrote dances and music for concerts and royal ceremonies. 
Church musicians wrote instrumental and vocal music for church services as well as oratorios and 
masses for special occasions. 
 
Some musicians were hired and supported by rich people called patrons that expected the 
composer to write music for them.  Most Baroque musicians composed, performed, conducted and 
taught. 
 
The music and art of this period was very complex and ornate, emphasizing movement and 
contrasts.  These characteristics are readily seen in the musical forms that were developed. 
 
Musical Characteristics 
Dance Forms - Most instrumental composers wrote suites or sets of dances.  Each suite would be 
introduced by a prelude, then four to six dances written in the same key would follow.  Often there 
were two pairs of dances – fast and slow – in each suite.  Dances that were common were the 
Courante, Gigue, Minuet, Sarabande, Gavotta, and the Bourée.  Each dance had its own time 
signature and specific characteristics. 
 
Counterpoint - Counterpoint involves the writing of musical lines that sound very different and 
move independently from each other but sound harmonious when played simultaneously. In other 
words, there is not a melody and accompaniment in the way we are used to, with a melody line in 
one hand and chords in the other, but the harmonies come from how the notes of the two or more 
melodies line up. Some forms using this technique were Inventions, Simfonias, preludes and 
fugues.   
 
Instruments - The keyboard instruments of the day were clavichord, harpsichord and organ.  Since 
the decay of sound happened quickly, the faster notes sounded legato and the slower notes 
sounded detached.  
 
Ornamentation - Baroque composers used ornamentation to make their music more expressive 
and help keep the music moving along. Ornamentation is the adding of notes to the basic melody 



line.  The composer’s intentions were sometime indicated by symbols such as      or          but the 
performer also had the freedom to add his/her own.  Just like Christmas tree ornaments are not part 
of the actual tree but make it pretty and fancy, the musical ornaments were not part of the actual 
melody, but they made the music fancier and helped to fill in longer notes when the sound had 
faded. 
 
Dynamics - Dynamics in the baroque era were “terraced”.  Performers moved from one level of 
volume to another in steps rather than gradually through the crescendos and diminuendos that 
became popular in the Romantic era. Often a section of a piece would be repeated, with the only 
change being in the dynamics. This technique is heard often in Vivaldi’s Four Seasons Concerti. 
 
Sequences - A sequence is a short melodic or rhythmic idea that is repeated at different pitches.  
Baroque composers used sequences a lot in their compositions.  If the pattern was repeated at a 
higher pitch, it was usually played louder.  If the pattern was repeated at a lower pitch, it was 
usually played softer. 
 
Famous Baroque Composers 
Johann Sebastian Bach is one of the most famous composers from this time.  He came from a very 
musical family in Germany.  He held several different musical director positions during his life.  At 
one time he was responsible for the music in the four churches in Leipzig.  He wrote new music for 
them every week, as well as for the city’s celebrations, weddings and funerals.  He wrote all of his 
music by hand!  Bach had 20 children.  Of the seven that lived to be adults, four of them also 
became famous composers.  He wrote many works for keyboard. One collection, the Clavier-
Büchlein or Little Keyboard Book was written for his son Wilhelm Friedemann’s ninth birthday.   
 
Other famous composers from this time period were Domenico Scarlatti, Georg Frideric Handel and 
Antonio Vivaldi.  Scarlatti was an Italian composer who served Portugese and Spanish royal families.  
He wrote 555 sonatas for harpsichord.  Handel wrote a very famous Oratorio (a sacred dramatic 
work for voices and orchestra) called The Messiah. One of the pieces, The Hallelujah Chorus, is often 
sung at Christmas time.  Vivaldi wrote a lot of music for orchestra and string quartets.  A famous 
example of his work is the Four Seasons Concerti. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



MusIQ Club Level 6 Assessment 
History Assignment 

 
What are the approximate dates of the Baroque Period?  ______________________________ 

/2 
 
What does the word “Baroque” mean? ______________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
 
List and describe 5 characteristics of Baroque music:  
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 ______________________________________________________________________________ 

/5 
 
Name 4 important composers from this period:  ____________________________________ 
       ____________________________________ 
       ____________________________________ 
       ____________________________________ 

/4 
 
List 3 dance forms used for composition in this period:  

____________________________________ 
       ____________________________________ 
       ____________________________________ 

       /3 
 
What is counterpoint?   
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
 
Most Baroque musicians worked for either a ______________________ or a _______________  

/2 
  
 
 

/20 
 


