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ArcAngelo corelli
(1653-1713)

This month’s essay  deals with one of the seminal figures of Baroque music—Arcangelo Corelli. 
He was the first master of the modern violin, and the predominance of that instrument in the 
music of the following centuries is his technical and pedagogical legacy. He managed to extract 
from the violin a beauty of tone and singing lyricism that were previously unknown; these quali-
ties brought him international fame, both for his own performances and for those of his many 
students who began to disseminate his techniques. It would not be an overstatement to say that 
the fundamentals of modern string playing—including issues of both bowing and fingering— 
descend directly from Corelli.

He was also a composer who was a major figure in the development of the modern genres of 
sonata and concerto. His compositional pieces were the first coalescing of modern tonality and 
functional harmony, thus shaping the development of musical styles in the following centuries.

Baptismal records indicate that Corelli was born on February 
17, 1653 in the small Romagna town of Fusignano (near 
Imola), which was then in the Diocese of Ferrara, in the 
Papal States. His family owned land in the region and had 
lived in Fusignano since 1506. Records show that there 
had been a Corelli who had moved to the area from Rome 
in the 15th century. Although they were prosperous, they 
were almost certainly not of the nobility. Corelli’s father, 
Arcangelo, died five weeks before the composer’s birth; his 
mother Santa (née Ruffini, or Raffini) named him after his 
deceased father. His mother raised him along with her four 
older children.

Because there are so many anecdotes and stories about 
Corelli’s life, it is difficult to piece together a factual  
biography, especially for his formative years that include 

his musical education. One thing that is known for certain through contemporary sources is 
that the tradition of a highly idealized childhood has long been debunked. What we do know 
about his early musical training comes from the poet Giovanni Mario Crescimbeni, who knew 
Corelli well. Corelli’s  first music teacher was the curate of San Savino, a village on the out-
skirts of Fusignano. Later, he went to Faenza and Lugo, where he was taught his first elements 
of musical theory.

lA culturA itAliAnA

Portrait by Hugh Howard (1697)



— PAGE 2 —

In 1666, at the age of 13, Corelli went to Bologna, a major center of musical culture at the time, 
which had a flourishing school of violinists associated with Ercole Gaibara and his pupils, 
Giovanni Benvenuti and Leonardo Brugnoli. Between 1666 and 1667, he studied with Ben-
venuti, the violinist of the chapel of San Petronio in Bologna. Benvenuti taught him the first 
principles of the violin. In 1667, this early training was followed by Brugnoli, who furthered 
his education in the violin. In 1670, at the exceptionally young age of 17, Corelli was accepted 
into the Philharmonic Academy of Bologna.

Although the nickname “Il Bolognese” appears on the title pages of Corelli’s first three pub-
lished sets of works (Opus 1 to 3), the duration of his stay in Bologna remains unclear. What is 
known is that he moved to Rome sometime before 1675, and began playing in various churches 
and other venues around the city. By February 3, 1675, he was already third violinist in the 
orchestra of the chapel of San Luigi dei Francesi in Rome, and by the following year he was 
second violinist.

Although Rome did not have any permanent orchestra providing stable employment for in-
strumentalists, “Arcangelo Bolognese” (as he was known) rapidly made a name for himself, 
playing in a variety of ensembles sponsored by wealthy patrons. One such performance venue 
was in Rome’s San Marcello where he played in Lenten oratorios for Cardinal Benedetto Pam-
phili from 1676 to 1679.

Many of his activities during his first five years in Rome are  
unknown. What we do know is that he successfully found patrons 
to help support him during this time. His first was in the service of 
Queen Christina of Sweden (right), who had moved to Rome after 
her abdication in 1654. Some his earliest works are dedicated to 
her, and were performed at her “academies.”
  
It is also likely that he played violin in various ensembles at the 
Tordinona Theatre on many occasions. On June 3, 1677, he sent his 
first composition, Sonata for Violin and Lute, to one of his patrons, 
Count Fabrizio Laderchi of Faenza, for his enjoyment.

In 1681 his 12 Trio Sonatas for Two Violins and Cello, with Organ Basso Continuo, dedicated 
to Queen Christina, were published. The following year he took the post of first violinist in the 
San Luigi dei Francesi orchestra, a position he held until 1685, the year in which his 12 Cham-
ber Trio Sonatas for Two Violins, Violone and Violoncello or Harpsichord, were published.
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From September 1687 until November 1690, Corelli was musical director at the Palazzo  
Pamphili, where he both performed and conducted important musical events. He was particu-
larly skilled as a conductor and may be considered one of the pioneers of modern orchestral  
direction. He was frequently called upon to organize and conduct special musical performances. 
Perhaps the most outstanding of these was the one sponsored by Queen Christina for the  
British ambassador, who had been sent to Rome by King James II of England. For this enter-
tainment, Corelli conducted an orchestra of 150 strings. In 1689 he directed the performance 
of the oratorio Santa Beatrice d’Este by Giovanni Lulier, also with a large number of players 
(39 violins, 10 violas, 17 cellos, and additional instruments to make a total of more than 80 
musicians). 

Following the death of Queen Christina in 1689, Corelli entered 
the service of Cardinal Camillo Astalli-Pamphili (right), who 
gave him a generous salary and a place to live and work. He  
remained in the Cardinal’s service until 1690, when the Cardi-
nal left the city. His patronage was then assumed by the young 
(13-year-old!) Cardinal Ottoboni, who had received his car-
dinalate through the intervention of Pope Alexander VIII, his 
great-uncle. This would prove extremely beneficial for Corelli, 
since his young employer quickly befriended him, paid him well, 
and was a great admirer of his music. 

From 1689 to 1690 he visited Modena, composing and perform-
ing in the household of one of his other patrons, Francesco II, 
the Duke of Modena. While he was in Modena, he composed and 
published his 12 Church Trio Sonatas for Two Violins and Archlute, with Organ Basso Continuo 
that were dedicated to Francesco. In 1694 his 12 Chamber Trio Sonatas for Two Violins and 
Violone or Harpsichord, intended for the academy of Cardinal Ottoboni, were also published.

It is probable that Corelli also taught at the German Institute in Rome, and in 1700 he  
occupied the post of first violinist and conductor for the concerts of the Palazzo della Cancel-
leria. Also in 1700 his 12 Sonatas for Violin and Violone or Harpsichord, dedicated to Sophia  
Charlotte of Brandenburg, were published.

In 1702 Corelli went to Naples at the request of  King Philip V of Spain, who was visiting this 
part of his kingdom. He played in the presence of the king and performed, among other com-
positions, one by the Italian composer Alessandro Scarlatti. In 1706, together with the Italian 
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composers Bernardo Pasquini and Scarlatti, he was received into the Accademia dell’Arcadia, 
(where he was given the name Arcomelo Erimanteo) and conducted a concert for the occasion.

In 1708 he returned to Rome, living in the palace 
of Cardinal Ottoboni (left), where he spent the rest 
of his life. He regularly performed at the Cardinal’s 
Monday night concerts, called “academies.”  (It was 
during one of these concerts that Corelli was intro-
duced to George Frederic Handel, who was visiting 
in Rome in 1707-1708). Few musicians have ever en-
joyed a more secure or lucrative relationship with a 
patron than that enjoyed by Corelli with Cardinal 
Ottoboni. In this position, Corelli achieved world-
wide fame and extreme wealth.

On January 8, 1713, Corelli died in Rome in posses-
sion of a fortune of 120,000 marks and a valuable 
collection of works of art and fine violins, the only 
luxury in which he had indulged. He left all of this to 
his benefactor and friend, Cardinal Ottoboni, who 

generously gave the vast sums of money to Corelli’s relatives. The Cardinal also erected a 
princely tomb for Corelli in the Pantheon in Rome, where he was interred.

Corelli did not live to see the publication of his last compositions (12 concerti grossi for string 
orchestra) that were published in Amsterdam in 1714 by his former pupil, Matteo Fornari. 
These were Corelli’s crowning achievement. In this group is his famous Christmas Concerto 
(No. 8).  Similar to his other works, the opus comprises both church and chamber works.

importAnt legAcy to the Development of music

Corelli was one of the outstanding instrumental composers of his era. Though he did not  
create the concerto grosso form, he wrote the first significant compositions in this genre,  
laying the foundations for the achievements of Vivaldi, Handel, and Bach a generation later. 
His sonatas and concerti grossi became influential paradigms of the Baroque era, being par-
ticularly esteemed for their assured command of counterpoint and harmony, and for their 
idiomatic string writing.
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The same can be said of his trio sonatas and solo violin sonatas, all of which showed a greater 
stability of form and developed sense of harmonic progression than those of his predecessors. 
These compositions were influential also because they coincided with the flourishing music 
publishing industry in Italy. Corelli’s fame and wealth led to the printing of nearly all of his 
works during his lifetime, and their wide circulation internationally. Indeed, composers and 
musicians studied his scores for many years following his death.

As a performing musician, he was also held in high regard. His influence as a violin teacher 
was profound, and the style of execution of the violin that he introduced was preserved by his 
famous pupils, such as Francesco Geminiani, Pietro Locatelli, Pietro Castrucci, Francesco 
Gasparini, and others. This was of crucial importance in the development of violin playing for 
the next three centuries. It has been said that the paths of all of the famous violinist-composers 
of 18th-century Italy led back to Arcangelo Corelli, who was their “iconic point of reference.”

Adapted by James J. Boitano, PhD from: AllMusic Website; Encyclopedia,com Website; Last.fm Website;  
Pannain, Guido. “Arcangelo Corelli.”  Encyclopedia Britannica Website; and Wikipedia. 
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