
Why do musicians use Italian musical terms? 
The system of notation that was used most widely across Europe was invented in the area we now call northern 
Italy by Guido of Arezzo around the year 1025 (it would be more accurate to say he built upon or combined ideas 
from many others before him). Composers in northern Italy began adding words (in their own language) to 
indicate how the music they wrote should be played. Other composers across Europe imitated this when they 
started writing their music down, too, especially those who traveled to northern Italy for their musical training—
several musical ideas that are common in Western music (opera, rondo, concerto, cantata, and instruments like 
violins and cellos) originated in Italy. When others imitated their ideas, they used Italian markings, as well. 
 
From the 19th century onwards, many composers have written expressive markings in their own language 
(English, German, French), but a musician can be sure that anyone around the world will be able to interpret their 
music if they write in Italian. 
 
Several Italian words have made their way directly into the English language through music, and we use these 
words all the time: alto, concerto, opera, piano, soprano, tempo, violin.  
 

When did different instruments develop? 
The instruments used in a Western modern symphony orchestra haven’t always existed—indeed, most of them in 
their modern form have only existed for as little as 150-300 years. A big shift in instrument production took place 
in the Baroque era, when instruments that resemble our modern instruments appeared. 
 
Musicologists can determine which instruments were invented 
when through iconography, reading pedagogical treatises (texts 
that explain how to play an instrument), and looking at what 
music was published or written down for different instruments. 
There still exist some examples of instruments from the 
Renaissance and Baroque periods. The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art has a good instrument collection that you can visit. 
 
In general,  

• Renaissance (1400-1600): Usually quiet sounds, 
limited dynamic range; wide variety of instruments 

• Baroque (1600-1750): More dynamic contrast and were 
suited to solo performance (e.g., virtuoso) because they 
could produce more flexibility tone colors 

• Modern: Wider range of technical abilities, but a 
smaller, more standardized set of instruments are used 
than before 

 
Some instruments were popular in the Renaissance but fell out of favor during the Baroque period: chitarrone, 
cornetto, crumhorn, curvo, diritto, lute, muto, serpent, torto, zinck. Various cornetti and serpents are pictured 
above. Other instruments were fashionable during the Baroque period but were seldom played afterwards: 
colascioni, dulcimer, hurdy-gurdy, pandurina, psaltery. Other instruments were invented during the 19th century 
but never caught on widely: buccin, ophicleide, pianola, sudrophone. The advent of electricity has led to the 
invention of other instruments: theremin, ondes martenot, synthesizers. 
  



Anonymous, The Concert (1530-1540) 
 

Robert Bonnart (1652-1733), Instrumental 
ensemble of dulcimer, lute, and German flute 

(1692) 
 

 
 

Jules-Alexanre Grün (1868-1924), Chamber Music Concert 
  



Woodwinds 
 
 Renaissance Baroque Modern 
Flute Recorder (8 sizes) 

Transverse flute (many sizes) 
• Not widely used 
• Wooden 
• No keys 
• Used for military and 

chamber music 
• Rarely depicted in 

images in the 15th 
century but became 
more common in the 
16th century  

Recorder (8 sizes) 
Transverse flute (3 sizes) 

• Wooden 
• At least one key 

(invented around 
1670 in France) 

• First used in an 
orchestra in 1681 
(Jean-Baptiste 
Lully) 

• First solo pieces 
published in 1702 

Piccolo developed around 
1735 (France) 

Flute (1 size) 
• Metal or wooden 
• New system of 

fingering with 
multiple keys 
(developed in 1832-
1847 in Germany) 

• Some players still 
used old system 
flutes into the 20th 
century 

Other common flutes: 
piccolo, alto, bass, 
contrabass, subcontrabass 

Clarinet Did not exist Chalumeau (French folk 
instrument like a recorder 
with a reed that may have 
been used as early as the 12th 
century but was first written 
about in the 1630s) 

• Two keys 

Clarinet 
• First method book 

published in 1785 
• Early clarinets had 5 

keys 
• Four different 

systems of fingering 
used by different 
players around the 
world 

• Other common 
clarinets: E-flat, B-
flat, A, bass, 
contrabass 

Oboe Shawm (multiple sizes) 
Bassanelli 
Rauschpfeifen 
Schreierpfeifen 
Cromorni 
Sordoni 

Shawm (multiple sizes) 
Hautbois 

• Developed around 
1660 in France 

• 2 keys 
• Also: oboe d’amore, 

oboe da caccia 

Oboe 
• Also: English horn 

Bassoon Kortholt 
Sordoni 
Dulcian (used 1550-1700) 
Doppioni 
Rackett 
Fagotti 

Baroque Bassoon 
• 3-5 keys 
• Developed in 

France, 1650s 

Bassoon  
• 17-22 keys 
• Two different 

systems of fingering 
used in different 
parts of the world 

Saxophone Did not exist Did not exist Invented in 1846 by Adolphe 
Sax in Belgium 

 
  



Brass 
 
 Renaissance Baroque Modern 
Trumpet Common for military use (as 

early as 1500 BC); straight tube 
Curved tube Addition of valves 

Horn Hunting horns  Addition of valves (late 19th 
century) 

Trombone Sackbut, developed from the 
trumpet after 1375. Trombone 
literally means “big trumpet.” 

Trombone, slightly larger bell 
than before 

Trombone 

 
 
Bowed strings 
 
Renaissance Baroque Modern 
Viols (many strings, multiple sizes, 
e.g., viola da gamba, violone) 
Lire (multiple sizes, e.g., lire di 
braccio, lire da gamba) 
Violins (many sizes) 

Viola da gamba 
Viola d’amore 
Violin 
Cello 

Violin 
Viola 
Cello 
Double bass – often only had 3 
strings before the 20th century 

 
 
Keyboard 
 
Renaissance Baroque Modern 
Organ 
Regal 
Harpsichord 
Clavichord 
Spinet or spinetto 
Virginal 
Organ 

Harpsichord 
Cembalo 
Organ 
 

Pianoforte or piano (can play both 
loud and quiet dynamics) 
Organ  
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