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DiscoVERY OF THE AuTHORSHIP OF 34 SoNATAS 
FROM EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY MEXIco CITY 

Laureen Whitelaw 
Northwestern University 

It is often said that the world is getting smaller; 
and indeed, we now live in a new era ofinterna-
tionalism in the exchange ofideas and informa-
tion. However, my recent discovery of the au-
thorship of the 34 Sonatas from a manuscript 
once preserved at Mexico City's Metropolitan 
Cathedral reminds us that this cosmopolitan 
trend toward globalization is nothing new. 

In 2007, Lucero Enríquez, director ofthe 
Musicat project at the Instituto de Investi-
gaciones Estéticas of the Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México published a monumental 
edition of an anonymous manuscript of34 So-
natas for keyboard from late eighteenth-century 
New Spain. In spring 2008, I began to study 
these sonatas with Professor D rew Edward 
Davies, Regional Coordinator for Mexico City 
of the Musicat project, as part of an indepen-
dent study toward my PhD in Musicology at 
Northwestern University. 

I am excited and privileged to report that 
through study ofEnríquez's work, I have been 
able to identify the composer of these pieces, 
which were heretofore considered anonymous. I 
found that they concord with works in the manu-
script Dodici so(feggi a voce sola di Soprano con 
Basso by Leonardo Leo (1694-17 44), one of the 
most celebrated composers and teachers of the 
Neapolitan tradition in the first half of the eigh-
teenth century and one of the innovators of the 
galant style. This remarkable fact is yet one more 
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example that the internationalism of the galant 
style and Neapolitan teaching methods extended 
not only throughout Europe, but to New Spain 
aswell. 

The original genre of these pieces was the 
so(feggio, a Neapolitan teaching tradition here-
tofore seldom studied. From the late 17th until 
the early 19th centuries, biphonic so(feggi (like 
the monophonic bass lines of partimenti) were 
central to the training ofEuropean court musi-
cians. Written as textless vocal and instrumental 
exercises and used primarily as pedagogical tools, 
they served as practice methods for students of 
various levels.ln the Neapolitan conservatories, 
training was practica] and in tended for the seri-
ous student who would eventually perform ata 
church, in an aristocratic chamber, and/or atan 
operatic theatre; and many exercises required 
considerable musicianship. In so(feggio practice, 
the singer used one or more vowels (not the 
soifege syllables of toda y), sang long notes in messa 
di voce, swelled in crescendo; and executed wide 
leaps to exercise the muscles of the vocal tract. 
Although their purpose was pedagogical, they 
could have been used in a number of ways, in-
cluding in performance as solo sonatas, trio so-
natas, oras accompanied solo works. 

The process of identifying the authorship 
of these works was rewarding for me. After de-
terrnining that the pieces showed characteristics 
of rnid-eighteenth century Neapolitan music and 
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identifying that they had conventional so(feggio 
bass lines, I located a manuscript concordance 
in Münster, Germany, at the Santini-Sarnmlung. 
This collection at the Diozcsanbibliothek in 
Münster houses one of the most extensive col-
lections of Italian music of the period. lt was 
first established by the Roman priest and musi-
cian Abate Fortunato Santini (1778-1861) who, 
under the patronage of Cardinal Odescalchi, 
was given access to the archives of the church 
and of aristocracy, as well as inheriting the m u-
sic library of his teachcr, Giuseppe J annacconi 
(Gianacconi).ltwas sold to tl1e BistumMünster 
in 1862 and loaned to the Universitatsbibliothek 
Münster in 1923. The source location further 
attests to the internationalism of Ncapolitan 
methods and m u sic. 

The initiative in the study of galant music 
at Northwestern University's School ofMusic is 

helping to deepen the field's understanding of 
this period in music history, which is often rnis-
construed. The work ofProfessors Drew Edward 
Davies, Thomas Bauman, Robcrt Gjerdingen, 
and others is offering new scholarly focus on the 
influence of the Neapolitan style, not only in 
opera, but also within eighteenth-century reli-
gious culture. In the study ofNew Spain, we see 
the galant style most clearly in church music, but 
now also in the methods of music teaching em-
ployed there. 

Further study of the pieces by Leonardo 
Leo at Mexico City forms part of a larger project 
on ltalian solfeggi 1 am undertaking, and a more 
detailed analysis of the concordance between 
the 34 pieces and the manuscript at Münster, 
and other sources, will be forthcoming in mywork. 
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