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The Ave Maria attributed to Giulio Caccini stands as one of the most intriguing anomalies in the Western choral 

canon. Despite its widespread attribution to the Late Renaissance/Early Baroque composer, modern musicology 

identifies the work as a 20th-century pastiche composed by Vladimir Vavilov. Regardless of its historical origin, the 

piece has achieved a legendary status among choral directors, particularly in its adaptations for men's voices 

(TTBB). This technical guide provides a deep dive into the structural mechanics, vocal pedagogy, and arrangement 

variations of the Caccini Ave Maria for TTBB ensembles, focusing on the arrangements by Patrick M. Liebergen 

and Larry Nickel.

Historical Context and the Pastiche Phenomenon

To understand the technical requirements of performing this work, one must first understand its stylistic 

architecture. Composed around 1970 by the Soviet lutenist and composer Vladimir Vavilov, the piece was released 

on an album titled Lute Music of the 16th-17th Centuries. Vavilov frequently attributed his own works to historical

masters, a practice that led to the global belief that this haunting melody was a lost masterpiece by Caccini.

From a technical standpoint, the piece does not adhere to the monody style typical of the real Giulio Caccini. 

Instead, it utilizes a ground bass structure and a repetitive harmonic progression that more closely resembles the 

Neo-Baroque or Romantic sensibilities of the mid-20th century. For a TTBB (Tenor I, Tenor II, Baritone, Bass) 

ensemble, this means the music relies heavily on sustained breath control and dynamic swell(messa di voce)

rather than the rapid ornamentation found in authentic Baroque monodies.

The Harmonic Framework

The core of the Ave Maria is its harmonic simplicity. Most arrangements are set in a minor key (commonly G minor 

or A minor). The progression typically follows a circular pattern: i – iv – VII – III – VI – ii° – V – i . This sequence

provides a sense of perpetual motion, which is why the melody, consisting almost exclusively of the words "Ave

Maria," remains engaging despite its lack of lyrical diversity.

Technical Analysis of TTBB Voicing and Registration

Arranging a piece with such high melodic demands for male voices presents unique challenges in vocal 

registration and tessitura management. In the TTBB setting, the arrangement must account for the shift in

resonance as the melody moves from the upper tenor range down into the baritone register.

The Role of the First Tenor (Tenor 1)

In many editions, such as the Tenor 1a Predominant tracks provided by Choral Tracks LLC, the First Tenor carries 

the primary melodic burden. The technical requirement for this part is a seamless transition between the chest 

voice and the head voice (or falsetto), particularly when navigating the passaggioaround E4 to G4. Because the

melody is sustained and often slow-moving, the Tenor 1 section must maintain a high degree of intonational

stability to avoid sagging on the descending intervals.

The Baritone and Bass Foundation



The Bass II (Low Bass) provides the harmonic anchor. In the context of a choral octavo like the Alfred Publishing 

edition edited by Patrick M. Liebergen, the bass line often mimics the function of a basso continuo. It requires a 

rich, resonant tone that supports the upper three parts without overpowering the delicate melodic line. The Baritone

 and Tenor IIparts typically provide the inner harmonic textures, requiring precise tuning of thirds and sixths to

create the "haunting" atmosphere mentioned in technical descriptions of the piece.

Comparison of Key Arrangements: Liebergen vs. Nickel

When selecting a score for a male ensemble, directors often choose between the Patrick M. Liebergen 

arrangement and the Larry Nickel arrangement. Both offer distinct technical advantages.



Feature Patrick M. Liebergen (Alfred Music) Larry Nickel (Choral Tracks / CP)

Voicing TTBB (Choral Octavo) TTBB (with Piano/A Cappella options)

Difficulty Level Intermediate (Accessible for High 
School/College)

Advanced (Professional/Semi-Pro)

Accompaniment Piano or Organ (Traditional) Piano or Chamber Ensemble

Melodic Treatment Syllabic and lyrical, emphasizes the 
'octavo' flow.

Focuses on texture and Part-
Predominant learning.

Vocal Range Moderate; avoids extreme highs for 
Tenor 1.

Broad; utilizes the full color of the 
male voice.

Liebergen’s Pedagogical Approach

Liebergen’s arrangement is highly regarded for its pedagogical utility. It is designed to be accessible while 

maintaining the artistic integrity of the melody. This version is often found in the FRM331series and is

characterized by clear markings for phrasing and dynamics. Technically, it focuses on the ensemble’s ability to

execute a unified vowel shape for the "A" in "Ave," which is critical for choral blend.

Nickel’s Technical Complexity

The Larry Nickel arrangement, often paired with Choral Tracks LLC  learning tools, tends to lean into the 

atmospheric potential of the piece. It may involve more complex inner-voice movement. The availability of Tenor 1a 

Predominanttracks for this version suggests a focus on individual part mastery. This is essential for choirs that do

not have the luxury of extended rehearsal time, as it allows singers to internalize the intervals of the 20th-century

harmonic structure before combining in the rehearsal hall.

Acoustic Principles and Performance Practice

The performance of Ave Maria for TTBB requires an understanding of formant tuning. Because male voices

produce lower fundamental frequencies, the harmonic overtones can quickly muddy the sound if the vowels are too

dark or swallowed.

Vowel Modification and Resonant Frequencies

•  The "A" in Ave: Should be performed with a lifted soft palate and a forward focus. For Tenors, modifying the 

vowel toward /;Rò�†�2�–â�v&VBr’��B�†–v†W"��—F6†W2��&Pvents the vocal cords from straining.

•  The "u" and "i" in Maria: These vowels require careful coordination in the Bass section to ensure they don't 

lose their core resonance. A common error is for the Basses to drop their support on the "i" vowel, causing the pitch 

to drop.

Dynamic Architecture

The technical blueprint of the piece follows a terraced dynamic structure. The piece usually begins pianissimo 

(pp), building through a series of crescendos to a forte(f) climax, before receding back into silence. Managing this

in a TTBB group requires the "Pyramid of Balance," where the lower voices provide a larger volume of sound to

support the thinning air of the high tenors.

Step-by-Step Implementation Guide for Directors



To successfully integrate Caccini’s Ave Maria into a male chorus repertoire, follow these technical steps:

1.  Sectional Intonation: Use the Choral Tracks part-predominant files to ensure each section (T1, T2, B1, B2) 

can sing their line solo against a reference pitch.

2.  Breath Mapping: Identify specific points for staggered breathing. Given the long, arched phrases of the 

melody, the ensemble must breathe invisibly to maintain the "haunting" legato described in the sheet music notes.

3.  Balance Audit: Evaluate the Tenor 1a volume. If the melody is overshadowed by the Tenor 2 or Baritone, the 

emotional impact of the piece is lost. Use a Decibel Meter or a recording app to check the balance from the back of 

the performance space.

4.  Piano/Organ Integration: Ensure the accompaniment does not mirror the vocal lines too closely. The piano 

should provide a rhythmic pulse (often in triplets or eighth notes) that keeps the vocalists from dragging the tempo.

Troubleshooting Common Choral Challenges

Even professional ensembles encounter hurdles when performing this work. Below is a matrix of common issues

and their technical solutions.



Issue Technical Cause Solution

Flatting on "Maria" Insufficient air speed on the 'i' vowel. Increase subglottal pressure; use a 
'bright' vowel focus.

Muddled Texture Over-singing in the Baritone section. Instruct Baritones to sing 10% softer 
than the Bass 2.

Rhythmic Dragging Vocalists waiting for the piano beat. Practice with a metronome 
emphasizing the 'off-beats'.

Inconsistent Vowels Varied regional accents in the choir. Standardize on 'Tall' Italianate vowels 
(Pure Latin).

The "Tenor 1a Predominant" Strategy

One of the specific technical mentions in the provided data is the use of Tenor 1a Predominant tracks. This is a 

crucial rehearsal technique for male choirs. By having the lead tenors master their line with a high degree of 

confidence, they serve as a guide for the rest of the ensemble. This is particularly important in the Nickel 

arrangement, where the melodic leaps can be deceptive. Using high-quality rehearsal tracksfrom sources like

Choral Tracks LLC ensures that the rhythmic precision of the triplets is maintained, which is a frequent failure point

in amateur ensembles.

Synthesis and Broader Implications

The enduring popularity of the Caccini/Vavilov Ave Maria in the TTBB format highlights the universal appeal of 

minor-key melodicism. From a technical writing perspective, the piece serves as a masterclass in how a simple 

harmonic progression can be elevated through professional arranging and digital rehearsal tools. Whether using 

the Alfred Music octavo by Liebergen or the more modern digital resources provided by Larry Nickel, choral

directors have a wealth of tools at their disposal to bring this haunting work to life.

Ultimately, the success of a TTBB performance of Ave Maria rests on the intersection of vocal science and 

musicality. By focusing on registration, breath management, and the use of modern part-learning technologies,

ensembles can overcome the inherent challenges of the male vocal range to deliver a performance that captures

the ethereal beauty of this "modern-day Baroque" masterpiece. The technical integration of sheet music, MIDI-

based learning tracks, and rigorous vocal pedagogy ensures that this Ave Maria will remain a staple of the male

choral repertoire for decades to come.
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