UCL CHAMBER MUSIC CLUB CONCERT, TUESDAY 20th MARCH 2007

A Celebration of Handel
This concert presents a variety of music by George Frederick Handel (1685–1759), focusing particularly on the Italian aspect of his output (though also with a little French and English flavouring).  Handel spent a formative period (1706–10) in Italy, where he met leading musicians (including Corelli and the Scarlattis).  He gained wide recognition, being known affectionately as ‘il caro sassone’ (‘the dear Saxon’). The first part of his career in England (where he settled in 1712) was substantially taken up with the composition of (very fashionable) Italian operas. We present music covering thirty years: two concerti grossi by the mature composer frame an overture from a highly successful Italian opera (in the popular format of a keyboard arrangement) and a cantata from Handel's early years.

The concerto grosso, which developed in Italy in the later seventeenth century, incorporates the baroque principle of contrast; at its basis is the solo (concertino) group – typically the two violins and continuo of the trio sonata – to which extra parts (ripieno) are added. In many cases, for example the influential concerti grossi of Corelli, the works can in fact be played effectively as trio sonatas; the ripieno serves simply to fill out the texture at particular points and provide dynamic contrast. The concerti of Handel’s Op.6 were composed in August and September 1739, and published in 1740 by John Walsh (Handel’s regular London publisher) as ‘Twelve Grand Concertos in Seven Parts for Four Violins, a Tenor Violin, a Violoncello with a Through Bass for the Harpsicord’.  For their time they are quite conservative in structure and layout, in accordance with English taste. They owe a good deal to Corelli’s example in two respects:  there is no set number or ordering of sections or movements (although a slow–fast–slow–fast arrangement can often be found – this is evident in No.4, and the form of No.7 can be thought of as a variant of the pattern); and there is not much differentiation between the concertino and the ripieno.  No.7, with which today’s concert begins, in fact features no separate solo material (and so, strictly speaking, should perhaps be described as an ‘orchestral concerto’ or a ‘ripieno concerto’, rather than a concerto grosso); the same is true of the first and third movements of No.4, but the concertinists do have important, if fairly brief, solo roles in the two fast movements. As a whole, the Op.6 concerti encompass a great diversity of styles and musical types: assured counterpoint, memorable melodies and energetic rhythms all abound. Handel is often praised for his directness of expression and his striking and bold musical ideas.  These qualities are amply present in Op.6: what indeed could be more striking and bold than a fugue subject (in the Allegro of No.7) which begins with the same note played fourteen times! 

A collection of ‘Handel’s Sixty Overtures from all his Operas and Oratorios Set for the Harpsicord or Organ’ was published by Walsh, probably around 1750; the identity of the arranger is not known.  Amadigi di Gaula (or Amadis) was Handel’s tenth Italian opera, and the fifth he wrote for London; it was produced to great acclaim at the King’s Theatre, Haymarket, in May 1715. A typical ‘magic opera’, it features a prince, princess, sorcerer, sorceress and numerous spectacular stage effects.  Here, as in his other operas and oratorios, Handel employs not the Italian Sinfonia avanti l’opera but the French Overture (Ouverture), a form characterised by an opening passage using dotted rhythms and a fast fugal section; the main overture is often followed by a dance or dances – in this case Handel adds a gavotte.  The keyboard arrangement is generally faithful to the orchestral original, but with one or two intriguing discrepancies.
The secular cantata (usually for a solo voice, often soprano, and continuo) was a favourite genre of vocal chamber music in Italy in the high Baroque.  It is particularly associated with Alessandro Scarlatti, who composed more than 600. Most of Handel’s cantatas date from his period in Italy.  Fra tante pene was in existence by August 1709, when his Roman patron, the Marquis Ruspoli, paid for its copying, but it may have been composed a year or two earlier.  The alternation of recitatives and arias is typical of the form. The libretto (writer unknown) expresses, at some length and with rather tortured syntax, the notion that ‘lontananza’ – absence, distance, separation from the beloved – is the worst thing that can befall the lover.  The word ‘lontananza’ appears in each section and is emphasised by simple but effective word-painting: wide leaps at the end of the first recitative, and melismas in the final aria.  Handel often re-used his own (and indeed other people’s) musical material, and ‘A sanar le ferite’ formed the basis for the much more elaborate ‘Quel torrente, che cade dal monte’ in the opera Giulio Cesare of 1723.
Fra tante pene e tante



Among so many and so many afflictions

che il cieco nume a’ servi suoi comparte,
that the blind deity apportions to her acolytes,

non sapeva il mio core



my heart could not tell

qual fosse la più fiera e la maggiore.

which was the fiercest and greatest.

Pure al fin la distingue, et a bastanza

Yet in the end it perceives and sufficiently

prova che la più fiera è lontananza.

proves that the cruellest is absence.

Se avvien che sia infedele


If it happens that she should be unfaithful, 

la bella mia crudele,



my beautiful cruel one,

mentre la miran gl’occhi


while my eyes gaze on her

respire questo cor.



then this heart of mine draws breath.

Se gelosia m’affanna



If jealousy vexes me





quando la mia tiranna



when my tyrant

dolce favella al or pur mi ristora,

then restores sweet speech to me,

ma il fare al fin ch’io mora


but contrives that in the end I die,

giunge la lontananza,



absence comes along,

ché privo di speranza



so that, deprived of hope

mi struggie nel dolor.



it destroys me in grief.

Torna, torna mio bene.



Return, return, my beloved.

Lascia per me quelle delitie amene

Abandon for me those pleasant delights,

che l’acque del mio pianto,


so that the waters of my weeping,

l’aura de’ miei sospiri,



the breezes of my sighs,

ti doneranno ancor qualche conforto.

may again bring you some comfort.

Altra speme di aita or non m’avanza,

No other hope of succour now comes to me,

ché la pena più fiera è lontananza.

because the cruellest affliction is absence.

A sanar le ferite d’un core


To heal the wounds of a heart

lontananza bastante non è.


absence does not suffice.

Ché tiranna più accresce il dolore; 

For my tyrant increases grief the more;

è un dolor che maggiore non v’è.

it is a grief greater than which there is none.

