BMC 7 - Alessandro SCARLATTI: Concertos & Sinfonias
Sicilian-born in 1660, Alessandro Scarlatti was trained in Rome. He married in 1678 and later that year was appointed Mae
stro di Cappella of San Giacomo degli Incurabili. His first large-scale oratorio-operatic works were performed there the
following year when he was only 19. His patrons from the outset were of the highest rank, among them the exiled Queen
Christina of Sweden who made him her Maestro di Cappella, Cardinal Pamphili, and the musically indefatigable Cardinal
Ottoboni and, in Florence, Prince Ferdinando de Medici.
In 1684 at the age of 24 Scarlatti moved to Naples, where he was appointed Maestro di Cappella at the vice-regal court of
Naples, at the same time as his brother Francesco was made First Violinist. It was alleged that they owed their
appointments to the intrigues of one of their sisters with two Court officials, who were dismissed.
For the next two decades over half the new Operas given at Naples were by Scarlatti, producing over 40 works, which were
first performed at the Viceregal Palazzo Reale and then at the public theatre of S. Bartolomeo, where Scarlatti was
employed as the director along with nine singers, five instrumentalists and a copyist. In contrast to contemporary five-act
Venetian Operas, which continued to rely upon mythological characters and stage machinery, Scarlatti's shorter three-act 'D
rammi per Musica' centered on the characterization of kings and confidants, lovers and servants. Il Pirro e Demetrio (1694)
and La caduta de' Decemviri (1697) were particularly successful.
From 1695 his Operas and ‘musical dramas’ incorporated three-movement Sinfonias which soon became standard for all
Italian Operas. Indeed, the Italian Opera Overture, or Sinfonia, contained most of the elements of the pre-classical and
classical symphonies, and the symphony (or sinfonia), designed for concert performance, may be traced back to the Italian
Opera Overture (or Sinfonia) of Alessandro Scarlatti. It was in these overtures and last operas that he also began
experimenting with orchestral (instrumental) color in the modern sense.
While resident in Naples Scarlatti occasionally returned to Rome to supervise carnival performances of new Operas,
contributions to pasticci and Cantatas at the Palazzo Doria Pamphili and the Villa Medicea (at nearby Pratolino), as well as
Oratorios at Ss. Crocifisso, the Palazzo Apostolico and the Collegio Clementino. Astonishingly, he also produced at least
ten Serenatas, nine Oratorios and 65 Cantatas for Naples.
By 1700 the War of the Spanish Succession was beginning to undermine the privileged status of the Neapolitan nobility,
rendering Scarlatti's position insecure. In 1702 he left with his family for Florence, where he hoped to find employment for
himself and his son Domenico with Prince Ferdinando de' Medici. When these hopes failed, he moved back to Rome at the
end of 1703, seeking a quieter life, as assistant Maestro di Cappella at S. Maria Maggiore (the public theaters had been
closed by papal decree since 1700, so operas were performed only occasionally and in private). In this capacity he was
required to compose Motets and Masses in both strict (Papal) and concertato styles, according to the occasion. To augment
his income he renewed his connections with the cardinals and formed new ones with Marquis Ruspoli, concentrating now
on Oratorios, Celebratory Serenatas and Cantatas.
In 1706 he was elected, along with Pasquini and Corelli, to the Accademia dell’Arcadia, where he must have met Handel in
1707. From 1702 until 1708 he sent Prince Ferdinando de' Medici quantities of Oratorios and church music and four Operas
which the prince had performed at Siena, Livorno and Florence. Scarlatti also composed and directed two five-act
Tragedies for the 1707 Venetian Carnival. Upon his return to Rome he was made Maestro di Cappella at S. Maria Maggiore,
but the salary was so meager that he was ultimately forced to return to his posts in Naples in 1709.
During the next decade he produced 11 Operas employing greater instrumental resources, of which Il Tigrane (1715) was his
Neapolitan masterpiece. His ‘Commedia in Musica’, Il Trionfo dell’Onore (1718), was also very successful.
He maintained his connections in Rome, returning there in 1718 to oversee his Opera Telemaco at the Teatro Capranica, in
1719 Marco Attilio Regolo and finally in 1721 for La Griselda (his last opera). He produced a lavish Messa di S Cecilia for
soloists, chorus and strings, performed there in October 1720.
Meanwhile Scarlatti ventured into orchestral writing, expanding the Sinfonia concept. The autograph score to the 12
Sinfonie di Concerto Grosso indicates that they were begun on June 1, 1715. Although no other date is given, it is unlikely
that their composition took longer than one year. The instrumentation varies with each Sinfonia. In addition to the strings,
which are present in each work, some have one or two flutes, and one even has a trumpet with flute.

The Sinfonia No. 12 in c minor, subtitled "La Geniale," is a typical example of these Symphonias for flute and strings and is
also one of the earliest examples of a Flute Concerto, pre-dating most of Vivaldi's by several years. Sinfonia No. 12 begins
with an adagio which is characterized by a restless eighth note rhythm and constantly changing harmony. Even when the
flute has a brief solo the restless quality persists. The second movement, andante giusto, is a long fugue with episodes
(contrasting sections) played by the solo flute. The third movement, adagio, begins with a series of sustained notes played by
the violins over a "walking" bass. The flute solo gives a particularly plaintive quality to the last portion of the movement.
The last movement, andante moderate, though ostensibly a minuetto (not, however, so indicated) has a rhythm which is
almost as memorable as a good melody.
The whereabouts of an autograph score or set of parts to Scarlatti's Concerti Grossi, or “Six Concertos in seven parts for two
Violins and Violoncello Obligate with two Violins more a Tenor and Thorough Bass, Compos’d by Sigr Alexander Scarlatti”, as they
were first called, is not presently known. The earliest version of these works are the parts which were published in London
under the above title by Benjamin Cooke in 1740. Of these Six Concerti, Nos. 1, 2, 4, and 5 were composed so that they
could also be performed as String Quartets.
Scarlatti called them specifically Sonate a quattro, and as such they represent some of the earliest forms of chamber music in
this genre. The fact that these Six Concertos were published some fifteen years after the composer’s death was quite unusual
for that time; it may be suggested that Benjamin Cooke was “cashing in” on the popularity of the Scarlatti name. Thomas
Roseingrave had published in London the first edition of Alessandro’s son Domenico’s Essercizzi per gravicembalo a couple of
years before, and Domenico’s work was also being popularized in London by Thomas Kelway and Thomas Arne. That
Domenico’s popularity continued is witnessed by the publication in 1743 by Charles Avison of his twelve Concerto Grosso
arrangements of Domenico’s harpsichord sonatas.
Alessandro’s last years were spent in Naples, teaching (Hasse, of later Dresden fame, was his pupil from 1722), composing
Cantatas (which ultimately numbered over 600, mostly for soprano and continuo), a Serenata and a set of Sonatas for Flute
and Strings, probably composed for Quantz, who visited him in late 1724 or early 1725.
In his not always reliable autobiography, Quantz describes the visit thus:
"I heard Scarlatti play on the harpsichord, which he knew how to play in a learned style although he did not possess as much finesse as
his son. After this he accompanied me in a solo. I had the good fortune to win his favor, in fact so much so that he composed a few
flute solos for me." This comment would almost prove to be an epitaph, for Alessandro Scarlatti died on October 24, 1725.
Alessandro’s Orchestral Works are in many ways pioneering, frequently inventive of counterpoint, and uniformly
entertaining. Father was unjustly eclipsed by the keyboard virtuosity and dazzling Hispanic flights of fancy of Son
Domenico’s numerous Sonatas composed during his residence in Madrid, a selection of which can be heard played by Valda
Aveling (Thomas Goff Harpsichord) on Baroque Music Collection BMC 8. It is hoped that this present offering will go some
way to restoring Alessandro Scarlatti to his rightful position in the development of Baroque music.

