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‘Differing degrees of 

programmaticism—on the themes of 

love and war—differing versions of 

dance suite, and differing forms of 

concerto comprise the assortment 

of pieces on this program. On the 

spectrum between merest suggestion 

of a program and its most detailed 

depiction, Vivaldi’s concerto 

“L’Amoroso” and the “Suites des 

amantes” collected from Rameau’s 

Pièces de clavecin en concerts sit 

at the suggestive end, evoking 

the affects of courtship, romance, 

heartsickness, and contentedness 

in only broad terms. Zipoli’s Battalia 

Imperiale more specifically (if 

briefly) evokes three battle-related 

scenes: first and last movements 

use trumpet motifs to depict actual 

combat, and the langorous second 

movement, its casualties. Biber’s La 

Battalia is still more detailed in its 

musical description. After a stirring 

introductory sonata, Biber furnishes 

a comic portrait of the “dissolute 

company” by creating a collage of 

mismatched tunes, as if drunkenly 

and heedlessly performed. A solemn 

march (Mars) follows an intervening 

presto. A later song (Aria) precedes 

the battle itself (Die Schlacht), which 

features the special effects of loudly 

snapped pizzicatos to imitate gun fire. 

This gives way to a final movement 

of lamentation for the wounded and 

fallen.

Both Rameau’s Pièces de clavecin 

and Pisendel’s Imitation des 

caractères de la danse are versions 

of the Baroque dance suite, that 

is, collected movements that are 

inspired by the French courtly dances 

of the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries. Pisendel’s suite 

(like those of Muffat, Telemann, or 

Bach) illustrates the international 

dissemination of French courtly 

culture during the early eighteenth 

century. Rameau’s approach, like 

that of François Couperin before 

him, takes the dances as points of 

departure for musical portraiture or 

small programs. Rameau therefore 

replaces the dance labels with more 

specific titles, either descriptive or 

dedicatory. Rameau’s scoring also 

bears mentioning as an unusual 

accompanied keyboard setting, in 

which harpsichord is combined with 

flute (or violin) and bass viol. Rameau 

described this arrangement as “en 

concerts,” one of three meanings of 

concert (or concerto) to appear on 

this program, but each understood 

as highlighting an ensemble and the 

relationship of its members.

Vivaldi’s two concertos exemplify 

the genre as it is most familiar to us: 

a work for soloist and orchestra that 

was recognized in the eighteenth 

century as a distinctly Venetian 

type of concerto. It happens that 

Vivaldi’s Concerto in D Minor, RV 

242, is one of several that he wrote 

for Pisendel—the manuscript to 

this one is headed “fatto per Sig.r 

Pisendl”—whom he knew as a well-

traveled violin virtuoso. This may 

account for the extended moments 
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in the first movement in which the 

accompaniment is harmonically 

static beneath the rapid arpeggios 

and bariolage of the solo violin, 

or for its profuse double-stops 

throughout the third movement. The 

“amorous” Concerto in E Major, RV 

271, also has a German dedicatee, 

one not as musically accomplished 

but significantly higher in status: 

the Habsburg Emperor Charles 

VI. Vivaldi had met the Emperor 

Charles in the port city of Trieste, 

and in 1727 he dedicated a published 

collection of concertos entitled “La 

Cetra” to him. The Concerto in E 

Major, however, belongs to a second 

collection of concertos called “La 

Cetra” and dedicated to Charles, but 

which were never published. Vivaldi 

was likely hoping for employment 

at the imperial court and, because 

of his duties of providing two 

concertos per month to his Venetian 

employers at the time, he had an 

abundance of material with which to 

flatter the emperor. But rather than 

reward Vivaldi with a job, Charles 

instead gave him a gold chain and a 

knighthood.

The third form of concerto on this 

program, the concerto grosso, is 

drawn from Handel’s Twelve Grand 

Concertos, published in London in 

1740. The concerto grosso was a 

Roman type honed, if not invented, 

by Arcangelo Corelli, and this type 

contrasts two groups of different 

sizes, a smaller concertino of two 

violins and cello versus a larger 

ripieno of strings with multiple players 

on each part. Unlike the Vivaldian or 

Venetian type of concerto, there is no 

refrain form in the concerto grosso. 

Instead, both groups, concertino 

and ripieno, share equally in the 

thematic material. The contrasts of 

sonority between the smaller and 

larger groups, never handled in 

the same way from movement to 

movement, are therefore designed to 

create diverse effects of mood and 

color. In the opening movement of 

Handel’s concerto, for example, the 

ripieno punctuates the phrases of the 

concertino, seeming to reinforce its 

ideas, but in the pastoral-sounding 

third-movement musette, it is the 

concertino interjections that create 

an air of particular intimacy. The 

fourth movement comes closest 

to the Vivaldian solo concerto in 

distinguishing the first violin of 

the concertino from the rest of 

the ensemble, while the second 

movement (a fugue) uses concertino 

and ripieno together, allowing the 

individual lines of the imitative texture 

to supply the element of contrast. The 

final movement, a minuet-like binary 

form, features the full ensemble as if a 

peroration by a now-unified group.
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