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Claudio Monteverdi  (1567-1643)   Damigella tutta bella SV235 (pub. 1607)   

Agostino Steffani  (1654-1728)    Aita fortuna from La lotta d'Hercole con Acheloo (1689)   

Giovanni Battista Fontana  (1589-1630) Sonata settima a doi violini (1641)   

Agostino Steffani     Pria ch'io faccia 

Antonio Caldara  (1671-1736)    Medea in Corinto 

Antonio Vivaldi  (1678-1741)    Trio Sonata in G minor RV73 (pub. 1705)   
I. Preludio. Grave • II. Allemanda. Allegro • III. Adagio • 
IV. Capriccio. Allegro • V. Gavotta. Allegro  

Giovanni Bononcini  (1670-1747)   Sempre piango (pub. 1691)   

Antonio Vivaldi     Cessate, omai cessate RV684 

Antonio Caldara     Ciaccona in B flat Op. 2 No. 12 (pub. 1699)   

George Frideric Handel  (1685-1759)   Caro autor di mia doglia HWV182b (c.1740-3)   

Antonio Vivaldi     In braccio dei contenti from Gloria e Imeneo RV687 (1725)   
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Since its founding in 1979, Les Arts Florissants has 

established itself as one of the world’s leading Baroque 

specialist ensembles. Tonight’s concert showcases 

secular vocal and instrumental music from Italy, 

combining some of the most celebrated composers of 

the age alongside their lesser-known contemporaries. 

Claudio Monteverdi was born in Cremona in 1567, and 

is rightly celebrated for his pioneering operatic and vocal 

works. Tonight we’ll hear his lighter side, from his 1607 

collection Scherzi Musicali: these ‘musical jokes’ were 

songs appropriate for courtly entertainments. 'Damigella 

tutta bella' is a bright and breezy number with lyrics that 

implore a beautiful damsel to pour out wine. 

Monteverdi’s insistent switching of rhythmic emphasis 

(much like ‘America’ in West Side Story) makes this song 

particularly catchy, and it ends with cheeky abruptness. 

Perhaps the most varied career in the programme 

belongs to that of Agostino Steffani. Born near Venice in 

1654, he was a boy soprano who became a bishop and 

diplomat, with periods spent in Munich, Hannover and 

Düsseldorf. As a composer, he achieved fame for his 

many duets. ‘Aita fortuna’ from his opera La lotta 
d'Hercole con Acheloo is sung by two parts of a love 

triangle: the princess Deianira and river-God Achelous. 

Both call on Fortune to assist their conflicting romantic 

plights, so it’s somewhat ironic that they sing together in 

harmony, in a charming call-and-response with the 

ensemble. The chamber duet 'Pria ch’io faccia' is a more 

expansive and mellifluous affair, setting a poem on 

unspoken love. With no characterisation of individual 

parts to consider, Steffani allows himself to luxuriate in 

the musical possibilities of two interweaving voices. 

Giovanni Battista Fontana may be the most 

mysterious of tonight's composers. Born in Brescia in 

1589, he worked in Rome, Venice and Padua, but 

relatively little is known about his career. A posthumous 

1641 publication of his sonatas suggests that he played 

an important role in the early development of that form, 

though the date of their composition is uncertain. The 

Sonata settima of the collection, for two violins and 

continuo, is a freewheeling piece with a highly sectional 

structure, pitting extended passages of slow music 

against swifter movement. 

Antonio Caldara, born in 1671, was a prolific composer 

who eventually become vice-Kapellmeister to the 

Emperor Charles VI in Vienna. His alto cantata Medea in 
Corinto dramatises a Greek myth: in what is in effect a 

monologue, Medea addresses her husband Jason in an 

escalating series of recitatives and arias. She helped him 

win the Golden Fleece, but has discovered that he plans 

to marry King Creon’s daughter. We understand that he 

is unmoved by her complaints and ultimately turns away, 

whereupon the enraged Medea invokes the Furies to 

enact revenge. Contrastingly, Caldara's Ciaccona in B flat 
is a fine example of a staple form of the period. Thought 

to originate from a Latin American dance, the chaconne 

involved variations over a repeating harmonic formula 

and/or ostinato baseline. Its strong dance character was 

generally retained in Italy, and Caldara tweaks his 

scheme to include interesting forays into the minor 

mode. 

George Frederic Handel was born in Germany, but 

spent a few early years in Italy honing his craft. It was 

there that he first wrote the duet 'Caro autor di mia 

doglia', for the unusual combination of soprano and 

tenor. It boasts the same propulsive invention and florid 

melismas of his well-known Dixit Dominus, composed 

around the same time in 1707. Perhaps the words of 

ardent devotion resonated with the young man, but 

decades later (and long since settled in London) Handel 

re-arranged the piece for two altos and tightened up its 

final section. It’s this revised version that we’ll hear 

tonight. 

For some time, Handel was rivalled in London by the 

composer Giovanni Bononcini - in fact, the first printed 

use of the term ‘Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee’ was a 

satirical description of their respective admirers. 

Bononcini was born in Modena in 1670, and 'Sempre 

piango' is an early chamber duet. It dramatises a quarrel 

between a woman (Chloris) and her lover whom she 

suspects of infidelity. The lachrymose continuo part in 

the opening duet (‘always weeping’) is particularly 

effective, and while both singers have their say in solo 

arias, matters remain unresolved in the final duet, which 

reprises the sorrowful mood. 

An unhappy lover also stalks the pages of Antonio 

Vivaldi’s solo cantata Cessate, omai cessate. The lyrics - 

a catalogue of lovelorn misery - are elevated by the 

music, in particular the exquisite aria ‘Ah, ch’infelice’, 

with its delicate blend of pizzicato and bowed strings, 

punctured by outbursts of vehement emotion. Much like 

Caldara’s Medea, it culminates in a bristling ‘rage aria’, 

the narrator in this case intent on suicide and ghostly 

revenge. Vivaldi’s penchant for bold contrasts is equally 

evident in his Trio Sonata in G minor. Its five short 

movements alternate suspenseful slow passages with 

explosive, fast-bowed fireworks - a trademark for the 

composer of the 'Four Seasons'. 

Happily, Vivaldi leaves romantic strife behind for the 

final duet of the evening, as we end with a celebration of 

royal marriage. ‘In braccio dei contenti’ is the final part of 

the serenade Gloria e Imeneo, which was composed in 

1725 for a French ambassador to honour the union of 

King Louis XV and the Polish princess Maria 

Leszczyńska. With liltingly insistent dance rhythms, it 

neatly forgoes regal pomposity - and there is no irony 

when these voices harmonise. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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I. Preludio. Grave  
II. Allemanda. Allegro  
III. Adagio  
IV. Capriccio. Allegro  
V. Gavotta. Allegro  
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Translations by Susannah Howe. 

 


