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To Lydia, Genevieve and Clarissa,
with love and gratitude

————————————————————

 

‘Music is a higher revelation than all
wisdom and philosophy.’
Ludwig van Beethoven

‘Without music, life would be a mistake.’
Friedrich Nietzsche




Preface

This book emerged, by accident, during lockdown. Unable to access archives for the book I was (and am) meant to be writing on Allied diplomacy during the Second World War and wanting to spread a little joy in an increasingly depressing world, I decided to send a small group of friends a daily link to a favourite piece of classical music, along with a few lines of context and personal insight. Perhaps inevitably, the ‘essays’ grew in size and scope. More surprisingly, so did the distribution list, as friends asked me to include brothers, sisters, parents, lovers, friends of friends and colleagues. I seemed to have struck a chord: to have unearthed a longing not simply for classical music but a way into classical music. Slowly, the idea of writing a short book, shorn of technical terms, that would serve as an introduction to one hundred classical masterpieces took shape.

I am not a musician or a musicologist. Nor am I a historian of music. My field, so much as I have one, is politics and international relations between and during the two world wars. I have, however, nurtured a love of classical music since I was five years old; a childhood obsession with the works of George Frederick Handel, that led to an adoration of Bach, Beethoven and, above all, Mozart. Soon Schubert, Chopin, Schumann and Tchaikovsky were in the mix and, by the time I was at university, I was listening to Verdi and Wagner on alternate weeks. Not all music moved me. Although my taste steadily expanded from the early 18th century to the mid-20th century, some composers left me cold. Readers may be shocked by omissions from my selection but I think there is something in the theory that to really love certain works of art means, almost by definition, to have a distaste for others – to appreciate all is to appreciate none. This, therefore, is not a list of the ‘greatest’ or ‘most important’ pieces of classical music (even if such a list were possible). Nor is it an inventory of my ‘Top 100’ pieces. It is simply a compilation of music which I love and think that others will love too. Classical music, it is my passionate belief, has the capacity to move and be enjoyed by almost anyone, yet too often people are overwhelmed by the sheer size and alleged complexity of the canon. Where to start? What to listen to? And what does it all mean? Idiosyncratic and impressionistic, this is a brief attempt to answer these questions.

Tim Bouverie, June 2021
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Dido and Aeneas (c. 1683–1689)

Henry Purcell

Dido and Aeneas is the greatest opera in the English language. The only full opera by Henry Purcell, its first documented performance dates from 1689 – the year following England’s ‘Glorious Revolution’ – though some scholars believe it was written earlier in the decade. The libretto, by Nahum Tate (an Irish poet of meagre talent, best remembered for giving King Lear a happy ending), is based on Book IV of Virgil’s Aeneid. Dido, Queen of Carthage, burns with love for the Trojan hero, Aeneas, who returns the Queen’s affections but the gods – or ‘sorceresses’, as they appear in Tate’s version – have determined that he must leave her and fulfil his destiny as the founder of the Roman race.

Despite being his only opera, and among the first in the English tradition, Dido and Aeneas reveals Purcell’s genius for portraying his characters’ emotions in music. Lively choruses and rustic dances pepper the score but it is the pervading sense of suffering, the harmonic anticipation of tragedy, that resonate most deeply. In particular, Dido’s pitiful final aria is celebrated as probably the most poignant lament in musical history. Resolved to kill herself, following Aeneas’ departure, the Queen of Carthage begs her handmaid to preserve her memory: ‘Remember me!’, she pleads above the darkly descending strings, ‘Remember me, but ah! forget my fate.’

So heavy was the cost of founding the Roman race.

Recommended recording: Susan Graham, Ian Bostridge, Camilla Tilling, Felicity Palmer, David Daniels, Cécile de Boever, Paul Agnew, European Voices, Le Concert d’Astrée, Emmanuelle Haïm, Virgin Classics, 2003
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Concerto Grosso in G Minor, ‘Christmas Concerto’ (c. 1685–1690)

Arcangelo Corelli

Arcangelo Corelli’s oeuvre is relatively modest: 48 trio sonatas, 12 violin sonatas and 12 concerti grossi. If his output was limited, however, his influence was immense. A virtuoso violinist from a landowning family in Romagna, he developed what would become some of the most popular forms of Baroque music and established the preeminence of the violin. Bach and Handel were strongly influenced by his music, and his style was imitated by a host of lesser musicians.

A concerto grosso – literally, ‘big concerto’ – shares the musical material among a small group of soloists. Although Corelli did not invent the genre, he became its master and it is through these works, more than any others, that his name lives on.

The Concerto Grosso in G Minor is known as the ‘Christmas Concerto’, due to Corelli’s inscription Fatto per la notte di Natale (‘Made for the night of Christmas’) on the score. Its six, short movements are, alternately, solemn and lively, with the greatest beauty reserved for the ethereal Adagio.

Recommended recording: The English Concert, Trevor Pinnock, Archiv, 1988
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Gloria in D Major (c. 1715)

Antonio Vivaldi

Venice reached the pinnacle of her power in the 15th century. The golden years of Venetian painting – of Bellini, Giorgione, Titian and Tintoretto – were in the 16th century. Her claim to be ‘The Republic of Music’, however, achieved its greatest vindication between the 17th and early 18th centuries, a period bookmarked by Claudio Monteverdi composing his operas and madrigals at one end and Antonio Vivaldi producing a flood of instrumental, operatic and sacred music at the other. Although ordained as a priest when he was 25, Vivaldi spent the majority of his career working at the Ospedale della Pietà, a foundling hospital for orphans and the illegitimate children of priapic noblemen, close to St Mark’s Square. There he instructed the girls in the violin and viols, worked with their renowned choir and orchestra and composed the majority of his more than 500 concertos, 100 sonatas, 50 operas and sundry sacred works.

The Gloria in D Major (one of two surviving settings of the Gloria by Vivaldi), is one of the most uplifting pieces in the choral repertory. With its famous opening octave leaps and trumpet flourishes, Vivaldi puts us in mind of one of Venice’s great festivals: a feast of barges and gondolas floating down the Grand Canal. The ‘Et in terra pax’ is hauntingly beautiful, while the soprano duet ‘Laudamus te’ shimmers like a Tiepolo fresco. Always driving us forward, Vivaldi follows the celestial ‘Domine Deus’, for soprano and violin accompaniment, with a rustic chorus of dotted rhythms. We hear the octave leaps again at the start of the ‘Quoniam tu solus sanctus’ and then we are into a magnificent ‘Cum sancto spiritu fuge’ which concludes the piece. Written in 1715 but neglected until the great Vivaldi revival just before the Second World War, Vivaldi’s Gloria captures the solemnity as well as the splendour of La Serenissima.

Recommended recording: Sara Mingardo, Patrizia Biccirè, Deborah York, Concerto Italiano, Champagne Ardenne Vocal Academy, Rinaldo Alessandrini, Naïve, 2007
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Salve Regina (1707)

George Frederick Handel

George Frederick Handel was the most cosmopolitan of Baroque composers. Born in Halle, then part of Brandenburg-Prussia, in 1685 – the same year as Johann Sebastian Bach and Domenico Scarlatti – he spent four years in Italy before travelling to Hanover and, thence, to London. Handel liked London and, despite having accepted the post of Court Composer to the Elector of Hanover, decided to stay. He was rewarded with an annual pension of £200 from Queen Anne, a stipend he was able to maintain even after his short-changed former employer, Georg Ludwig, Elector of Hanover, succeeded to the English throne as George I in 1714. Just over a decade later, this German composer became a British subject. His musical maturity had, however, been reached in warmer climes.

During the first half of the 18th century, Italy was the undisputed capital of European music. ‘There was no country in which a young proficient could spend his time to so much advantage,’ Prince Gian Gastone de’ Medici assured the 21-year-old young composer, who was then residing in Hamburg. Although initially sceptical, Handel took the Prince’s advice. He visited Florence – the cradle of opera as well as the Renaissance – and, by early 1707, was making waves in Rome. Although the Papacy, suffering from characteristic reaction, had placed a ban on the performance of opera within the city, Handel and other composers were able to circumvent this injunction by staging highly theatrical oratorios and cantatas. He also composed copious church music, including his setting of the psalm Dixit Dominus and this prayer to the Virgin Mary.

Handel’s Salve Regina was likely first performed on Trinity Sunday 1708, in the Church of Santa Maria in Monte-santo, Vignanello. Scored for solo soprano, violins, organ, cello and basso continuo, it reveals the Italian influence on the young Handel, while exhibiting a beauty that is entirely the composer’s own.

Recommended recording: Emma Kirkby, London Baroque, BIS, 1999
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Brandenburg Concerto No. 4 in G Major (c. 1711–1720)

Johann Sebastian Bach

When the distinguished American biologist Lewis Thomas was asked what should be placed in the Voyager spacecraft (launched in 1977, to explore the outmost reaches of the Solar System), as evidence of Earth-bound civilisation, he suggested the complete works of Johann Sebastian Bach, before reflecting that this might be seen as ‘boasting’. Given the tonnage of superlatives about the Cantor of St Thomas – ‘Music owes as much to Bach as religion to its founder’ (Robert Schumann); ‘In Bach, the vital cells of music are united as the world is in God’ (Gustav Mahler); ‘Bach was a top harmonist geezer, which is why the jazz cats love him’ (Nigel Kennedy) – it may come as a surprise to some readers to learn that for 70 years after his death in 1750, Bach all but dropped out of the musical repertoire. It was Mendelssohn who resurrected his music, in the early 19th century, and the ‘Bach revival’ has been going ever since.

Written between 1711 and 1720, the Brandenburg Concertos set a new standard for orchestral composition. Bach presented them to the Margrave of Brandenburg (the younger brother of King Frederick I of Prussia) in 1721, hoping that he would give him a job. On the title page, the composer penned an obsequious dedication, in which he asked the Prince not to judge too harshly ‘the little talents which Heaven has given me for Music’. But the Prince did not reply. He failed to acknowledge the cultural treasure Bach had given him, did not offer to pay him and, as far as we know, never had the concertos performed. Although they have come to be known by his title, the concertos, like Bach, owe nothing to Christian Ludwig, Margrave of Brandenburg-Schwedt.

In Christian Ludwig’s defence, it may have been that he did not have the forces, or the expertise, at his disposal to play the Concertos. Bach wrote the pieces for ‘several instruments’ but rarely the same ones: the first Brandenburg Concerto calls for a solo group of two horns, three oboes, a bassoon and violin (in addition to the small string orchestra that accompanies all six concertos); the second is for trumpet, oboe, flute and violin; the third requires nine extremely talented string soloists; the fourth a violin and two recorders; the fifth a flute and harpsichord; and the sixth, a pair of violas.

I would not be without any of these Concertos but, if forced to choose, my current favourite is the relatively neglected fourth in G, with it glorious final Fugue.

Recommended recording: Musica Antiqua Köln, Reinhard Goebel, Archiv, 1986
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Concerto in D Minor for Oboe and Orchestra (1722)

Tomaso Albinoni

The Venetian composer Tomaso Albinoni is best known for the Adagio in G Minor for strings and organ. A rich, lachrymose lament, it has proved as popular with film directors as it has with audiences and recording companies. There is just one problem: it is not by Albinoni.

In 1958, the musicologist and Albinoni scholar, Remo Giazotto, published the Adagio, claiming to have evolved it from a fragment of Albinoni’s music – six bars of melody and the basso continuo – found at the Saxon State Library in Dresden. He declined, however, to publish the original, and the continued absence of Albinoni’s manuscript has led many to conclude that Giazotto (who claimed the copyright for the piece) perpetrated a profitable deception.

Poor Albinoni! Although a noted opera composer in his day, few of his operas have survived and, two centuries after his death, he was the victim of identity fraud. Fortunately, we still have many authenticated orchestral works, including his sprightly Oboe Concertos. The slow movement of his D Minor Concerto is especially moving: a simple succession of chords in the strings, the oboe high above; it makes me think of the early-morning mist lifting off the Venetian lagoon after a night of Carnival.

Recommended recording: Stefan Schilli, Stuttgart Kammerorchester, Nicol Matt, Brilliant Classics, 2005
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Giulio Cesare in Egitto (1723–1724)

George Frederick Handel

After a slow start, English opera was soon replaced, in early 18th-century Britain, with what amounted to almost a mania for the more sophisticated Italian variety. The man tasked with satisfying this demand was Handel, who, between the presentation of Rinaldo in 1711 – the first Italian opera written specifically for the London stage – and his last effort, Deidamia in 1741, turned out more than 30 operas.

Based on Julius Caesar’s 48–47 BC visit to Egypt and affair with the Egyptian Queen, Cleopatra, Giulio Cesare is a tale of love, revenge, desire and grief. The plot is complex and contains more than the usual number of leading characters, yet Handel rose to the challenge spectacularly. Dramatic and compelling, the score of Giulio Cesare is the most opulent Handel ever composed for the opera house, with an extraordinary range of characterisation and emotion. Having entered in triumph, following his victory over Pompey, Caesar, variously, displays cold fury (‘Empio, dirò, tu sei’), infatuation (‘Non è si vago e bello’), cunning (‘Va tacito e nascosto’) and the courage worthy of his name (‘Al lampo dell’armi’). There are wonderful arias for Cornelia (Pompey’s widow), Sesto (Pompey’s son) and Ptolemy – there is, in fact, not one weak number in the entire opera – but the most sumptuous music is reserved for Cleopatra.

Written for the acclaimed Italian soprano Francesca Cuzzoni – who, famously, Handel was said to have threatened to throw out of a window if she continued to refuse to sing the opening aria of Ottone (1723) – the part of Cleopatra is stunningly sensual. Her aria ‘V’adoro, pupille’, featuring an on-stage band, is truly the stuff to melt the heart of mighty Caesar, while ‘Se pietà di me’, her prayer that Caesar may survive the coming battle, is hauntingly beautiful. Having defeated their enemies and proclaimed their love, Caesar and Cleopatra enter Alexandria in triumph: the orchestral accompaniment as rousing as any bourrée or hornpipe from the composer’s Water Music suites.

Not merely Handel’s finest theatrical work but the summit of Baroque opera.

Recommended recording: Marijana Mijanović, Magdalena Kožená, Anne Sofie von Otter, Charlotte Hellekant, Bejun Mehta, Alan Ewing, Les Musiciens du Louvre, Marc Minkowski, Archiv, 2002
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Keyboard Partita No. 1 in B-flat Major (1726)

Johann Sebastian Bach

Among the wonders of Bach is how his music can be both intricate and ornate and simple and translucent at the same time. This is particularly true of his solo works. Whenever I feel jaded, or have overindulged in rich romantic fare, I return to Bach’s compositions for solo keyboard – the musical equivalent of a cold glass of Alpine water: clear, pure, the source of all things.

A ‘partita’ is simply a suite of music for a solo instrument. Composed between 1726 and 1731, Bach’s six partitas for harpsichord are not only the last but arguably the best of his keyboard suites, succeeding The English Suites (c. 1719–1725) and The French Suites (1722–1725).

The First Keyboard Partita begins with a stately prelude, complete with rococo trills. The subsequent movements, contrasting yet complementary, consist of a series of 18th-century dances: an allemande, corrente, sarabande, two minuets, and, finally, a gigue. Perfectly proportioned and poised, this suite is also thrilling, with its rolling rhythms, interplay between the left and right hands and innumerable ornamentations. This is especially true of the Corrente (third movement), with its triplets, and the final Gigue, in which the left hand has to hit out the staccato melody in both the treble and the bass, while the right keeps the motor running in the centre of the keyboard.

Recommended recording: Glenn Gould, Columbia Masterworks, 1960
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Prelude and Fugue in E-flat Major, ‘St Anne’ (1739)

Johann Sebastian Bach

Bach was the greatest composer for the organ and, also, the master of the fugue. His acquaintance with what Mozart called the ‘king of instruments’ began in his early childhood and was consummated at the prestigious St Michael’s School in Lüneburg. During the course of his career, he wrote well over 200 works for the organ, and when, in 1754, a belated obituary to the composer appeared, it began with the telling heading: ‘The Honourable JS Bach, world famous in organ-playing…’

The Prelude and Fugue in E-flat Major, published in 1739, is a wonderful fusion of styles: a French overture, an Italian concerto and, finally, a German fugue. The fact that there are three themes, three sections of the fugue and three flats has led many to conclude that it represents the Trinity. Writing of the rushing semiquavers in the final fugue, the theologian and organist Albert Schweitzer thought it sounded ‘as if the Pentecostal wind were coming roaring from heaven’.

And St Anne? Well, she, I am afraid, had even less to do with Bach than she did with the Trinity. Her association with the piece stems solely from the fact that, by remarkable coincidence, the start of the fugue section is almost identical to the beginning of William Croft’s 1708 hymn, ‘St Anne’, better known by its first line, ‘Oh God, our help in ages past’.

Recommended recording: Ton Koopman, Walloon Church, Amsterdam, Novalis, 1986
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Messiah (1741)

George Frederick Handel

More often than not, it is impossible to identify a composer’s masterpiece. How can we agree on Mozart’s greatest work when we cannot agree on his greatest piano concerto? Yet with Handel – despite his 42 operas, 25 oratorios, over 40 orchestral works and much, much more – one composition shines forth above the rest.

Messiah is associated in our minds with Christmas. Each year, I look forward to the moment in mid-December when I feel I can start to listen to Bach’s Christmas Oratorio and Handel’s sacred masterwork with impunity. Yet while the former is, obviously, associated with the birth of Jesus, the latter was originally intended to be performed in the run-up to Easter. Indeed, while Messiah anticipates and celebrates the Nativity, at least two-thirds of it contemplate the Passion, the Resurrection and the Ascension. This said, it is neither a narrative nor a drama. Unlike Handel’s other oratorios, there are no named characters and almost no direct speech. Rather, it is a meditation on the life and significance of Jesus Christ – the Messiah – with the intention of reaffirming our belief in the possibility of redemption through faith (‘I know that my Redeemer liveth’).

Handel gave the first performance of Messiah in Dublin on 13 April 1742. Having completed the work in an astonishing 24 days, he had brought it with him to Ireland, where he was due to give a series of subscription concerts. Initially, Messiah was not on the menu but when the public demanded more and yet more
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